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AUTHOR’S NOTE:




I’VE NEVER DONE THIS BEFORE, SO I’LL
APOLOGIZE IN ADVANCE TO ANYONE WHO’S READ MY BOOKS IN THE PAST.
GENERALLY, I LIKE TO DIVE RIGHT IN. Anyone who follows me Knows
generally what this book is about, although there are going to be a
LOT OF SURPRISES in this one. But any writer always wants to reach
out to new readers and It occurs to me this story has grown to the
point and there are so many characters that it would virtually be
impossible for anyone to come in cold and figure out what is going
on. So, I’ve included a fairly concise update at the rear. There’s
also a listing of major characters at the rear. For newcomers, that
means you can skip to the rear and be able to follow the story. And
to eliminate a little confusion, these are not standalone novels.
This is all part of a serial novel – one long story.

For readers new to my work: WWWM is a love
story about two people that logically never should have gotten
together. After 20 years and two children the marriage explodes,
with ripples ranging from central and south America to Africa.

This book is dedicated to my Family. Family
is all that counts in the end, whether that means blood or family
through friendship. And I think that’s reflected in my writing.


PROLOGUE: THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL




Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 3 a.m.

I’m wandering in a thick fog. I don’t know
how I’ve gotten here. I don’t know where HERE is. All I know is
that the fog is thick and cold and clings like the sticky threads
of a gigantic spider’s web. I’m trying to push my way through the
disgusting stuff, but it’s getting harder and harder. I push at it
with hands that seem weak and I realize how little they are.
They’re a child’s hands, a child’s small fingers clawing at the
grey streamers that drift around me.

I’m lost, and I’m alone and I’m afraid. And
I’m eight years old. I hear my father’s voice ringing in the
mist.

“Billy, Billy, where are you, son? I need
you. Hurry. Help me.”

The fog lifts and I’m running down the
two-lane paved road built for transporting coal to the cars waiting
at the railroad spur line 10 miles away, heavy block of rocks
heaped up in the back of monster trucks with tires higher than me
and a friend standing on each other’s shoulders. I’m running, but
the distance to the wide mine entrance built to allow carts
constructed for the tracks into the mine doesn’t grow any less.

I see him at the entrance. A huge man, black
hair flowing down to his shoulders like a barbaric warrior. I know
in some small part of my mind that he never wore his hair long, but
it seems real now. The ground is shaking, and dust and flames pour
out of the hole behind him.

“Billy, hurry, please. I need you. I’m
falling.”

“I’m coming, daddy,” I scream. But as I run
in slow motion he sinks deeper and his features become obscured by
the thick, black coal dust. He sinks down slowly into the blackness
and the last things I see are his eyes gleaming in the dark.

“Billy, you failed me, son. You could have
saved me. Why didn’t you?”

“Daddy, I’m only eight. I couldn’t.”

A whisper from the dark clouds says, “If you
had loved me, you would have come for me, Billy.”

He’s gone and I’m standing at the edge of a
black pit. The mine has vanished. There is only this growing pit
from which screams, and sulfuric gusts rise.

My mother is standing beside me. She is young
and pretty and blonde. She is crying as she stares into the
pit.

“Why didn’t you save him, Billy. He was your
father. He would have done anything for you.”

“I tried, Mama, I tried.”

I reach out to her, to bury my face in her
arms, but she turns away from me without another word and begins to
walk away. She doesn’t look back.

In the logic of dreams, it seems perfectly
natural that I’m driving along Highway 20 from Gainesville to
Palatka. It’s the morning after I witnessed Debbie sucking and
fucking her black basketball player boyfriend and smashed my fist
to a pulp beating up the walls of my room instead of being man
enough to confront him in bed with the woman I loved. But I had
never had the balls to tell how I felt about her. So, she wound up
in another man’s bed giving him what I ached for.

It had been a bright sunlit morning I still
remember, but now it is dark and overcast with ugly black clouds
sending tendrils of lightning toward the ground and sheets of
diamond hard rain drops are beginning to clatter against my
windshield. And finally, I am home, pulling into the driveway of
the one-story house that has been my home for the past decade since
we fled from my father’s death. The one I couldn’t save him
from.

I walk through the icy rain and rap on the
door. And rap. And beat with my fists. I am soaked, and no one
answers the door. When I’ve given up and started to turn away,
although I have no idea where I’m going to go, the door opens. She
is standing there. Short now, only five-four although once she
seemed so tall. Her hair is still blonde, cut short now instead of
the long flowing hair that my father loved to run his fingers
through.

“Mom, I’m soaked. Let me in.”

She stands in the doorway, unsmiling.

“You let your father die.”

“Mom, no- “

“I cared for you all those years, even though
you killed your father. I fed you, clothed you, kept a roof over
your head. Even after you turned into a little pervert and spent
all that time masturbating in your bedroom. Even after you had
those fantasies about me – YOUR MOTHER. I still cared for you, even
though I could never love you again. Not after your father.

“And what do you do with the life I gave you?
You throw it away for some slut with big breasts. You should have
died in that fraternity house. It would have been plainer and
easier on everybody. I prayed that you would die, and you wouldn’t
remind me every moment of your father and how you failed him.”

“You don’t mean that Mom. And I couldn’t
leave Debbie there. I love her.”

“You don’t know what love is, Billy.”

She shut the door softly in my face.

I’m back in the darkened storage room at the
rear of the fraternity house where three men are fucking my future
wife. One below, one at her rear hammering her voluptuous ass even
as she groans and whimpers, the other trying to ram his cock in her
mouth as she whips her head around. He grabs her face in his big
hands and tries to poke it in.

She’s looking at me, her eyes wide with pain,
and she moans, “help me, Bill. Save me.”

And I’m in a hospital bed at Shands, wired
and hooked up, silent in a Big Sleep broken only by the occasional
murmur of machines. And Debbie, in all her ripened youthful beauty
stands near me in the quiet room and whispers in my unhearing ear,
“Some hero you are, asshole. I ask you to save me and all you can
do is go into a coma. If it wasn’t for the police coming in, they’d
still be hurting me. Thanks a lot.”

I’m back in that fog again and I want to wrap
myself in its damp, cool cotton wool feel and not hear or see
anything else.

But something – maybe God since I’ve decided
he is a vindictive prick – won’t let me cover myself and hide away
from the voices and faces that loom out of the fog.

Lilly Mae Longstreet walks out of the fog
toward me. She smiles even though one eye is a black pit where a
.38 slug went in and out of her brain. And there are two other
bullet holes nearby. Still, she manages a weak smile.

“How’s it going Mr. Maitland? Put away any
more killers since you convicted the man who killed me, and left my
boys without a mother, and my husband ready to drink himself to
death? Oh, I forgot. You let my killer walk away. I guess I wasn’t
as important as your high-profile cases.”

She begins to fade away. I could say I had
tried my best and she inspired me to try harder. But it wouldn’t
make any difference. She’d still be dead, and her family ripped to
shreds by three bullets.

I know I’m dreaming now, but I can’t wake up.
Debbie lies sprawled across our bed, her breasts billowing across
her chest, her waist amazingly small against the heavy swell of her
hips and her ass.

She is the embodiment of sexual desire and I
know I had her and she was mine, but when she looks up she isn’t
looking at me, but over her shoulder at the tall, dark haired man
stepping out of our bathroom. I think for a moment it is Ramone,
the college heartthrob who lost her because he couldn’t keep his
horse cock in his pants, but as I look closer I see Debbie is a
mature woman and it is Doug Baker who is stepping nude toward
her.

I want to say something, but the words are
stuck in my throat and she looks at me and laughs as Doug cradles
one heavy breast in a big hand, milking and hefting with a lover’s
possessiveness.

“Don’t look so sad Bill,” she says with scorn
written all over her face. “You had to know I was so damned tired
of your fat, ugly, balding self. You had to know where I was all
those nights I told you I was in meetings and I was out with
friends. You knew, but you didn’t do anything. You were scared. You
knew I was going to leave you. Why did you hold on, make it so
hard?”

Doug stands there, proud and victorious, the
picture of every tall asshole that had taken my women from me again
and again.

She reaches back to snare the hard column of
flesh that rose from Doug’s abdomen, solid and proud, and began to
stroke it while she glances back at me.

“You are such a little man, Bill, in every
way.”

I turn away because there is no answer to
that.

And find myself facing Paula Donnally, the
she-witch who had either poisoned me or lifted the scales from my
eyes. She’s clothed, the dark blouse and tight jeans hotter than
nude skin as they emphasize the swell of those grapefruit breasts
against her so-slender frame. Breasts have always been my
downfall.

“When are you going to come to me, Bill? You
know you want to. You know you need me.”

As she did when we stood in Carabba’s and she
had stroked a volcanic cum out of me only feet away from where
waiters stood in the other room, my dick swells and hardens just
from the look in her eyes.

She cuts me to ribbons and I should be
bleeding out.

“You are such a loser, Bill. You let your
father die. And your mother was stuck with you.

Women never wanted you. Only until someone
better came along. And Debbie was a slut and a whore until she
mistakenly thought you were a man and gave up all those tall, good
looking college boys – for you? She finally wised up and dumped
you. And your kids turned on you. Aline toyed with the idea of
loving you, but she got smart too and dumped you to go back to
Philippe. You had to know it would happen. No matter what they say,
women will always leave you. You had no chance against Philippe.
You never did.

The funniest thing is you really thought you
had a chance with Myra? Of all the women in the World, you thought
SHE might care for you? Even be physically attracted? In a few days
she will be lying in a hotel room with her lover and laughing at
the little man that actually thought she had feelings for him.”

Even in dreams I sense the darkness at the
heart of her and feel the pull, the attraction of like to like.

“You remember, Bill. I’m the bad girl. The
one who is everything you stand against. You were right. I am going
to lull Paul into trusting me again, and then I’m going to kill
him. I’m going to get away with it because someone else will pull
the trigger. You saw into my heart. And you hate me for what I am
going to do. But I will do it. And when his blood is my hands, you
will come to me. And lick the blood off my hands.”

Now she is standing in front of me as she did
in Carabba’s that day I can’t scrub out of my mind. And her hand is
on me, stroking and squeezing. It’s as if black fire rages inside
me.

“I sensed in you that day what Aline sensed
on the Bonne Chance, even though she wasn’t smart enough to
recognize it for what it is. There’s an anger, and a darkness
inside you that’s been building your whole life. With every loss,
with every unfairness the world has heaped on you, it’s grown.
You’ve kept it hidden and you’ve tried to turn it into a hunger to
make things right. To make it something you think your father would
approve of.

“But he wouldn’t understand, or approve.
Because he was a good, simple man. And you’re neither, really, deep
down.”

She is standing close enough to touch and the
desire to grab her and crush to me is stronger than anything I’ve
ever felt. Maybe stronger than that first night with Debbie. It’s a
different type of hunger, but hunger is hunger.

“There is a well of fire inside you, Bill. It
was raging when Debbie made that slip. Only a man like you would
have destroyed his marriage over four words. Only an attorney who
is on the brink of losing it would have struck out at a wife’s male
friend at a public gathering and taken a chance on losing his
career. Only a man who is holding on with his fingertips would have
attacked his wife in a public courtroom after his divorce.

“You have done stupid, stupid things. But you
can’t help yourself, can you?

She steps away from me and begins to fade
into a growing mist.

“You won’t come to me, Bill, but I’m the only
woman who will ever understand you, and appreciate you, and WANT
you, the way you need to be wanted by a woman. Because inside, we
are the same. Bad girl and good man. But we’re the same.”

And I am back in the mist where there is no
direction, no forward, no backward, no up, no down. It seems like
I’ve been here my entire life.

But nightmares, fortunately, aren’t without
end. Even as I struggle in the direction I think is forward I find
my eyes opening and my body rising in the bed in my condo. Even as
I almost unthinkingly swing my feet over the side of the bed,
tangled in a sheet, I find the Glock I’ve started keeping on the
side of the bed in my hand.

It’s freezing, but I’m sweating. I left the
air off and the November chill has penetrated the condo. I’m not
sure why I’m sweating but as the wisps of nightmare float back into
my conscious mind, I can understand it. I’ve had nightmares, but
this one was…something else.

This is one of those nightmares that tears at
your heart, that lingers in your conscious memory like a mental
stomach ache. Most you can dismiss as simple fantasy, but this one
was too real. Perverted and twisted by dark-night-of-the-soul fears
that swarm in when your conscious defenses are down, but based on
reality. And those are the worst.

I take a deep breath and enjoy the solid feel
of the Glock in my hand. There are nightmares of the subconscious
mind, and then there are the nightmares of the real world – men
with guns who use them without conscience, men who can plot the
death of other men and women with cool calculation.

I know without thinking about it that the
nightmare that has gripped me was born in me earlier in the evening
when I looked on Wilbur Bell’s cold body in a morgue. I had told
myself that I had done all I could do to protect him from William
Sutton and his demon-mother’s plots. But it hadn’t been enough. And
deep down I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. For not saving him.
For not saving my father. For not holding my ex-wife’s love. For
losing my children. For losing Aline. For letting Lilly Mae
Longstreet’s killer walk free.

Standing beside the window of the condo and
looking out, reason has begun to re-assert control. I cannot blame
myself for all those things. It doesn’t do any good. But it’s too
easy for them to creep in when you’re unconscious and your guard is
down.

I step around the bed and out into the hall
and into the kitchen. I open the door of the fridge and the light
illuminates the empty room behind me. I look down at my wristwatch.
3 a.m. The Witching Hour. I take out a half gallon jug of ice water
and with my left hand hoist the gallon up and drink. It’s one of
the true signs that I’m ceasing to be a married man and slipping
into the easygoing habits of the bachelor. I realize I’m still
holding the Glock in my right hand.

And that tells me how much the events of the
last few months have shaken me. I’ve never owned a gun, never kept
a gun in my house, not least because I didn’t want them in the
house when the kids were small. I’ve never really felt compelled to
keep a gun for personal safety. But now it seems different.

I close the fridge and pad across the cool
tile to the front door to make sure it’s locked, and the chain lock
I’d installed is in place as well.

There’s still a vague unease inside me, but I
know it’s the residue of nightmare, not some subconscious hint
there’s something out of place in the condo.

I slip back in the bed, place the Glock on
the end table within easy reach. I pull the covers back over me and
lay my head back on the down pillow. As I look out the window, the
streetlight illuminates the track of the raindrops running down the
glass and I listen to the drumming of rain on the window and the
roof above.

You are never as alone as when you lie in bed
listening to rain in the night and there is no warm human body next
to you to touch.

The sudden temptation to grab my cell and
dial Debbie’s number hits me so hard that I almost pick it up
before I can stop myself. Little things keep creeping up and
reminding me that no matter how hard I try, she is still in my
blood.

###

I laid my head back on the pillow, leaving
the last lingering moments of the eternal now of the dream-state
behind me. I stared at the ceiling shrouded in darkness. I felt my
mind running free through the years and consciously tried to slow
my breathing, to bring the pounding of my heart under control.

No matter what Paula Donnally had said to me
in the real world, and the dream world, I’d had a good life in all
the ways that really mattered. Mark Cumber - who had been my
roommate of the white dreadlocks who had planned on going into his
father’s banking business in Atlanta, who had gone drinking with me
and gotten drunk with me and introduced me to more than a few of
the warm female bodies who had kept me happy at night before Debbie
and had been my real friend - lay moldering in a grave outside
Atlanta.

He hadn’t even lived long enough to graduate,
to let his father watch him accept his Baccalaureate in 1986. One
second of carelessness on the Interstate heading back to a weekend
with his family led to his arm being shorn off, his chest crushed
by his steering wheel and that head with the white dreadlocks he
prized so highly being almost neatly slashed off by a long, sharp
pane of glass from his windshield.

They had buried him in a closed casket while
his mother and sisters wept. His father, who was a teetotaler, had
gone on an alcoholic bender that lasted nearly a month. I talked to
friends who kept contact with the family, and they said his father
was never the same afterward. Three years later on a plain two-lane
road in rural Georgia, his Lincoln Town Car had hurtled into a
pecan tree at a speed of at least 120 mph. They classified it as an
accident, so his wife and daughters could cash in a million-dollar
life insurance policy. But, everyone who knew him knew the truth.
Some wounds are too deep, and you can never recover from them.

Mark never married/ Never knew the birth of a
child. Didn’t leave a piece of himself behind. He was a smart,
funny, good guy, and he’d been wiped from the earth as if he had
never existed. I thought about him from time to time over the
years. And whenever I got to feeling that life had been just a
LITTLE too hard on me, his memory would jerk me back to
reality.

I was lying alone in a small room, far from
anyone and everyone I’d ever cared for or been close to: Debbie,
Aline, BJ, Kelly, and Myra. Even my mother was a half a state
away.

But, I was here. And Mark wasn’t. To the
sound of the tapping rain I fell asleep.

###

Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 3 a.m.

It was the rain that woke her. The thermostat
had just kicked on to raise the temperature in the house back into
the low 70s, but even now there was a chill in the air. It was a
November chill. It shouldn’t have been that cold. Walking down to
the first floor and then opening the door onto the night broken
only by the nearest streetlight, Debbie checked the gauge on the
front door. 41 degrees.

She had lived with her father’s brother in
Michigan after she turned 17 and both her parents had despaired of
keeping her from an unplanned pregnancy or running off with a Biker
band. Of course, she swapped beds with all three of her teenaged
male cousins on a regular basis, but they had kept her away from
the really dangerous ones and had ensured that she stayed on birth
control.

But people in Michigan knew what cold was.
They laughed at and would go out to play in short sleeves when the
winter temperature broke 40. So, 41 in Jacksonville was no big
deal. But it felt like it. It felt colder than 20s in Michigan had
felt in her memory.

As she locked the front door, and secured the
second lock that she never thought she would install, she fought
the sensation that someone had been watching her. There was no one
out there in the wet, gusty darkness broken only by the flicking
night light. But she couldn’t escape the feeling. What made it
worse was the knowledge that there could be somebody out there.
She’d never again have the luxury of naively believing things like
that only happened in movies or television cop shows. Because of
Bill, she was living in a thriller.

She made her way to the second floor and
glanced quietly into BJ’s bedroom. He lay under a blanket snoring,
the television in his room still on with music playing softly. She
turned it off and quietly left his room, stopping only for a moment
to gently stroke his hair. She could remember doing that when he’d
been a little boy, but it had been a lot of years since. She looked
down at him and couldn’t help thinking she’d turn around and he’d
be gone, just like Kelly. And the house would be SO damned
quiet.

She slid under the covers and opened the
night stand drawer. She lifted the Glock that lay in it and held it
in her hand. Something about this night, maybe the fact that she
knew what had happened to the old man who had been a critical
witness in Bill’s case, had left her uneasy. Finally, she returned
the Glock to the drawer. It was enough to know it was close at
hand. She didn’t want it where she could reach it too easily. Too
many tragic accidents happened that way.

She lay back and listened, rain tapping
lightly and then rising to a hard rattle as the wind hurled it
against the windows. The bed was so damned big, and so damned
empty.

###

Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 3 a.m.

She thought it was someone else screaming for
a moment before she realized the screams were coming out of her own
throat. Her throat was already sore, and she didn’t know how long
it had been going on. She had become entangled with her sheets and
almost fallen to the floor before she caught herself.

The units here were well insulated, but she
wasn’t surprised a moment later to hear pounding on her front door
and shouts of “Ms. Martinez, Ms. Martinez, are you alright?”

She rolled out of bed and grabbed a large and
shapeless nightgown to throw over herself before she opened the
door to see Brent Day, resident condo cop, standing in his
underwear and holding his standard police issue Glock.

“Ms. Martinez, I’m sorry, but it sounded like
you were in distress. Are you okay?”

He examined her up and down, lingering for a
moment on her chest, but he was a decent, married cop and he’d
never done anything inappropriate in the two years he’d been a
neighbor. And she didn’t want to have to explain that she was
alright to a bunch of new cops.

‘I’m fine, Officer Day. I’m sorry I woke you
up. Is Mrs. Day alright?”

“Just scared the hell out of her. What
happened? It sounded like the end of the world.”

“Just a really, really bad nightmare. I don’t
have them very often, anymore, thank God.”

He looked around from where he stood.

“Are you sure, absolutely sure, there’s
nothing? I can come in and look around and you’re welcome to stay
with Juanita until I check your place out.”

She placed her hand on his arm and said, “I’m
sure. I’ll have some coffee and then take a sleeping pill. Please
go back to your wife. You won’t hear me again. And if anyone else
called the police, would you please tell them everything’s
okay.”

He finally left, and she locked and double
locked the door again. She walked into the kitchen and poured
herself a cup of coffee and heated it in the microwave. Reaching up
over the sink, she opened a pill bottle and took out two
extra-strength Excedrin. Her head was pounding, and the pains ran
from her neck down into her shoulders. She twisted her neck back
and forth. She wore a solid, heavy duty industrial Triple E bra
that gave the most support any bra could offer. And she kept it on
all the time unless she was with a man.

But even then, they were just too heavy.
She’d had more than one doctor tell her that she’d have to have
them reduced before she hit her 40s or the damage to her neck and
back might require surgery no matter how much she reduced them.

She knew it was coming, but not just yet.
There were things she had to do, and she couldn’t do them without a
body that reduced most men to jelly.

She poured herself a glass of white wine and
sat down facing her apartment’s large picture window, now streaked
with rivulets of rain. She hefted the small Walther PPS pistol and
looked out into the night.

“You can come out now,” she said, staring at
the patterns of light and dark in the glass. Slowly the figures
coalesced and stepped away from the glass, their features were
white and the wounds that had killed them still dripped blood.

She smiled at them and unloaded the Walther
She held the emptied light pistol up and aiming at the older man
who stood in the front, she began pulling the trigger.

“You can’t scare me unless you catch me
sleeping,” she said softly, imagining that each click of the
trigger sent a bullet tearing the flesh of the familiar phantoms.
They stared at her with dead eyes and she remembered the nights
when they did terrify her. They had lost that power as she’d gotten
older.

The only thing she really regretted, she
thought as she pulled the trigger, was that she couldn’t kill them
again. That was the terrible thing about ghosts, you couldn’t kill
them more than once. And the good thing about memories was that you
could kill them, over and over and over.

###

Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 3 a.m. – Tangerine,
Satsuma County

Deacon rolled on his hip toward the soft
round curves that Meri pressed back against his abdomen and legs
and a cock that was rising like a guided missile. It was hard to
believe it was about to roar back into action after the workout
she’d given him only four hours earlier.

But there was something about the soft feel
of her ass, the round globes of her breasts as he reached around to
caress them, that he thought could have roused a corpse. He kissed
the curve of her neck. That always got her motor running. She
rolled toward him and he smiled in the dark. His hands rose to cup
her breasts and then to grab her luscious ass.

She kissed his jawline and run her tongue
along it, like a playful cat, nipping occasionally.

“Baby, no. Please.”

“What?”

“Please, Deacon. I’m sore down there. You
wore me out. And I can barely open my eyes. I need some sleep.”

He pushed himself away and leaned on one
elbow looking down at the shine of her eyes in the reflected
moonlight.

“Jesus Christ, woman, you’re acting like
we’re married. I had an ex and I’d expect that kind of shit from
her. You don’t want me doing nasty things to you, the door isn’t
locked on the inside. Get your clothes and get out.”

She nestled her head against his chest and
planted kisses on it and stroked his cock lightly with her small
fingers.

“Don’t be that way, Deacon. You know how I
feel about you. I don’t want things to end. Just…give me some time
and I’ll wake you up like you never ever been woke up before.”

Part of him wanted to kick her ass out the
door. You take a small-town girl who’d been happy once to bend over
anywhere and take him anyway, anyhow. And now she was telling him
to hold his cock until she got enough sleep. He could find another
woman. There were always other women.

He grabbed her head by the hair and pulled
her back and looked down into her eyes.

He could replace her in his bed easy enough.
What would be hard to replace would be the genuine happiness that
lit her face up when he walked into her salon, the excitement she
showed like a little girl with the earrings and necklaces and cheap
jewelry he found himself enjoying giving to her for no good
reason.

He pulled her back down to his chest and
kissed the top of her head.

“Go to sleep, but I can’t guarantee I’m going
to be interested, in the mood, in the morning.”

“Oh, you’ll be in the mood, I guarantee it,”
she giggled softly. A moment later she was snoring softly.

He lay awake for a long time. He’d have to
start drawing back from Meri. He’d find another woman to spend some
nights with and make sure Blud and the others knew he was cooling
it with Meri. It would hurt Meri, but it was safer for her.

Blud was crazy. Everybody knew that, but you
could live with his craziness. As long as he trusted you, had no
doubt your first loyalty was to him, you’d stay fairly safe. If he
started having any doubt….

He remembered the barbecue on one of Blud’
properties, large enough and isolated enough to shield from outside
eyes, where 50 deputies and supporters and suck-ups came to drink
and do any drug – any drug known to humanity – without fear of
trouble.

Bobby Watson had brought his wife, Evie. She
was a tall, top-heavy brunette and everybody knew Blud had tapped
that as well as other deputies before she became Watson’s property.
But Blud had been in a strange mood. He’d looked at Bobby and Evie
as they stood near the pit where a whole hog was being roasted and
then approached them.

Everybody knew something was coming down. The
three of them talked and then Blud wrapped his arms around Evie’s
shoulders and in the quiet said, “why don’t you find one of these
sweet things, Bobby and have a good time. Evie and I are going to
find a quiet place to talk.”

Bobby just looked at him and his hand dropped
to the revolver at his side.

“You have a problem with that, Bobby?”

Evie stepped between the two men and said,
“Bobby, no let it go. Blud and I will just go – talk about things.
It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not, Bobby. I’m beginning to wonder
about you. I think you ought to go home. I’m going to take your
pretty wife back to the cabin and fuck her brains out the way I
used to. And when I get through with her, every guy here is going
to get a taste.”

“No.”

Blud just looked at him.

“You sure I can’t have her?”

Deacon thought the silence lasted a long
time, but it could only have been a few seconds before Blud had his
.45 out and in a motion smoother than a striking rattler, blew the
back of Evie’s brains out with one well-placed bullet. Even while
her body lay twitching on the ground, Blud turned and put a bullet
into Bobby’s arm which slowed him down enough that he was able to
put two more bullets into his legs.

Deputies had him upright and had taken away
his service piece before he could react. A vast quiet had settled
over the clearing. The only thing that could be heard was the
snapping of hot coals in the barbecue pit.

“You should have let us have her. She would
have had an appropriate time and we wouldn’t have broken anything –
important.”

Blud turned his back on Bobby and approached
the body of his wife. Deacon knew what was coming, but he couldn’t
turn his gaze away. Couldn’t turn his eyes away or close them as
Blud leaned over the body, pulled her jeans down over her womanly
hips and then her panties. Deacon knew he was going to be sick, but
he had to hold it in.

As he pulled his own trousers down to reveal
his erection, Blud looked back at Bobby.

“Well, she was a really hot bitch, and you
know what they say. Waste not, want not.”

There were people around him, men and women
both, who seemed to drift away from the fire-lit clearing and
Deacon could hear retching from the darkness, but he kept his eyes
open and the food and drink he’d eaten inside him as Blud entered
her womanly cavity and began pounding her motionless body. Her head
lolled like a broken doll as Blud thrust in and out.

As the night continued, Deacon found his
revulsion tempered by the knowledge that Evie was beyond anything
Blud could do to her now. This was just an object lesson for the
people still watching. And Deacon knew Bobby was not going to have
it as easy as his dead wife.

As his memories returned to this night and
woman who lay in his arms, Deacon knew he wasn’t ever going to be
where Bobby had stood, and he’d keep Meri safe even if it meant
never seeing her again or even getting her a job somewhere far from
Satsuma.

###

Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 3 a.m.

The alarm rang with a soft buzz that couldn’t
be heard by anyone outside his Arlington condo. He thought – for
just a second – about hitting the damned alarm and rolling back
over in a very comfortable and warm bed. He had spent a long day at
the courthouse and at St. Vincent’s in the aftermath of the Bell
murder. He’d gotten a few hours’ sleep, but…

Didn’t matter though. Too much was riding on
doing his job. And the penalties for screwing up were too high.
These people didn’t tolerate missing assignments. He rolled out of
bed and made a detour to the refrigerator in the small kitchen and
plucked a Coors out of it and popped the top before sitting at the
desktop.

He took a sip of delicious near-iced beer and
tapped the desktop to life and watched it light up. He brought up a
5,000 word mass of garbled letters and numbers. If a set of
algorithms which was changed every other day hadn’t been used after
he’d filed the report in the late hours of the previous night he
could have read the plain language about what the subject had been
doing the previous week, theories about who was behind Bell’s
murder and the possibility that Sheriff Bludwurth’s people might
have been involved. There was also a brief mention of the apparent
breakup of the subject and the delectable Ms. Martinez.

Not that the subject’s love life would seem
to hold much interest for the people who paid him, but their orders
were to report on anything and everything that affected the
subject,

Sending it took only a second and a touch of
his finger. He sat back and sipped more of the Coors. Even though
he couldn’t understand it, he knew the scrambled message was being
bounced between thousands of relay points until it would be not
virtually – but completely – impossible to ever trace to its point
of origin.

He finished the Coors, tossed the can into
the trash in the kitchen, and closed down the desktop. He was about
to hit the lights and go back to bed with the alarm reset for 6
a.m. when he turned the lights out and walked to the third floor
window that faced onto the northeast.

The rain might have slackened during the
hours he slept, but another storm raged outside now, hurling drops
like bullets against the glass. He reached out and placed his hand
palm out against the window glass. The chill sank into his flesh.
He was surprised as he always was this time of year.

This was Florida, even if it was Northern
Florida, the land of sunshine and orange groves and bikinied babes
bouncing their tight little asses and round tits for admiring,
horny males while pretending they were showing off their wares to
get a better tan and to show off their attractive beachwear for
other women.

He had spent time on southern beaches so he
knew that other Florida was real. But Jacksonville was not THAT
Florida. As he listened to the chill, hard sound of this rain, he
thought about mornings spent on the beaches on the eastern coast of
Costa Rica, where the temperature never fell below a balmy 72 and
the rain was a fragrant, warm touch of Heaven.

He lay back in bed and continued to listen to
the rain while falling into a dream of walking the white sand of a
Costa Rican beach in the early morning rain with a swivel-hipped
temptress who knew only two words of English – “yes” and
“more.”


 


 


 CHAPTER ONE: CALL ME
ISHMAEL

 


Wednesday November 16, 2005 – 9:30 a.m.

Even though this was one of those mornings
when I rose feeling more tired than when I fell asleep, I made time
to hit Hurley’s gym for an hour before I got to the office at 9:30.
I’d been doing it long enough that the longer I pounded on the
treadmill and did sit-ups and crunches until my abdominal muscles
wanted to scream, the better I felt. In fact, I felt better when
I’d left than when I’d walked in the door. I’d always heard that
was the case, but in the days before Debbie had driven me to
finally start taking care of myself, I’d never really believed
it.

I could almost believe that I’d also sweated
away some of the anger and disappointment and the general black
mood which had enveloped me after Bell’s death and during the
following night.

As I entered the first floor before hitting
the security booth to reach the elevators I swerved to the already
busy Starbucks and walked through security with a cup of mostly
foam cappuccino. I hit the elevator for the fourth floor but as it
went up I hit the third-floor button and braced myself as it
shuddered to a stop.

I stepped out and didn’t recognize the girl
at the reception desk.

“Can I help you?”

“Is Ms. Bascomb in?”

“Can I tell her who wants to see her?”

“Don’t bother,” Debbie said, walking up
behind her. “I know Mr. Maitland. What can I do for you this early
in the morning, Mr. Maitland?”

“Could we talk for a minute?”

“Business or personal?”

“Sort of.”

“Mysterious.”

“I thought we’d gotten past this sort of
crap.”

She smiled.

“We have. I just wanted to enjoy seeing the
shoe on the other foot for once. When do you ever come to me and
want to talk, unless it’s business?”

I made a production of checking the time on
my watch and said, “Actually I have a very busy day and if you’re
having too much fun milking this for laughs, we can do this another
day.”

She just shook her head and turned away from
me, saying over her shoulder, “Don’t be so sensitive, Bill.
Actually, I’ve got something I wanted to talk to you about.”

If I had been paranoid, or a believer in
Harlequin romances, I’d have thought she was putting a little extra
wiggle into a walk that didn’t need any enhancement, but I was
neither. That was just Debbie.

She sat behind her desk. I stood in front of
her.

“You want to sit?”

“No. I won’t be that long. I just wanted to
ask…if you’d be…available this afternoon or evening.”

She gave me a strange look. After having been
married to her for 20 years, I should have been able to read her,
but I couldn’t.

“Available? For what?”

“To have coffee with me…somewhere. Maybe a
Waffle House, maybe someplace with a little more privacy, like
Shoney’s.”

“You’re asking me out on a date?”

I know it’s hyperbole, but if somebody’s jaw
could actually drop in surprise, hers did.

“No. Not a date. I just want to talk to you,
away from here – and away from the house. I don’t – I still don’t –
feel comfortable there.”

She looked down at her desk. I didn’t need to
be a mind reader to know she was embarrassed.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Bill. If
it’s something about the kids, we can talk here or by phone. But
getting together…”

“Jesus, Deb, I’m not starting a campaign to
seduce you or get you into bed or win you back. Your virtue is
intact with me. I just want to talk to you. It’s not personal. It’s
not about the kids. I just… I’ll explain it to you when we
meet.”

She gave me what could only be called an
appraising look.

“You’re being very mysterious, Bill. It’s not
your style. You can’t blame me for being a little… wary. You
haven’t been willing to give me the time of day for most of a year.
And now you want to meet with me, and you won’t tell me why. You’re
not planning on telling me that you’re going to make Ms. Martinez
the second Mrs. Maitland, are you?”

I stared at her and let a little irritation
show.

“That cruel streak is a little new, Deb. I
know the gossip mill works faster than that. You know we broke
up.”

“I’m sorry. The year has been rough for me
too. I’m not as perfect as I was before you accused me, if I
remember the wording correctly, of “fucking somebody else.”

I stepped backward toward her office
door.

“I don’t want to do this, Deb. I don’t want
to stir up all that old stuff again. I thought we’d gotten past it.
Let’s forget about getting together. It wasn’t that important
anyway.”

She stood up behind the desk.

“No, Bill, I’m sorry. I don’t know where that
came from either. It’s almost like. Flashbacks. Anyway, it’s fine.
I don’t have any plans. BJ is old enough I can leave him by himself
tonight. What time? And where?”

“I’ll probably work until 6 or 7. How about
7:30? And where? How about-?”

“How about that bar – The Last Call? It’s on
Beach, not that far from where we – I – live.”

“A bar? I told you this wasn’t a date. And
why that particular bar?”

“It’s quiet, usually on weekdays. And they
serve coffee. We can talk and there won’t be anybody listening. And
the owner is discrete.”

“And how would you know they serve coffee,
don’t do much business on the weekdays, and anything at all about
the owner?”

“I haven’t been in a coma – sorry, I mean I
haven’t stayed in the house the last eight months. I’ve been in
there and I’ve met Armando. He’s a nice guy. And he’s one of your
fans.”

“I don’t know about being a fan, but he is a
nice guy.”

I stopped myself by force of will from saying
the next words that were about to come out of my mouth. It didn’t
do any good to stir up old fires.

“Okay. We’ll meet at 7:30 unless I call?”

“Fine.”

“By the way, you said you had something you
wanted to talk to me about?”

“We’ll talk about it tonight.”

“Who’s being mysterious now?”

“It’s not – mysterious, Bill. It’s – just
something I think you ought to know about. Maybe you can do
something about it. But I’ll tell you tonight.”

I was at the door when she said, “You know
this feels weird, don’t you?”

I walked out without replying. She was right.
This might be a mistake, probably was, but there are times when you
should go with your gut.

I could have ridden up, but I walked the last
flight of stairs. After a pretty hard workout, the stairs at a
decent pace felt good.

I waved at Cheryl and walked in to face a
desk already beginning to pile up with memos and there were already
stickies with notes about five prior phone calls. As I’d expected,
two were from Macon’s office and they were undoubtedly about
suddenly going into hyperdrive to hold Sutton’s trial at the
earliest possible date.

One was from Judge Pizarro’s office. That one
I’d return. There were memos about upcoming trials and hearings.
Most of those I didn’t have to do anything with. The section heads
and individual ASAs would run with them. The memos were just
general updates on what was happening.

I took a deep breath and let the routine of
the day settle over me. Dallas was off to somewhere in Tampa, but
he was gone more than he was physically here so most days this was
the way the office ran. Most important stuff eventually funneled
its way up to me, but I tried to divert as much as was humanly
possible to section heads, other attorneys. I tried to let the
other heads, some of whom were veteran to me, handle anything with
as little oversight as possible. They were all experienced, good
men and women and usually the things that got to me were the ones
they were just uneasy about or those issues that were politically
sensitive and they didn’t want to put their asses on the line to
deal with.

It didn’t take that long to go through most
of the notes. I was going to put off the memos from Macon’s office
as long as possible, and when I finally had to face him, I’d get
into the real stalling war and give him a little taste of what he’d
been dishing out for William Sutton for these many months.

I dialed, and Mitch McConnell answered the
phone.

“Mitch, could you come by here for a
minute?”

“Sure,” and he popped into the office three
minutes later. “Let me extend my condolences.”

“Run that by me again.”

“There was so much going on yesterday that I
didn’t have the chance to say how sorry I was.”

“I still don’t- “

“That your sex life died. I thought about
sending you some Lilies – like for a funeral – but I didn’t want to
rub it in.”

I could only sigh.

“Is there anything in this damned courthouse
that isn’t common knowledge within an hour?”

“No. You have been the inspiration for
legions of horny guys that have lusted after Myra since she got
here. And you actually got into that. It gave the rest of us hope
that anything is possible.”

“Sorry to burst so many wet dreams, but is
there a chance that you could raise the focus of your attentions
above your belt buckle and maybe do some investigating?”

“Of course, Mr. Maitland. What do you
have?”

“I’m going to give Knight a buzz and ask him
if he can spare one of his homicide detectives to work with you for
a couple of days. Hopefully he will. And then I want the two of you
to go back over Wilbur Bell’s death – his murder. We already have a
pretty good idea how Sutton and his momma did it. And it looks like
they didn’t leave any loose ends. But-

“I want you to go over the ground again.
Interview the couple that staged the fight, the courier, anybody
that might have talked to Mama Sutton the day of Bell’s death. Do
not let her talk you into questioning her outside the station. If
you have to, take her into custody as a possible material witness
to a murder plot. You don’t have to charge her with anything. Just
tell her we think she may have some information that would be
useful. Keep her as long as you possibly – legally – can.

“Hopefully we will really and truly piss
junior off. If he keeps his cool, drag him down to the station.
Macon will bitch and moan about doing the interview in his office,
but tell him you have orders to bring Sutton down to the station.
He’ll call me, and I’ll be unavailable, and he’ll call Dallas and
Dallas will tell him he can’t interfere because he’s out of town.
He’ll call Judge Pizzaro, but Pizarro isn’t going to step into a
pissing match. If I know Pizarro, he’ll tell Macon to call him back
if he gets proof that we’re using rubber hoses on Sutton, but
otherwise work it out with me. And – “

He grinned.

“You’ll be unavailable.”

I grinned back.

“You’re getting it.”

“Now, eventually, in a few hours or at most a
day, I’ll cut Sutton and his Mama free – if you’re still stringing
them along. But, Sutton is a hothead. And I think he has definite
Mama issues. Being brought down to the station, and seeing his Mama
taken in, are going to infuriate him. He might – just might – say
or do something we can use.

“And there is always the possibility they
made a mistake in setting this up. If it winds up that I can’t nail
the bastard for his wife and son’s murder, it would be nice if I
could send him – and his mother – away for even a little while for
murdering Bell.”

McConnell leaned back and rubbed his chin
while observing me.

“I could almost feel sorry for the son of a
bitch. You ever read ‘Moby Dick’ in high school.”

“It was my penance for some crime in a past
life.”

“You’re like Captain Ahab. You’re going to
bring him in come hell or high water.”

“Right book. Wrong character. Call me
Ishmael.”

He just grinned.

“I’m going to enjoy this, Mr. Maitland. And I
must say that it looks like losing the Sweetheart of the courthouse
has made you into an even meaner SOB than you were before. I like
it.”

“I’m still the same sweetheart that I always
was. Now, if you somehow manage to nail those bastards, you will be
my favorite Investigator.”

As he got up he said, “I always thought I
was.”

“What have you done for me lately?”

Next on the agenda was Carlisle. He answered
his phone on the second ring. That was good. Everyone was getting
to the office on time or early. I needed to stay very busy for the
next few weeks. He said he’d be down in 10 minutes. I called
Cheryl.

“Hi. What’s going on around the office?
Anything I should know about?”

“Dave Brandon’s wife still isn’t talking to
him. Evelyn Sweet has started dating that really cute new Assistant
PD. Rumor has it this one might be serious. There is a VERY
out-there rumor that Governor Bush might be thinking about tapping
Johnny August for the State Attorney General if Charlie Crist
resigns early to start his run for Governor next year or if he
bails early to take a very prestigious and lucrative partner’s
position with an n-named Miami law firm.”

“Johnny for Attorney General?”

“He was a State Attorney in Orlando before he
moved up here. And besides, everyone loves him.”

“That is true. But it wouldn’t be the same
place without him.”

“I agree. At the moment that’s all I have
that’s interesting. But as always I’ll keep my ears open.”

I wondered while waiting for Carlisle about
the Johnny August rumor. It seemed on the far edge of plausibility
and for personal reasons I hoped it wasn’t true. August wasn’t a
pushover but I enjoyed jousting with him simply because I liked
him. That was why he’d always breezed to re-election and unless
somebody sometime found him in bed with two hookers or an underaged
schoolgirl, he’d probably go on being elected to something or other
as long as he breathed. He was just catnip to voters.

And he had treated Debbie decently, giving
her a chance after she was pushed out at UNF. I would never tell
her, but I was glad she had landed on her feet in the
courthouse.

“Mr. Maitland.”

I gestured to Carlisle and he sat across from
me. There were bags under his eyes, nicks where he’d cut himself
shaving and a general air of a big cat pacing in a cage. He wasn’t
a happy camper.

“Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. Better than fine. Is this
about Sutton?”

The words were civil, the tone was not.

I just stared at him.

“Sorry. I apologize, Mr. Maitland. I didn’t
mean to use that tone.”

“I was going to talk to you about Sutton, but
you have any personal business you need to take care of? We can get
together later in the day.”

“No, now’s fine. I apologize again. I never
bring personal stuff into the office, but-anyway, can we put it
behind us and talk about Sutton.”

“Sure. You said you’d discussed the Sutton
case with the Chief of Police in Spring City. What’s his name?”

“Gordon Evers. Yeah, I talked with him about
what we were working on and he told me they’d been looking at the
death of one of his officers – Lee Henry – in a suspicious fire
back in February. And so far, they’ve hit a brick wall. But- “

“What?”

“When I told him who I was, he’s the one who
asked if we were looking into a connection between Lee Henry’s
death and Sutton.”

“Why? As far as I know there’s no obvious
connection between the two and there’s never been any media
coverage about a connection. It would be kind a strange conclusion
to jump to if you have no reason to suspect anything.”

“Evers told me he’d never made the
connection, never really was even aware about the murder of
Sutton’s wife and unborn son. It’s too far outside of his
jurisdiction and the murder never made big headlines outside of
Jax. But, he said that a TU reporter named Harry Bass told him
about Sutton and pointed out that Lee Henry was killed only a few
days after Mrs. Sutton. And, Bass was the one who told him that if
you plotted it on a Florida map, Spring City was directly on the
path from Ocala where Sutton was living, to Jacksonville.”

I knew who Bass was. Anybody that had lived
and worked in Jacksonville for a long time and read the paper knew
his name. Bass had been the paper’s main police reporter before
Carl Cameron took the number one spot. Bass didn’t have Cameron’s
ability as a writer, but he was one hell of a reporter. He had
broken a few big murder cases by himself, which generally caused
police brass to hate his guts, but the average cop respected
him.

He was still a grunt, doing features and
police and court stories and anything else they threw at him. He
would probably never be one of the big names in local journalism.
Besides his age, mid-50s, he had always drunk too much and had a
bad habit of getting involved with married women and being named in
divorce suits and on at least a few occasions, being chased out of
bedroom windows by gun wielding irate husbands and/or boyfriends,
and at least one infuriated girlfriend when she learned she didn’t
have his undivided attention.

His nickname among everybody – cops,
attorneys, reporters – was the Love Bug, and never had a nickname
been more honestly earned.

That has been the main reason he’d never gone
anywhere in the news business – no one could ever take him
seriously, in spite of his very real achievements.

“What was Bass doing in Spring City talking
cases with Chief Evers? The TU wouldn’t have any interest in a
murder that far away?”

“He wasn’t there on business. He and Evers
have been friends for a long time, since Evers was a homicide cop
up here in Jacksonville. They get together for a visit fairly
regularly. They’re both crime buffs and, like I said, Evers was a
homicide detective for about 10 years. He said he and Bass were
talking one day AFTER we filed charges and that’s when Bass had the
brainstorm.”

I got up and walked to the window facing
north and pulled the blinds open. The storm – or storms – had
passed and the sun shone brightly. It was probably in the low 70s
after a chilly night made even colder by the rain. Early Winter one
day and Indian Summer the next. The charm of Jacksonville.

I felt better looking out at the warm
sunshine. Maybe it was an omen. Of course, it might be a complete
dead end and amount to nothing.

But I couldn’t help thinking of the Green
Light murder case that he AND a TU editor had independently cracked
that had received attention in a couple of national magazines. And
then there was the Blue Nude murder. It was another instance of
Bass getting involved in something he had no legitimate business
getting into, but he had broken a case that I still thought would
someday make a great movie. They’d probably hire some good-looking
heart throb to play Bass, but it had been his story.

Which was why knowing that Bass had made the
connection between Sutton and Spring City made me all the more
determined to connect the two cases and maybe turn my sure loser
into an actual winner of a case.

“What’s his number? Evers?”

I had Cheryl dial it and she buzzed me when
she had him on the line.

“Chief Evers, this is Bill Maitland with the
State Attorney’s Office in Jacksonville. I believe my ASA Gordon
Carlisle has talked to you about our investigation into the Sutton
murder case.”

His voice was rough, like a recovering
smoker, but softer.

“Mr. Maitland. Yeah, your man was down here
and quite honestly it was a breath of fresh air to get a new angle
on the case of our murdered officer. The bastard that killed him
went to a lot of trouble to hide his tracks and make it look like a
burglary gone bad. But I never had any doubt. It was a cold
blooded, planned murder. And whoever it was, he’s a dangerous man.
Lee Henry was a trained police officer and veteran of Iraq. And he
had a big, trained dog with him which was also killed.”

“If it’s who we think it is, he is a
dangerous man.”

“He’s also very smart. We hit this case from
every angle we could think of for nearly a year. Found out some
things we never suspected about Lee. But we were dead in the water,
no more leads until we got your phone call.”

I leaned back and nodded to Carlisle. If this
worked out, he was going to be very happy as the newest section
head.

“That’s great, Chief. Now, we need to compare
notes and it sounds like you’ve already done a lot of the legwork.
But we really need to have some face time, a chance to talk. I’m
almost always jammed so getting away is difficult. It sounds like
you probably don’t have the same type of environment and I wonder
if you’d mind coming up here. We’ll put you up and pay for a few
good meals. Benny’s has some of the best steak dishes in the
state.”

There was a long silence.

“I understand, Maitland, but…our city is not
as quiet and bucolic as you might think, and we only have three
people on our department, including me. We will be very short
handed if I come up there.”

“I’m sorry, Chief, and I’ll work with you as
much as we can, but I want to nail this bastard so badly I dream
about him at night. And I believe from what you’ve said that you’re
just as determined to bring your killer to justice. I think we
really might be after the same man. If you can come up, we can try
to get together in the morning and wrap it, so you can be home by
nightfall.”

Another long silence. Finally:

“How about this Friday?”

“Sure. And can you contact Bass? I’d like to
have him sit in, if possible.”

“He’ll love that, Maitland. But he’ll be a
pain in the ass about wanting an exclusive and trying to get it out
before anyone else.”

“I can handle him. I’ve worked with him
before.”

“Okay. I’ll call you Friday morning on the
way up.”

“You could come up Thursday night and spend
the night in a hotel. My office will reimburse you.”

“No, thank you. But I’ll come up Friday
morning.”

I sat there staring at the phone for about a
minute after he hung up. Carlisle and I exchanged glances.

“Now there is a man who definitely does not
want to come up to the big city. It seems like he doesn’t want any
part of Jacksonville. Wonder why?”

Carlisle shrugged.

“He was a homicide cop for 10 years, I
believe. We’ve always been one of the bloodiest cities in the
state. He probably saw a lot of blood and guts up here. He got
burned out and went down and got himself a job as head of a
three-man department where the worst thing that ever happens is
somebody breaking into a store. For him it’s probably been like a
paid vacation with great fishing for the past four years. Can you
really blame him for not wanting to come back here?”

“No, I guess not. Anyway, you’ve done an
excellent job with this assignment. I just wanted to let you
know.”

“Thank you, Mr. Maitland. And I apologize
again. I try not to drag my personal troubles into the office.”

“Anything you’d like to talk about? I’m not a
relationship expert, but I was married a long, long time.”

“It’s that obvious?”

“When a guy who’s usually all business looks
and acts the way you do, it’s usually a woman.”

“It’s just…just a fight. I guess everybody
has them. It’s just…. this was bad.”

“Make up sex is one of the best things about
fighting with women.”

He stared down at the desk and without
looking directly at me, said, “I don’t know. We’ve had fights.
Everybody does. But this…”

Suddenly he was up and pacing.

“She’s a beautiful woman. And we’ve been good
together for nearly a year. I know I’m going to propose if I get
the section head position. But…there’s this guy. She’s a teacher at
Lee High School and he’s an Assistant Principal. He’s always been –
he makes my skin crawl the way he hangs on her at any professional
party we go to.

“We went to a teachers-blowing-off-steam
party Friday night. And as usual he was on her, copping feels,
trying to get her out dancing every time I turned around. What tore
it was when I got together with some guys and went outside to sum-
to talk with some guys.”

I wasn’t that old that I hadn’t smoked my
share of pot in college and I might have hit a few blasts after I
began lawyering, but after I joined the State Attorney’s Office I
knew I couldn’t gamble with my future. But I knew all the younger
attorneys used it. As long as they kept it quiet, didn’t get
themselves arrested for possession, didn’t move on to harder drugs,
or do anything to embarrass the office, I wasn’t going to make an
issue out of it.

“When I came back he had her in a corner, had
his hand inside her blouse and was doing his best to kiss her. I
lost it, grabbed him, and laid him out. She was screaming at me
that I was an animal, the bastard had just been flirting and she
was perfectly capable of guarding her own honor.

“I said some things I probably shouldn’t have
said, including that if she wanted to fuck him she could go home
with him and come by my place to pick her stuff up as soon as
possible. She went ballistic at that point and said she’d go home
with anybody BUT me. So, I stomped out and didn’t see her the rest
of the weekend.

“She came home Sunday afternoon with two
friends I trust, and they said she’d been with them and their
husbands the whole time after I left. We sat down and talked, and I
tried to explain to her how I felt seeing him with her. But she
wasn’t having any of it. She said he was drunk, was a good guy
sober, that it was innocent flirting and that she’ been humiliated
by my hitting him.

“I’ll admit, I had a tough time keeping my
mouth closed. She’s not 11 years old. She’s 25, a grown woman, and
there’s no way she COULD NOT know he was trying to get between her
legs. But I’m the bad guy.

“She never did understand why I was so upset,
or at least she said she didn’t. And I can’t believe she’s as naïve
and stupid as she’s pretending to be. So, things have been pretty
tense since. And I haven’t got a lot of sleep.”

I felt a blast of déjà vu staring at his red
face, the anger rising as he remembered what had happened since the
weekend. Every relationship is different, but I knew where he
was.

I told him that. He stared at me in
disbelief. Everybody always thinks their story is unique.

“You know what my wife – my ex – looks like,
and she looked a hell of lot better twenty years ago, if you can
imagine it. Guys ALWAYS hit on her. And after a while, it drove us
apart. We split up – for six months. But I learned something. And
it kept our marriage together for a long time.

“That kind of attention is something you have
to live with when you marry a pretty woman. And unless you’re going
to lock her in a chastity belt and imprison her in a tower that no
one can get into, you’re not going to be able to keep her away from
guys that want to have sex with her.

“You only have two choices, really. You can
trust her. Or you can walk away.”

He gave me a look that didn’t need words, but
he added them anyway.

“No offense, but…You trusted her, and look at
you now.”

“You have to make your own choices. But we
lasted a long time and I got two children out of the deal.”

He walked out without saying another word. It
was really simple. Just hard as hell to do.

I called Carlisle an hour later and he
brought up the file with everything we had on the murder of Lee
Henry. As I glanced over it I remembered something important and
had Cheryl call Spring City again. I figured I’d miss him because
he’d probably gone to lunch, but he answered again.

“Chief there was something I forgot to ask
you. Do you have any DNA records on Lee Henry? Did he ever have to
turn in DNA samples for the job?”

“No, I don’t know how they do it in Jax
nowadays, but no, there are no DNA samples. We have his
fingerprints on file from when he was hired. But nobody I know of
takes DNA samples of cops. And the body was burned so badly,
reduced to basically ashes and bones in the fire, that we didn’t
think there was any point in preserving samples. He was cremated.
Why?”

“It’s a real long shot, but there’s a
possibility that Sutton might have disposed of bloody rags after
murdering Henry. Some of the rags were preserved. If we had
something to compare the blood on the rags to Sutton, we might have
something we could use.”

“There might be something. While we were
searching for anything to help us find Lee’s killer, we discovered
he had a half-brother. They’d been on the outs for years and for a
little while we thought he might be involved. But we ruled him out.
And since he was cleared, and he was Lee’s only next of kin, when
he asked that Lee be cremated, as next of kin, we did it.

“But,” he said, “while you couldn’t use his
DNA to prove that the blood belonged to Lee, a half-brother might
be enough to confirm the blood came from somebody related to Lee.
And you could use that to try to link your evidence to Lee’s
murder.”

“You’re right. It wouldn’t prove anything,
but it would definitely give a jury something to chew on. Can you
get a DNA sample from the brother?”

“If we knew where he was. But, he was a
drifter. We let him go four months ago. He left town, no forwarding
address, no cell phone, a car and license plate but I’d bet money
he’s sold or swapped that out and he could be anywhere in the
Continental U.S. by now. He might be in a jail here or down in
Mexico.”

“Oh well, could you inquire around, see if
there is anything you could find on where he is. I’d love to get
ahold of him. Right now, I’d love to have anything to bolster our
case.”

“You don’t want it more than I do. Lee was a
friend of mine. I’ll see what we can come up with.”

I worked through lunch with only a diet bar,
but it was getting easier and easier to forget about eating. Then
it was 2 and 3 p.m. and 4. I made every effort to see that I didn’t
call or go by Dallas Edwards’ office. I tried to pretend there was
a force field of dark energy all around the fifth floor.

As the hours passed, I almost called Debbie a
half dozen times to cancel our meeting. There wasn’t really a good,
valid reason to meet with her face to face. Even in my own mind, I
couldn’t see a rational reason for what I was doing. Every shred of
logic told me this was a bad idea. A BAD idea.

There was a time not that long ago when I
couldn’t have been forced to sit in the same room with her at
gunpoint. I had tried to put as much of the animosity between us
behind us. We were parents. We would be bound by the obligations of
getting Kelly through college and BJ though high school and
college. We were talking at least seven or eight years of forced
cooperation and co-parenting.

And eventually, even when we didn’t have to
see each other on a regular basis, they’d be graduating from
college, getting jobs, getting married, having babies. Doing all
the things that kids do.

But even so, we could try to limit the time
we had to spend together. When Kelly and BJ had their own kids, we
could work out a schedule that would allow us to be a part of our
grandchildren’s lives, without having to spend much time together.
And the time we spent together could be devoted to specific
problems and the needs of our children and grandchildren.

This was different. I knew I couldn’t afford
to let this go in directions I couldn’t control. And Debbie had
made it glaringly obvious that she was just as wary of any kind of
change in the gingerly way we interacted in the courthouse.

I should cancel. I told myself that a dozen
times. But the clock kept inching forward, and I didn’t call
her.


CHAPTER TWO: SOMETIMES Y0U GET THE WHALE, AND
SOMETIMES….




At 6:25 I pulled into the parking lot of “The
Last Call.” Despite Debbie’s assurance that it was deserted during
the week, this must be the day they were giving away free Happy
Hour Drinks. There might have been two open spots in the parking
lot. We’d have about as much privacy here as in an interrogation
room in the Cop Shop.

I spotted Debbie’s 2004 deep purple Toyota
Avalon parked toward the rear, which meant she’d been here for a
while. People tended to park toward the front and fill those spaces
before moving to the far rear. As fate would have it, and I was
pretty sure that it was fate, one of the only two open spots were
next to hers. And hers, like most things about Debby, were hard to
miss

I walked into a crowded bar scene like
something on New Year’s Eve. There were people at every table,
lined up two deep at the bar and on the raised music stand three
guys playing what sounded like Mexican dance songs were ogling a
half dozen attractive young and not so young women stuffed into and
bulging out of scraps of cloth that must have been intended as
bikinis.

“Bring out the champagne,” I heard people
shouting, and sure enough, there were two guys standing at either
end of the line shaking up champagne bottles and then spraying down
the nearly nude contestants in this version of a professional,
older wet-t shirt or wet bikini contest. Of course, there were the
squeals and screams of women being hosed down by chilled champagne
and the jiggling resulted in a lot of near and some flat-out
nudity.

Tearing my eyes away from the contest –
because some of the contestants who must have been in their
decrepit 30s were damned nice for their ages, I looked for and
rather easily found Debbie. It wasn’t difficult. She was at the end
of the bar almost hidden by the four guys that surrounded her and
were trying to buy her drinks.

I’ll admit she was handling it nicely and
joking with her suitors and didn’t have to slap the hands of more
than a few when they wandered into forbidden territory. I got as
close as I could to her when one of the guys turned and bumped his
beer against me and spilled some.

“Hey, there’s no room here, buddy. Find
someplace else.”

I looked at Debbie and said, “Need
rescuing?”

“Now why would I? These fine gentlemen have
been offering to buy me drinks, take me to three dynamite parties,
and hook me up with some great white magic powder that will take me
so high I won’t come down till Saturday. They said I won’t even
know my name by this time tomorrow morning.”

“That’s an attractive pitch, Miss. Any of
these gentlemen actually back up those promises. Has any snow
actually appeared? It’s still a little warm around here for
snow.”

The biggest of the four leaned toward me and
said, “You really should get lost, Shorty. The lady’s spoken
for.”

“Well, I actually didn’t hear her say that
and it’s easy to promise hot parties and cool snow when you’re
bragging in a bar. I don’t have to promise because she knows that I
deliver.”

“Big man,” he said, reaching into a pocket
and pulled out a silver pill box. Before he could snap it open,
Debbie reached out and placed her hand over the pill box.

“I wouldn’t do that, Dave.”

He looked down at her with a possessive
glance and said, “He’s just a little loser. Debbie. I’ve got the
real stuff and you are going to love the party I’m going to take
you to. This is just a little sample. C’mon, nobody is going to be
paying attention.”

I leaned forward, putting myself between him
and Debbie and I could see him begin to fume. He was close enough
to be rubbing the underside of Debbie’s soft tits with an elbow and
rubbing himself against her thigh and I would bet money he was hard
enough to pound rocks with a swollen dick. I knew that in his mind
he was already in a dark place with a nude Debbie. I doubt there
was enough blood flow getting to his brain to allow him to realize
what was happening.

I could almost feel sorry for him. Men are
basically outgunned in any showdown with a woman. Our own traitor
bodies betray us.

I reached down into my waistband and pulled
out the badge I keep there for easy access and flashed it in front
of him. I stood close enough that we could hear each other over the
roar of the crowd. He only stared at it for a moment, not sure of
what he was seeing.

“What is that? Something out of a cracker
jacks box? That’s not a police badge.”

“Focus, Dave. Read the writing. It says,
‘State Attorney’s Office.’ They give it to us to make it easier to
convince people to do what we tell them to do. I’m not a cop. I’m
the guy that will call a cop if I see you open the box and there’s
any white stuff in it and tell him to put you under arrest and
seize the white powder. And in a few days, I’m the guy that will
decide if we let you with go a slap on the wrist or put you into
the system with a misdemeanor or – if I’m really feeling nasty – a
third degree felony possession or intent to distribute. And I might
add a felony charge of using narcotics to place a woman under the
influence and have sex with her.”

Actually, that last was bullshit. If we
arrested every guy that used cocaine or alcohol – or chocolate or
flowers – to talk women into spreading their legs, half the male
population would be prison guards watching the other half of the
male population pine away behind bars.

But I liked the expression on his face as he
thought about the threat.

He looked at Debbie.

“Is he serious? You know this guy?”

She gave me a half smiling glance and said,
“Yeah, unfortunately I do. He’s my ex, he’s insanely jealous and he
could do everything he says. He hates every guy he sees me
with.”

He looked at both of us, but I noted the pill
bottle had vanished.

“Hey, you know I was just – running a scam on
your girlfriend,” he said, avoiding looking at her. “There’s
nothing in there but extra-strength Tylenol.”

“I’m sure.”

He turned to Debbie, but the words didn’t
come and before I could turn to look at her other admirers, there
was a space around us.

“You were always a buzz kill, Bill.”

“I seem to remember a few nights – “but I
stopped myself. This was what I had to fear. It would be so damned
easy to slide back into a world I’d lost. I might recapture it for
a few minutes…maybe for a night. But the morning would always come.
And I just didn’t know if I could stand that kind of awakening
another time.

“I don’t know that this is all that good of
an idea, Deb. This is not of the atmosphere I was looking for.”

“I had no idea all this would be going on,
Bill. I’ve only been here a few times, mostly with Evelyn Crider,
Dr. Evelyn Crider, my gynecologist and my friend. You remember her,
I think. We bonded over the fact men never looked at our eyes. But,
it’s never been like this. I wasn’t planning on entering the
Champagne Strip Down, unless you were willing to sponsor me. You
need someone to post $100 for the entrance fee.”

“That’s not even funny, Debbie.”

“I was joking, Bill. You realize this is the
first time we’ve met outside of court since that night at your gym.
Oh, I forgot, except for that morning you were playing house with
Ms. Martinez. This is – I think I already told you – it feels
weird. I guess I’m just trying to break the tension. Not doing that
great a job.”

“No. But, I invited you so I apologize for
being so - for making this harder than it has to be. I just want to
talk to you for a few minutes if we can find a place where we can
hear each other.”

“I think I can help you with that,” I heard
from behind me and turned to see Armando Guzman standing directly
behind me. He smiled at me and I noted he had a warm smile for
Debbi, which she returned. I wondered how many times she’d been
here, and how good a friend Armando had become.

I stepped on that thought. Whatever had
happened between the two of them, it was no business of mine. And I
liked Armando.

“Somehow,” I said, gesturing to the chaos
around us, “this just doesn’t seem to fit with the neighborhood bar
I’ve come to know.”

He looked around and grinned.

“I know, Mr. Maitland. I like to operate a
much higher-class establishment. Quiet, personal. But,
unfortunately, business requires that I keep new blood coming in.
And there is nothing like naked women jiggling in champagne showers
to bring in new blood. Some of them may even come back for a quiet
night’s drinking and a few songs from the piano bar.”

“It’s definitely bringing them in tonight,
Armando. I was hoping for one of those quiet nights to talk to Deb-
my ex-wife.”

“Is there a chance we can borrow your back
office, Armando,” Debbie said, reaching out to touch his arm. I bit
my lower lip so hard I was afraid blood was going to spurt out, but
I was NOT going to react. Even as I wondered how she knew about the
back office.

“That’s what I was thinking about, Mrs.
Maitland. You and Mr. Maitland follow me back. I’m pretty busy out
here tonight, very busy, so I can give you two some privacy. Would
you like some wine, or you something harder, Mr. Maitland?”

“No,” and I tried to keep the curtness out of
my voice. “Could we just have some coffee?”

“Of course. Follow me.”

We followed him to the other end of the bar
and then behind it though a narrow passage way that opened into a
fairly large office with telephone, desktop, phones, a fax machine,
and a large desk with three comfortably cushioned chairs arrayed in
a half circle around the desk A translucent glass coffee table sat
between the door and the chairs. A business-type chair sat behind
the desk. As I looked over the room my eye was drawn to a large
portrait hanging behind the chair.

The woman had long black hair that fell down
over her shoulders and almost to her waist. She was looking at
something off to the right. She had lips, as the old song said,
‘redder than rubies’ and eyes like pools of shadow. She wore a red,
off-the-shoulder evening gown that covered most of her body but
that only made the hints it gave of what lay beneath even more
entrancing. I wondered who she was smiling at.

“Is she the one who got away,” I asked
Armando as he stared at her along with me.

He nodded, then lowered his gaze and turned
away from the portrait.

“She is the woman who loved me, but now she’s
married to a powerful industrialist in Mexico City and the last
time I checked – five years ago- she had two children with
him.”

He looked at me again.

“I know I should have gotten rid of the
painting, sold it or put it into storage. There is absolutely no
reason to keep it there to remind me every day of what I’ve lost.
But – “

“Some things are hard to put behind us.”

“You understand, Mr. Maitland. Now I’ll leave
you two alone.”

Debbie had selected a chair, on the far
right, and lowered herself into it gracefully. She stared at
me.

“We could wait for coffee, Bill, or you could
satisfy my curiosity Why are we here?”

“Like I said, to talk, Debbie.”

“For God’s sake, talk about what? We talk
almost every day at the courthouse. You could call me. We talk now.
Why are you so damned mysterious? Are you dying? Have you taken
another job with a State Attorney’s office somewhere else? You said
you weren’t marrying that cow, Myra. Did you get her pregnant? I
have no idea why we’re here and it’s driving me crazy.”

I sat down opposite her.

“I’m sorry, Debbie. I’m not trying to be
mysterious. I’m not – trying to wind you up. I’m – actually, I’m
trying to figure out what I want to say to you.”

She looked at me with surprise showing on her
face.

“You’ve never had any trouble telling me what
you wanted to tell me, Bill. Now you’re scaring me.”

There was a knock at the office door and in a
moment one of the waitresses in a tight top and shorter-than- short
skirt walked in carrying a tray with a carafe of coffee, creamer
and sugar as well as various sweeteners and a few spoons. She put
it on the coffee table and left.

I poured my coffee and at a glance from
Debbie. poured her a cup as well.

“Do you remember – what we were like. At the
beginning.”

“I still don’t- “

“Do you remember what it was like those first
years. And after we were married? And after I began practicing
law?”

She stirred her coffee and stared into it,
obviously not wanting to meet my gaze.

“Of course, I remember those years, Bill. But
that was a long time ago. Everything’s changed.”

“Yeah, everything. Debbie. Except – “

After a moment.

“Except the way I feel about you.”

She closed her eyes and put the coffee cup
down. She covered her face in her hands.

“Don’t do this, Bill. Not now. You said you
weren’t going to – do this. We just got divorced. I’m just getting
used to living without you. I’m making a life without you. We can
almost talk like regular people. You loved me and then you wouldn’t
have anything to do with me and now you’re – I don’t want to do
this Bill. I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t do that.”

She raised her face from her hands and stared
at me.

“Your trouble, Debbie, is and always has been
that every man that sees you wants you, and some of the foolish
ones – like me – fall in love with you. And you can’t imagine any
man wanting you for any other reason than to fuck you and worship
you and fall at your feet. Can you?”

“I don’t understand you.”

“Maybe that’s the problem. There was a time
when you did understand me, but we drifted too far apart, and you
think of me just like all the other guys that has pursued you your
entire life.”

“You said you still feel the same way about
me. How am I supposed to take that?”

“Like the wife you were for 20 years. Like
the woman who was my friend before I ever touched you. Like the
woman I talked with about my plans and my problems and my
challenges. Like the woman who was always there to talk with me
when I was making it through law school and those first years
before I joined the State Attorney’s Office.”

I reached out and took her hand in mine. She
hesitated but gave it to me. She trembled.

“You were my best friend, Debbie. I could
always talk with you about anything. And I always respected your
opinion. Despite appearances, you’ve got a head on your shoulders
and you never hesitated to tell me what you really thought about
what I was doing. We started losing that when I joined the State
Attorney’s Office and our lives started going in different
directions.”

I squeezed her hand.

“God, I’ve missed you. Not the sex and the
companionship – although I missed that too - but I missed talking
to you. Using you as a sounding board. Picking your brain. And I
need you – I need that – now.”

She stared back, and I could see the doubt in
her eyes.

“But can we do that, Bill? Can we talk like
friends – can we go back to being friends - and not - not let other
things happen. I – don’t want to hurt you again. And if you get to
thinking that there’s more …”

“This is maybe a one-time thing. And it’s not
about us. It’s about me. I needed someone to talk to, someone who
knows me, to find out if what I’m thinking is full of shit, or if –
maybe – I’m making one of the biggest mistakes of my life.”

“You set us up financially for the rest of
our lives, I know you’re trying to mend fences with the kids, and
you’ve tried to be civil with me. I’ll talk to you, Bill, but it’s
– just not like you. You don’t have those kinds of doubts. You
decide what you’re going to do, and you charge ahead no matter what
anybody else says. I can’t see you being plagued by uncertainty, or
needing anyone’s advice.”

“Maybe that’s part of it. Maybe I’ve actually
started believing my own press releases. Maybe a little bit of the
‘Angel of Death’ bullshit actually got into my head and I forgot I
was just a lawyer.”

She just stared as if I’d grown a third
eye.

“What is wrong, Bill?”

So, I told her about the murder of Sheila
Sutton and her unborn child. I told her about the discovery of the
body, and about the $5 million William Sutton stood to gain from
her death and the fact that he was in almost all realms of life the
perfect prick. Hot tempered, vindictive, greedy, the kind of guy
that would fuck a snake and naturally assumed his wife was the same
kind of person.

“I know you filed criminal charges against
him. I know that man, Bell, was a witness against him and he could
prove that Sutton drove up to Jacksonville. I know Bell’s dead, but
you have his testimony taped. I just assumed- “

“That we had a case. That’s what most people
assumed. And even the ones who knew better figured I would pull a
rabbit out of a hat. Dallas has been around long enough to know how
flimsy the case was, but he sensed how important this case was to
me and let me run with it.”

She sipped at her cup and I swallowed mine in
two gulps and poured another cup full.

“I wish I knew more about it, Bill. I have a
vague knowledge of all this, but I…”

“But you stopped having any interest in any
of my cases a long time before Mrs. Sutton died, didn’t you?”

“Why do you bother to ask a question when you
already know the answer? To make me tell you what you already knew?
That I lost interest in almost everything you did? That I lost
interest in you?”

“We both know that, Debbie. So now you have a
general idea of the case against Sutton. You already know just how
weak it is. We have no witnesses who saw the two of them together
the night Mrs. Sutton vanished. We have testimony that she told
friends she was going to meet him, but nobody saw them
together.

“Nobody saw Sutton in Jacksonville, that
we’ve been able to find in about 10 months. We could find no
forensic evidence against Sutton. None at all. We didn’t have
anything – anything at all – against Sutton.”

“Until Bell came forward. He had been out of
the area since before the body of Sutton’s wife was found. And was
willing to testify that Sutton AND Sutton’s mother had lied about
Sutton never leaving his Ocala home the night that his wife
vanished.”

“Which blew a big hole in Sutton’s alibi if
the jury believed Bell,” she said.

“A little hole. We might get the jury to
believe that Sutton went out the night his wife vanished and lied
about it. But there are a million miles from that to actually
proving that he drove to Jacksonville, killed his wife and unborn
son, and drove home.”

“So….”

“Why did we file a case that we don’t have a
snowball’s chance in hell of winning?”

“You never backed off from a challenge, Bill.
But why did you file?”

“To shake the tree. We hunted for any
evidence against him for 10 months and came up with zero, nada,
zip. I filed the charges, so we could arrest him, drag him into
court, let him spend a little time behind bars, and give him
something to think about. I knew we could drop the case at any time
after we’d introed evidence and set up the mechanics. If we didn’t
find anything to nail his ass, we’d just say ‘my bad’ and wait for
a better time.”

I sipped coffee and looked up at Debbie,
trying to read her expression.

“You know, Debbie, none of this can go out of
this room.”

She shook her head.

“I might have done some sad things to you,
but did I ever do anything that would make you think I’d reveal our
personal secrets to anyone, Bill?”

“No. I shouldn’t have said that. There was a
time when I never would have. But…Anyway, the whole case has been a
squeeze play with hope that something would break.”

“And, obviously, nothing has broken.”

“No.”

“Okay. I understand the situation. But I
still don’t have any idea why you wanted to talk to me.”

I leaned back in the chair and closed my
eyes. It was easier to talk in darkness.

“If I had done nothing, time would have
passed. Too much time has gone by. There won’t be any surprise
witnesses turning up. Sutton’s mother is never going to turn on
him, and he’s too smart to make a mistake that would let us crucify
him. I could have bided my time. Waited for him to screw up, which
wouldn’t be too hard if he got over confident.

“A smart prosecutor would have waited, but I
couldn’t. I let my anger override my common sense. So, I started
the preparations for the trial and made Bell the key. And Sutton
got a crooked sheriff to run interference for him and when that
didn’t work, he and momma managed to kill Bell.

“I could have held off filing charges. We
could have taken Bell’s testimony during a regular investigation.
Sutton would have known that he had enough time that Bell might die
on his own. He wouldn’t have had the pressure to kill off the old
man, so the trial could be rushed up.

“But I pushed the trial and I taunted Sutton.
Bell didn’t have a lot of time left. I know that. But he had more
time left than he got to live. Because I got angry and I got
pissed, I managed to get an old man killed off earlier than was
necessary.”

I opened my eyes and couldn’t read the
expression on her face. It was hard to remember that there had been
a time when she would have been on my side, no matter what.

“So, why I wanted to talk to you, Debbie, is
to find out if I’m as big an asshole as I’m thinking right now. Did
I cause the death of an innocent old man for no reason other than
my temper and pride?”

She leaned toward me and said, “You’ve always
been an asshole, Bill, or for a long time anyway. But that’s not
the reason why you pushed the Sutton trial, why you refused to sit
back and wait for a better day. You know why you went after him,
why you couldn’t stop yourself from going after him.”

It was either a trick of the light or drops
gleamed in her eyes as she said, “You’re not going to let Sutton
go. You’re going to do the right thing. The way you always have.
You’re going to do whatever you have to do to send him to Raiford
and the Death Chamber. You’re going to put him away for throwing
away what he had, and we couldn’t keep.”

I found her hand back in mine.

“We lost our son. Or God took him away. And
that bastard killed his son. For money. You can’t him go. I don’t
want you to. I want to think of him sitting in a cell at Raiford
waiting for years for them to take him out and kill him. Do that,
and you’ll make me happy.”

She was a layman. I was an experienced
prosecutor. What she thought about my campaign to convict Sutton
didn’t really matter. Except that it did.

“Thank you, Debbie.”

“For what?”

“There’s nobody else in the world who could
have told me that that I would have listened to. It’s too bad that
it’s always going to be weird between us. It’s ruined a great
friendship.”

She smiled.

“Maybe when we’re old and grey…”

“Not even then.”


 


 


 CHAPTER THREE: SOME THINGS
NEVER CHANGE

 


We sat and stared at each other. From the
outside, very faintly, I could hear laughter and screams and
music.

“Was that all you wanted to talk about?”

“Yeah. If you’re finished I’ll walk you
out.”

“Would you head back to the house with
me?”

“Why?”

“Remember I said there was something I wanted
to talk to you about? I’d like to do it at the house?”

“And you’re not going to tell me what it’s
about?”

“Let me be mysterious for a little
while.”

We reached the outside and saw Armando
tending bar. It had gotten louder if that was possible, and wilder.
The champagne dancers were even closer to breaking the city’s
nudity laws.

I leaned over to whisper in his ear as I
passed, “How do you do this without the cops busting you?”

He pointed toward the outer edge of the crowd
where I saw a flash of blue. The figure in blue was very close and
very touchy-feely with one of the former champagne contestants.

“The officers who patrol this section always
go home with one orf two bottles of good champagne. And…”

He pointed to the man in blue who was getting
a very serious kiss from a redhead who looked to be in her 40s but
still nice for all that.

“Officer Bates made the acquaintance of Miss
Lawrence a few months ago on our Champagne Shower night. He went
off duty and came back to give her a ride home so she wouldn’t get
in any trouble. I think they hit it off. They’re both in their 40s,
divorced, and with kids. I believe they’re engaged, in fact.”

Debbie had stopped, leaned back and was
eavesdropping. She reached past me to give Armando a kiss on the
cheek.

“You’re just a big romantic, Armando.”

He wiped his cheek and gave me a quick shrug,
saying, “Not really. It’s just good business. And it doesn’t hurt
to have all the officers on this side of town in your corner.”

I started moving forward when he grabbed my
arm.

“Mr. Maitland, Mrs. Mait-Bascomb, I know
you’re not able to enjoy the festivities, but take a magnum of
champagne with you as a gift from me. Please I insist.”

I was going to shake my head ‘no,’ when
Debbie reached past me and took it.

“Thank you, Armando. You never can tell when
champagne will come in handy.”

We were walking toward the outside and
passing Bates who pulled his lady friend off him as I walked by
him.

“I was never here tonight, Bates. Just
remember you and your partner need to be careful around closing
time.”

“We always are, Mr. Maitland I’ve got 18
years in. I’m not going to screw it up now.”

As I walked away, I heard his redhead say,
“Who was that?”

As I walked her to her car, I couldn’t help
asking Debbie, “Free champagne? You must be good friends.”

“Just like you.”

I stopped at her car as she slid in and
asked, “You’re not going to tell me what’s going on?”

“No, you’ll have to force yourself to come
back to your house for a few minutes.”

“Fair’s fair. You came out for me. See you
there in a few minutes.”

I pulled into the driveway behind her. It was
nearly 10 p.m. A lot of the lights in neighboring homes were still
on. I could hear the sounds of traffic from State Road 13 a few
blocks away, but in this neighborhood, it was quiet. People didn’t
work night shifts here and there weren’t any convenience stores or
gas stations to bring in night traffic. Most people worked in
offices and they were already in and settled for the evening.

I stood there for a moment taking in the
quiet.; This had been my world, although a lot of times I’d been
the last one in from their jobs. I hadn’t realized it at the time,
but it had marked me as an outsider, even after we’d lived here for
years.

She was waiting for me at the door.

She went in ahead of me. From above I could
hear the music that told me BJ was in. As I walked in she went
behind me and locked the door. Then she went to the foot of the
stairs and yelled, “BJ. BJ, come down.”

The music continued for a few more moments
during which she walked into the kitchen and slid the champagne
into the refrigerator. From above I heard a male voice, “what do
you want, mom?”

She was walking back into the den as I stared
at her. Who the hell was upstairs?

She rested her hand on the stairs and said,
“Your father is down here, BJ. I want you to come down and talk to
him.”

There was another silence.

“Mom? You called Dad? Why?”

“Because he’s your father.”

“This is stupid.”

“You can come down or I’ll just let him go up
and meet you there.”

I recognized the voice. It was BJ. But at the
same time…

He came down the stairs slowly. I’d seen him
a few times in the last few months, but all too few. I couldn’t
shake the feeling I was watching a stranger come down those stairs.
As he stepped to the bottom stair I had to shake myself to remove
the air of unreality.

He had been a little shorter than me. When
the hell had he gotten taller? When had a nearly 15-year-old who’d
had the face of a boy developed the first lines of a man’s
cheekbones? When had his boy’s voice turned broken into the growls
of a teen caught halfway between childhood and manhood.

And who had beaten the hell out of him? The
black eye, bruises over his right cheekbone, lip split in two
places, were pretty obvious signs that he’d had a disagreement with
somebody and come out on the short end.

“What is all this? You got in a fight with a
bear?”

He didn’t face my gaze.

“It’s nothing. Things happen. I got into this
argument with a guy after school and I zigged when I should have
zagged.”

I looked over at Debbie and she said, “He
came home that way last night. He begged me not to call you or make
a fuss at school. I was going to talk you when you walked into my
office this morning. We have to do something.”

“No, you don’t have to do any- “

I stepped toward him and patted his side with
an open palm.

He winced and grabbed his side, pushing me
away with his free hand. Debbie looked at me as if I’d lost my
mind.

“You need to take him to Dr. Carroll’s office
tomorrow morning.”

Carroll had been our family doctor with a
pediatrician in practice for the past five years.

“He’s got a broken rib, or a couple. I don’t
know what they can do with ribs except tape them, but there’s
always a possibility of internal injuries. He shouldn’t be walking
around without being looked at.”

“Broken ribs? Internal injuries. BJ, what the
hell is going on? You start talking, now.”

He backed away from both of us.

“It’s nothing, dammit. I just got in a fight.
It’s not that big a deal. I’m not eight years old anymore. I can
take care of myself.”

“Unless you went a couple of rounds with a
pro, I’m assuming there were at least two or three of them, two to
hold you and the other to pound you.”

Debbie’s eyes widened.

“Two or three boys attacked you, BJ? Why
didn’t you say something.?”

When he didn’t answer, she turned to me.

“I want you to take him down to the sheriff’s
office and file a police report. And BJ, I want you to file charges
against those bastards.

“Mom- “

“Let me talk to him, Debbie. Give us a
minute.”

She turned away and walked toward the
kitchen.

I stood across from him, looking at the
stranger he’d become in a matter of months.

“Alright, BJ. Tell me what happened.”

“It’s nothing. Let it go.”

“You’re either going to tell me here and now
in private, or I’m going to come by Mandarin High tomorrow with
investigators and a few cops and talk the principal into holding a
meeting in the school auditorium to talk about assaults and student
beatings that haven’t been reported to the authorities. Before
we’re through every student in the school – how many now, 2500 or
so, is going to know exactly what happened. And it will probably
get television coverage. They always love violence-in-the-schools’
stories. Your face is going to be shown across the county as the
most prominent victim of the year.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“I wouldn’t want to. But somebody worked you
over and I’d bet you’re hiding bruises on your abdomen and chest
that you didn’t want your mother to see. I won’t do anything – or
I’ll try not to do anything to embarrass you too much. I was a high
school student a long time ago and I remember how it was. But we
deserve to know what’s going on.”

“You’re not going to do anything, right?”

“Can’t promise that. Just talk.”

I called Debbie and she came back.

Before he said anything, I told him, “take
your shirt off.”

After a moment’s hesitation, and with a lot
of grimaces and a little help from me getting the tee-shirt off
over his head, we both stared at the mottled bruises across his
chest, abdomen and sides.

She reached out to touch him, and he backed
up.

“So, talk.”

“There’s this guy, he’s a junior. Jason
Fromm. He’s big and think’s he tough shit. He likes to throw his
weight around, especially with freshmen like me. We’ve had a few
run-ins but nothing serious until Angela Ball started hanging with
me. I kind of like her and Jason kind of thought she was his girl.
Until she told him she wasn’t. He didn’t take it well.”

“And he’s got friends?”

“A couple of other juniors who are almost as
big but not as nasty. They back him up. They caught me behind the
gym as I was leaving school.”

“I want you to arrest those little bastards,
Bill. You can have them picked up from school tomorrow. I don’t
want them laying their hands on our son again.”

“I can’t.”

She turned on me and I could see the old rage
rising in her eyes.

“So, you can throw our marriage away, abandon
your son and daughter, ruin our lives to protect other families,
other children? But you won’t lift a damned finger to protect your
own flesh and blood.”

She took a deep breath and I was pretty sure
she was fighting to hold back words she didn’t want to use in front
of BJ.

“I wanted to think that I was wrong, that
maybe I’d misjudged you, but you’re as shitty a father as I always
thought you were. Why don’t you get the hell out and go back to the
courthouse and your wonderful job and I’ll take care of protecting
our son and going down tomorrow to file charges.”

I looked toward BJ.

“Explain it to her.”

“It’s not him, Mom. The school’s not going to
do anything. It would be just my word against Fromm and his
friends. They’ll say I jumped him and got my ass kicked. They’ll
let everyone know I’m a little pussy that has to have my MOTHER
come to school to protect me. I won’t be able to show my face
around there. And I might be able to get a date sometime in 2009.
Most girls aren’t too impressed with guys that need their mommies
and daddies to keep them safe at school. If you do anything, or dad
does, it will just make it worse.”

She stared at him and then looked to me.

“We have to do something, Bill. We can’t let
those thugs use him as a punching bag.”

“There are some things we can do, and I’ll
start working on them tomorrow. But for tonight, he needs to be
examined. Just in case those punches did some serious internal
damage.”

I called the home phone number of Dr. Gary
Wells, head of the ER Department at University Shands and
fortunately he was off duty. When I explained the situation, I
didn’t have to ask him to come by our home.

“You don’t want any official records. I
understand. I’ll be there in 30 minutes, Mr. Maitland.”

He poked, prodded, found where it hurt the
most, listened with a stethoscope to BJ’s heart and abdomen
carefully.

“Can you breathe when I do THIS?” he asked,
pressing on a rib. “Yes, but it hurts, doesn’t it?”

When he’d finished, and BJ sat wearing only
trousers, Dr. Wells said, “I’m pretty sure the damage to his face
is only cosmetic. There are no signs of concussion. He’s definitely
got one, and probably, two broken ribs. From what I can see and
hear, there isn’t any internal bleeding, no damage to the spleen.
“

He turned his attention to Debbie.

“You can bring him by the emergency room or
any clinic you’re familiar with and have some x-rays and maybe an
MRI to confirm that, but the signs are pretty classic. The only
major damage are those broken ribs and about the only thing you can
do for them is to wrap them as tightly as possible. That should
help him breathe and help him with the pain. I can prescribe some
low-grade pain meds, but he shouldn’t need anything major.”

By the time he’d wrapped BJ’s ribs and
provided some pain pill samples, it was nearly 1 A.M. I thanked
him, and he was gone. BJ was about out on his feet, especially
after taking the pain medication and Debbie was ready to send him
upstairs.

“If you go to school tomorrow, just tell the
school you fell and hurt your ribs and you’ll have Dr. Wells’
excuse from any physical activities.”

“Dad, what are you going to do?”

“Nothing drastic for now, nothing to
embarrass you. It’s nearly the weekend and half of next week you’ll
be gone for Thanksgiving holidays. Just stay away from the asshole
and his friends and make sure your teachers and PE coach – you
still have PE, right? – know you’re hurt. Unless the guy is a
complete moron, he’ll have sense enough not to do something the
school can’t ignore. Between now and Christmas you should be okay,
and I’ll see what we can do.”

“Dad!”

“I’m not going to come in with cops and
arrest them or do anything to make you lose face in front of your
friends. Now, go on up and get some sleep. When your body is
healing, you need as much rest as you can get.”

If I’d expected a hug or hearty handshake I’d
have to wait for it. He just nodded and turned around and walked
upstairs. What the hell. He was almost 15.

“I’m glad you brought me over, Deb.”

“So am I. God, I never even thought about
checking him for bruises and I can’t tell you that last time I’ve
seen him without clothes. You know how teenage boys are. I’d never
have forgiven myself if he had internal injuries. How did you
know?”

“You forget, Carlos has had me working out at
his gym for most of a year now. You learn things. He walked like
he’d taken some good body shots. You still need to take him
somewhere in the morning and have him checked out. Wells is good,
but better safe than sorry. You might be able to get him back in
school for half a day. If not, he can afford to miss a day, can’t
he?”

“Not really, but we’ll have to make do. I
don’t suppose I can even ask if there’s any way you could – “

“No, I’m sorry Deb. I really am. But I have a
cop coming in from down south and there’s a chance he could make a
very big difference in the Sutton case.”

She shrugged.

“Why do I even ask when I already know the
answer.”

“I am sorry, Deb. I really am. If this wasn’t
already set- “

“Don’t explain or apologize, Bill. I’ve heard
it a million times. This time I understand.”

She looked into my eyes, then her glance
swept the room. I’d managed to avoid coming any further in than the
entrance. It didn’t seem changed.

“Funny how things never really change, isn’t
it? The way you look, who we’re sleeping with, the rest of our
lives. All that changes. But the basics, who you and I are, they
never change.”

She pointed to the door.

“I am grateful for what you’ve done, Bill.
And I know you need to get home to get your beauty sleep. So…good
night.”

I was out the door when she tapped me on the
shoulder.

“I am sorry about blowing up at you, about
not helping BJ. I know that wasn’t fair. I didn’t mean to say those
things.”

“But you meant them.”

“At one time. Not anymore.”

“You were right. But I’m trying to do
better.”


CHAPTER FOUR: OLD LOVES




Friday November 18

I thought seriously about hitting the gym in
the morning, but I overslept and didn’t get into the office until
past 9. I’d only been in for 10 minutes when I got a call from one
of the courthouse security guards/bailiffs on the first floor
telling me Chief Evers from Spring City

was downstairs. I’d asked them to give me a
heads-up because I wanted to welcome him to the courthouse.

I asked them to ask him to wait just a minute
for me to get down to him and I went down. As I came off the
elevators I had no trouble spotting him in the already crowded
entrance leading to the metal detectors and beyond them to the
central corridor that ran the length of the courthouse.

He was a big man, at least six four, dressed
in a khaki police uniform with the “Spring City Police” emblem on
the shirt. His shoes were black and polished. His pants looked like
they had a sharp crease, almost militarily precise. He wore a Glock
in a holster at his side. He glanced around curiously. The
checkpoints had been put in just before he left town, but he must
have spent enough time on this side of town to be aware of the
courthouse layout.

As I approached him I noticed he had that cop
stare that took in the wide expanse of the courthouse entrance,
sweeping it without making it that obvious. But there was something
else working. If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn he was
jittery, as if he were ready to jump at any second.

I knew he’d worked homicide here for years
and seen some bad stuff, been shot at a few times and killed a few
people, but that was four years ago. I couldn’t see him still being
that much on edge.

But something had him on guard.

I waved to the bailiffs on the security desk
and told them, “Chief Evers has clearance. Wave him through.”

Local cops got clearance and so would he. As
he stepped past them he put his hand out and I took it.

“Mr. Maitland, I assume. Actually, I
recognize your picture.”

“Chief, good to see you. I’m sorry we had to
drag you away from Paradise, but we’ll try to let you go
quickly.”

He gave me a faint smile that didn’t reach
his eyes.

“Didn’t mean to make it seem like coming up
here was such a burden. Spring City will be fine for a day. It’s
just that – there are a lot of memories up here. Not all of them
good.”

He stopped and took a deep breath.

“Anyway, I called Harry and he’ll be here in
a few minutes. And I’ve got all the info we have on Lee Henry’s
murder including photos in this folder. Where would you like to
meet?”

“Let’s head up to the fourth floor. There’s a
conference room where we will have some room. I’ll have ADA
Carlisle and one of our investigators, Mitch McConnell, sit
in.”

I was turning to hit the up button when SHE
walked around the corner. It sounds like hyperbole, but it was as
if the world stopped for a second. She stopped in mid-stride and
then for a second it was like those stop-action photos of race
horses where they’re caught suspended in air for an eternal
moment.

In her case she was moving with that
incredible swivel-hipped stride that she must have mastered to keep
those weights oh her chest rocking gently. For a few seconds after
she stopped, her breasts kept moving.

She filled my world and for another few
seconds, I don’t think she noticed anyone else. Then her gaze moved
to the man standing beside me, her eyes lifted, and she recognized
him. I didn’t need to look behind me to know what expression filled
Evers’ face. It had to be the counterpart of Myra’s look.

That one second told me everything I needed
to be told about her feelings toward me. And that Evers was someone
she’d made the mistake of falling for. And any questions I’d had
about why he had bailed on a career in Jacksonville, and why he was
so reluctant to come back, were answered. It’s amazing what one
instant of frozen time will tell you.

I knew it all in that instant, but it would
take me a little longer to process it. Before I could even stretch
out my hand toward her she’d swung around and then she was around
the corner and out of sight.

The two of us of us just stood there for a
minute while the elevator dinged, and the door opened. People
started coming out and those behind us stepped around to get on.
The door closed.

I looked up at him to see him gently shaking
his head.

“I knew I should never have come back.”

“You too?”

“You?”

I nodded. There are times when you don’t need
words.

The elevator dinged again and this time when
it opened, there were only two people on it and we got on as they
got off.

“It was a long time ago. I thought I’d be
over her by this time.”

“I’ll confess, Chief, I didn’t see that one
coming.”

“Neither did I, Mr. Maitland. Neither did
I.”

When we got off on the fourth floor I led him
to one of the two conference rooms. I had Cheryl waiting.

“You want any coffee, tea, soft drink,
Chief?”

“Black coffee is fine.”

I told Cheryl to get me my regular Starbucks
and get something for him as well. Then we just stood there looking
at each other in bemusement. Finally.

“Shit, Maitland, this wasn’t how I expected
things to go. I have to get my head straight and thinking about Lee
and his murder again.”

“What happened didn’t happen, Chief. Let’s
just concentrate on building a case against William Sutton and
frying his ass, figuratively speaking.”

We stood and talked for a minute, then took
seats next to each other at the long oval table that filled the
room and started going over the documents that detailed the murder
scene at Lee Henry’s burned out cabin in a wooded and isolated
section of southern Putnam County.

Cheryl was back with the coffee in 10
minutes, at almost the same time that Harry Bass, and then Mitch
McConnell and Carlisle walked in a couple of minutes later.

Evers and Bass were obviously old friends,
just nodding at each other as Bass entered. He came over to me to
shake my hand with nicotine-stained fingers. He was tall, probably
six-two, and weighed tops 160 pounds, with a mop of straw-colored
hair.

The ‘Straw Man’ as I always wound up
referring to him in my mind because he looked so much like his
namesake from the “Wizard of Oz” stayed back a couple of steps.

“Mr. Maitland…great minds and all, I was just
talking to Gordon about a connection between your murder and his
and your office contacts us. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it
was fate. Makes me feel better to know the Angel of Death is on the
case.”

He couldn’t resist giving me a little grin to
tell me he knew exactly how much the term was bullshit, but it was
a friendly grin. Harry had to be one of the ugliest men I’d ever
seen. Lantern-jawed, long face with a prominent beak nose and
deep-set -what I could only call intelligent grey eyes.

Maybe he wasn’t so much ugly as eye-catching.
You certainly couldn’t ignore him in a crowded room. Maybe that was
why he had wound up in the beds of so many married women and women
who were young enough to be his daughters.

“How’d you do it, Harry? Intuition?”

“One of those hunches, feelings you get. It
was after you filed the case against Sutton. I was visiting Gordon.
He’s been banging his head against a wall trying to come up with
some suspect, some reason for anyone to kill Lee. It occurred to me
that Lee was killed only a few days after Mrs. Sutton and before
her body was discovered. And, as you know, the route from Jax to
Ocala where Sutton lived with his mother runs right through Spring
City.”

“Which got us to wondering whether there was
any way the two crimes could be connected,” Evers said, opening up
a folder and spreading photos around the table. There were photos
of a log cabin with modern amenities, the scorched remains, items
found near the fire, gruesome figures that looked like burnt wax
that were all that was left of Lee Henry and a before picture
showing a good-looking 30-ish man in plain clothes smiling at the
camera.

“And, when we checked, we realized Lee was
working the midnight shift the night Mrs. Sutton vanished,” Harry
broke in.

Evers picked up the story without missing a
beat.

“And what Harry found out on this end, that
you guys thought Sutton had sneaked out in his momma’s car and
drove to Jacksonville late at night, killed his wife, and then
drove back home to get there in the early morning hours, got us to
thinking about how fast Sutton would have had to have driven to
have met his wife, killed her, disposed of the body, and then drove
back home to Ocala.”

“In other words,” Mitch chimed in, “Sutton
would have had to have been driving like a bat out of hell.”

“Fast enough that Officer Henry might have
clocked him, stopped him and written him a speeding ticket,”
Carlisle said. “A speeding ticket Sutton would have had to have
signed, leaving a copy with Henry, and he probably would have left
fingerprints on the ticket pad.”

Harry smiled as he looked around the
table.

“Like I said, great minds…”

When Harry smiled you had to take a second to
decide if he was happy or in pain. Once again it proved that if you
wanted women, it was better to be ugly than plain.

I allowed myself to dream for a minute.

“That is so beautiful, I can’t make myself
believe it actually happened. Not only would it give him a motive
to kill Officer Henry, it would blow a hole big enough to let a
16-wheeler drive through the alibi he and his mother concocted. It
wouldn’t prove he killed his wife, but it would make the jury
realize he and mom were flat out lying. And there’s always the
outside chance that if we got enough witnesses on the stand to show
how much of an asshole he has always been, they might convict just
because they didn’t like him. If we were lucky.”

But there was still one huge question
mark.

“Is there any kind of proof to back up that
scenario?” I asked Evers. “You find the copy of the ticket?”

He shook his head.

“No. That’s the first thing we thought about.
We didn’t find it, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

“Why?”

“You have to realize Spring City isn’t
Jacksonville. It isn’t even Keystone Heights or Hastings. There are
only about 4000 people in the town and the town was only carved out
about 25 years ago. Until 15 years ago we had no police force. The
Putnam County Sheriff’s Office patrolled on an irregular basis and
responded to complaint calls.

“But fishermen and sportsmen love the place.
We have motels and a few good hotels and restaurants now. There’s a
plant that actually produces fishing lures that sell all over the
world. So, the Town Council, three men that serve for the prestige
of being called Councilman, voted to create a police department 10
years ago.

“Today we’ve got a three-man department.
There’s me, and Officer Evelyn Smith and Lee Henry was the third.
We’ve hired a young guy, Casey Collins to replace him. We generally
rotate and we each have an eight-hour shift. We don’t have our own
communications department. We can talk to each other, but we
generally do our communicating through the County dispatcher. They
have a 24-hour set up.”

He drummed his fingers on the desk.

“Which is the long way around saying that for
a long time before I got there they put the tickets in boxes and
organized them by date. In a building we leased for the police
station. The city finally built us a real one-story police station
5 years ago. So, the records have been moved two or three times. We
have a LOT of tickets. I won’t say we’re a speed trap, but a lot of
drivers think the speed limit is 90 mph through our town and the
town makes a lot of money from those tickets. Anyway, we have a lot
of boxes in a concrete block building that used to be a private
shed.”

He looked at me with a slightly embarrassed
expression. It was a different world, but he had been a
Jacksonville cop and he knew what a real record keeping system was
supposed to be.

“We’ve had five murders in the four years
I’ve been there, and except for Lee and one other one that our
friend Harry gave me a hand with, they were all domestic. Maybe
sixty assaults – usually husband versus wife or vice versa, or
boyfriend-girlfriend. Or girlfriend-girlfriend. Or
boyfriend-boyfriend. Most of them we’re able to keep out of court.
It’s a lot more simple that way. What I’m saying is we’re not a
hotbed of crime and the shed is all we really need.”

“But you can’t find the ticket?”

“No. We’ve looked, but there is no way to be
sure that Lee didn’t simply put it in the wrong box. Or it got
dropped. Most people pay the ticket on the spot. They don’t want to
come back. So cancelled tickets aren’t kept for any particular
reason, except to keep them.”

What he’d said made sense. In a small town
shed where tickets were simply dumped, it might take weeks or
months to find one misplaced ticket, and I knew without asking that
Evers didn’t have the manpower to have someone pour over the
tickets. We could get around that. We could probably find the money
to hire someone in Spring City that Evers trusted to go through the
whole mass of files.

“The only thing that bothers me even a
little, Chief, is that this is still flimsy as hell. We’re assuming
that Henry stopped Sutton and gave him a ticket or did something –
maybe just a warning, maybe no ticket – that night. Do you have
anything to back that suspicion up?”

Evers smiled.

“As a matter of fact, Mr. Maitland, we do.
Remember I said that we use the Putnam Sheriff’s Office dispatcher
for any messages or communications we need to make? After Harry
made the connection I went over to the Sheriff and asked to check
the logs of his dispatchers. They tape every call. And they keep
them. And they had them in chronological order.

“I found the tape for the night Mrs. Sutton
was killed. And clear as a bell, Lee is on there at 1 a.m. checking
in with a message that he’d stopped a car speeding at 90 mph on 17
getting ready to take a little connector to 95 North. It’s just a
little jog but at 1 a.m.in the middle of nowhere the odds are you
won’t run into police. And once you hit 95 and get up into
Jacksonville traffic you’re invisible.

“It was a routine call. I always stressed to
all our officers that when they were alone and making a stop at
night to check in with the Sheriff. Just to let them know what they
were doing. I told them to always give the description of a car
they’d stopped and the license plate.

“Unfortunately, Lee had served in Iraq and he
really wasn’t afraid of things he should have been afraid of. So,
all he did was give a brief message he’d stopped the car and a very
brief description of the car. No license plates. And ten minutes
later he called the Sheriff’s Office back to tell them driver had
been very polite and contrite, paid the ticket on the spot, and was
on his way promising to watch his speed until he got home.”

“And the description?”

He told us, and McConnell almost leaped
up.

“Holy shit, Bill-Mr. Maitland – that is
Mama’s car. We got the son of a bitch.”

“There are probably 10,000 cars on the road
in Florida alone that fit that make and model and there are a few
thousand that color.”

“True,” Harry said, “but it gives you a
wonderful motive for Lee’s murder. It’s not just guesswork now”

“It’s still guesswork,” I said, trying to
temper my enthusiasm with a dose of reality. “It’s more
promising”

“You’re trying too hard to keep your lawyer
hat on,” Harry said. “This is exciting, Maitland. Now you’ve got
two bites of the apple. You can keep trying to find something to
nail him on the murder of his wife.”

“His wife and son, Harry. People tend to
forget.”

He gave me a look. I don’t think many – make
that anybody outside our immediate family – knew of the son we’d
lost, but there were times I thought Harry had ESP.

“You’re right, Maitland. I don’t know that
you can nail him on his unborn son’s murder, but if you get him on
his wife, or Lee, it won’t matter. You can only kill him once.”

Evers abruptly got up, stretched and moved
his left leg around.

“Sorry, took a bullet in the leg years ago.
They got it out and it never caused any real problems, but when it
gets colder, sometimes it stiffens up a little. Mind if I walk it
out?

“Go ahead.”

He walked across the room and back, then
again. When he came back he said, “We still have problems, Mr.
Maitland. There are things about Lee’s murder that just don’t make
sense. If it was Sutton.”

“Like?”

“We had the county coroner do as good an
autopsy as you could on – what was left – of Lee and a big guard
dog he had. There were no indications either one of them had been
shot. No bullets recovered. And the dog – a Big dog – was stabbed
to death. He probably was 80-90 pounds and he was devoted to Lee.
If he was alive he wouldn’t have let anyone get close around Lee’s
cabin, especially since it was out in the middle of nowhere and Lee
was careful.

“And he said it looked like Lee hadn’t been
shot either. There was damage to the skull. A lot of damage, he
said. Somebody just smashed his brains in. With a bat or crowbar or
something heavy.”

“Why wouldn’t Sutton use a gun?” Carlisle
asked. “He had the balls to beat an unarmed woman to death, but I
don’t see him doing that to an armed cop. And Sutton isn’t
stupid.”

“It’s worse than that,” Harry said. “Gordon
and his sweetie and the kid checked, and no one remembered Sutton
spending any time in town. Lee was killed only a few days after
Sutton’s wife. How did Sutton manage to find out where Lee lived,
in the first place? And that he had a big dog? How did he find out
anything about Lee’s cabin? Where Lee might be? Where the dog would
be?”

“And the big question remains, why didn’t he
use a gun?” Evers said.

I thought about it and the glimmer of an idea
started to come to me.

“Did Sutton own a gun, a firearm, before his
wife was killed? You have any idea, Mitch?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Doesn’t really matter, but it makes more
sense if he didn’t own a gun. He wouldn’t have shot his wife
because even if he hid or disposed of the weapon, he’d be worried
it might be found and it would send him to the death chamber. Using
a tire iron eliminated that threat.”

I sat back and it all started to fall
together.

“He wasn’t armed when he was stopped by
Officer Henry. I’ll bet his first impulse was to kill him. But, he
couldn’t be sure that Henry hadn’t called in his license plate
number. And in any case, Henry was a good-sized man with a gun
himself and Sutton wasn’t going to take any chances.”

The more I talked the more sense I made. It
was all just speculation with only a little bit of fact, but it
sounded good.

“So, he paid the fine and drove off. But he
didn’t know when his wife’s body might be discovered. It might be a
month, or it might be the next day. He couldn’t take a chance that
her body might be discovered in a few days. And if it was, and if
it was publicized, there was a good chance Henry would remember the
guy he’d stopped for speeding. Sutton couldn’t allow that to
happen.”

“And he couldn’t buy a gun then because even
if we didn’t arrest him we’d be watching him, probably getting a
search warrant to check his mother’s home,” Carlisle said. “Buying
a gun would have drawn too much attention to him.”

“Yeah, the only way he could kill Henry
without leaving evidence that would get him executed would be to
kill Henry the way he’d killed his wife – simple and clean.

With a knife or crowbar.”

Evers was still pacing back and forth.

“I follow that, but there’s still the problem
of how Sutton knew what he was walking into. How’d he know about
the dog, the cabin?”

Harry snapped his fingers.

“Go back, Gordon, and find somebody that
vanished, left town about that time. I’d bet it was a woman. Lee
was careful about guys, but he had a lot of women there a lot of
nights over the years. I’ll bet you had women that could have
described the place blindfolded. Sutton would have known exactly
what to expect and how to deal with it.”

“Jesus, Harry, you think he killed three
people?”

“Five,” I said, looked down at the dark
twisted remains of what had been a good cop and friend of Evers.
“His wife, his unborn son, Officer Henry, an anonymous woman, and
an old man named Bell that he just had killed in a hospital up
here.”

“That is a bad man,” Harry said. “He went up
against an armed cop and a big dog with only a club or crowbar. He
doesn’t lack balls.”

“Yeah, he’s a bad man. And he has balls.”

We talked for another hour, deciding how we’d
coordinate our joint investigation. After our plans were pretty
well confirmed McConnell and Carlisle took off.

“When are you ever going to get tired of
running around and get them to give you an editing job where you
can sit down and work in the air conditioning?” I asked Harry,
knowing the answer.

“When I’m dead, Maitland, when I’m dead.
You’ve read the Masefield poem ‘Clay Lies Still, But Blood’s A
Rover. You’ve a well-read man. It’s the truth. While you’re alive,
you have to keep moving.

“And, the trouble is, I love what I do. I get
out in the fresh air and nobody meets more new women on a daily
basis than a reporter. Every day is a cornucopia of fresh
possibilities.”

“Until you run into a husband who’s a decent
shot. It’s bound to happen sooner or later. I’ll come to your
funeral.”

Evers slapped his friend on the back.

“He leads a charmed life, Maitland. He’ll
probably outlive us all, and wind up marrying some woman with a
million dollars.”

He just laughed. I couldn’t see it either,
but stranger things have happened.

“Gord, I’m heading downstairs. I’m going die
if I don’t get a cigarette. Damn those anti-smoking Nazis. Want to
meet for lunch and you can buy me a steak?”

“Me?”

“You’re on an expense account here. I know
how Maitland operates. Benny’s would be a good place to go for a
steak.”

“You’re going to run this into the ground,
aren’t you?”

“The TU is terrible on expense accounts.”

“Okay, head on downstairs and drive another
nail into your coffin. Give me about 20 minutes.”

Bass looked at Evers and shook his head.

“You shouldn’t do it, Gord. Leave her
alone.”

“You’re my friend, not my mother. Get out of
here.”

When Harry left we stood in silence.

“Bad breakup?”

“You could say that. I gather you’re with her
now.”

“Until a few days ago.”

“How long?”

“We’ve known each other for five years,
but…we only got serious a few weeks ago. Didn’t last long.
You?”

“A year.”

“She dump you?”

“Mutual. I think I got the worst of it. I
know I did.”

“She’s hard to walk away from.”

“That she is, Maitland, that she is. If it
had just been the sex, it would have been hard enough. You know
what I’m talking about. But she got under my skin. I actually
started thinking about settling down.”

“It’s a hell of thing when women are more
skittish about settling down than men. The world is changing.”

He didn’t say anything, just walked toward
the door. He stopped just before he got to the doorway.

“I could warn you, Maitland, but it wouldn’t
do you any good. You’ll have to learn the hard way. Just like I
did. Good luck.”

###

He looked at her sitting behind the desk. It
brought back memories of another time.

“Hello, Dulcina.”

She turned as he walked in and stood in front
of the desk. For a moment she took his breath away. She always had,
since the first time he’d seen her from a distance walking into the
courthouse and made it his business to find out who she was. He had
been razzed and the butt of jokes by other detectives and patrolmen
who told him she was the kind of woman who’d be going out with
senators and millionaires. A working grunt detective was never
going to get near enough to sniff that.

And yet….

“Hello, Gordon. I never really thought I’d
see you again.”

“I never thought I would see you. I’d never
have come back, if a friend of mine hadn’t been murdered and I had
to come back to help Maitland with his end of the investigation. I
hoped you’d moved on.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Worse. It’s like having a scab torn off. Why
haven’t you moved on?”

“You know why. Haven’t met the right
person.”

“Maitland isn’t the right person. We both
know that. Why are you with him?”

She gave him a freezing glance, the same
she’d given him when he’d made the first clumsy passes at her
nearly five years before. But sometimes it was a blessing to be too
stupid and stubborn to take a hint, or to be scared off by the
State Attorney OR the Sheriff.

“None of your business, Gordon. We’re not
together. I hope I learned from what happened to us. But if I did
get back with him, it’s my business.”

“Don’t do to him what you did to me,
Dulcina.”

“It’s Myra.”

“It’s Dulcina. And I know you a hell of a lot
better than he does. Or probably ever will. Harry filled me in on
Maitland. He’s already had too many blows to the heart. He’s trying
to rebuild his life. He doesn’t need you screwing his head up.”

The chill in her eyes was worse than a
stranger’s. Even knowing everything that had happened, knowing how
and why it had ended, he still found it hard to believe her eyes
had grown so cold.

“I’m touched you’re worried about Maitland.
But he’s a big boy. And again, what goes on between him and me,
Gordon, is between him and me. I hoped you’d found somebody. Moved
on with your life.”

“It took me a couple of years to heal up, but
I did. And I met a good woman, and we’re probably going to make it
official in the near future. I think she wants me – just me. I
think we’ll make it.”

Those green eyes that had swallowed his world
glistened in the light as she said, “I wish you well, Gordon. I
really do. I hope she makes you happy.”

“I’d wish you well too, Dulcina, except I
honestly don’t think you’ll ever find anyone that will make you
happy. I feel sorry for you.”

She stared after him as he left.
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I stood looking out the window. The sun was
shining again and the temperatures were in the low 70s. Odds were
we’d be in shorts for Thanksgiving. The only people who really
noticed how strange it was weather-wise were newcomers. From
freezing to suntan weather in a few days.

I enjoyed this window more than anything else
about the office. There was something about standing in front of
the plate glass staring toward the northern horizon marking the
passage of the sun through the ever-changing clouds that seemed to
lull my thoughts. Poor man’s tool for meditation I guess.

It was almost 12:30. Bass and Evers had left
undoubtedly to eat at Benny’s, Evers I’m sure making a stop at
Myra’s office. A lot of our staff were eating at their desks or
going out to grab something. I stood there trying hard to make
myself want to eat something.

I wasn’t exactly worried about becoming
anorexic. I still ate, but I’d found myself skipping more meals and
not missing them. I had thought for a while after Debbie told me we
were through that it was just the shock. I figured eventually my
old eating habits would return.

They never had. I’d eaten pretty well when
Aline was in town or when I was out with somebody, but I couldn’t
help noticing that bit by bit my weight was still edging
downward.

Sometimes I’d pass a mirror and it stopped me
for a second. I didn’t recognize myself, or the image I’d built
over a lifetime.

I was thinking about that when there was a
knock at the door.

“Cheryl?”

“No. Mr. Maitland?”

I was sure Cheryl had gone to lunch, as had a
lot of secretaries. So, I opened the door to my office. A woman
stood in the doorway. She was short, maybe five-three or four, with
light brown hair cut fairly short in what I thought was called a
Pixie cut.

She wore glasses and had the look of a cop,
attorney or criminal justice professional. There was nothing
specific I could put my finger on, but after 20 years in and around
the courts, you could usually tell.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry to bother you on your lunch hour,
Mr. Maitland. Could I have a few minutes of your time. I’m in
Parole and Probation in Georgia -. Columbus - and I’m working on a
case that has a connection to your office.”

“Sure. I’m probably not going out anyway.
What can I do for you – Miss?”

“Higginbotham. Jennifer Higginbotham.”

As she walked into my office and glanced at
my desk, she stopped for a second. She studied the desk, then
continued on to a chair facing me. After she sat, she kept glancing
up at the desktop.

As I sat back down, I looked her over too. I
didn’t know her. I was pretty sure. But there was…something. In the
face, or the voice. When we finished our business, I’d ask her.
That kind of thing will drive you crazy with your mind worrying
over the memory until it’s finally brought into the light.

“So, Ms. Higginbotham, what’s this all
about?”

She took a folder out of the briefcase she
carried and put it on the desk. She opened it and slid me a photo
and jacket. The photo showed a young, dark haired man in the garb
of the Georgia Department of Corrections. The jacket identified him
as 24-year-old Johnny Lee Patton. Serving a five-year term for auto
theft AND receiving and selling stolen property.

“Five years is pretty light for auto theft
and fencing stolen property. I’m assuming we’re talking about an
auto chop shop ring. Steal the cars, strip them down or if they’re
hot commodities, make some cosmetic changes and ship them out for
sale in another state or country. That about right?”

“Exactly. He got the five years because his
older brother, Frank, started up the gang and brought in Johnny
Lee. Prior to that, Johnny had a clean record. No juveniles or
adult arrests. He’s a good kid who had the misfortune to have a
scumbag as an older brother.”

I pushed the photo and file back to her.

“Okay. What does that have to do with
us?”

“Johnny served only two years in a
minimum-security lockup. He was released to a half-way house.
That’s where he met Amber Talwin. She lives in Jacksonville. She
was in Columbus visiting her married sister. They clicked and have
been dating for two years.”

“And?”

“Young love.”

She looked at me with the expression any
middle-aged man or woman wears when encountering the stupid things
young people do in the name of love. Exasperation, weariness…and
envy.

“She works, but got up to see him as often as
she could. But she couldn’t make it for a couple of weeks and he
decided he couldn’t stand it another day. He drove down to
Jacksonville on a Friday night. They went out to a bar with some of
her friends, a guy started hitting on her, and Johnny got into a
fight. Naturally he wound up getting arrested and when they checked
him, they found he was a parolee who shouldn’t be in Florida.

“So now he’s sitting in the Duval County Jail
awaiting shipment back to prison in Georgia.”

“He violated his probation. I don’t know what
I can do, Ms. Higginbotham.”

“He’s a good kid still, after two years in
that hellhole we call a prison, Mr. Maitland. If he goes back I
don’t know the same thing will happen. For the crime of being
young, stupid and in love.”

I studied her face again. It was more than a
feeling. But who the hell was she?

“And as to what you can do, you run this
office. Everyone knows that. All you have to do is review the fight
and Johnny’s arrest, decide it was just some harmless Friday night
scuffling, and drop the charges. And I, as a representative of
Probation and Parole, will decide that Johnny needs punishment, but
not prison time. I’ll stick another six months’ probation on his
term that he’ll have to complete before he’s out of the state’s
clutches.”

I thought about it for a moment.

“Have you considered you’re not solving his
problem. That’s six more months he’ll have to wait to be with his
Lady Love.”

She smiled and shook her head.

“She accepted his proposal from behind bars.
As soon as he physically can, he’s going to marry her, and she’s
already made plans to move to Columbus and rent an apartment. He’ll
have to stay in the halfway house, but he’ll see her every day. I
think he can live with that. They both can.”

“Got everything figured out?”

“I hope so. Except you, Mr. Maitland. It all
hinges on what you do. But I have a feeling. the Bill Maitland I
used to know would do the right thing, would have mercy on a pair
of love-struck kids.”

“So, I know you. I knew I did. But I still
can’t place you. I’m sorry, but- “

She stood up and pointed to the metal sailing
ship with the clock in its gut that had followed me from college to
office to office for 20 years.

“You kept it. I always thought Debbie would
make you get rid of it. She always was a jealous, vindictive
bitch.”

It was as if the scales had fallen away from
my eyes, as if all the pieces of the puzzle suddenly fit. I came
around the desk and she met me halfway.

“Jenny. Jenny…Truden. I can’t believe it.
Where the hell did you come from, and where did you go? And
why?”

She was in my arms and I hugged her hard. I
didn’t kiss her. It wasn’t that kind of hug. Her eyes sparkled.

“Jenny- “

“Columbus, Columbus, and you know why I
left.”

She had been one of my best friends, my best
female friend, for nearly a year in my first year of pre-law, She
had been shooting for the law as well. And when Debbie and I had
broken up, she kept me studying, and writing papers, and eating
once in a while and out of the bars where I would have happily sunk
into oblivion every night. She had been a friend in the truest
sense of the word.

And I had walked away from her, forgotten her
and everything she’d done for me the night that Debbie said she
would take me back if I promised to never doubt her again. To trust
her no matter how thickly the rumors flew, no matter how students
laughed behind my back as we walked together,

“I thought you moved to Atlanta. No one ever
heard from you again.”

“I wanted everyone to think I was in Atlanta.
I’ve lived in Columbus for 20 years.”

“And people said- “

She stepped back from me and gave me a slight
smile.

“I know what people said. What I would
expect. But it’s hard to have a baby when you’re not having sex
with anyone.”

“But you were popular. You went out. You had
guys after you.”

“Not the one I wanted to be after me. He
never looked at me as anything but a friend.”

I tried to think of something to say.

“You don’t need to say anything, Bill. I knew
you never saw anybody but Debbie. But I couldn’t help myself. Like
I said, young and stupid. I know what it’s like.”

“I think we were all young and stupid. Isn’t
that the definition of that wonderful time in our lives?”

She didn’t say anything, just stepped back to
the desk and grabbed her papers up and put them back in her
folder.

“On behalf of Johnny – and his girl – thank
you, Bill. You did a good thing today. I have to go now. I know
you’re busy, and I’ve got a few things to do. I booked a room at
the Omni, but I’ve got to leave early in the morning. My son is
staying with friends, but I told him I’d go buy a few things for
Thanksgiving with him Saturday.”

“Your son?”

Something in my voice told her and she
laughed.

“Relax, I didn’t have my way with you when
you were drunk and out of it, Bill. Although...”

She smiled.

“I have to admit there were a few times when
I thought about it. But…it would never have worked. He’s 15. I was
only married to his father for four years. It was a pitiful excuse
for a marriage, but it gave me Liam. So, it was all worth it.”

She started toward the door. As she passed me
I reached out and grabbed her hand. She stopped but didn’t look at
me.

“Do you have any big, important plans for the
night, Jenny?”

“No. Just grabbing a bite somewhere this
evening. Maybe just stay in and have room service and watch a first
run movie. It’s nice having an expense account.”

“We’re good friends – were good friends. And
it’s been nearly 20 years. I have things to do but I could get off
by 6 or 7. Let me take you out for some food and drink. We can
catch up on 20 years.”

“I really don’t think Debbie would love that
idea. Isn’t she expecting you home at a decent hour?”

“No, she’s not expecting me. And she never
will again.”

“I knew that. I heard. That was petty of me,
but I enjoyed hearing it.”

“It’s ancient history, now Jenny. Eight
months, and it seems a lot longer.”

“Funny the way things turn out, Bill. I
thought she’d have you wrapped around her little finger until you
died.”

“I wouldn’t describe it as funny. But, things
happen. Let me buy you dinner at the Riverwalk. Where are you
staying?”

“Room 322.”

“You can freshen up and I’ll call you when I
get free. Okay?”

She gave me a peck on the side of my face and
said, “I just can’t get used to you with that shaved head,
Bill.”

“It will grow on you,” I said as she walked
out.


CHAPTER SIX: SOMETHING IN THE AIR




Friday - 1:30 p.m.

“Ms. Bascomb, you have a visitor.”

“Who is it?”

“A Mr. Hamilton, Roger Hamilton.”

“I don’t know the name and I know I don’t
have an appointment.”

She heard a man’s voice.

“We don’t know each other, and I don’t have
an appointment. I apologize for barging in but if I could have just
a moment of your time and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

She thought about it for a moment. It was the
lull before the Thanksgiving Week and nobody was completely focused
on legal matters, more than was absolutely necessary. She had a
feeling this was the same gray zone that enveloped UNF on the eve
of big holidays. You had to work, but nobody except robots – or
Bill Maitland – were fanatical about it.

“Send him in.”

He was a well-dressed six-footer, a full head
of dirty blonde hair better kept than most women’s. He was a
good-looking man and knew it, directing a smile full of teeth at
her. It was the kind of smile that seemed to pull a response out of
you. She gave him a small smile as she stood up behind her
desk.

“Mr. Hamilton. This isn’t the busiest period
in the year for us. But I assume you have some reason for being
here, without an appointment. Most people call ahead.”

He gave her the typical male up and down
appraisal, but it was quick and cursory, and he kept his eyes on
her face after a few seconds. Points for him. He smiled and then
glanced down at a gleaming watch on his wrist. A Rolex. But she’d
expected that.

“Ten seconds. That’s enough time. Could I
ask, did I pass the first stage of appraisal?”

Shit. She knew where this was going. But she
felt a thousand years old. It had been so long since she’d done the
flirting thing. Doug had been different. She had gone after Clint.
But this…

“I have a very hard time, Mr. Hamilton,
understanding what appraisal you’re talking about and if it’s what
I’m afraid it is, then you’re wasting my time and your own.”

His smile never wavered.

“I’m sure you understand exactly what I’m
talking about, Ms. Bascomb. I do have some business, or at least an
excuse to be here. But quite candidly, you know how first
impressions work. Ten seconds should have been more than long
enough to determine if there’s any chemistry between us. I’ll let
you be the judge and trust you to be honest. If you say there’s
nothing, I’ll take care of my business and I won’t bother you any
longer. If…there is …a possibility…. of some spark, I might call
you in the future. It will be completely up to you if it goes
anywhere.”

She sat back down and took a moment before
answering. It wasn’t like she was committing to anything. And she’d
been complaining about life after divorce.

“I have a feeling, Mr. Hamilton, that you’ve
done this before. And you already know that…you’re an interesting
man. Intriguing. I’m not saying I’d ever be interested in going out
with you, but, I wouldn’t hang up on you if you called.”

“Fair enough.”

When he gave her his spiel, she couldn’t help
laughing. The Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce wanted to establish
contacts with the Public Defender’s and State Attorney’s Offices
for future joint public relations programs.

“And that is the excuse you used to talk your
way into my office? Public relations joint exercises to sell the
city? You could have done that with a phone call.”

Hamilton, who it turned out was Chamber of
Commerce Vice President of Public Relations, gave her a big
grin.

“But that wouldn’t have given me the
opportunity to meet you and sell myself.

Selling is a big part of my job. I know that
was kind of... selling myself under false pretenses. But, faint
heart never won fair lady.”

He gave her a glance that told her that under
the right circumstances he might be fun. Someday.

“And you are definitely a Fair Lady. I would
have been by some time ago to…make my pitch for the public
relations contact, but I know you hadn’t been divorced that long. I
went through it myself five years ago. It’s a confusing time.
Hopefully you’re past that now.”

“Thank you for the opportunity to work with
the Chamber. And while I don’t know if I’ll say yes when you call,
I am glad you came in person, Roger.”

She gave him the kind of smile that made it a
certainty one day soon he’d call her.

###

At 4 p.m. Leary walked into her office as she
leaned back and rubbed her lower lip. Leary looked at the big man
just leaving who filled the doorway.

“Is that...?”

“Yup.”

“What kind of problems are the Jaguars having
that they’d need the Public

Defenders’ Office.?”

She gave him a weary smile.

“The Jaguars are building contacts with the
community and he came by to offer me a hosted tour of the
facilities and a seat in a VIP box to see a game before the end of
the season.”

Leary gave her a knowing glance.

“Why you and not the Public Defender?”

“For one thing, Johnny is blind. As you may
have forgotten.”

“And he doesn’t fill out a bra the way you
do.”

She shook her head and grabbed a carafe and
poured herself iced water. She gulped it down. She hadn’t done much
if anything physical, but she still felt exhausted.

“Is it something in the air, Patrick?”

“Not sure where that question is going.”

“He was the fourth man to come into the
office in the last four hours to…offer opportunities for liaisons,
contacts, joint projects, free game passes...”

“In other words, they’re all hitting on
you.”

“And they’re all good looking, connected,
well off. The kind of guys women usually drool over. And they’re
coming out of the woodwork. What the hell is going on?”

“Have you looked in a mirror lately,
boss?”

“I’ve always looked this way, Patrick. Why
are these guys coming out now?”

He sat on the edge of her desk.

“I don’t know how it was at UNF, so I don’t
know if guys hit on you, but I know that when you came here,
everybody knew you’d just come out of a 20-year marriage and were
the property of a young hunk professor. It may be it’s just time.
The word is out that you’re up for grabs and there’s going to be a
Gold Rush.”

She laughed.

“Get off my desk, Patrick and go do
something. Or did you have something you wanted to talk to me
about.”

“Yeah, but just in passing, how big was
he?”

“Six seven and 270 pounds.”

“He discussed his measurements with you?”

“I read the sports pages.”

‘And what size shoe does he wear?”

“Don’t go there, Patrick”

Patrick fought not to smile.

“I heard he wears a 13D”

“And..?”

“You know what they say about big men with
big hands and big feet.”

“No, what do they say?”

He opened his mouth but before he could utter
a syllable, she said, “Not a word, Patrick. Not one word. You said
you had business.”

Although it was clear he was dying to make a
follow up comment, he turned businesslike.

“You’re familiar with the Buddy Bishop
case.”

“Yeah. The 14-year-old drowned the one-year
old. The last I heard the State Attorney’s Office was trying to
decide what charges, if any, to file.”

“They haven’t made any official announcement
yet, but I’ve learned – “

“Which secretary or ASA are you sleeping with
now?”

“A gentleman never tells. But the word is
they’re going to prosecute the 14-year-old as an adult and charge
him with premeditated first-degree murder.”

“That’s insane.”

“That’s not the worst of it. You know the
Bishop family has another child, a 12-year-old girl. They’re going
to charge the mother with criminal negligence leading to a child’s
death and have the 12-year-old taken away from her and put into
foster care.”

“No, I don’t believe that. The charges will
ultimately go through Bill, and there’s no way in hell he’d approve
that.”

“We don’t have all the facts, and this is
going to be one of those cases where there’s going to be a strong
push to take action – to keep kids from getting away with murder.
Justice For Victims has got chapters in about 20 cities. There may
be 50,000 members, the last I heard. There have been a dozen cases
around Florida alone where juveniles under 15 have murdered and
gotten away with what people call a slap on the wrist. There have
already been calls coming in to our office to keep this retard from
getting away with murdering a baby.”

“There are always idiots, Patrick. There
can’t be enough of them to put pressure on the State Attorney to do
something that wrong. Bill wouldn’t go along with that.”

Patrick rubbed his chin as if unwilling to
say what was going through his head. Finally:

“You know Bill better than I do, but I would
stake my life he wouldn’t do it either. On the other hand, in less
than a year I expect Dallas Edwards to be running for governor.
Edwards is a decent guy, but he’s a politician. And Bill works for
Edwards, not the other way around. A lot of people are really upset
about kids getting away with committing murder and going into
juvenile for six months and then walking free.”

“Even so, I know my hus-my ex-husband. He’s
not going to let that happen.”

“Probably. But how many times can you go to
the wall? He went up against Edwards and everybody else to go after
Shawn Smith, the black cop. He put it all on the line and he could
have screwed up Edwards politically. And he got away with it. If
this blows up and there’s a big stink, and the election is coming
up, I don’t think there’s a certainty that Edwards won’t take the
case away from Bill and let someone else crucify this family.”

“You really think Dallas would do that?”

“He’s been running for Governor for a long
time, preparing for it, anyway, and he’s getting a little – long in
the tooth – let’s say. He doesn’t have forever. This might be his
last good chance. I don’t know what he’d do.”

“Have you been assigned the case?”

“You get the final call on the assignment,
but I was kind of hoping you’d pass it on to me.”

“You’re going to bust your ass on this
one?”

“No matter who I have to run over, even if
it’s your beloved ex.”

“It’s yours, Patrick. Give it all you have. I
don’t want the 14-year-old to serve a day, and I don’t want that
mother to lose her daughter.”

“Anything goes?”

“Anything goes.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you,”
Leary said, zipping around the desk to kiss her on the cheek before
she could move back and then heading for the door.
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As Leary headed for the door he almost ran
over the tall man in the doorway who was watching him with a
bemused look on his face.

She glanced up at him as Leary left, struck
by something for a moment. Something she couldn’t quite put her
finger on. Something about his face.

“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything
important, Ms. Bascomb.”

It took a moment for her to say, “No.”

She stared at him.

“Tell me you’re not here to ask me out on a
date.”

He stepped into the office and stopped in
front of her desk. He was a big man. He had to be at least six-four
and solidly built.

“That could hurt a guy’s feelings. The first
thing you tell a complete stranger is that you DON’T want to go out
with him. Even before I ask you.”

She smiled at him.

“I’m sorry. That came out wrong. It’s just
that – for some unknown reason – maybe the moon is in the right
phase, suddenly guys are coming out of the woodwork wanting the
pleasure of my company. Or something. Mr…?”

“Keith Ransome. If this is an inconvenient
time, Ms. Bascomb, I can always come back at another time.”

“No. Please come in. You’re not going to
offer me box tickets to Jaguars games or a chance to work with the
city or various city agencies or a chance to inspect business
opportunities for the city in Acapulco? You’re not a city official
of some kind?”

He smiled at her and now she was more certain
than ever that she knew him from sometime in the past.

“No, I came here for purely personal
reasons.”

“What kind of personal reasons?”

“To ask you out on a date.”

He laughed at the expression on her face,
saying, “It’s not what you think, Debbie. I’m teasing about the
date, couldn’t resist. But I just came by to say hello.”

His dark hair, a shade between deep brown and
black, was cut in a way that told her his image was part of his
business, the dark tempered by the first few strands of early gray
at the temples. It was thick. He was clean cut, but a hint of dark
stubble had appeared on his jaw. She noticed that his big hands
were smooth, the nails manicured.

The suit complete with a jacket now
unbuttoned, reeked of money. She wasn’t sure why, but she knew the
clothes hadn’t been bought off the rack anywhere but tailored to
his body with broad shoulders and a fairly tight waist. He wasn’t
flashily handsome in the way that Harrison had been, but he had a
strong jaw and eyes of so pale a blue that they seemed almost the
color of water in the sunlight.

“Can I sit down?”

“Yes, and tell me who you are. How do I know
you, because I know you.”

He sat and crossed his legs. He seemed bigger
sitting that standing.

“Do you remember a party at the Phi Delt
House Friday night, Friday October 1984?” “No. Do you?”

He looked her over and this time his gaze
lingered on her chest before rising reluctantly to her eyes.

“I’ve never forgotten a single moment. I can
tell you the music they were playing, and the brand of beer the
Brothers were passing out. And you came in with Buddy Ryan and two
of his buddies. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I’d seen you
around, but close up…you were something else.”

“I went to a lot of parties, Mr. Ransome, and
truth be told, I don’t remember a lot about a lot of them. Too high
or drunk. But they were still fun.”

“You were pretty high when you got there, but
you started coming down. I came over and talked to you while Buddy
was busy with House business. You got pretty pissed at him for
leaving you alone and we started talking and I got you a few drinks
and you wanted to dance. So, we danced, and Buddy realized what was
going on and came over and tried to be a tough guy.”

He rubbed his right fist in his left palm as
if remembering the night and said, “I hit him once and he fell down
and didn’t want to be a tough guy anymore. There were some of the
other Brothers that thought about it, but I was about as big as
anyone playing on the football team, and I’d never raised my fist
against anyone. I was always laid back, a big, easy going guy. They
looked at me, looking at you, and they found other things to get
busy doing.”

She stared a little harder at him.

“I vaguely remember that, I think. I remember
being surprised at the way he fell down when you hit him and didn’t
get back up.”

“You remember us talking about getting out of
there and buying a bunch of beer and driving out to Paine’s Prairie
and setting a little campfire there in the darkness?”

“I think so. It was cold, I remember.”

“You remember us lying on a blanket,
drinking? The fire light turning your hair the color of molten
gold? You remember me taking off your blouse, and your jeans? And
you lying there in the shadows and the light?”

The office was quiet and although it was well
lit, it seemed to grow darker.

“I looked at you, lying back against the
blanket, and I thought I’d never seen anything so beautiful in all
my life.”

She shook her head to dispel the images.

“It’s coming back to me – Keith. The next
part I remember very well.”

He leaned back, and she hadn’t realized he’d
been leaning in toward her.

“I’m glad I made an impression, Debbie.
Because you made one hell of an impression on me.”

“I’m flattered. That was a long time ago. We
were both very young.”

“Yeah. Too young to realize what I had. We
went out a few times and then we got into a fight over something,
and the next thing I know you were going out with another guy and
then there was that – incident – at the Frat House and Maitland
swooped in and stole you away.”

“Things happen.”

‘Yeah.”

He straightened up in the chair.

“I went on and got my business degree and
went to work in my dad’s restaurant chain. We had 14 Southern
Comfort Restaurants when I started working for him. We have a
hundred now, from Miami to Arkansas to the Virginias.”

“You’ve done well, Keith.
Congratulations.”

“I haven’t done too badly. I checked on you a
couple of times over the years, but I heard you’d married Maitland
and – I never thought it would last – but about ten years ago I
made an inquiry and found out you guys had made it.

“Then a few months ago I was reading an
Internet story about ‘The Angel of Death’ and realized it was
Maitland. And it mentioned in there you guys had split. So, I
thought

the next time I passed through Jacksonville
I’d say hello. For old times’ sake.”

She stood up and came around the desk. He
stood, and she was surprised again at how big he was. She reached
up and he bent down to let her kiss his cheek.

“I’m glad you came back, Keith. It was a
million years ago, and I’m a completely different person, but I
still remember that night on Paine’s Prairie. It’s a good
memory.”

“Good enough that you might consider going
out for dinner or drinks sometime in the future?”

She hesitated only a second.

“Probably.”

He reached out to place his big hands on her
shoulders.

“It won’t be anytime soon, I’m afraid. I have
engagements that require I leave Jacksonville tonight. And it might
be a few weeks or a month before I get back this way. But I will
come back.”

“Goodbye, Keith.”

When he had left she sat back behind her
desk. It had to be something in the water, the atmosphere, or her
stars. Whichever, it had suddenly made her life very much more
interesting.

###

I held her chair out for her and then pushed
it in behind her. I sat to her right. From the table where we sat
we could look through the plate glass to the dark water of the St.
Johns two stories below, Boats with colored lights cruised back and
forth out from the Riverwalk and the colored lights of the bridges
decorated for the holidays made the world seem like a big Christmas
Tree.

“It’s a lovely view, Bill. Jacksonville has a
lot of things going in its favor.”

I couldn’t help the words that escaped my
mouth as I looked at her, “Yes it’s a very lovely view.”

She caught my eye and then lowered her head,
her cheeks flushing slightly.

“What I meant, Jenny, is that you clean up
very nicely. I don’t know where the official probation and parole
lady went to, but you’re a nice replacement.”

“Thank you Mr. Maitland. You clean up pretty
good too. And that shaved head is starting to grow on me.”

She wore a tighter, shorter skirt that showed
her legs off. She had to be wearing nylons for that silky look. And
her no-nonsense blouse had been replaced by a soft off-the-shoulder
something that molded itself around small rounded bumps that rose
and fell with her breathing.

She wore a glistening pink lipstick matched
by large, ostentatious pink metal earrings. And I remember we had
joked when she was trying to take my mind off Debbie that my
problem was that I liked everything outsized and ostentatious. I
had no real appreciation for subtlety.

Which was true and had been true and her
jokes could have been cruel, but she kept me from smashing my head
against the nearest concrete wall.

The waiter came by, dressed a natty white tie
outfit. O’Grady’s was a medium quality steak place on the second
floor of the Landing, meaning that a good deal of its business was
drawn by the view it offered. But for the price, its steaks could
hold their own with most in Jacksonville, except Benny’s which I
thought was a little too formal for a quiet get together of old
friends.

The waiter asked her what she’d like to
drink, and I noticed she hesitated.

“Could I have iced tea?”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t have wine. I
promise I wouldn’t take advantage of you.”

“I trust you, Bill. But, I generally stick to
non-alcoholic drinks.”

“Alright,” I told the waiter. “Tea for me but
use saccharine instead of sugar.”

She gave me a look.;

“Oh my, you really have adopted a new
lifestyle. You used to love sugar. I was afraid you’d wind up
diabetic.”

“My tastes changed. A lot of things changed.
Now I have a hard time drinking tea with sugar. I actually like
saccharine tea better.”

We ordered steaks, myself a ribeye and
herself a smaller filet mignon. After dropping off the teas they
bought a bowl of variously flavored bread sticks and then left the
night to us.

We sat looking out into the darkness for what
seemed like a very long time.

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you, Bill. I
didn’t come up here for that. I know it might seem like I arranged
this to get with you, but I really did want to help Johnny and his
girl.”

“I believe you, Jenny.”

“There has been enough gossip, especially
since you became famous, that I have a pretty good idea what
happened. You deserved better, especially being a good husband for
20 years and putting up with all the crap that went down at
UF.”

“Gossip is gossip and most of the times it’s
only peripherally true. In some ways I’ve been a good husband, in
other ways not so much.”

She reached out beyond the glass of tea to
touch my fingers.

“I have a tough time, Bill, seeing you as a
bad husband. Did you drink, run around on her, hit her.? Do all the
things bad husbands do?”

“It depends on what your definition of a bad
husband is. I didn’t drink, run around, hit her. All I did was
leave her in an empty marital bed and let her fall for a young hunk
professor. I didn’t work to keep her, I didn’t fight for her when I
could have. Even if I would have failed. But I didn’t even try. It
wasn’t my finest hour.”

“That was always your problem, Bill. You
never thought you were good enough for her. And the truth is, she
was never good enough for you.”

“That’s not true, Jenny. People on the
outside never see what things are really like from the inside.”

“The only thing she EVER had, Bill, was an
impressive set of tits and a fantastic body. And that face of
course. But she was a tramp, and everybody knew it. People were
placing bets on how long it would be before she cheated on
you.”

She stopped and shook her head.

“I’m sorry, Bill. I know you were with her a
long time, and God knows I wasn’t a wonderful judge of potential
spouses.”

“Nothing to be sorry for. I know what people
thought. God knows those tits and that body of hers entranced me.
And I wanted her. If it had just been that, we probably would have
had a fling and I’d have loved every minute of it and then moved on
with my life. But, it was three months after she barged into my
life before I touched her.

“I got to know her. We studied together, went
to movies, went out for pizza. Talked about books and politics and
social issues. We argued and laughed and got pissed at each other
at times. She was the smartest girl I’d ever met. And the most
stubborn. And she didn’t care what anyone thought about her. She
told me about guys she’d been with – or as she said, guys she’d
fucked. She told me, ‘I’m a grown woman and what I do with my body
is my business – and nobody else’s’.”

In my mind I slipped back to that spring and
summer.

“And she was loyal, and kind and brave. She
didn’t have to give up her time to help me make up the ground I’d
lost while I was in that coma. And she didn’t have to keep spending
time with me when she could have been treated like a princess by
guys with more money than I could ever dream of. I asked her one
time why she kept hanging around me, and she said it was because I
made her laugh. That wasn’t what I wanted, but I was glad to settle
for it.

“And she was brave. My mother found out about
us, and she HATED Debbie. She came up and caught us in my room.
Doing nothing except studying, but…My mother looked like the wrath
of God as she walked in and called Debbie every vile name I’d ever
heard. I never knew that she knew some of those words.

“And Debbie stood there and didn’t lose her
temper. She just said the room was mine, not my mother’s. And if I
told her to leave she would, but what my mother said didn’t matter.
And she told her that she understood her anger, but that I was a
grown man and I had the right to decide who I’d see and spend time
with.

“My mother just stared at me and finally I
told her that I wanted Debbie to stay. She was a friend.”

She turned around and walked out. I didn’t
hear a word from her for a month before she finally called me on a
Saturday to ask if I needed anything. She never mentioned Debbie
again or asked about her. And I never talked about Debbie with
her.”

I stared back at the lighted bridges. It
always seemed to add an air of magic somehow to the mundane
riverscape and it made the city feel more like Christmas.

“She wasn’t cruel, or the bitch that a lot of
people said she was. A lot of female students hated her, but I knew
then and I learned over the years that Debbie didn’t need to set
out to attract men. They came after her, whether they were with
other women, or married.”

“Well, you’ll pardon me if you haven’t added
me to her list of supporters. I think you were blind then, and
you’re blind now.”

“Maybe. How’s your steak?”

When we’d finished our meals, I walked down
with her to the railing over the river.

“Jacksonville is a beautiful city. I love
Columbus. It’s my home now. But this is a beautiful city.”

She’d been staring out at one of the cruise
boats running a late excursion down the river and turned to place
her back against the railing. In her adult features I could see the
pretty girl she had been when the world was new, and everything was
possible.

“I missed you, Bill.”

“I missed you too, Jenny. I knew you were
alright when I got the Ship of Dreams, but I always wondered what
had happened to you.”

“I just couldn’t stay – and watch you with
her.”

She turned back to the river and we stood
together for a while without speaking, or touching.

I walked her back to her room on the fourth
floor of the Omni. She used the room key and opened the door.

“Could I ask you in for coffee, tea …. or
me?”

She didn’t look anything like the straitlaced
government functionary who had walked into my office hours earlier.
She looked softer, and prettier and younger.

When I didn’t answer, she smiled and said,
“You don’t have to be faithful to Debbie anymore, Bill. That’s
history. And I can’t believe you still have dreams of ever going
back to her. You’re free. I’m single. And I don’t think – I’m
completely unappealing to you. I haven’t given up men and I still
know when a man – is attracted.”

“Jennie- “

“Please don’t tell me it’s not me, it’s you.
That’s the kind of crap that drives men crazy when women tell them
they care for them too much to have casual sex and then fuck bad
boy assholes. At least be honest.”

“Okay, honesty.”

I stared into her eyes and I knew this was
going to hurt me at least as much as it hurt her.

“You were a dear friend, a good friend. But I
never felt more than friendship for you. And I always knew you felt
more than that for me. Now, I’m divorced from Debbie, and we’re
never getting back together. But it doesn’t change what I feel for
her. “

I saw what I’d expected to see in her
eyes.

“I could go into that room with you and I
would enjoy it. No doubt. But it wouldn’t just be physical for you.
You’d expect more, and you’d deserve it. You’re a good person. But
I can’t give it to you.”

I reached out to grab her hands in mine. I
held her hands in my palms, then turned my hands up. She looked
down and caught the gleam of light on rings on my left and right
hands.

“The white gold on my right is my wedding
ring – Debbie’s ring. A few people asked me why I wore it after…
the marriage ended. I had a hard time explaining. I just….I just
couldn’t take it off. But on my right, it wasn’t a wedding ring
anymore. It was just a memory.”

I squeezed her left and she focused on my
wedding finger. I wore a silver ring with a square head. On the
head was a Fleur-de-Lis inlay of white gold and there was a small,
gleaming diamond in the center.

“Before my divorce from Debbie was finalized
I met a French woman, Aline, on the cruise ship Bonne Chance. She’s
back in Paris with her husband now, fighting to save her marriage,
which I managed to screw up.”

Running my thumb over the silver
Fleur-de-Lis, I said, “This is a sister ring to a Fleur-de-Lis pin
I gave her when I met her. She came to me in Jacksonville later and
said she loved me and if I loved her, why did I still wear Debbie’s
ring. She said that if I wore her ring, I would not forget her. And
I haven’t.”

I let her go.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen with
Aline. But, there remains a chance her marriage will end and that
she might come back to me. And if she walked in here tonight and
told me she was free and wanted to try to start a new life with
me…I’d probably ask her to marry me.

“You deserve better than being third in line
to share a bed with me. You deserve a man that wants you – and only
you. Bottom line, I don’t want to hurt you. I’ve had enough of that
myself. And I would hurt you.”

She gave me a tight little smile and there
were only the hints of tears in her eyes.

“Like I said, Bill, you were always too good
for Debbie. I hope this French woman treats you better than Debbie
did, if she comes back to you. I need to go inside because I need
to get some sleep before I head back to Columbus. Thank you for
helping Johnnie, and for a wonderful night.”

She gave me a light kiss that she held for
only a little longer than was necessary and then she went into her
room without looking back.


CHAPTER EIGHT: THE DEVIL’S DISCIPLE




Saturday, November 19, 2005 – 2 p.m.

Evelyn Smith drove slowly through the town,
what town there was in Spring City consisting of a few blocks of
pharmacies and fishing and vacation supplies, TWO RV supplier and
rentals because a LOT of fishermen and their families liked to
spend their weeks in an RV while every available one of the dozen
motels motel and the single hotel within 40 miles were full
occupancy when the fishermen showed up, three bars and one
nightclub with weekend music, two grocery stores and a dozen 7-11s,
Florida Boy and Southern Pride convenience stores.

It was a bucolic wonderland, but the city and
county still shared the cost of putting her in a patrol car to
cruise these quiet Saturday streets showing the flag and reminding
residents there was a police force, breaking up bar fights, tossing
drunks in the four-cell jail to sleep off their inebriation,
mediating family disputes, discovering and investigating the
occasional burglaries and the even more rare murders and
assaults.

She carried a 10-shot Glock at her side but
while she’d had to pull it out of her holster a few times, she’d
never had to fire it. As she passed Aunt May’s, a full-service
restaurant/coffee shop which boasted a turn-of-the century
Victorian/Old South design and decorations, she noticed a deep blue
Ford Crown Victoria sitting in the parking lot near the
entrance.

She wasn’t sure what drew her attention to
it. She only glanced at it for a moment as she approached it, came
to the intersection and turned to the right. She was past it before
she realized what had caught her eye. A man sat behind the wheel,
driver’s side window down. She had only a sense of something about
the man…something.

Sometimes intuition was a faint whispering
heard from a long way away. At other times, like right now, it hit
her with the force of an electric shock. Who was he? Or what was
he? As she drove without being aware of where she went, she tried
to recapture the moment, isolate whatever had aroused her cop
instinct.

She was tempted to make a quick turn and head
back to Aunt May’s and satisfy her curiosity, but she kept going
away from the store and the driver who had captured her attention.
She turned the memory over and over in her mind, probed the
emotions it stirred in her as the cruiser patrolled the business
center of the town, roads in all directions away from the heart of
the town, and without conscious thought she found herself coming
around to Aunt Mary’s. Fifteen minutes had passed.

The car remained parked in the same spot. As
she rolled by slowly she saw the man sitting in the same position,
one hand propped on the steering wheel. He might have been
listening to music because he seemed to be singing or humming. And
then he looked up and returned her gaze. She realized what had had
hit her.

He had been staring at her as she passed him
the first time – from the moment she noticed his car until he
vanished in her rear-view mirror. And now he was staring at her
again.

She sat at the stop sign just before you ran
into Aunt May’s parking lot. For a Saturday afternoon the lot was
fairly full, with fishermen and their families coming in and out
regularly. Except for the man sitting in the Crown Vic.

He could be waiting for someone, although she
couldn’t figure out why he was just sitting outside when he could
have waited in the air conditioning and enjoyed a complimentary
coffee.

It was almost certainly nothing, but it had
been a boring afternoon and she was still trying to figure out why
there was something familiar about him – and something vaguely
unsettling. She pulled into the parking lot and slid into a space
behind the Crown Vic.

She sat there after turning off the ignition
and watched him. He looked into the rear-view mirror and then
leaned back into the driver’s seat. He stretched and then glanced
up again at her. She couldn’t be sure, but he might have flashed
the barest hint of a smile.

She climbed out of the cruiser, stretched her
arms and back to relax after hours of driving without a break. He
watched her approach him from the rear and looked up at her as she
came to stand beside the open driver’s door.

“Good afternoon, sir. Kind of a muggy day to
be sitting out here.”

“Yeah.”

She glanced at the inside of the car. No
fishing poles, nothing that a fisherman would be lugging
around.

“You don’t look like you’re here for the
fishing Spring City is so famous for. Could I ask what you’re doing
in our little town. Can I help you?”

“Sure. Stretch like you did a few minutes
ago.”

“What?”

He slowly looked her up and down, then said
without a smile, “most lady cops aren’t built like you are, or look
like you do. Would you stretch for me?”

Instinctively, her hand dropped to the butt
of her Glock and she found herself turning slightly so as not to
face him squarely. It was ingrained in her not to face him square
on and give him a bigger target.

He followed her movement with his eyes and
laid his hands flat on the steering wheel.

“Maybe I was a little rude, Officer, but you
really think you have to be ready to draw down on me? I’m not
armed, and I didn’t know trying to flirt with a lady cop was a
criminal offense.”

She found herself unable to answer his
question. She’d had plenty of civilians, drunk and sober, try to
pick her up. Apparently fucking a lady cop was close to fucking a
teacher or nurse on a lot of guys’ list of favorite sexual
fantasies. But with a few exceptions she’d been able to handle
those incidents with humor and once in a while a little light
force. But this was different. He was different.

After she stared at him for a moment trying
to tamp down the unease he stirred in her, he very deliberately
stared at the Glock her hand hovered over.

“Now, Officer, I know you could drop me
before I could get out of your way, but do you really want to do
that? Kill a man in cold blood because he makes you nervous. I
could tell you that there isn’t a weapon or firearm anywhere in
this car. You planning on dropping a planted gun to back up your
story that I threatened you? I didn’t think the law-abiding police
in Spring City did things like that.”

Without consciously considering her actions
she shook her head, reflecting what her mind already told her. She
couldn’t shoot a man in cold blood because he’ made a boorish
attempt to start something between them. He hadn’t made any
threatening gestures or said anything terrible. He hadn’t shown a
weapon. He hadn’t done anything to draw her attention other than
sitting outside a popular eating spot without going in.

Suddenly, moving so smoothly she didn’t have
time to pull out the Glock, he slid out of the car seat and was
standing in front of her. Standing, he was bigger than she’d
thought. At least six-foot-two, Shorter than Gordon, but not
smaller. He was broad across the chest, big shoulders. He didn’t
look like a body builder. His arms weren’t out of proportion to the
rest of him. He was just a big man.

She stepped back and said the first thing
that came into her mind.

“I’m engaged to the Chief of Police. I’m
going to marry him in the next year.”

A threatening smile played on his lips. Why
in the hell the first word that popped into her head was
‘threatening’ she couldn’t say. And why in the hell had she thrown
Gordon Bill up like a shield to protect her virginity? She didn’t
react that way with other passes.

“Now, Evelyn, why would that be the first
thing you’d say to me? Have I tried to kiss you, soil your virtue,
get you to go with me to a motel or if you didn’t want the Chief
Evers learning about it, follow me out to some deserted road or a
field somewhere? To ease your mind, I knew you are engaged. I just
came by to have a chance to meet you, talk to you, maybe have a cup
of coffee with you. That’s all.”

“Everything about this feels wrong to me. You
haven’t done anything wrong, but you’re still making me nervous as
hell.”

A small smile flickered on his face. He
gestured around them.

“Look around, Evelyn. It’s broad daylight.
You’re carrying, and I’m unarmed. There are people coming and going
around us. One scream and you’d have 20 guys out here – and a lot
of them have long guns and pistols. You think I’m a pretty bad
dude?”

“How the hell do you know my name? You look
vaguely familiar, but I don’t think I’ve ever met you?”

He stepped closer to her, holding his arms
out to his sides, then turned around so she could see he was not
obviously armed. No shoulder holsters, no bulges hinting at
concealed weapons.

“If you’re still nervous, I could strip down,
so you’ll KNOW I’m unarmed.”

That was so stupid it wasn’t even worth
responding to.

After a moment of silence, he said, “alright,
I’ll stop teasing you. You don’t know me. You know OF me.”

“What does that mean?”

He pointed to her Glock.

“Draw your weapon. Drop into a firing
position. Be ready to fire if I twitch the wrong way.”

When she had followed his instructions,
keeping his arms up, he turned around and bent down to lean into
the car. She felt her trigger finger tense and hoped she could
avoid putting a bullet in his back because he made her nervous.

But it wasn’t nerves. There was something –
off – about him. Something wrong.

And then he was straightening out, pulling
the heavy coat over his big shoulders and she knew who and what he
was. And the chill that ran through her wasn’t something
mysterious; Standing there, big and male and deadly as a six-foot
long cane brake rattler coiled in brush and ready to strike.

“You’re one of Blud’s killers.”

“The duster is heavy and hot as hell. It was
made for the Texas plains, not Florida swamps. But it’s a uniform.
People see them coming and bad guys shit their pants. And you can
call me anything you want, but I’m a sworn officer of the law.
Never been arrested. Just like you; I’m a lawman.”

She kept the Glock trained on him.

“No, you’re not a lawman. I don’t know what
to call you, but you’re not a lawman.”

“Whatever I am, we’re both officers of law
enforcement agencies. People are starting to look out the windows
at us. You really want to turn a friendly little meeting into a
confrontation?”

She rolled the word around in her mouth.

“Confrontation? Since when do two-bit
murdering thugs use words like ‘confrontation’?”

“Would you like to know? Put the weapon away.
Has a cup of coffee with me surrounded by a few dozen witnesses?
What can it hurt? Unless I frighten you that much? Or is it
something else you’re feeling?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not afraid of
you. You’re just a thug wearing a costume out of an old Western.
I’d have to take a very long, hot shower to get the stench of you
off me.”

A genuine slow, easy smile appeared on his
face.

“I’d be happy to help you.”

She holstered the Glock. Drawing it gave him
too much power.

“Take off that damned costume and I’ll think
about it. If you can give me a good reason why I should waste my
time on you.”

He slipped the duster off.

“A couple of reasons. This is going to be the
most exciting thing you’ve done in months, if not years. Spring
City is a wonderful place, but giving out a speeding ticket is
about the most excitement I think you ever see. Think about how
much fun you’re going to have talking about this with your
boyfriend in bed tonight.

“Of course, you’re not going to tell him
about what you’re feeling right now, are you? It’s not fear, not
that much. It’s a different thing, and you’re not used to feeling
it. You were raised Baptist but went over to the Assembly of God
with your next to last boyfriend. The one just before the cop that
was killed.

“You and the cop were hot and heavy for a
while, I hear. Now he liked a little kink and he banged half the
bangable cunts in this county – according to what I hear. Did he
ever talk you into three-somes – or four-somes? Have you ever
talked to the Good Chief about all the things you did with his
employee?”

“Fuck you, whatever your name is.”

She turned her back on him and walked to the
cruiser.

“It’s Deacon. Tommy Deacon.”

He had his hand on the door, blocking her
from closing it behind her,

“Get your hand off the door. Or I’ll take out
the Glock and I won’t be bluffing. And what’s with – ‘Deacon, Tommy
Deacon?’ Is that your ‘Bond, James Bond?’ maneuver? If that was a
line, it sucks.”

“No line. You just wanted to know who you
were talking to. That’s my name. And I’ll let you close the door.
I’m not trying to keep you from leaving. I just wanted to – to
apologize. I didn’t mean to be such an asshole. It’s just that –
basically I AM an asshole. Nobody ever calls me on it in Satsuma.
I’m out of practice flirting with women who aren’t scared to death
of me.”

She studied his eyes as he spoke. For
somebody who wasn’t really all that good looking in a classic
sense, there was something appealing about his face.

“You are such a dumb bitch,” she told herself
silently. “There would be an excuse if you were 17 and he was a bad
boy biker and your pussy was twanging. But you’ll never be 17
again, you’ve got a good, hot man in your bed, and this isn’t some
bad boy. He’s a professional killer.”

“Take your hands off my vehicle before I
place you under arrest.”

He stepped backward, pulling his hand away
from the car door.

“I’d like to ask you again if I could buy you
a cup of coffee. And just talk.”

“You really don’t know how to take ‘no’ for
an answer.”

“I don’t think you’ve actually said no
yet.”

“I have to tell you ‘no?’ Just driving off
isn’t enough of an answer?”

“Do you know how many times my boss has been
investigated by the feds, by the state, by newspapers and
professional busybodies? And you have any idea how many people who
work for him have ever talked about him – to anybody?

“That’s right. Nobody. Or nobody that ever
lived to testify against him. I’d just like to chat, but I bet the
sheriff of this county would give his left nut to have a legit cop
talk to me – about anything.”

She stared at him. The sun was brilliant in
the blue sky, a gentle breeze rustling the palm trees in the
median. It was a Chamber of Commerce poster come to life. And
something about his gaze warmed her skin more than the
sunshine.

“I can see why I should want to meet with
you. I don’t see what you get out of it. If you’ve done any
checking, you know my fiancée and myself are solid. I do intend to
marry him, and – WHATEVER – happened between my late boyfriend and
myself before the Chief came into my life is the dead past. I don’t
have any secrets from him. I’m not going to cheat on a man I love,
and I don’t know anything that would make it worth your while to
try to seduce me. So, why?”

“It’s so simple I don’t know if you’ll
believe me. I hope so, I don’t spend a lot of time around here. My
work - takes me all over the place. Periodically, the boss likes us
to get a look at the cops in the counties around us. Yes, we have
files on all of you. He believes in knowing your enemy. Or your
fellow law enforcement professionals.

“I saw your picture while I was going through
a review session. I – uh – liked what I saw. I saw you were with
Evers, the head man in the town. And you were serious. There didn’t
seem to be much chance of getting between the two of you.
But…things change. And if I ever wanted a chance, I couldn’t be a
stranger who simply popped up out of nowhere. I’m here to introduce
myself, in case things – ever change.”

She watched him to see what affect her words
had on him.

“I guess I’m flattered, and if anything I
pick up from you might help anybody in law enforcement, I might go
in there with you. But, let’s be real. If I did break up with
Gordon, if I was left alone, I’d never be with you. If you think it
could ever happen, you’re dreaming. You’re attractive, but you’re a
cold blooded professional murderer. You take lives for money. I
could never even let you touch me.”

“Maybe not. But, regardless, I wanted a
chance to meet and flirt and have a pleasant chat with an
attractive woman outside my normal circles. Maybe nothing will
happen, but it never hurts to talk.”

She thought about it while trying not to be
so obvious about studying him.

“This is a mistake,” she told herself. But
logically it made sense. And no matter how charming Tommy Deacon
was in his cold-blooded way, she was never going to forget the man
that she had waiting for her in her bed was the best man she’d ever
known, in and out of bed. And now that Gordon was finally to the
point he could move past the bitch who broke his heart and drove
him out of Jacksonville, she had a chance to make their life
permanent. She wasn’t going to risk that for a stirring she
couldn’t explain.

###

24 Hours Earlier

“I expected you back last night.”

Deacon slid into the seat next to Blud, who
was sipping on a cup of black coffee that smelled so good Deacon
was tempted to grab it away from the Sheriff.

“Any chance I could grab a cup of that
Joe?”

Blud gave him a sideways glance.

“You realize this is the best coffee on
earth. That shit supposed to be so great that’s harvested from
monkey shit IS monkey shit compared to the Imperial Blend here. Can
you afford $5000 for a cup?”

“Not really, but you can take it out of my
pay or put it on my account.”

“I don’t pay you that much.” Then:

“Roy, bring Deputy Deacon a cup of your
finest.”

The short counterman brought the coffee out
with practiced ease despite the handicap of three fingers missing
due to a dispute with Blud years before. On the other hand, he
unconsciously flashed the gold and diamond encrusted Rolex Blud had
given him as a birthday present a decade before.

Deacon took as deep a breath of the coffee as
he could, then swallowed a good sip. It was served black and he
never drank coffee black, but with Imperial it didn’t matter. It
was GOOD to have all the money in the world and spend it
freely.

“So, what kept you?”

“I was planning on flying out of Newark down
to Jax and taking an air taxi here. But they had an ice storm – can
you believe that shit in November – and it took me a while to work
my way around it.”

“How did it go?”

“Good. The councilman will follow orders and
won’t tap your funds for more than the agreed-upon sums. No more
feeding at the trough, in other words.”

“Did he make a fuss?”

“Yeah. At first. He had his cops arrest me
and took me out to a house in the woods to have my dentures
re-arranged. Somehow, there were mix-ups and I walked away. Then,
it turns out he has a 14-year-old daughter. I went to a friend’s
house, picked her up and called her father to tell him I was taking
her out for a two or three-day playdate.”

“How serious did you have to get?”

“No much. Like most 14-year-olds she hates
her father and her stepmother. I took her to an amusement park, a
hot concert, and an adult nightclub where she could drink hard
liquor and she had a wonderful time. Puking her guts out for a day,
but, it was totally RAD, or cool. Daddy couldn’t do anything with
the cops because they’d start asking the wrong questions. He was
just glad to get her punk ass back.”

“You bang her?”

“Seriously?”

“Why not? You think she was a virgin –at
14?”

“Yeah. But….”

“I’m pushing your buttons. That’s one of the
reasons I keep you around. You’re such a badass, but about some
things, you’re a little girl. If you say you didn’t fuck her, I
believe you.”

“Anyway, I did the job. Do I get any time
off?”

No. But I think you’ll like this job.”

He reached over and picked up a manila
envelope Deacon hadn’t noticed. Opening it, Blud pushed the 8 by
glossy photo inside toward Deacon.

She was a tall blonde standing beside a
Spring City police cruiser. In a Spring City police uniform.

“What’s she done that makes her worthy of
killing? And why me? I usually work outside the county. “

“I don’t want you to kill her. I want you to
get to know her, chat her up. Make friends.”

“I hate to keep asking, but are you
serious?”

It won’t be a hard assignment. There’s a
restaurant/tourist trap on her patrol route tomorrow. I want you to
meet her there, talk her into having a cup of coffee – or
something. Exchange personal info. Typical first date crap. But it
won’t be a date. She’s engaged to Chief Evers. And apparently she
doesn’t spread it for anyone else now days.”

‘Why? And what makes you think she’ll succumb
to my charms?”

Blud shook his head.

“Deacon, Deacon, Deacon. You know I
appreciate that expensive college education that I paid for and
it’s nice to know I have few intelligent people working for me, but
you have to adapt your speech. Who in the hell around here would
know what “succumb to your charms’ even means.”

“Point taken. How do you know I’ll get her
motor running, get her hot to trot? She doesn’t know me from
Adam.”

“You under estimate your charms. You’re a
big, good looking guy. And you’re a thug and a murderer. The
ultimate bad boy to attract a straight arrow good girl.”

“Still- “

“As some wise old Chinese philosopher/warrior
once said, success in war depends on knowing your enemy.”

Deacon looked over the photo again. No two
ways about it, he wouldn’t kick her out of bed. But she was just a
pretty woman and the world was full of them.

“A little research showed that her first real
boyfriend, the guy who took her cherry when she was a 16-year-old
virgin, bears a passing resemblance to you. He died three months
later trying to outrun a train. It’s a so-so resemblance, and I
don’t think she’ll even make the connection. But deep down, she
will. It’ll give you an edge.”

Deacon just shook his head.

“You really are the devil, aren’t you?”

“He thinks he’s me.”

Then:

‘I see what you’re doing, Blud, but you never
told me why? You going to try to turn her.?”

Pointing to his coffee cup which Deacon had
emptied without noticing, Blud told Roy, “fill him up again. And
while you’re enjoying your second $5000 cup of the world’s best
java, let’s talk about poker and chess.”

“I know I’m going to regret this, but what
the hell do poker and chess have to do with anything, much less
what we’re talking about?”

Blud signaled for a refill on his cup and
answered “You’re a poker player and from what I’ve seen, a pretty
good one. You have to have a decent memory to follow the cards, run
the odds on particular hands, and be able to judge opponent’s
strategy and what they’re thinking. That’s because you’re an
intelligent man. It’s why I picked you up out of the trash and gave
you a new life.

“But you’re not a chess player. You have to
be able to visualize the future and different possibilities. It’s a
different kind of thinking. I want you to get to know her and for
her to get to know you because there may come a time when she will
be important to us.”

“How?”

“I don’t really know. She may be important to
us. Her fiancé may be. Whatever, you’re knowing her may put us a
step ahead.”

“A step ahead in what?”

“Our little undeclared war with Bill Maitland
and the Jacksonville State Attorney’s Office.”

“What war, Blud? I had heard his chief- his
only – witness is dead. Their case is made of tissue paper and
without the old man, they’ll have to drop their case against
Sutton.”

“They might try to drop the case, but whether
it goes on in court or outside, Maitland is never going to let
go.”

“What?”

“Remember what I said about knowing your
enemy? Maitland and his ex-wife, who is not as ex as it seems in
court records, had a baby a couple years ago. Or ALMOST had a baby.
She miscarried late. So what? A lot of people have miscarriages and
go on. But it hit the Maitlands hard. They have a little ceremony
every year on the date of his death. They haven’t forgotten.”

Blud sipped the last of the coffee and shook
his head.

“I think they are the crazy ones. Babies die
every day. I’ve killed more than a few myself. No point in setting
yourself up for lawsuits and all that shit down the line. BUT,
Maitland apparently loved the little parasite.

“Maitland is not going to walk away. He’s not
going to give up. He’ll keep coming and coming and coming. Not to
nail Sutton for murdering his wife, but for killing his unborn
baby.”

“What can he do? I’m not a lawyer but I’ve
taken enough classes to know his case is shit. No way will any jury
EVER convict William Sutton on what Maitland has now.”

“I would think so, too. …. You know I’m not a
superstitious man. The Old Man told me a few times that logic and
common sense is a good thing. But trust in your gut. It usually
won’t steer you wrong. The first time we went up against him, I got
a really bad feeling. I don’t like to kill lawmen, but I was
tempted to let you have him, It’s just… I know you’re good. Still,
I didn’t feel comfortable going after him.”

“If he makes you uneasy, I’m more than happy
to walk around him. Flirting with a good-looking blonde is going to
be a tough job, but for you, I’ll do it.


CHAPTER NINE: SECRETS




Monday, November 21, 2005 - 12:30 p.m.

Washington, D.C. – The phone caught him just
as he was walking out the door to catch a late lunch with a
Democratic representative on the Ways and Means Committee and it
was never good politics to keep the people with real power waiting.
Especially when this guy would rather be home for the Thanksgiving
holidays. But…

He picked up the phone and heard the static
that indicated this was a scrambled call coming in that his
secretary, if she hadn’t been gone to lunch, wouldn’t have heard
outside anyway.

“Jeremy.”

“You are quick.”

“They don’t pay me the big bucks for nothing.
Just wanted to bring you up to date.”

“You have something this quick, Roberta?”

“Something interesting. Not definitive.”

“I’ve got somewhere I have to be, but my
curiosity can’t stand it. Tell me quick.”

“Well, we don’t have a smoking gun. But it
seems that Mr. and Mrs. Maitland had been married a couple of years
when there was a little disagreement about how much attention Mr.
Maitland – who according to the pictures was a strapping Black
Irish hunk – was paying to a barmaid at one of the local bars.
According to people in the community, he might have had a wee bit
too much fondness for the demon rum. Nobody seems to really think
he was stepping out on the Missus, but…”

“I’ve been there. Proving your innocence to a
jealous wife can be a bitch.”

“True. Well, Mrs. Maitland took a powder
after a particularly dramatic fight and nobody knew where she’d
vanished to. For a few days, anyway. She had no living family in
West Virginia. But, she did have an aunt in Miami. Who, we found
out had wired her the money to come south by train.”

“Miami, huh?”

“Yeah. It took a few days for the husband to
figure out where she’d gone and go after her. About a week later he
brought her home. The people we talk to said they seemed lovey
dovey. They added that Mr. Maitland stayed away from bars after
that and one old lady told us that if he was walking down the
street and he saw that barmaid heading toward him, he turned and
walked in the opposite direction.”

“She laid the law down.”

“Evidently. And, almost exactly nine months
after the Mr. brought her back, she delivered a bouncing baby boy.
The junior Mr. Maitland.”

“And what about Mr. Rojas?”

“There’s a little bit of confusion about that
because at the same time there was a little intramural bloodletting
going on in the gang he was with. He dropped out of sight, but that
could very likely have been to stay alive. We don’t know where he
was. It could have been Miami because there were a lot of organized
crime connections to South America down there at the time. But we
don’t have any proof one way or the other.”

“Shit. That’s excellent work but it still
leaves some big question marks. Stay on it.”

“Oh, and one more thing, Jeremy. We found
pictures of Rojas as a young man. And while he’s not the spitting
image of William Maitland, there is a resemblance.”

“Damn. I had to check it out, but I thought
it would be just too melodramatic.”

“Don’t start hyperventilating. We also went
back and found pictures of Mrs. Maitland’s father and grandfather.
Her father died when she was seven. In another mine disaster. But
he looks a LOT like Maitland. A build and facial features more like
William Maitland than his father. It could very easily have been
that he just took after his mother’s side of the family.”

“Well, thanks one hell of a lot. That cleared
up exactly nothing.”

“We’ll keep working on it, but you know we
may never be able to prove what happened. And on that cheery note,
go to your appointment.”

He went and took care of business. But the
Maitland matter remained on Prentice’s mind.

Because it didn’t make sense.

And it made so little sense, it scared
him.

The Mexican Cartel headed by Antonio “The
Hammer” had grown increasingly strong and internally powerful over
the past two decades. It was almost a certainty that they had run
roughshod over Mexican police and paramilitary units. They had
grown so confident they were willing to take on the U.S. military
and DEA in a guerilla type war focused on U.S. prosecutors. No
other criminal cartel – not even Rojas in Columbia – had ever been
willing to declare war so openly.

Which made the refusal of the Cartel to allow
any action against Maitland incomprehensible. They had gone too
far, made this a test of strength and a matter of saving face among
their rivals, to allow one small American prosecutor to thumb his
nose at them.

And their actions had to stem from fear. If
Maitland had been their man, he wouldn’t have been worth spending a
great deal of effort to keep safe. What value would an Assistant
State Attorney have to them? No matter what their plans for him,
they couldn’t be so far reaching to allow it to appear that they
feared him.

Now that the Rojas connection had appeared,
it made more sense. Just not much sense. Rojas was the only
criminal power that would not fear them and could hurt them. But
the same arguments applied. Even if, by some miracle, there was a
blood connection between Rojas and Maitland, Prentice had little
doubt Rojas wouldn’t go to war with an organization he generally
avoided to save a relative, even a son.

And if Rojas owned Maitland and had plans for
him, what could possibly be important enough to launch a war to
protect Maitland. The “Manchurian Candidate” was just a movie.
Prentice couldn’t see Maitland becoming a high government official
or President, no matter how big his “Angel of Death” reputation
grew.

As he had pondered the puzzle of William
Maitland, he had let his driver cruise the Washington streets and
he found himself in front of the Lincoln Memorial. There were
tourists, but not many as drifting snowflakes swirled in the
air.

He was wearing a warm coat because the winter
storm had been headed his way for several days. Stepping out of the
car which was left running behind him, he made his way up the
steps. He liked to come here sometimes to stare at the seated
figure of the man who had made his life possible. A black man would
have never risen to the heights he held were it not for Lincoln.
And it didn’t hurt to remember all the blood that had been spilled
and pain that had been suffered by black and white alike to make
his world possible.

His world, the United States of 2005, was
just as dangerous, just as imperiled as the country had been in
1860. The Mexican cartel was a power to be – if not feared –
respected. And the fact that THEY feared Assistant State Attorney
William Maitland meant that Maitland was a dangerous unknown in the
drama that was unfolding.

But his secrets would be brought to light,
and if Maitland was dirty, there was a cell waiting for him in a
place where he wouldn’t want to go.

###

Monday – 3:30 p.m.

I looked up to see a pair of dimples in the
doorway.

“I’m either going to have to fire Cheryl or
have them install an automatic alarm. Too many people are getting
in here without being announced.”

Meagan Whitcomb grinned and bowed low. She
was dressed preppy with a skirt and matching blouse outfit, high
socks and a pair of high brown leather boots. She looked about 14
and planted some very perverted thoughts in my mind because she
showed off some very good legs.

“Oh, please accept my apologies, kind sir,
and let me announce myself. I am defense attorney Meagan Whitcomb,
my business is purely personal, and I hope you can spare me 10
minutes out of your busy schedule.”

Cheryl stuck her head in the doorway and
said, “My apologies too, Mr. Maitland, Acting Head Assistant State
Attorney. I would have patted her down for weapons, but the rumor
going around the courthouse is that you’ve already done that a few
times in the past. And that you have a ‘special’ working
relationship with Ms. Whitcomb.”

I looked up at her and tried to keep my tone
very official.

“You realize, Ms. Matthews, that there is a
very fine line between office camaraderie and

smart-ass insubordination on the part of
subordinates.”

“Don’t fire her, Bill. I actually asked her
to let me surprise you and she knows me well enough to know that
I’m not an assassin. I think.”

“Don’t fire her? Even if she didn’t have
enough dirt on me to have complete job security, what kind of
rumors are floating around about me now?”

“Am I forgiven, Mr. Maitland?”

“Get out.”

I came around the desk and hugged Meagan
Whitcomb. I still had very fond memories of our last time
together.

“Is that a gun in your pocket or are you just
glad to see me?”

“Take a guess.”

“You do flatter a girl.”

“Actually, you’re flattering me, Meagan. But
I am glad to see you. It’s been awhile. How have you been
doing?”

“Pretty well. I’ve stayed busy and I’m making
enough money to keep the wolf away from the door.”

“Independent practice can be rough. How come
you never went with any of the larger firms? They’re always looking
for attractive, accomplished female attorneys.”

She sat down in one of the chairs across from
me and crossed those really good legs.

“Just had a feeling that going my own way and
building my own reputation was the way to go. And I’m getting
traction now. Really don’t have any complaints.”

“That’s good. Is there anything I can do for
you, since this is the first time I think you’ve been up here since
you left this office?”

“Nothing professionally. Personally…do you
have any plans for Thanksgiving?”

“Thanksgiving?”

I took a second since she’d thrown me off
balance. For at least half my life the automatic answer would have
been I’d be spending it with Debbie and family. A lot of things had
changed since the last Thanksgiving, but I was still going to be
spending Thanksgiving with Debbie and her parents and the kids.

“Yes. I’m going to be spending it with Debbie
and her parents and the kids and then I’m heading straight for my
mother’s home near Orlando.”

“Really?”

“My kids asked me, and I couldn’t see
refusing them. Debbie and I are getting along better now, and I’ve
always liked her parents. It’s a little weird, but I think it’s
good. And I think my mother would have disowned me if I hadn’t made
some plans to spend some time with her.”

“Oh, well, I’m glad you have plans. At least
you won’t be alone.”

“You don’t have plans?”

“I’d been spending most of my holidays with
my – I’m too old to call him a boyfriend and he never officially
made it to fiancée status. We’ve been together for three years.
He’s an account exec with Wayne Golding Enterprises. That’s the big
real estate company developing multi-million-dollar
waterfront/golfing communities up and down the northeast
Florida/Southeast Georgia coast. A good prospect most woman would
say. MOST!

I couldn’t help thinking of the very hot sex
I’d had with her during the Killer Granny trial, the first real
‘single-type sex’ I’d had in 20 years because I didn’t consider
what had happened with Aline to be the same kind of sex. I cared
about Aline. Sex with Meagan had been good, clean uncomplicated fun
of the type I hadn’t had since college.

“He won’t set a date and he won’t commit, so
I don’t see any damned reason at all that I should treat my body
like a temple for his use.”

“And now?”

“I just decided that I’m tired of being his
pit stop when he’s in the mood for loving and playing house. So,
I’m not spending any of the holidays with him. My family is all up
in Pennsylvania and I’m not that close to my sisters and brother,
so I’m not heading up there.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Benny’s will probably be sold out and I
don’t feel like pizza, so I’ll probably have dinner at Cracker
Barrel and rent a couple of romance or comedy videos. It won’t be
bad.”

“The hell you will. That is too damned
depressing.”

“Only for hopelessly domesticated guys like
you. A lot of the rest of the world enjoys that kind of
Thanksgiving.”

“No, not going to happen.”

I walked back around the desk and punched in
a number.

Cathy Bascomb answered on the fourth
ring.

“Hello, Bill. You’re still planning on coming
for Thanksgiving, aren’t you? I’m already making plans to cook and
I know the kids are expecting you.”

“Of course, Cathy. But I do have a favor to
ask.”

“Anything. You’re still my favorite
ex-son-in-law.”

“Probably because I’m your only
ex-son-in-law.”

“That too. What do you need?”

“Is there any chance you could set another
place at the table. I hate to ask you when you’ve already made
plans, but I’d really appreciate it.”

“I always make too much food. You know that.
You don’t even have to ask, but I appreciate the heads up. Who’s
the guest.”

“A friend of mine. She used to work here at
the State Attorney’s Office. She’s alone for the holidays and I’d
like her to have somewhere to spend Thanksgiving.”

She missed a beat, and then said with what
almost sounded like a smile in her voice, “This is the lady that
Debbie calls ‘Dimples.’?”

“Yeah. That’s not going to…pose a problem, is
it?”

“No, of course not. Bring her along and tell
her she’s welcome. Just bring an appetite.”

“You sure this won’t…. put a strain on the
festivities? You’ve always been good to me, Cathy, and I want this
to be a get together you can enjoy.”

“You know you are always welcome, Bill.
You’ve been a member of this family for 20 years and you’re the
father of my grandchildren. Actually, I’m looking forward to this.
I thought - and I told you for a long time - that you were letting
your life and Debbie’s drift too far apart. I think it will do my
daughter good to – get better acquainted with your friends from the
courthouse.”

“Why do I think you’re going to enjoy this
entirely too much, Cathy?”

“Bye, Bill. See you Thursday.”

I smiled across the desk at Meagan and tried
to imagine what the confrontation was going to be like. Hopefully
it wouldn’t be anything like the showdown between Debbie and Aline.
For everybody’s sake.

“Thank you, Bill. I appreciate this. It would
have been a pretty dismal Thanksgiving.”

“Play your cards right, and you might get two
Thanksgiving dinners out of it. I had to promise my mother I’d come
down to Orlando and spend a day with her. If you’re free, why not
tag along?”

“This gets better and better. Let me think
about it, but the prospect of a weekend with you and your families
doesn’t sound bad.”

I walked back around to meet her as she
kissed me on the cheek and gave me a decent hug before walking out.
There was no denying that while divorced holidays were more
complicated, they were probably going to be more fun.

###

Thursday, November 24, 2005 - 11:45 a.m.

Roy Bascomb, Debbie’s father opened the door
and looked over Meagan with a look that wasn’t unfriendly, but
wasn’t welcoming. He put a smile on his face. I don’t think he
disliked Meagan but after 20 years of seeing me with his daughter,
I couldn’t expect him to warmly welcome a strange woman into his
home.

“Hi, Roy,” I said putting my hand out. “Thank
you for inviting us over today. By the way, this is a friend of
mine, Meagan Whitcomb.”

He shook my hand and held out his hand to
Meagan.

“You’re family, Bill. You’re always welcome
here. And you’re welcome too, Miss…Whitcomb.”

She shook his hand and let me lead her into
the den that led off into the kitchen from which divine odors
wafted. BJ was draped across his grandfather’ favorite worn easy
chair with his feet higher than his head listening to a hard metal
variant of a Thanksgiving classic. The chair had been
re-upholstered at least twice in the twenty years I’d been in the
family, but I don’t think Roy was ever going to get rid of it.

BJ glanced up at us from his upside-down
perspective, up and down at Meagan who was wearing dress jeans and
a medium sexy peasant blouse. All in all, it was a combination
Thanksgiving dressy and respectably hot that I hoped would cause
Debbie some minor heartburn.

I knew it would work when he grinned at me
and gave me a thumbs up.

Kelly stood at a window looking into the back
yard, cell phone attached like an organic extension of her ear,
talking with a serious expression on her face. It could have been
about a friend dying, or someone cheating on a friend. At that age,
everything was important.

I sat Meagan on a couch facing the hallway
that led to the dining room where a big oak table was being
prepared for dinner (for Yankees that’s lunch which is followed by
supper) and told her I hated to abandon her, but I had an important
mission to attend to in the kitchen.

As I walked through the door to what had once
been my favorite room in the house, the smells and memories and a
flood of emotions hit me all at once. I had walked in here a
million times over the last two decades. During happy times and
sad, important days and casual. But I’d never walk in here in the
same way again.

I didn’t know if it showed on my face, but
Cathy turned away from the turkey which was a good 20 pounder and
hugged me hard. After a long moment she let me go.

“You realize I shouldn’t let you ‘mommuck up’
(another Southern-ism) the bird before anyone else, including my
husband, gets at it.”

“That’s why you’re my favorite
Mother-In-Law.”

“I’m your ONLY Mother-in-Law, ex or
otherwise.”

She turned back to the bird and tore off a
strip of skin from the side of the big chest as thin as wax paper,
crispy and sweeter than any cake or pie. I crunched it while I
thanked God I had two Southern women who both knew how to make this
delicacy I would enjoy it while my mother and Cathy were alive, and
then it would be a thing of the past. I felt sad just thinking
about it.

As thoughts of the future and past played tag
in my mind, the expression on Cathy’s face caught my eye. She was
usually the definition of cheerful.

“Something the matter?”

I noticed something liquid in her eyes. She
bit her lip. I wondered if she and Roy were okay.

“You know you are my favorite ex-son in law,
Bill?”

“I kind of hoped so.”

“Why didn’t you fight for her?”

There was a long silence and I hated the fact
that the outside world had muscled its way into this place of peace
and happiness.

“I didn’t divorce her, Cathy.”

“But you didn’t fight it. How do you let 20
years and two children go down the drain? Even if she cheated on
you, you could have fought.”

She hesitated. Then:

“Especially you. You would have fought for
anything else. I know you. You’re a pit bull. But you let her walk
out of your life. How could you?”

I took her hands in mine. They were strong
hands, Debbie’s hands 20 years removed.

“She walked away from me, Cathy. She ripped
my heart out and left me bleeding and walked to Doug. I couldn’t
fight. I could barely breathe.”

I let her hands drop to her side. I walked
into the outside world without looking back.

###

Thursday, November 25 - Noon

I tore myself away from the odors that
followed me out the doors back into the den and wondered how many
extra sessions I’d have to put in at the gym to atone for the
culinary sins I’d commit today. On the other hand, while I was
starving I just didn’t eat the same way anymore. A full stomach
today would only be a fraction of the calories I’d once digested on
this day.

But I didn’t miss it and that surprised the
hell out of me. I’d enjoyed dropping the pounds and the gut, but
I’d done that try to heal the gash Debbie had left in places that
calories couldn’t heal. And fucking various and sundry women
without worrying if they’d be laughing inside at my portly outside
made life a lot more pleasant.

But I’d done that to try to heal myself
emotionally and sexually. I’d never really believed despite all the
propaganda about how much healthier I’d be when the pounds melted
away. Seemed to be true though.

Meagan stood up from the couch and approached
me. BJ had said goodbye to a couple of his friends on his cell and
started toward the kitchen to cadge a few pieces of the crispy
turkey skin from Gramma Cathy, a sordid habit I had passed on to
him as a little boy. As he did, Gramps bounded up from the table
with good speed for a man knocking on the door of his 70s and
grabbed him by the arm. He spun him around to the couch facing the
big screen television on the far wall.

Pushing him to the seat, he told the apple of
his eye, “Alright kid, no stripping the turkey before anyone else
gets to it. Your grandmother is a softie, but I’m not. Sit down and
watch the game that’s about to start.”

BJ, who surprised me with his height and
width every time I saw him recently, was taking after Debbie’s side
of the family; He easily pulled his grandfather down to him.

“Alright, Gramps. You win, but only because
I’m not going to commit elder abuse in front of a prosecutor.”

They both glanced at me.

“Good save, kid, but it would be child abuse
and you know it,” his grandfather said.

BJ had always been his favorite, as Kelly had
been her grandmother’s favorite.

I ignored them and pulled Meagan to me for a
soft kiss.

“Get a room,” BJ said laughing. I kept on
ignoring him for another minute and then let her go. I’d already
introduced her to everybody including Kelly who sat on an easy
chair near the fireplace, legs tucked up under her while she
apparently juggled three different conversations at the same time.
She just looked at us with a small smile on her face.

“It smells delicious,” Meagan said, “but
shouldn’t you cool it a little – in front of them?”

I sat down on the couch and pulled her down
to sit beside me.

“It’s getting close to a year, Meagan. They
know our marriage is over and they’ve seen us both with other
people.”

As I finished talking the door to the kitchen
swung open and Debbie stepped inside. She was wearing a form
fitting yellow top and slacks that did things to her ass that would
probably be illegal in several countries.

She glanced around the room and finally
settled on Meagan and myself, holding hands on the couch.

“Bill…Ms. Whitcomb.”

“Meagan,” I told her although I knew damn
well she knew her name.

“I’m glad Bill brought a guest. Thanksgiving
is a time of sharing. Which is why I brought a guest.”

She turned and smiled at her guest who
stepped in behind her.

People’s jaws don’t really drop in amazement.
That’s a cliché, but it felt like it.

He stepped in behind her and rested his hand
lightly on her side. He smiled at me and if there had been the
slightest smirk on his face or he’d touched her ass, there would
probably have been bloodshed. But he gave his familiar grin and
stepped toward me. He held his hand out and I took it.

What the hell. She was his boss. If your boss
orders you to come to Thanksgiving you come.

“Nice to see you, Mr. Maitland,” he said with
more of an Irish lilt than he really needed.

“And you, Mr. Leary.”

His gaze moved to Meagan and when I glanced
at her my heart sank.

Jesus Christ, was there any woman in the
courthouse between 20 and 50 that he hadn’t fucked?

“Ms. Meagan,”, he said nodding to her.

“Mr. Leary.”

He turned toward BJ and Kelly and waved.

“Hi guys. Thank you for allowing me to come
and join you today.”

BJ gave him a glance devoid of any
emotions.

“That’s up to Mom and…Gramps and
Grandma.”

Leary focused on Kelly, saying, “That’s not
what your Mom said. She told me that you guys have the final say
so.

“That’s nice,” Kelly said, “but she has the
final say so.”

She looked him over and with an entirely
inappropriate adult stare said, “I’m sure you wouldn’t be here if
she didn’t really want you here.”

I whispered to Meagan, “Really? Leary? I can
see young starry-eyed fresh-out of -college girls. But?”

“How old do you think I am? I wasn’t much
older when he hit on me. He is very smooth.”

“He dumped you? Don’t be offended, but that’s
what usually happens.”

“No. I dumped him, but he didn’t fight
desperately to keep me.”

“All’s well that ends well.”

She smiled at me and clasped me by my belt
around my waist. Other than dropping her hands into my pants it was
as blatant as you could get. Kelly and BJ gave it a quick glance
but I loved the expression on Deb’s face and I enjoyed smirking at
Leary.

“Why’d you dump him? Lousy in bed?”

She laughed and that drew everybody’
attention as she leaned over to whisper in my ear, “If I told you
he was a total dud in bed and had a very small penis, would that
make you happy?”

“Yes. Was he? Did he?”

“He wasn’t, and he didn’t.”’

“Then why?”

“I wasn’t a virgin when I met him and his
skills in bed were fun, but that’s all he has to offer. The thing
about him is…he has all the charm in the world and the depth of a
spring rain puddle. You can have a few nights fun but you can’t
have any type of relationship. If you’re young enough it doesn’t
matter. But get a little older and a little more experienced and it
matters a hell of a lot.”

I whispered back, “I’m glad you’re old enough
and experienced enough to appreciate my superior qualities.””

“Gloating doesn’t look good on anybody.”

At that moment Cathy called out from the
kitchen and we went into the dining room where a large oval table
had been enlarged with an insert central panel saved for special
occasions. As we stood up from our chairs in the den, I whispered,
“you might pull your hand out of my pants.”

“Do I have to?”

“It might look better.”

The look that Debbie gave me would have
transformed flesh to stone. That made me happy.

Debbie moved around the table to sit opposite
me. Leary pulled her chair out and put his hand at the small of her
back as she said. I was probably the only one at the table that
noticed him copping a feel of her ass as she sat down.

Debbie noticed of course and looked up to
smile at me.

I made my finger into a pistol barrel and
centered it on his chest and sent an imaginary bullet his way.

He gave me his inimitable grin and pretended
to snatch the bullet out of the air.

Which was okay except that Kelly had been
observing the by-play and as he turned his attention to hen, she
gave him a look that made the hair on the back of my neck rise
up.

Everyone else at the table was concentrating
on slices of turkey, mashed potatoes, jellied cranberry sauce,
sweet potato casserole, dressing and gray gravy made with giblets
that you have to develop a taste for but it’s a staple in a lot of
Southern families, a side of dressing made with authentic St.
Augustine oysters, buttermilk biscuits with honey butter and
assorted this and that.

While we filled our plates, and sipped the
one essential that never varies with any Southern meal –sweet iced
tea – Leary kept glancing around the table as the food piled up,
but nobody took the first bite. Hesitantly he reached with a fork
for a thin section of turkey breast.

He got a few glances, but Grampa Roy stared
at him in a not-unfriendly manner and gestured for him to put the
fork down.

“Sorry, I –“

“No offense. Mr. Leary, but we have a
tradition in this family. On Thanksgiving before we eat we give
thanks for what the year has brought us. I’m not sure how it was
where you grew up - “

“I grew up in a big Catholic family in New
York City, but some traditions are universal. It’s just been a long
time since I’ve had a Thanksgiving in a family setting. I’ve gotten
rusty.”

“Understood. Now, why don’t we start with the
youngest. Billy?”

“Okay.”

He looked from his grandmother to his mother
and back again.

“I’m just glad Gram cooked the meal. There’s
not one thing diet on the table. Thank God.”

As his grandfather’s gaze moved along to
Kelly she nodded and said, “I’m glad I’ve finished all my prereqs,
got out our apartment lease for the winter term in Gainesville, got
three roommates I know ready to go and that I’ll be living at UF
next year.”

He looked over at me. I deferred to Meagan.
She looked down at the plate in front of her and then up at me.

She reached out to take my hand and said, ‘I
give thanks for being invited into your home,” looking at Cathy,
and then, looking straight at Debbie, “and I give thanks that for
the first time in five years I’ve been able to get to know Bill as
well as I’ve wanted to for a long time.”

I would not have been human if I’d been able
to keep the smile off my face as I looked across the table at
Debbie. We should have been through, eight months should have begun
to heal the wounds, but they hadn’t.

I held her gaze and said, “I give thanks that
even if we couldn’t hold things together, we have a family, I
consider Debbie’s parents my own, and someday we’ll be past all the
hard feelings.”

Debbie stared at me for long moment, then
said, “I give thanks that even if marriages don’t last, families
do.”

I nodded to her. When she needed it, she had
a way with words.

Everyone was staring at Leary. I just hoped
he wouldn’t say something completely inappropriate. But since he
wasn’t drunk, there was a 50/50 chance he might not blow up the
dinner.

He must have known what I expected because he
grinned at me.

“Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking…”
then he laughed and told Roy, “sorry, Seriously, I am thankful that
you’ve invited me here tonight. Most Thanksgivings I wind up being
carried out of places of – ill repute – and I’m not sure I’ve had a
– turkey – breast in some time.

“But, in a different time and place, I was
part of a family. I was loved.”

He looked down at his plate.

“And then I screwed everything up. I lost
everything I loved, everything I’d ever hoped for. My life there
was over. And so I ran. I wound up here in a strange land with no
friends, no family, no job and no prospects.”

He glanced over at me. I was learning things
about him I’d never known. I knew the brief outlines of where he’d
come from and what he’d done before he got here, but not the real
story.

“At this point you’re probably wondering,
what the – heck – do I have to be grateful for?

“I guess I’m grateful that life goes on. I
found a job I loved, foes like Mr. Maitland fighting on the wrong
side but I liked anyway, a few new lady friends , the hottest boss
in the state of Florida (glancing at Debbie who pretended to be
offended) and now new friends and a chance to enjoy Thanksgiving
the way it should be celebrated.”

Then he looked back at Roy and said, “And
this year, maybe, for a change, nobody will be carrying me out at
the end of the day.”

“I don’t know, Leary, I’d be happy to throw
you out if anybody asks.”

“That’s the Bill Maitland I’ve come to know
and loathe.”

But he smiled.

Gramps rapped on the table.

“Boys. Cathy, would you like to go
first.”

“Gramma, I’m starving.” BJ moaned. “We’ve
already heard all your thankyous. I’m pretty sure God has too.”

She gave him a smile I didn’t recognize and
shared a quick glance with her husband.

“Well, BJ, this time we might do it a little
differently.”

She looked toward Debbie and then at me.

“This is a – different – Thanksgiving than
we’ve had in more than 20 years. It seems very strange to your
grandfather and me. But, everybody has to live their own lives.
Still, it’s hard for the two of us to find much- to be honest – to
be grateful for. But, we’re Christians and we know we still have
much to be grateful for.

“I give thanks to God for our two daughters,
Debbie and Clarice our grandchildren here and abroad, for Bill
Maitland and his part in our lives, for their friends, and most of
all for the man who has been my partner and rock for more than 40
years.”

They reached out to lock hands.

He appeared to squeeze her hand in his as she
halted for a moment, and then looked at Debbie.

“But the thing I’m most grateful to God for
is blessing me with a 94-year-old little Apache great
grandmother.”

There was only confusion in Debbie’s eyes.
This was clearly not part of her family lore and in 20 years I’d
never heard it either.

“You don’t know anything about this, Deb. She
died before you were born. How a full-blooded Apache woman ended up
marrying a Calvary officer in the West at the turn of the century
is a long story. There are no pictures of her but there was an
artist’s rendering of her in an old family bible. She was beautiful
in her youth. Her Indian name translated to something like ‘Desert
Rose’ so we called her Grandma Rose.

“She was old and wrinkled by the time she
wound up living in a small room in my parents’ home when I was
growing up. She liked to smoke and drink and there wasn’t really
too much a teenage girl had in common with her.”

She stopped again and looked this time at BJ
and then at Kelly. I had a feeling this was one Thanksgiving they
were going to remember.

“To you, I know your grandfather and I seem
like survivals from the dead past who’ve been together forever.
But, there was a time when we were young and we weren’t together.
There was a time when we dated other people and we weren’t in
love.”

She squeezed his hand harder.

“I fell in love with him and I think he was
in love with me. Then…something happened. He wouldn’t see me,
wouldn’t talk to me. He started dating other people and eventually
announced he was marrying another girl.

“He broke my heart. I couldn’t do anything
but cry in my bedroom. One day, Grandma

Rose must have gotten tired of listening to
me cry. She walked in leaning on her cane whittled out of a large
bone, stared at me and said. ‘Are you a baby or a woman?’

“I managed to sniffle out ‘ a woman.’ She
said, ‘if you’re a woman get off your ass and go out and make him
yours. He’s not going to come to you.’ And then she went back to
her room’.”

“I cried for a while longer and then I went
out and made him mine again.”

There was silence around the table.

“And I give thanks to your grandmother, for
coming after me,” Roy said. “If she hadn’t, none of you would have
been here today. She and I wouldn’t be together. Not because I
would have married that girl. I only said that to hurt her. The way
she hurt me. No, I’d be alone today because I might have married
somebody else, but nobody else would have made me happy, or been
willing to put up with me.”

“And we thought you were boring,” BJ said. It
broke the tension, followed by Debbie telling her mother. “Jesus,
Mom, do you suppose you could have been any LESS subtle. I
appreciate the sermon on how to put shattered relationships back
together, but couldn’t you have saved it for Valentine’s Day?”

Leary put his hand up as if objecting to his
boss’ comment, adding, “Mr. And Mrs.

Bascom, that was a lovely story, and it fits
the season perfectly. I only wish every story could end as
happily.”

I noticed the look in Kelly’s eyes as she
took in his deeply wounded tragic lover’s expression and told
myself I was going to have to have a real heart to heart with him
very soon. It was alright to trot these tricks out on a grown woman
like Debbie who understood horse shit, but it wasn’t fair using
them on Kelly.

Roy glanced around the table and said, “Now,
why don’t we all eat.”

It’s difficult to make eating a meal exciting
so I’ll just say we all stuffed ourselves, had second helpings and
even Debbie ate more than her was her custom. I noticed Kelly
sneaking looks at Leary when she thought no one noticed. When Leary
stood up and asked where the bathroom was, I waited a few moments
and got up.

I was waiting when he came out, He gave me a
questioning look.

“You know that I like you, Leary, don’t
you?”

“I don’t have any designs on Debbie, Mrs.
Bascom. I really don’t. She invited – ordered me – to come here
today.”

“I don’t care about Deb. I think she’d chew
you up and spit you out. I want you to stay away – far away – from
Kelly. Don’t bother saying anything. I know you and I know most
women just forget common sense when it comes to you. You’re an
older guy and I guess good looking and now you’ve got that tragic
loser vibe going.

“I know how hot she is. I can step back from
being her daddy and see her the way guys see her. I know you’ll be
tempted no matter what you say now. Just remember this. I was
willing to throw away my career and my freedom and maybe my life to
bring a law-breaking cop to justice.

“What do you think I’d do to protect my
daughter? Do you think there’s anything I wouldn’t do? Legal or
otherwise?”

I left him there to think about that.

Nothing more was said when we got back to the
table, but Leary made it noticeable that he was not exchanging
glances with Kelly. When she noticed, she went back to harassing
her brother, being a smart ass to her mother, and loving her
grandmother. And she ate less than Debbie, so I guess the curse of
near-Orthorexia was going to be passed on to another generation. I
knew Debbie had never binged and purged, but she was fanatical
about exercising to keep her weight down and she was downright
obsessed with eating the right foods. I could see Kelly heading in
the same direction. But there were a lot worse problems to
have.

After another couple hours of finishing the
first course and sampling deserts, Meagan leaned over to whisper in
my ear and ended with a brief kiss on the cheek. I thanked Cathy
and Roy and said we had to leave. We said our goodbyes. I thought
after 20 years of marriage I could read Debbie, but her face was a
mask as she said goodbye.

I drove Meagan to my condo, sat around and
drank alcoholic beverages. We played and enjoyed each other and
then we retreated to the bedroom. At which point, to paraphrase the
great old authors:

Dear Reader, we will close the curtain on
what follows except to say that I never could get Meagan to the Big
O, despite heroic efforts, but we both enjoyed ourselves and an
enjoyable time was had by all.

###

Thursday, November 25 - 10 p.m.

Leary followed his boss to the front door of
their two-story home. Both her children were out with friends or
their grandparents and Maitland and his current squeeze were
somewhere doing something. The streetlights were on but this street
like a lot of streets in Mandarin were crowded with the old growth
oaks that had made this area so popular to developers. The shadows
from the trees shrouded the homes.

Debbie glanced around and as she dipped her
hand into her purse she came out with a snub-nosed pistol. Leary’s
eyes widened as she shifted the pistol to her left hand and pulled
her house keys out with her right. She noticed him staring.

“Don’t ask,” she said. “I’m not being
paranoid. There have been some really bad things happening. And you
probably know about some of it working in the courthouse in the
trenches.”

She opened the door and stepped inside,
touching the entry box and entering the code for the alarm.

She hit another button and light flooded the
house. She stepped inside slowly, looking around the room. Leary
began to step in behind her. Leary had never been here before, but
it looked like a typical upper middle class home. Glancing beyond
the room he saw stairs leading upward.

He took in the super big screen television on
the wall, the paintings on the wall including a very large oil
painting of Maitland’s family from about five years before, a
wooden – likely washed oak – bookshelf with enough books that they
were probably read instead of being decorations – all middle-class
totems.

From behind, he watched Debbie walking slowly
and carefully as if she were afraid of hitting a tripwire.

It could have been almost comic in this
bastion of middle class normalcy. Unfortunately, it drew his eye –
it would have drawn any male’s eye -to that marvelous ass. Up and
down and around…Jesus Christ. He had to close his eyes. He wondered
how long he could work for her without getting fired or
arrested.

When he opened them, the show continued. And
the terrible thing was, he could sense that there was no show. He
thought she could probably put on one hell of a show if she’d been
advertising, but this was just her. It was the way she walked in
the office.

She had almost gotten to the kitchen and he
hurried to join her. The overhead lights flooded the room, gleaming
off of polished chrome and metal surfaces. It should have been a
bright and homey picture. But the back door opened to the back yard
which was a mask of darkness.

“Are there supposed to be lights in the back
yard?”

“Yes,” she said. “But they go out sometimes.
There are electric shorts and kids shoot the lights out. - sweet
little juvenile delinquents.”

“Would you like me to check outside.?”

“Besides being the supreme lover in the
Public Defender’s Office, you’re also a man of action? Were you a
Seal in some earlier life?”

He smiled at her and again she glimpsed the
appeal he seldom showed to her at work.

“Now I could lie about my secret life prior
to coming to the Public defender’s office, but the truth is I was
raised in an old fashioned Irish-Catholic family and my mother
would have tossed me out of the family for letting a woman walk in
front of me into a dangerous situation.”

He reached out to clamp his hand around the
revolver she held.

“What…hands off!”

“Ms. Bascomb, as my boss and a liberated
lady, I’m not trying to claim masculine privilege, but if you’re
nervous, would you do me the favor of allowing me to carry the
revolver and look around? Now, I was nice enough to accept your
invitation to Thanksgiving Dinner. Do me this favor, please?”

Holding the revolver very carefully – he’d
received training in firearms use years ago, but he’d never felt
comfortable with one except for the brief time he’d needed it to
keep his head on his shoulders – he turned the outside porch light
on and stepped onto the back porch. He gazed back and forth from
the house to the dimly lit fence only ten yards away but shrouded
in night.

There was no sound behind him from the house
and no sound – not even insects – from the yard. That seemed a
little strange, but it was a cold early Thanksgiving. Without
thinking of what he was doing, he stopped breathing, stopped
moving, and took in as much of the darkness he could sense without
moving his head on his shoulders.

He remembered you could sense things without
actually hearing them. A whisper of sound, the slightest movement
in the shadows, just the FEELING that something was wrong was
enough to set off internal alarms. It was quiet out there, but
nothing was more quiet than desert sand outside the city lights and
the city sounds.

His sergeant had told him how to go
ultra-quiet and hear with more than his ears, had told him that
“once you go back into the world you can always come back. Just go
still and stop breathing and it will all come back.”

He had been right. It did come back. If it
had just been nerves, being spooked by Debbie’s fears, he would
have known something. He breathed again and swept the yard with his
gaze.

“Nothing, Deb. Let me check upstairs. But I’d
lock this door anyway.”

He walked up the stairs with her just behind
him, pointing toward her bedroom, then BJ and Kelly’s room. She
clapped as they neared each room and lights came on. He looked in
closets, under beds. When he was through, he carefully handed the
revolver back to her.

‘All clear.”

He turned away from her and prepared to
leave.

She held the revolver loosely in her fist and
stared into nothingness.

“Deb-Ms. Bascomb-Deb? Are you all right?”

She looked at him without seeing him and then
as if someone had flicked a switch she was herself again.

“Yes. I’m fine. Thank you for coming with me,
Leary. I didn’t want to walk in there alone while he was – with
her.”

“You’re never going to come off second best
to any woman.”

He stopped for a moment, then added, “of
course there’s Myra, and who knows if she’s even human, you
know.”

She actually smiled.

“Thank you, Leary. I was afraid for a moment
you were going to turn into a sensitive man. Did you ever, you
know, cast your lure into those waters?’

He shook his head.

“I tried. You couldn’t be a man and NOT try,
but she was immune to my charms.”

Then: “Well, this has actually been a lot
more fun than I expected it to be.”

“It was fun.”

He started walking toward the stairs and
behind him she said, “You didn’t have anything to drink but drive
carefully. There are probably a lot of drunks out on the road.”

He waved behind him without looking back.

As he walked down the stairs he thought of
the day past. There was a part of it he wanted to hold in his
memories. They weren’t his family, not his traditions, not his
world, but he had glimpsed a world and a life that had been his –
once. It warmed him even though it was no more real than a fake
Christmas tree with store bought tinsel and ornaments.

On the other hand, it felt like he’d
swallowed razor blades along with the turkey and mashed potatoes
and pumpkin pie. They stuck in his throat. Some memories might feel
warm and homey, but they were as dangerous to try to absorb as
razor blades. They were poison to him.

He tried to remember the name of the clerk in
the records office on the first floor of the courthouse. She worked
with members of the public looking up courthouse trial records.
Five feet seven, black hair and skin like India ink, breasts that
stood as proud and high as if she hadn’t suckled two babies looked
like she’d born suckled a couple of babies but he knew she didn’t
have children. What she had was a 39-year-old husband who couldn’t
keep his dick out of other women’s pussies while he ignored the
fantastic pussy in his own bed.

He had her number and her address and her
interest. He knew her husband had bruised her ego on this ultimate
family day and even if she still had family wherever she was
celebrating, she would walk out on them to meet him and get the
kind of fucking her husband was too stupid to give her.

It was the way he preferred to celebrate
family holidays.

He had reached the front door and put his
hand out to open it and begin his own kind of holiday celebration.
He wondered for a moment if he should wait for Debbie for a moment
or call up to her to make sure she was coming down to lock the
door.

The sound of glass shattering at the top of
the stairs brought him back to the stairs. He heard something that
might have been a scream or a curse. He took the stairs at a run.
There was something wrong, something had been off-kilter the entire
day

When he reached her bedroom door, it was
closed. He reached for the door knob but stopped. There could be
any number of reasons for breaking glass. She could have dropped a
glass water pitcher on the polished wood floor, or a snifter of
booze.

As his mind raced over the possible
scenarios, he moved to the right side of the door.

If someone was in there with a firearm, they
could blast away through the door. There were plenty of revolvers
and automatics that put holes in a non-reinforced door and earlier
the door had seemed simple wood, not reinforced or heavy duty.

When there was no answer, he called
again.

“Debbie, please answer me. I don’t want to
invade your privacy, but…”

“Go away, Patrick. Go away.”

“Is anything wrong? I don’t want to bother
you, but with you being as nervous as you were, I kind of feel I
have to make sure you’re safe before I leave you.”

“I’m good, Patrick.”

You didn’t have to be a good lawyer and thus
good at reading witnesses’ emotions to know that she wasn’t good. A
long way from good. There could be a thousand reasons for her being
upset, but he’d never be comfortable in his skin if he walked away
and learned later there was somebody in there with her whom they’d
missed in their search. He had done things he’d never be forgiven
for. But leaving a woman alone to possibly be killed wasn’t going
to be one of them.

He turned the knob to open the door.

“I’m going to come in, Debbie. Just let me
see that you’re okay.”

“Don’t come in, Patrick! I’m telling you not
to.”

He pushed the door open wider. From his angle
he couldn’t see her.

“DAMMIT, Patrick, if you come in here, I’ll
fire you tomorrow. You’re done with the Public Defender’s
office.”

He hesitated only a moment. And then he
walked in, ready to drop and roll if there was anyone in there with
her.

He froze.

He’d known she was a beautiful woman with a
body from either Heaven or Hell. But knowing it was not the same as
seeing her lush curves without any clothing to distort or hide
those curves. Anyone who worked with her knew she had an ass to die
for, but seeing it flex as she moved from one bare foot to the
other in a slow-motion dance was something a man might remember for
a lifetime, but never be able to capture in words.

He caught glimpses of her full breasts topped
with nipples that looked too big and red to be real. They swayed
with her motion. And her face, those eyes and lips, were too
beautiful to bear sadness, but that’s what he saw. Her clothes –
dress and undergarments – lay at her feet.

Tears glistened in her eyes as she examined
herself in a full length mirror.

‘What’ wrong with me, Patrick? You’ve been
with enough women you should have some idea. Tell me.”

His mouth had gone dry but managed to say,
“From where I’m standing, nothing at all.”

She looked up and into the mirror.

“I am hotter than hell. I have been all my
life since my breasts came in. I’ve never wanted a man I couldn’t
have, married or not. I know that bitch, Dimples, is nothing. She
has no figure, she’s flat.

“I could understand Myra. She’s got those
huge boobs and a body almost as good as mine. He’s always had a
thing for big breasts. Even that French bitch, I could understand.
She was attractive, but that wasn’t why he was with her. I dumped
him. I knew I was going to crush him, but I did it anyway. I
couldn’t stand another minute being married to him.

“It just about destroyed him. People talked.
He was fat, and sloppy and bald. I had a tough time imagining any
woman wanting him, much less anyone close to me. And while he was
sleeping alone and working till mid-morning in a deserted
courthouse, I was fucking the hottest man I’d met in 20 years. I
should have felt so damned guilty, but I didn’t. I didn’t think so.
Because I’d stopped loving him. I just didn’t care anymore”

“But out of nowhere, he comes back with this
married French woman. The stupid skinny bitch had the nerve to call
me fat! She wasn’t bad if you like skinny. She looked at me as if
she felt sorry for me because she didn’t have a single fucking
ounce of fat anywhere. And instead of eating his heart out for me,
I could tell he’d been fucking her sideways. I’d never thought it
was possible. I expected to feel sorry for him, but he wasn’t
sleeping alone. She had come to this country chasing him.
Imagine!”

Leary stepped up behind her, placing his
hands on her shoulders but being careful not to move his hands
anywhere else.

“I knew you’d been with your UNF professor
and others since you split. Why would you be surprised that he’d
move on, too. And you’re the reason he stopped being fat and
sloppy, and made being bald look good. You know you’re the one who
inspired him to make all those changes.”

She lowered her head and rubbed her fist
against her chin.

“You don’t understand, Patrick. I don’t think
anyone does, even Bill.”

Silence blanketed the room for a long
moment.

“I wanted the divorce. I’d stopped loving
him. We were nothing in bed. He left me and our children for his
damned job. He spent one of our anniversaries in Paris, working on
a case. He left me for a week to fly to France. That told me we
didn’t have a marriage anymore.

“But…After we split and the divorce was
coming along, I started getting sick. I was throwing up. There were
times when I couldn’t hold food down. I started seeing Dr. Teller,
you know him.”

“I didn’t know he did much private practice
in addition to forensic psychiatry.”

“He saw me a number of times, I threw up all
over his office one time. I couldn’t figure out what was making me
sick. He never could either. I told him I could see the divorce
making Bill sick, but what did I have to feel bad about? Bill was
losing everything, I was making a new life for myself – with great
sex.

“It eventually eased off and I had too much
to do to continue seeing him. And then I started at the Public
Defender’s Office and Bill and I saw each other nearly every day.
It wasn’t – terrible. There were times when I saw him with Myra, or
that lady cop, or Ms. Dimples. And it bothered me. I’d never tell
anybody but you, but – it bothered me.

“And then today, he showed up with that flat
bitch. And – God – That bothered me.”

“Why?”

She started to turn toward him when he
tightened his hold on her shoulders to stop her turning.

“Don’t. I’ve only got so much willpower.”

She stopped.

“You don’t understand. I don’t love him. I
don’t want him in my life. I want to build a new life. But every
time I see him with a new woman, it hurts. That doesn’t make any
sense at all. I’ve had friends divorce over the years. Some were
ugly, some were fairly civil. But eventually most of them were able
to walk away. Why can’t I? Divorce wasn’t supposed to be this damn
hard.”

“It doesn’t have to be, Debbie. You could
have a different man in your bed every night and twice on Sunday. I
know you’d have to be discreet because you have kids around, but if
there is any woman on earth that shouldn’t ever have to spend a
night alone, it’s you.”

“I know that. And I’ve been trying to figure
out why I haven’t been – with men. I fucked a lot of men before I
met Bill. But I was 18 – not even 20. And it was all fun. I was
busy falling in love, falling out of love, enjoying how much men
enjoyed me. But I did meet Bill, and married him, and had his
children, and had the kind of marriage my parents had. I grew up.
And I had a good marriage for a long time.

“And now I think it wasn’t the marriage I was
tired of. It was Bill. And why I am not enjoying all the different
men who’d love to be sleeping with me? Because as odd as it sounds,
I think I miss the good years with Bill.

“A lot of guys will want to fuck me if they
know I can be had. But all they’ll want are these (running her
hands down her breasts), and my ass and this body and face. I know
that’s what Bill wanted in the beginning. But he fell in love with
ME that summer at UF. That’s why I fell in love with him. Nobody
had ever loved me, just for me. Nobody could ever get past my boobs
and my face. I don’t know I’ll ever find another Bill.”

As she talked, the tears began to flow and
she leaned back against him. As she did, she felt his cock which
had finally given up the struggle for flaccidity and gotten pretty
damned hard.

“Leary?”

“I couldn’t remain saintly forever. Why don’t
you go and put on a robe or pajamas or something? If you want me to
remain here for a little while longer. If you want to talk, or find
me a beer.”

“You’re not going to take advantage of the
situation. I would never have expected that of you. You’ve got me
naked and emotionally bouncing off the walls. Are you sure you’re
not gay and overcompensating by fucking most of the women in the
courthouse?”

He grabbed her shoulders and turned her
around. As he’d expected, her front was even more spectacular than
her rear. She watched his eyes running up and down her body.

“When I came to Jacksonville five years ago,
I was broken. I stopped here because my money ran out. I walked
into that sandwich shop across from the courthouse and had almost
enough for a coke and an eggplant sandwich which apparently was the
specialty of the house. But I was short a dollar. Bill was sitting
at the counter. He handed me a couple of dollars and invited me to
sit next to him. We got to talking.

“He asked me what I was doing. I told him I
was making a new life. He asked me what I did to earn money. I told
him I was a lawyer from New York. I told him I’d hit the rocks with
the woman I’d planned to marry and decided to go anywhere she
wasn’t. He asked me if I was good. And if I wanted to apply at the
State Attorney’s office for a chance at a job.

“I’ll never forget the expression on his face
when I told him that I appreciated the offer, as I was flat broke,
but I couldn’t take it because I hated every fucking prosecutor on
the face of the earth and I really couldn’t see myself working in a
pit of callous assholes. And that I had never met a prosecutor who
could pass for a decent human being.”

She shook her head and laughed.

“So, this is another one of those ‘meet
cute/boy meets boy’ stories about how you became best pals?”

“I’m telling the story. Anyway, he broke out
laughing and told me what he did to earn a living and then took me
across the street, introduced me to Johnny August and told him my
feelings about prosecutors. That tickled Johnny, so he asked me to
talk for a minute, and five years later, here we are.”

She backed away from him.

“And that’s why you wouldn’t have fucked me,
which works out because I would never have let you fuck me in the
first place. You know I would have had to fire you. I couldn’t have
worked with you, and you’re too good to let go.”

“I wouldn’t have fucked you because Bill made
this life possible. I wouldn’t fuck you because Bill was the one
prosecutor who is – usually – a decent human being. I wouldn’t fuck
you because you’ll always be Mrs. Maitland to me. And I would have
a hard time facing him, knowing I’d fucked a woman he was still in
love with.”

###

Aftermath and Beyond –Thursday, November 25 – 11:59
pm

Leary stretched, took his arm from around
Debbie’s soft shoulders and prepared to stand up from the couch
where they had lolled.

“You going home?”

“Yeah.”

“you know tomorrow is pretty much a holiday.
Not a lot will be done.”

“I know that. But the world doesn’t stop. A
lot of the reason I win is that I work harder than anybody else in
our office, and most of the time anybody in Dallas’ office. Which
is why it’s fun going up against your ex. He never phones it
in.“

“No. He never did. Whatever he had to do, he
did. And we got lost in the shuffle. You don’t have anyone waiting
for you.”

He turned in his seat and reached out to grab
her hand.

“You asked me what’s wrong with you? I’m no
shrink but the answer to that is pretty simple. You were married
and together for more than 20 years. You have two kids with him. I
know the marriage was turning bad awhile before that, but you were
still married. And you walked right into a relationship with
another man. And – apparently you broke up with him.

“Again, I’ve never been married, but friends
of mine have. And I’ve never known one – ONE – that didn’t do
stupid things after a divorce. They married the wrong people, they
had babies they didn’t want or need, they, they got themselves
fired or behind bars.

“Whether anybody will admit it, ,a divorce
after a long marriage, even if it wasn’t nuclear like yours, knocks
you off your feet for a while. I’ve read you shouldn’t make any
changes in your life, you shouldn’t make any important decisions
for at least a year or two. And you haven’t been officially
divorced for a full six months.

“You should be hurting. You should be
confused. You should not be real sure which way you want your life
to go. Don’t let it drive you crazy, Deb. When you see him with
other women, you’re allowed to be pissed, even if you’re being
fucked cross-eyed by a new man, or men. Nobody said your feelings
have to be logical.

He pulled her to her feet.

“You’re raising two teenagers, without a
husband, you’re conducting yourself professionally in a high stress
legal job, you haven’t gotten into too many emotional blow ups. I
think you’re doing a decent job of riding the rapids.”

She leaned forward to give him a light kiss
on his cheek.

“Thank you, Patrick. Go enjoy the rest of
your weekend and don’t forget that when you show up for work
Monday, none of this ever happened. You don’t know anything about
my personal life and I know nothing about yours.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,
Mrs. Bascomb.”

When she had let him out the front door and
locked it and keyed in the alarm code, she walked upstairs to her
bedroom.

Walking into the bedroom, she picked up her
cell before lying down. She found the number she was looking
for.

It rang and rang. It was midnight here, so it
should be 8 a.m. or so wherever he was. He might not be up. But she
had the idea he’d would be – for business or just because he was an
early riser.

“Hello.”

His voice had the same rough timbre she’d
remembered from his office visit. Only deeper this morning.

“Mr. Ransome. Keith Ransome?”

“Yes? Is this…”

“Debbie Bascomb. From Jacksonville. Where are
you this morning, Keith?”

“Good morning. It must be…about midnight in
Jacksonville. What are you doing?”

“Digesting from Thanksgiving dinner. What
about you?”

“I’m at the Café Central on the Herrengasse
in Vienna. It’s one of the most famous restaurants in the city, and
they serve the best deserts you can find anywhere. I had a
‘sort-of’ Hungarian variant on an American Thanksgiving dinner in
another well-known restaurant. It was good, but...it wasn’t
Thanksgiving.”

“That sounds like a definite shame. I assume
your chain of restaurants specializes in things like Thanksgiving
dinner?”

“Yes, Actually that’s the reason I’m here.
Yes. That’s what’s I wanted. An omelet with mushrooms, tomatoes and
jalapenos. Hash rounds on the side and keep the coffee coming.”

Then: “Sorry, I’m carrying out two
conversations. I’m having an old-fashioned calorie-laden American
breakfast while I’m talking to you. I’m breaking a number of city
laws just by eating this kind of breakfast here, but for enough
money you can have almost anything you want anywhere. I’m still not
sure what they’re going to bring me that they think are ‘hash’
rounds.

“Is this a bad time? Should I call you
later?”

“Yes and no. We could do this at a better
time, but there may not be a better time for a while, I’m getting
ready to go into a series of meetings. We have a large chain across
the U.S. and Canada, but we haven’t expanded far into Europe.”

“You think there’s a market for
American/Southern cooking in Central Europe?

“Know it. There are a lot of American
tourists and servicemen wandering around here, plus while it’s
old-fashioned fare to Americans, it’s exotic on this side of the
Atlantic. We’ve done some studies and we think there’s enough
business to support a few restaurants.”

“That’s great.”

She leaned back on her bed and stretched. It
would be a temptation to lay her head back and close her eyes, but
the next few minutes could be the most important of her recent life
time.

“Could you give me a couple of minutes?”

“You can’t wait?”

“I don’t want to.”

“Okay. Debbie. I’m putting things on hold for
a few minutes. Will this take a lot of time?”

“No. Just time enough for you to make a
decision.?”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“It’s not that hard to understand, but it
means some action and not so much talking. Action you may not be
comfortable with.”

There was silence.

“If this is getting uncomfortable, just hang
up, Keith. There’s no obligation on your part to listen.”

“Talk. I’m used to making decisions. But you
just caught me off guard.”

“I don’t expect that you’d spent a lot of
time – or any time – thinking about me before you walked into my
office. I’m asking you, and I want you to be painfully honest, had
I ever crossed your mind before then.”

There was another long silence and filling in
the gap were the sounds of the clatter of dishes being put down and
picked up, laughter and shouts of hello to newcomers. Without
visuals, it painted the portrait of a busy restaurant framed in
sunlight.

“Yes, Debbie. You haven’t been an obsession,
you haven’t been on my mind day and night. But, I have thought of
you. I’d see a good-looking blonde across a New York restaurant and
for a moment I’d wonder what you were doing in the big city. After
my two divorces I’d be alone in an expensive and anonymous condo
and looking out into the night and I’d be back on Paynes Prairie in
Gainesville.

“I’d see you in that circle of fire light and
I’d remember what it was like to make love to you. And if I was
lonely enough I’d think about hiring a woman for the night. But –
you wanted honesty – instead, I’d go to bed and jerk off,
masturbate while dreaming about you. I’d rather have you in my
dreams than fuck some stranger. Kind of pathetic, but I’d rather
have you.

“Does that answer your question?”

“You’ve been married twice. I assume a lot of
women along the way.”

“A fair number.”

She sat up on the side of the bed and wished
she could see his face.

“It’s been a long, long time since I was in
the dating game. I know what I’m asking is something a woman should
never ask a man, especially before their first date in more than 20
years.”

He laughed and it brought back memories of
his face in red and black from the glow of the fire, his chest
bathed in pale gold.

“Now you’re beginning to scare me. This
doesn’t involve tattoos or piercings with chains attached, does it?
I’m a little too old for that, although I’m not definitely saying
no.”

“No tattoos or piercings. Would you even
think about – a celibate relationship?”

A long silence again and then, “God, please
God, don’t tell me you’ve given up sex for some cult?”

“No. You can breathe easy. I’m not talking
eternal celibacy. Just listen to me for a minute. I attended
Thanksgiving dinner at my parents’ home with Bill and his current –
something, girlfriend, friend, whatever. She’s a stick. I divorced
Bill nearly a year ago. I don’t love him, I don’t want back into
the marriage. But…

“There’s this…pull…. this attraction. I’m
trying to break away. I want a new life. I could have sex every day
and twice on Sunday with a lot of guys, but I don’t want just sex.
I want a guy who genuinely likes me. A guy who’s willing to go
through the dating, getting to know you bullshit before we hit the
bedroom. It might be weeks, or months before we have sex, or maybe
never if you decide that all we’ve got are memories.”

She let him think about it.

“I know that’s not what you were expecting to
hear, but….”

“The answer is yes.”

When he’d hung up she laid her head back and
was asleep as she clicked the cell off.

###

WHO IS WILLIAM MAITLAND?

Four men sat around a table in an office
complex in Alexandria, Virginia. The complex sat completely empty,
the end product of a bet on a rising office complex occupancy rate
back in the late 90s that had failed to pay off. There were no
lights to the outside world, all windows blacked out. It was far
enough inside the complex that patrolling cops would never get
close enough to do a Watergate.

This wasn’t a great night for patrolling and
even most crooks would probably be inside rather than outside
facing the slushy mix of a freezing rain, snow pellets and 30 mph
winds.

A pretty woman in a turtle neck sweater,
jeans and high heeled soft leather boots occupied the fifth
chair.

“Alright, let’s get started.”

Jeremy Prentice hit the control button on the
AV panel and a picture of a sloppy, balding middle-aged man
appeared on the wall opposite the table. He hit another button and
a picture of a completely bald, thinner man dressed entirely in
black appeared beside it.

“William Maitland, Head Supervising Assistant
State Attorney for the Third Circuit, State of Florida.”

“Quite a transformation.”

Prentice nodded to the tall, thin,
gray-haired man dressed in sweats and a New York Yankees,” baseball
cap. Marvin Hilman, a 15-year- veteran of the CIA, sat next to
Robert Coleman a bulky black FBI agent who was on loan to Justice
preparing for the Mendoza trial. Juan Belote, a 30-ish investigator
for Justice sat across from the other two.

“Yeah, Marv, a 180 in a lot of ways,”
Prentice said. “After 10 years of getting fat, bald and very
unattractive, he suddenly turns over a new leaf, slims down, adopts
a whole new appearance and attitude and starts doing the Alpha Male
thing. That kind of shit doesn’t happen outside of romance
novels.”

“Show him the picture of the wife,” Roberta
Gold, a federal marshal working in the organized crime section of
Justice said.

Prentice hit the button and a picture of a
busty blonde in a black dress cut low in the back appeared on the
wall, followed by another photo revealing the dress was low enough
in front to show just a hint of cleavage. Over the dress she wore a
gauzy wrap that concealed and revealed at the same time. It was
sexy and elegant. Her face had the same type bone structure as the
actress Charlize Theron.

Belote whistled.

“He was married to that?”

“No accounting for tastes,” said
Prentice.

“Show the boyfriend,” Robert said.

“You want to take over, Roberta?”

But he said it with a smile.

“No, Mr. Prentice,” she said. “But, for the
rest of you, when you see the guy that his ex-wife dumped him for,
you might get an idea of what drove Maitland to try to shape
up.”

A picture of a good looking, dark haired
young man taller than Maitland’s wife appeared. He was dancing with
the wife and they looked very, very comfortable together.

“That would make me hit the gym,” Coleman
said. “If I wasn’t already in tip top shape.”

“Okay, enough frivolity. Let’s concentrate of
bringing everything we’ve learned together. Marv, you go
first.”

 

Hilman didn’t stand , but leaned forward at
the table.

“He was raised by a single mother. His father
died in a mine cave-in in West Virginia when Maitland was eight. He
went to school on academic scholarships, a scholarship as the
surviving son of a coal miner, and he worked part time through most
of his college career. Until he married Debbie Bascomb and when he
went to law school she worked for the Hunt Banks in Jacksonville to
get him through.

“He worked in private practice until about 10
years ago when he joined the State Attorney’s office in
Jacksonville. For five years he did the grunt thing, working every
case he could get, working harder than anybody else. And then five
–almost six years ago – the Big Man – that’s what everybody calls
State Attorney Dallas Edwards –leapfrogged him over everybody else
to be the number two in the office.”

“Over everybody else. Is that as strange as I
think it is?”

“Yeah, Prentice. It’s very strange. But I
talked to people inside and outside the State Attorney’s Office,
private attorneys, and cops, and everyone seemed to think it was on
the up and up. Maitland had worked his ass off, given up
anniversaries and personal time to work cases. And he was good in
the courtroom, plus being a good administrator. Besides which,
Edwards seemed to have taken a personal shine to him and became his
mentor.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty much an open secret that
Edwards is gunning for the Governor’s Chair. He almost tried for it
last time, but everyone thinks he’s going this time. He’s spending
most of his time campaigning around the state, building up
political alliances and financial supporters. While he’s gone
Maitland does the day to day running of the office. All Maitland’s
courtroom victories go to Edwards’ campaign. And lately, he’s won
some big cases.”

Prentice turned to Juan Belote.

“As best I can tell, Mr. Prentice, the guy is
a saint,” Belote said.

“A saint? Really?”

“I don’t know what else you could call a guy
that can’t be bought, bribed, threatened or seduced.”

“An honest attorney?”

“Yeah, but…they called this guy The Iceman
while he was married. There was never even a hint of gossip about
any kind of office playing around. Of course, if I’d been married
to a woman that looked like that, I probably wouldn’t be tempted
either.

“I heard rumors of some big money attempted
bribes which were turned down. I checked his bank records back more
than 10 years. He had saved up some decent money $80,000 in savings
and CDs, $25,000 in a checking account. That’s not bad money, but
it’s a pittance compared to what a good attorney can pull down in
private practice.

“He’s living in a nice house in the Mandarin
section of Jacksonville. That’s a pretty expensive upper class
section, but it’s been growing for a while and the house was only
worth $350,000 when he bought it. Now it would go for $750,00 easy.
But he’s still paying on the mortgage. And he’s paying $1000 a
month on a condo he moved into after the divorce.”

“That could be a heavy nut for a lawyer
working for the state? Any money problems, second mortgages,
anything that would put pressure on him?”

That came from Coleman, which didn’t surprise
Prentice. The FBI always followed the money.

“Until the divorce his wife made decent money
at the University of North Florida in Jacksonville and together
they did alright. And he doesn’t spend money. Bought an Escalade
for himself and she bought herself a Toyota Avalon.

“But he doesn’t have any expensive hobbies,
they haven’t taken a real vacation in years. No condos while he was
married. Didn’t play golf or belong to a country club. I don’t know
what the hell he did with his money. He worked, came home, worked
some more, watched television with his wife. Not a Lifestyles of
the Rich and Famous kind of guy.

“Now recently, he came into some decent money
and bought an annuity for his wife and kids that could pay up to $1
million over time. But he got it as a result of a rogue cop getting
into a shootout that nearly killed Maitland. He sold the rights to
his story and did interviews that netted him nearly $1 million. And
he gave it all to his ex and his kids.

“Plus, he pays very good child support. It
just dropped off for the daughter who’s turning 18, but he has a
nearly 15-year-old boy he’s going to be paying support for the next
three years. Plus, he and the ex set up Florida college scholarship
funds for both kids when they were infants.”

“He’s made a lot more money and been more
attractive to media types since they started calling him ‘The Angel
of Death’ based on a comment the daughter of a defendant in a mercy
killing hearing made while she was trying to kick the shit out of
him. A local newspaper reporter wrote a story quoting her and it
went viral on the Internet around the world.”

“You said he didn’t have any girlfriends
while he was married, that we know of. Have any drug habits? Does
he gamble? A porn freak? Prostitutes?

Belote shook his head.

“No. No. No. No. But he doesn’t QUITE qualify
for sainthood, Mr. Prentice. We’ve got confirmed reports from
college that he used pot there and he smoked while he was in
private practice before he joined the State Attorney’s Office. Then
he was smart enough to quit. And he hit the bars after his wife
dumped him. The local cops poured him out of cruisers back at his
condo more than a few times, Professional courtesy. But he’s
tapered down and we don’t have any reports of drunken binges in a
while.”

“Okay, sex and money don’t appear to be
possible pressure points,” Prentice said. “That e leaves the third.
Power. He’s got this reputation as ‘The Angel of Death’ and there
are thousands of stories about him on the Internet. We know his
boss is getting ready to run for governor. Maitland could easily
win the State Attorney’s seat, or there’s a U.S. senate seat coming
up for grabs . He could probably take that. And if you get into the
U.S. Senate and you’ve got an international reputation as a
take-no-prisoners legal crusader, the Presidency isn’t out of
consideration. Thoughts?”

Roberta Gold shook her head.

“Everybody I’ve talked to, including some
Assistant State Attorneys he leapfrogged to the number two position
and who don’t love him, say there’s not a political bone in his
body. He’s not a political type. He’s not a glad hander, he doesn’t
play to the media. He’s taken some really unpopular positions and
basically told the media and the public to go fuck themselves. He
doesn’t play golf. He doesn’t make speeches. Any wins he’s made
he’s been sure to see that they were Edwards’ wins. He’s stayed in
the background.”

“Could all be a pose,” Hilman said. “You’re
the tireless crusader for victims with no thought of personal fame.
And if it gets Edwards elected governor, you know damn well that
he’ll do anything he can to push Maitland for higher office and
claim he’s ‘not just another politician.’ It’s the kind of platform
politicians would kill for.”

Gold stretched and there wasn’t a man at the
table that didn’t note the body the stretching revealed. She
grinned at them.

“That’s possible. But just a few months ago
he went to the mat to bring a black city cop named Sean Smith to a
grand jury for a shooting in a home invasion. The local African
American community put heavy pressure on Maitland and Edwards to
drop the investigation and let it go. The Sheriff’s Office pushed
just as hard because Sean Smith was a popular hero cop and cops did
not want him prosecuted.

“What I’ve learned, and I think it’s right,
is that Maitland refused to back down even after Edwards told him
he was going to fire him if he didn’t clear Smith and let him go
back to duty. EVERYBODY wanted Maitland to drop it, and Maitland
knew he was facing the end of his career here and being blackballed
by his boss and biggest supporter if he didn’t go along.

“He didn’t back down. He probably would have
come to the end of his career here if Smith hadn’t gone loony and
tried to shoot up a police meeting where Maitland was talking. That
saved Maitland’s career, but there is no way he could have been
expecting that. Somebody with long term political ambitions just
wouldn’t have taken a stand that suicidal.”

Prentice looked around the table.

“Okay, Coleman, your turn. What do you have
to report?”

“He’s dirty.”

The other four just stared at him.

“That simple? He’s dirty?”

“Yeah, Prentice, just that simple. He’s dirty
as hell and he has to be owned by Rojas.”

“I don’t believe it,” Roberta Gold said.

“Believe it. You see, back in September…”

When he finished four pairs of eyes stared at
him in disbelief.

“This all went down, and this is the first
I’m hearing of it?” Prentice asked.

“Nobody made any connection to Rojas at the
time. Local cops and prosecutors were already speculating that the
Mendoza trial might be headed this way because they have the death
penalty here and they’re not reluctant to use it. So, when the
Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office found a dead body –a beheaded body –
in a car with telescopic photos of Maitland’s son, it was just
assumed the Mexican Cartel was either trying to scare Maitland, or
maybe make an example of the kid to keep Maitland out.

“Nobody local had any idea who would have
taken out the Cartel’s men. It’s assumed there was a second man who
was tortured and his body disposed of. A few days later the word
came through CIA and DEA channels that a rival Cartel had taken the
two men out. Just two groups of bad guys killing each other
off.

“And that’s where the case would have been
forgotten if we hadn’t intercepted those transmissions traced back
to Rojas’ people warning the Mexicans off.”

Coleman tapped a crime photo of a headless
body.

“And what all this means is that Rojas’
people were watching over Maitland BEFORE the Cartel’s men got
here. They had to be to spot the Mexicans watching and
photographing Maitland’s son. And when they discovered the threat
to Maitland, they tortured both men, killed them, disposed of one
body, and left the other headless as - I guess - a message to the
Cartel.”

The FBI man looked over at Roberta Gold and
said, “Maybe Maitland isn’t dirty, but he must be the world’s most
lovable guy for the Rojas organization to post babysitters here
indefinitely to protect Maitland and his entire family.”

Coleman looked around the table.

“Is there anyone else here that thinks that
Maitland is either that loveable, or Rojas is just an old
softy?”

“No, but there has to be some reason for
Rojas to go to the mat to protect a small time American
prosecutor,” Belote said. “You said it yourself. Rojas is not a
humanitarian I didn’t find any of the normal hooks in Maitland’s
life that a crime cartel could use to reel in a government official
and turn him to the Dark Side.”

“Yeah,” Gold said. “What kind of bait could
Rojas offer a guy who seems to be the classic straight arrow? Or
what kind of sin could Maitland have committed that would leave him
vulnerable enough to blackmail to turn on everything he’s ever
believed and worked for.”

“We just haven’t found it yet,” Prentice
said. “It could be just as simple as Rojas deciding that Maitland
was a good prospect for future advancement and sending him an
anonymous letter in the mail showing his wife and kids in pictures
around their home or school with bullet holes superimposed on the
pictures. Just to let him know that Rojas’ men could take them out
at any time. Maitland might be as good as everybody suspects, but
even good men can bend when their families are at risk.”

“He’s received some fairly serious, high
level threats from real life mass murderers and it didn’t seem to
have affected him,” Gold said. “There was a guy they called the
Welaka Cannibal. He kidnapped, and murdered, and ate eleven victims
before they caught him. Maitland convicted him and sent him away
for 11 consecutive life sentences. And laughed at the guy as he was
cursing Maitland and promising to come back and cut his heart out
while he was still alive. I don’t think he scares easy.”

“Whatever it took, Maitland is dirty,”
Coleman said. “There’s no other realistic explanation for what
happened to the Cartel thugs and Rojas’ warning to the
Mexicans.”

Prentice looked back at the wall where the
before and after photos of “The Angel of Death” had reappeared.

“We know – or least I’d say it’s 95 per cent
certain that Maitland is dirty, but there are questions all over
this thing. Too many questions.”

“Answer the questions,” Hilman said. “Send a
team by and pick him up without any warning. No chance to run or
for Rojas to send in enough men to stop us. We can have him out of
the country in an hour and in a black box holding cell anywhere in
the world in less than a day.”

“And when you get him somewhere that no one
will ever find him, with no traces of our involvement to give a
clue where he is, break him,” Coleman said. “If you want to do it
nicely, waterboard him. Or hit him with the strongest drugs we have
and then hit him with something stronger so that he doesn’t know
which end is up, or who he is. He’ll give you answers. And if that
doesn’t work, start cutting off extraneous parts.”

Gold gave him a dirty look.

“I wasn’t aware that it had been proven that
Maitland is a threat to the safety of the nation? You think it’s
been proven that he is a terrorist planning to wipe out an American
city? Usually those are the parameters that have to be in place
before you start talking – even in a secure area- about cutting
people’s body parts off.”

Prentice stopped him with a look before he
could reply.

“We’re not talking about that. Maitland is a
mass of mysteries. And there is always the possibility that despite
appearances, he is a very bad and a very dangerous man. So, what we
have to do is keep digging. Roberta, I share your distaste for talk
about torture. But it’s not just Maitland we have to be concerned
about.

“It’s clear there’s a connection between
Maitland and Rojas. Now, Rojas is an old man and the wars he waged
against other Cartels are a matter of history now. But he’s more
dangerous that the other Cartels, Mexican, Latin, Asian, Russian,
whatever. He’s not openly waging war against anybody in particular,
although his organization still does a thriving drug business in
parts of the world. But, he has bought and sold politicians and
cops around the world, including, I’m sure, in Justice and the DEA.
The fact that we don’t know what the hell he’s doing makes him that
much more dangerous.”

“Which is why we have-”

Prentice cut Coleman off.

“It’s why we can’t do anything to Maitland
right now. Maitland knows we’re suspicious. I would never have
approached him with the information that we knew about the threat
to the Mexicans not to touch him or his family if I’d known about
the two Cartel thugs being killed here. But he doesn’t know exactly
WHAT we know. By the same token, I’m sure Rojas and his people know
by now that we’re aware of the connection. But they don’t know HOW
MUCH we know.

“If we grab Maitland, everything comes to a
halt. Rojas will simply close off whatever operation he had going
with Maitland, or he’ll move immediately. More than likely we can
break Maitland. There have been some crazies that chewed their
tongues off and gouged their eyes out rather than give up
information. I don’t think Maitland is one of those. But we don’t
know how long he can hold out.

“And more importantly, we have an
unprecedented opportunity to pick up information about Rojas and
his plans. If Maitland is his man, we have a pipeline to Rojas.
Information goes both ways. We just can’t afford to destroy that
pipeline with no definitive information about what’s going on.”

“So, we just sit and do nothing.”

“Not nothing, Robert. We’ll keep
investigating. If there is dirt, a motive for the connection, we’ll
find it. We have months, at least, before the Mendoza trial heads
here, if it does, and whatever is going on comes to a head.”

“We’ve done everything but stick a fucking
proctoscope up his ass without finding anything. How much more
closely can we investigate?”

“Well, there is another avenue,” Hilman said
slowly, looking over at Gold.

All of the men turned their attention to her.
She had sat up straighter and then she started to flush under their
inspection.

“Get that fucking idea out of your heads
right now, you bunch of sick perverts.”

Coleman’s gaze moved from her breasts
downward and then up again.

“I don’t know that you’d ever make a Playboy
centerfold, but you’re really not bad, Roberta. He’s led a pretty
interesting life since his divorce, but it’s obvious to our
analysts that he’s still hung up on his ex and they haven’t gotten
back together. He’s banged a few other women, but I would say he’s
a lonely guy.”

“Male agents have done the same thing,”
Belote said. “There are times in the intelligence field when you
have to play people. You have to find something that will crack the
shell and get them to open up to you. Sex is a wonderful tool for
breaking hard shells.”

She sat straight up and glared around the
table. Of course, her heavy breathing made her breasts even more
prominent.

“I am NOT one of your CIA whores who’ll
spread their legs anytime you need information. I’m a U.S. Marshal
on temporary loan to this Task Force. If any of this ever got out
to the public-“

“It won’t, Roberta,” Prentice said. “Because
you came on bucking for a promotion within Justice, and you still
want to move up. You create a stink and you might be a darling of
the feminists for a few months, but see how many years you’ll be
assigned to moving prisoners in and out of Alaska, Oregon and the
great Northwest. I would hope you love cold weather and overcast
skies.”

“Okay, I get the message. I wasn’t actually
going to go public. But I am not going to fuck Maitland to get
ahead. If that’s the assignment, send me back to the Marshals.”

“No one has said anything about fucking him.
There’s a lot more to sex than just spreading your legs. Get
yourself introduced. Won’t be hard. You’re a U.S. Marshal assigned
to check out security in advance of the possible Mendoza trial.

“The head man in the Mendoza cartel, Antonio
the Hammer, has already killed those two Texas prosecutors and
wiped out Carrington’s family in Oklahoma. There’s no telling what
they’ll try next.

“Based on what they’ve already done, you have
a perfectly valid reason to spend some time with Maitland. Buy him
dinner. Have drinks. Coffee. Where it goes from there is up to you.
He may not be attracted. It happens. If he is, there are a lot of
things a man and woman can do that don’t involve skin on skin. Get
him to like you. Trust you.”

Prentice stood in front of her.

“I’m not going to tell you NOT to have sex
with him. I’ve known you long enough to be comfortable that no
matter how good he is in bed, he’s not going to turn you. But,
you’re the body type for the kind of woman he likes, and I gather
from previous conversations that you don’t find him repulsive.
You’re a grown woman and a responsible Marshal. Just follow this
wherever it leads. I don’t know that you’re going to get him to
spill his guts, but I’m going to place a lot of reliance on your
gut feelings about him.”

He stopped and leaned back against the table.
She felt the weight of the male eyes on her.

“Does that sound like something you can do
without violating your conscience?”

“As long as you know it may not go
anywhere.”

“Of course. I just ask you to follow your
best professional instincts.”

She glared at the other three men as if
daring them to make a joke.

“I’ve got $100 that says she gets him in bed
before Christmas,” Hilman said without a smile.

“My $200 is on them pounding a bed before
December 15,” Belote said, smiling hugely.

Coleman smiled even wider.

“I’ve got $500 for you, Marv, and $500 for
you, Juan, if she finishes the assignment without winding up naked
in a bed with him.”

“I have only one comment gentleman,” she
said, smiling as she flashed double extended middle fingers at the
table. “Excluding you, of course, Mr. Prentice.”

Belote leaned over and in a stage whisper to
Coleman said, “I actually kind of feel sorry for the poor bastard.
He won’t even know what hit him.”

###

Saturday, November 26, 2005

Dimples stood up and turned back, leaning
down to kiss me on the cheek.

“Can’t wait for me to roar into action?” I
said, grinning. “It’s still early, woman.”

I could see her perfect teeth as she smiled a
big smile and tapped me on the cheek with the palm of her hand.

“I would never trample over your male ego,
Mr. Maitland, but I’m actually not melting with desire. Not that I
would be repulsed if you tried to take advantage of me later
tonight, but honestly, it’s been a long week and I’m stuffed from
two Thanksgiving turkey dinners in two days and no naps. I’m just
tired. Would you really be upset if I left you alone out here?”

“No. Go in and dream sweet dreams. I’ll
probably be in before too long.”

“You can probably wake me up if you try real
hard. Night.”

After she’d left I sat there, rocking a
little back and forth. Even in late November the air was warmer
than Jacksonville. There was a sweet flowering smell in the air. It
wasn’t the tropical perfume that was Miami, but it was definitely
not Jacksonville. There was something to be said for the
pseudo-seasons we enjoyed in Jacksonville. We had winters, sort of,
Fall, Spring and we sure as Hell had summers. Orlando wasn’t as bad
as Miami, but it did enjoy close to an eternal Summer. This was
nice, but I thought I preferred some kind of seasons.

I could understand why Mom had married
Charles and moved down here. These were his stomping grounds. He
had raised his family here. Buried his first wife. This was his
life and when Mom had married, she had closed the chapter on the
life that had begun in West Virginia and moved as far away as she
could get. She had buried one husband and then lived alone for a
long time. She deserved a new life with a man that seemed to really
love her.

As if reading my mind, the door opened, and
she stepped out onto the porch.

“You have room for one more?”

I slid over and patted the swing beside me.
She sat and leaned over to run her hand down the side of my
face.

“Did you get enough to eat?”

“You can ask that after three helpings, mom.
I’m going to have to hit the gym for two weeks to work off this
meal.”

“You’re too skinny, Bill. I know you’re
single now, but I don’t think women like that skin and bones look.
Besides, it’s not healthy.”

“You sure you’re not Jewish? Eat, eat and eat
some more.”

“Joke, but you are too skinny.”

I pulled her to me and hugged her,

“I know I’m only 42, but do you think that
when I hit 60 you’ll be able to stop worrying about me.”

“I will never stop worrying about you while
I’m above ground, Bill. Mothers never stop worrying about their
children.”

We sat in a companionable silence for a few
moments.

“This girl of yours. I like her.”

I couldn’t help smiling.

“In the first place, mom, she’s not a girl,
as she would be quick to note. She’s in her late 20s. She’s a grown
woman. And secondly, she’s not MY girl. She’s a friend of mine. A
GIRL friend, but not a girlfriend.”

“She’s the first woman other than Debbie
you’ve spent the holidays with in 20 years. She’s just a
friend?”

“Just a friend, Mom. I already told you. She
didn’t have any family in town and she’d just broken up with her
fiancé. I hated to think of her spending Thanksgiving alone, so I
invited her to Debbie’s and down here. But, we are just
friends.”

“If you say so.”

We sat quietly again. There was little
traffic in this subdivision at this time of night, although I could
hear the far off eternal roar of the never-ending traffic that
flowed on I/-4 through the city of Orlando. I guess I had lived in
Jacksonville too long. That background symphony of cars on asphalt
soothed my nerves.

“I know you had good reasons for going to the
Bascombs for Thanksgiving, but I wish you hadn’t gone.”

I just stared at her. I loved this woman. She
had sacrificed a lot of her life raising me and loving me, but
sometimes…

“Jesus Christ, mom. Really? It’s not enough
that we’re divorced, our 20 year marriage is dead. You’d have me
blow off my kids and Debbie’s parents, who have always been decent
to me? My CHILDREN asked me to come over there. Debbie wasn’t that
thrilled that I came by. But I didn’t go there for her.”

“Have you forgotten-“

“No, mom, I haven’t forgotten one thing. Not
one damn thing that’s happened this year. But, she’s still the
mother of my children. We were still married for a long, long time.
We’ll have to be in each other’s lives for the rest of our lives,
probably the next forty or fifty years. Being bitter doesn’t make
anything better.”

She set down the glass of iced tea she’d
brought out with her and reached out to grab my hand.

“I’m not trying to be bitter, Bill.”

“Mom, you’ve been bitter for 20 years. There
are times when I really wonder if you wouldn’t rather have had me
die in that hospital rather than recover and wind up married to
Debbie.”

“That is a terrible thing to say, Bill
Maitland. I can’t believe you would say that.”

She had pulled her hand away. I reached out
and took it. It amazed me when I thought about it how light and
fragile that small hand was.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I know you don’t feel that
way. It’s just that you’ve never forgiven her for what happened.
And she was the victim. She wasn’t the bad guy. She was young and
wild and stupid, but she was the victim.”

“I know that’s how you see it, how you saw
it, how you’ve always seen it. But…”

She stood up and walked away from me to the
edge of the porch. Looking out into the Orlando night, she said, “I
know how you feel about me and her. I know you’ve never understood
my feelings. And….your life is your own. I didn’t want to have you
be angry at me because I did anything to separate you from a woman
you obviously loved.”

She turned back to look at me.

“What I’m going to tell you happened a long
time ago. Before you were born. And I know you’re going to tell me
it has nothing to do with you and Debbie. But just listen to me,
alright? I’ll explain in a minute,”

“Yes, mother,” I sighed.

She gave me a hard look, or at least as hard
as she could give me, her only born.

“You know, Bill, that while you’re an
admirable person in many ways, you have been a smart aleck, what
you would call a smartass, since you were a teenager. It must have
been the crowd you ran with in high school.”

I sighed more quietly, then said, “Mom, I
apologize. It’s just that this is not the tenth, or ten thousandth
little warning you’ve given me trying to open my eyes to how
terrible Debbie is. But…I know you mean well. I’ll listen and try
to control my smartass streak.”

“There was a girl I knew, or knew of, in high
school. Actually, she was about four years older than me. I’d heard
stories about her since junior high. Luanne was one of those girls
who – develop early. And boys liked her. And she liked boys. A
lot.”

“Any relation to anybody I know?”

“You said you wouldn’t interrupt.”

“Sorry. I just think I see where this is
going.”

“As I was saying, she liked the boys and they
liked her. So, nobody was surprised when she turned up pregnant at
16 in the tenth grade. Her parents threw her out and she didn’t
have anybody to go VISIT, so she wound up moving in with a
26-year-old guy. Who left his wife and two children to move her
into a trailer.

“She had a boy but by the time she had him
she’d made ‘FRIENDS’ with two other guys. The hottest topic of talk
for months was which one of the three she’d go with. As it turned
out, the President of the biggest bank in town left his wife and
their TWO kids, divorced her and married Luanne and adopted her
son. Then the guy who had left his wife to move Luanne into that
trailer showed up at the house the banker had bought and shot him
dead. Two bullets to the heart.

“I guess she thought since she was married
that she would wind up rich, but by the time the banker’s first
wife and the rest of the women in town got through with her, she
just vanished one day. She was gone for ten years.

“And then one day, a month after her father
died, she showed up and wound up taking care of her mother, who was
ailing. By that time, she had three children. No husband or
boyfriend. She moved in with her mama with her three kids and
looked around for a job, but nobody would have anything to do with
her. She finally wound up waitressing and tending bar at a
honkytonk just outside the city limits.

“Everybody figured she was sleeping with the
owner, but she brought in a lot of business, so she settled in
there. She was working there after your father and I got married. A
lot of men liked to stop at the bar on a Friday or Saturday night.
Your father wasn’t much of a drinker, but his friends stopped
there, so he did.

“And I started hearing stories…some of it
joking, some of it warnings from other wives. They said she had
taken a liking to your father. He was a big, good looking man, and
I wasn’t the only girl who’d tried to catch his eye in school. But
after he started dating me, the other girls knew he was taken. I
had never worried about him.

“But Luanne flirted and teased with every man
who walked into that bar. So, I don’t think your father ever
thought she was serious about him. I started paying attention to
what I heard, and I went by the bar a few times and saw how she was
all over him. We had our first real fights over that. I told him I
didn’t want him going in there and that I didn’t want him having
anything to do with her.

“He didn’t take it well. He got his pride up
and told me that the men he worked with would never stop ribbing
him for letting his wife wear the pants in the family if he stayed
away from the bar. Somebody would find out I’d told him to stay
away. And he said I must not have any trust in him if I thought
that some bleached blonde barmaid would turn his head.

“I tried to make him understand. It wasn’t
him I didn’t trust. It was her. There was just something about her.
I’d seen the way men looked at her. Men that were usually good
family men. She just had a way with men. But he couldn’t see it. It
didn’t really surprise me. Men are stupid about women and sex.

“So, we fought. And we fought. And I knew I
was losing him. The more I nagged him, the better she looked to
him. I could see it coming. And if he did, I knew I couldn’t stay
with him.

“So, one day while he was at work, I packed a
suitcase and just left. I had an aunt who lived in Miami. I called
her and she wired the money for a train ticket to Miami. I stayed
with her for nearly a week until he showed up.”

“You didn’t tell him where you were going or
why?”

This was the first time I’d ever heard this
story and it didn’t sound like the mother and father I’d known. But
there must have been lots of things about their life I’d never
known.

She gave me a small smile.

“No. I figured he’d know why, and figure out
where I was. And if he wanted me, he’d come find me. And he did. We
talked, and I told him I loved him, but I wasn’t going back unless
he promised me and gave me his word that he wouldn’t talk to or see
Luanne again. He gave me his word, and he kept it. He never went
back to that bar again and when she approached him outside there,
he walked away.”

She gave me another smile.

“We never had any problems after that and you
were born almost nine months to the day after he came to bring me
back.”

I tried to picture the two of them as a
young, bickering couple in love. It wouldn’t come to me.

She smiled and this time it was a different
smile. She looked younger and I could see her now for a moment as
the flirty young wife she had been all those years ago.

“It didn’t hurt that – I met a man while I
was down in Miami.”

I put my hand over my heart and said, “Mom,
please, there are things I really don’t need to know, don’t want to
know.”

“You are such a stick in the mud, Bill. Do
you think we found you under the cabbage patch?”

“For the love of God, Mom-“

“My aunt was dating a Cuban guy at the time.
The first night I was down there they had planned to go out for
dinner at a Cuban restaurant and they made me go with them. It was
fun. I’d never eaten Cuban food before. Even though I thought I
wouldn’t have any appetite I found it coming back. After we
finished they dragged me to a club. It was wild. Back home we had
bars. I don’t think I’d ever been in a nightclub. I’d drunk alcohol
before, but not in a bar. It was the 60s, but back then where I
came from women didn’t go into bars – unless they were THOSE kinds
of women. I’d lived in a small town my entire life.”

She gave me a strange smile.

“For some reason, children never expect their
parents to have ever been young. Believe it or not, there was a
time when I was. Anyway, I probably drank a little more than I
should have and ate some things I’d never heard of before. The
music was wild and it made your blood pound in your ears and young
men kept coming over and asking me to dance. I’d never danced like
that before, but…my aunt and her friend said this was a
neighborhood bar and they knew almost everyone. It was safe. And so
I found myself out on the dance floor. It was hot and those were
all those strange smells and I had never danced with anyone except
a few boys from my home town and your father. But it was exciting.
And before the night was over I met a man. A Spanish man. He was
older, well-dressed, well spoken. He acted and spoke like a
gentleman. He told me his name – Rojas - meant red in English.

“He asked me if I would go with him and his
friends to an after-hours bar. I told him no. I was a married
woman, just visiting my aunt. She told him I was from a small town
and not used to this kind of place. He was very nice. Apologized if
he’d been too forward but asked me if I’d be going out the
following night. That was Friday night. My aunt said we would
probably be back because her boyfriend liked the place. He stood up
and said he hoped he’d see me there. After he left, my aunt’s
boyfriend laughed and said it was too bad that I was a married
woman. Because the older man was apparently a man with money and
power, from South America.

I stayed at my aunt’s home the next day while
she was working and there was a knock at the door and there he was.
It kind of scared me, but he told me that he had come to Miami on
business and would only be there another few days. He said he had
asked around to find where I was staying and wanted me to walk to a
restaurant on the corner, just for lunch. I kept the door closed
between us and told him I wouldn’t go with him. He asked me why and
I told him that maybe women were different where he came from, but
where I came from, married women didn’t go to lunch with strange
men. He apologized again and left. I kept the door looked the rest
of the day anyway.

“He was at the club that night and even
though he made me nervous, he occupied my time there. None of the
men who’d asked me to dance came near me, and he was funny and
bought drinks for my table. When we were dancing, he apologized
again. He said he came from a very different kind of life in his
home country of Colombia and dealt with a different type of women.
He was funny and I stopped being scared of him. He was flirting
with me, and I felt safe in there and probably flirted back a
little.

“We went back to that bar three more times
that week. And each time, he was there. And nobody approached me to
dance, or they backed off when they saw who I was with. He was
funny, and respectful. He never put his hands where they weren’t
supposed to be. He tried to kiss me one time and I told him I was a
married woman and if he forgot that again, I wouldn’t be back to
the bar and I’d never see him again. He gave me a strange look and
I think I had really surprised him. He asked me to dance again and
said there wouldn’t be anything inappropriate, that he’d made a
mistake about me. And he didn’t try anything again. I wasn’t really
angry. Men are men. And he was fun to be with. So we danced again
and I let myself go with the rhythm of the dance. Like I said, he
was a good dancer.

“And then he stopped dancing and was looking
at something behind me. I felt him before I knew he was back there.
When I looked back, I don’t think I’d ever seen your father that
angry. He stepped between Senor Rojas and me and said he’d driven a
long way and wanted to talk somewhere we could hear each other. We
went back to my aunt’s house and talked all that night. And he
drove me home the next day”

She gave me that smile that made her
younger.

“We never talked about Senor Rojas, but there
were times later I could tell he was thinking about him. His face
clouded over. I know he trusted me and I never did anything to
betray his trust, but it didn’t hurt for him to know that just like
there were women attracted to that big, Black Irish body and face,
there were men who were attracted to me. I don’t think he ever
forgot.’

“That was fascinating, Mom, but the point
was…?”

“You’ve always believed that I hated Debbie
because she almost got you killed. It’s true, that didn’t make her
my favorite person. But that’s not the real reason.

“Luanne wasn’t a bad person. She raised four
children and they turned out pretty good. And she took care of her
mama until she died. And a lot of what happened was men coming
after

Luanne. She didn’t have to try to break up
marriages. Men just – they couldn’t seem to think straight around
her.”

“And you’re saying Debbie is like
Luanne?”

“No. I’m saying Debbie IS Luanne.”

“Mom-”

“You said you’d let me finish. I never saw
anyone like Luanne – until I met Debbie. You

knew about her. Do you have any idea how many
men she was with before you? Do you?”

“She was wild. I know that. She told me – not
everything but enough that I know what her life was like before we
met. BEFORE we met, Mom. She loved sex and men loved her. But, so
what? I didn’t go into marriage believing she was a virgin. Don’t
you believe that people can change?”

“People can - but not her.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, but it doesn’t
matter now. We’re divorced. She could be with three guys every
night and there’s nothing I can say about it. I don’t believe she’s
gone back to her old ways. Both BJ and Kelly talk to me.”

She stood up.

“It wouldn’t matter to me, Bill. If I didn’t
know deep down that you’re not over her.”

“Oh, for God’s sake-”

“You’ll do whatever you want, Bill. You
always have. I can see you going back to her. I pray you don’t. She
was a slut – wild – before she met you. And I believe she was
mostly faithful to you for most of your marriage. But I believe she
did cheat. And if you go back, she will again. I’m not saying it to
hurt you, but one man is never going to be enough for her. Some
women weren’t made to be with one man for their entire
lifetime.”

She went inside and left me alone in the warm
Orlando night. I sat back in the swing and watched the fireflies
flickering near the streetlights.

It looked like a street scene out of the late
1800s or early 1900s. Single story homes, mostly wood but the
concrete ones were made to look like wood frame homes. Well-kept
roads, streetlights that worked, houses with front and back yards
and since this was a family community, there were a lot of
basketball courts on the edges of driveways where the kids could
play and their parents could get in and out without endangering
their offspring.

The scene reminded me of the television shows
that were ancient but cheap and so played regularly on the small
station that served the coal mining communities in West Virginia
when I was a kid. We still got “Ozzie and Harriet” reruns and
“Leave It to Beaver” and “My Three Sons.”

Shows where there was a mother and father, or
an uncle and father that worked the same way, kids that were loved
and all problems could be solved in a half hour.

I’d wondered a lot of times over the years
why it was so easy for some people, you married, and your wife and
your parents bonded and there were happy days when you got together
for holidays and special occasions and sometimes no occasion at
all, just to let the older generation spoil the kids.

I had a mother that had always hated my wife,
although she loved my children. And a wife – I could honestly say I
don’t think Debbie hated her, although she had plenty of reason.
She had grown to tolerate my mother with her irritation reasonably
well hidden. But we’d never taken trips, or vacations and there
were never any real smiles when the two of them got together.

As I stepped back into my mother’s home, I
saw the lights in the kitchen where she and her two step
daughters-in-law were still cleaning and putting left overs away
and I could hear the music of video games from the rooms where a
whole next generation of step-grandchildren were kicking the hell
out of any bedtime curfews their parents had imposed.

I made a mental note to kick myself in the
ass the next time I descended into the Vale of Self Pity. So, I’d
never had the perfect marriage, I’d never had a TV-perfect-wife –
mother-in-law love fest, I was alone for the first time in 20
years. I’d still had more than a lot of people. I had a mother
who’d always loved me even though she could be a real pain in the
ass, I’d had one of the most beautiful women in the world in my bed
and heart, and even if it hadn’t lasted, I’d had it. I had two
children I could have lost but I thought I’d have a place in their
lives. There were a hell of a lot of people who would envy me.

Especially I thought, as I slipped into the
narrow queen-sized bed and fitted myself around the warm bundle
that lay under a thin sheet.

Late that night I woke with a soft bundle of
curves against me and one of those weird thoughts that sometimes
hit you in the middle of the night when suspended between
consciousness and dream.

Senor Rojas. What were the odds. It couldn’t
be the same man. How could he have stepped into my life from out of
nowhere twice. Once was coincidence? Twice was….I didn’t know what
it was. I knew that just thinking about it gave me a headache.

I put my hands around her and pulled her to
me hard.

“Bill…it’s late.”

“Go back to sleep. I just want to hold
you.”

She snuggled into me under the warm blanket
and her breathing slowed. I tried to fall into the same rhythm that
would lead me into sleep, but my mind raced until at some point I
woke up and realized I’d fallen asleep. And then I fell asleep for
real.


CHAPTER TEN: YOU GOTTA KNOW WHEN TO HOLD
‘EM




Monday, November 28, 2005 - 8 a.m.

I’d made it to the gym at 7:30 a.m. After the
past few days I felt like I was swollen and bloated, plus moving
around like an 85-year-old man. Sexually satisfied, sure, but
otherwise, I ached to be stretching and lifting and running. After
about 30 minutes I felt sore, but more like myself. I figured I
could get another half hour in, grab a quick shower and get to the
office.

I was doing sit ups when I glanced up and to
the side. A pretty brunette stood there. After a moment I
recognized her.

“Hi. Haven’t seen you in a while. Aren’t you
going to be late for class?”

Laura Sheppard was a high school English
teacher who seemed to have taken a shine to Dave Brandon after his
wife Darlene threw him out.

“Personal leave day. Workouts feel good after
the Thanksgiving bloat, don’t they?”

I nodded. I was a little surprised. We had
worked out together at various time over the last eight months and
she’d never paid me more than a little polite attention, even after
I became “The Angel of Death.”

She didn’t move and I was beginning to get a
little curious. I was about to ask her what was going on in her
life when she said, “Dave Brandon has worked with you for years,
hasn’t he?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a friend of his?”

“I like to think so.”

“I guess I owe you thanks. He took me out to
dinner Thanksgiving Day and then we took in a movie. He told me you
were the one that said it wouldn’t hurt to go out and have some
fun. It was pretty gloomy for a while, but before the night was
over I think he forgot he was miserable and had a good time.:

“You don’t owe me any thanks, but I’ll thank
you. Dave has been down for a while and if you were able to cheer
him up for a day, I appreciate it. Darlene wouldn’t let him come
home to spend time with the kids, would she?”

“The bitch. Yeah, what kind of woman won’t
let a father see his children on Thanksgiving.”

“You don’t know the whole story. She’s hurt
and angry. It’s just a bad situation.”

“He seems like a really nice guy.”

“He is. Nice guys screw up sometimes.”

She put her hand on my shoulder and I stood
up from the incline where I was doing sit-ups.

“Can I ask you a serious question and get a
straight answer?”

“I’ll try to be as straight as I can.”

“Is there any chance there?”

I looked at her and thought she at least was
serious about him.

“Honestly, I couldn’t tell you and I couldn’t
even give you informed odds. The bad news for you is that he really
loves her. And he’s got kids he loves. The good news for you is
that the ball is in her court and she was really, really hurt.
There’s a possibility- a small one – that she just can’t get over
it and that she’s going to make it permanent.”

“He did something really bad. Even if I wound
up with him, would he be worth keeping?”

“As our last President expressed it, ‘what is
the meaning of ‘bad’? It was stupid, and he betrayed the trust of a
good woman, but as to how bad? You’d have to judge that for
yourself. I can tell you that he didn’t go looking for trouble, it
came looking for him.”

She stared around the gym, at the machines
occupied by sweating young men and women eying each other as they
moved and older men and women fighting a lonely battle to hold onto
youth and fitness.

“You ever think how many of these young men
and women will be going straight from here to each other’s beds
with just a glance and how many of them will partner up with a few
hours courtship? And how some of us will go year after year
sweating and working out and doing all the right things
professionally and even dating online and at the end of the day, we
find ourselves alone? And then you find that SOMEONE and you think
maybe….”

“Dave is a good guy and maybe something will
happen. Maybe it won’t. But you’re a pretty woman. You just have to
be open to it. Every good thing in my life, I’ve stumbled into. I
never expected any of it.”

After a moment she walked off and I returned
to sweating and straining. That was easier than giving advice on
matters I knew nothing whatsoever about. Like happy endings.

###

9:00 a.m.

I had just walked into the office and settled
in to check any messages from the long weekend or memos on the
computer. I opened the blinds and took in the tentatively sunny,
slightly overcast late November skyline. There was just something
about the winter months that made me feel good. Most people, I
think, are the opposite. The summer is the time they bloom like
flowers. I guess that made me more like a fungus or mushroom.
Overcast, dark skies were my time.

“Mr. Maitland.”

I punched the intercom button.

“Cheryl?”

“I –uh- there’s….you have a visitor.”

Cheryl wasn’t often caught at a loss for
words. But I was feeling good and as long as they didn’t come in
spraying lead about, I figured I could handle anything on an edgy
Monday morning.

Foolish me

She walked into the room, or I should say she
entered my office. I had started to stand up but sat back down. She
wore something green and sparkly, loose fitting enough that it
didn’t look like cats were caught in there fighting to get loose.
On the other hand, a tent wouldn’t have been enough to hide that
body. It came to her knees, but enough of her legs showed to make
it interesting. She wore three-inch spike heels that have earned
their reputation as ‘fuck me’ heels.

I was stunned and somewhat puzzled. She had
dumped me, so why had she brought in the big guns, like training a
battleship’s big guns on a stray mouse.

“Myra,” was all I managed to get out.

“Mr. Maitland.”

She stood there and looked at me.

It seemed like a long time, but I don’t think
it was 30 seconds before I opened my mouth and words came out.

“Ms. Martinez, does Mr. Edwards need to see
me?”

“No.”

My throat was suddenly very dry.

“In that case, why…”

She gave me a look I remembered from the day
she had told me to get out of her life.

“Have you missed me?”

She was speaking English, but I wondered if I
could be hearing her right.

“Have…I missed you?”

Her green eyes glittered.

“Have you missed me?”

I didn’t remember the British band or the
song it came from, but I remembered Kelly playing a hauntingly sad
song during one of the times her heart had been broken and for once
I had taken time out of my busy life to listen to it with her. I
had been captured by the song and walked into her room while Debbie
was at a meeting and BJ was out doing –something. She was crying on
her bed and I sat next to her and listened to it without any words
between us. I was a married man and the days of my heartbreak were
– I thought –years behind me, but the lyrics had brought it all
back

“Do I miss you, Ms. Martinez? Do the deserts
miss the rain?”

She stepped toward me, her whole body moving
with intricate orchestrated rhythms.

“How do you know that line? I didn’t know you
were a fan of that kind of – modern – English popular music.”

“There are probably an entire world of things
you don’t know about me, Myra, just like there were so many things
I didn’t know about you. Until it was too late.”

Now there was only the desk between us.

“I missed you. More than I thought I would.
What did you miss about me?”

She made a gesture indicating that face and
body.

“Was it just this?”

I made the same gesture.

“Of course, I missed that, and that, and
those. I’d be insane not to. But….I guess I missed you. You
remember. I made the mistake of starting to dream about you and
want more than that body, more than a few nights between your other
boyfriends. Which is why you dumped my ass with no ceremony and no
warning.”

I thought about Gordon Evers.

“Is that why you dumped Chief Evers? Was he
another guy that couldn’t keep the lines straight?”

I felt a familiar twinge. The look on her
face was one, I knew, she’d never have when she was talking to some
future lover about me.

“I made a terrible mistake with Gordon. One
I’ll never make again.”

“He fell in love with you.”

“Yes, but worse than that, I fell in love
with him.”

“Why didn’t you just marry him, Myra? Is
being committed to one man such a terrible thing?”

She gave me a look and not for the first
time, I wished I could read minds.

“He couldn’t give me what I need, what I have
to have. And he wouldn’t let me go to find another man. So, I had
to end things.”

I knew I should not ask. But I couldn’t stop
myself.

“Could I ever give you what you need?”

She shook her head softly.

“No. Which is why I will never let myself
fall in love with you.”

I stood up behind the desk, grateful that
there was something between us to keep me from groveling despite my
pride.

“Well, then, there’s not much for us to talk
about, is there, Ms. Martinez?”

“Only if you want to marry me and have
children and refuse to allow me to see and fuck other men.”

“I’ve pretty much given that up as a lost
cause. But that still leaves us with the question. Why are you
here? You don’t want any kind of serious relationship. You must
have a lot of better looking, better hung, richer guys to scratch
any itch – sexual or otherwise – you might have. What can I
possibly offer you?”

She turned away from me and walked to the
office door, locking it from the inside. Then she turned back to
me. With one casual motion, the sparkling green dress slid to the
floor and she stepped out of it. As she advanced upon me she
reached up and snapped several clasps in the front of the bra that
allow the heavy industrial creation to fall off her.

I’d had sex over the weekend with Meagan, but
looking at Myra and those swaying melons come at me, I was hard
enough that the damned zipper hurt by digging into me.

She followed my gaze and that Mona Lisa smile
that all women possess flitted across her face.

“You men are so so easy, Bill. A woman pushes
the right buttons and all your brains flow into your cock.”

“Why?”

I couldn’t make a coherent sentence, but she
understood what I was asking.

“Men and women are different, thank God. A
naked body is all it ever takes with you. A woman can respond to a
good-looking man, but we have different triggers. Gordon turned me
inside out because he was big and strong, and he loved me and he
would have died for me. I am going to get on my knees and suck your
brains out through your cock because there’s a puppy dog sadness in
you that never goes away, and at the same time I don’t think you’re
afraid of anything. You will ALWAYS do the right thing, no matter
what it costs.”

She knelt down between my legs and caressed
the bar of steel rising there. She kissed it through the thin layer
of clothing.

“This is what I want.”

I tried to help her, but my fingers had a
tough time working and I seemed to be breathing funny. Then I was
free and again I was enveloped in her perfumed softness which she
rubbed up and down along the spike of my desire. She took me in her
mouth and slobbered all over me while stroking up and down and
squeezing it.

I wanted to keep my eyes open to burn the
image of those magnificent breasts closed around me, to daydream
about when I was too old to get it up anymore, but my eyes closed
as I leaned back into the chair and she climbed up me. I was
struggling to rise to my feet and somehow keep from screaming as I
started Cumming.

I felt like a puppet that had had all my
strings slashed as I fell back hard into the chair .I was a little
dizzy. I don’t know if I’d ever had a climax like that. Orgasm has
been referred to as the ‘little death’, and that’s how it felt. If
there was ever a good way to die, I couldn’t imagine a much more
pleasant manner.

I opened my eyes and saw her pulling back.
She ran her fingers across her face and they came off dripping.

“You have made a mess, Mr. Maitland.”

I had. Semen spattered her face, I had seen a
porn film in college and I think I would have been in the running
for most prodigious output.

“When was the last time you had sex, anyway?
You nearly drowned me.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to
me.”

“I figured you’d be happy to see me, but
this….”

“Actions speak louder than words, and I was
VERY glad to see you, Myra.”

“Flattering, but I feel like taking a shower
and I spent some time on my makeup, which you have completely
destroyed.”

“You can use my shower.”

She gestured at my crotch. You need to get
cleaned up too.”

“I’d love to take a shower with you, but I
have a feeling that every brain cell in the gossip network would
exploded. And – if I get in the shower with you, we are never
coming out. I do have work.”

She sniffed the air.”

“I’ll take a quick shower and repair the
makeup. I seem to remember you have air freshener in there?”

‘Yeah.”

I took a whiff. There was an unmistakable air
of – carnal knowledge – wafting about. Which according to my
limited but hard-won knowledge meant only one thing.

“You came from sucking me? Without my
touching you? See if you can find a tranquilizer somewhere because
my head is about to explode with masculine pride. I kind of feel
like beating my chest and making ape calls – or wolf calls. I am
several grades better as a lover than I ever imagined.”

She bent down to retrieve her dress and
undergarments and in the process shoved that fantastic ass in the
air. I closed my eyes and recited The Lord’s Prayer with particular
emphasis on protection from evil.

As she walked toward the bathroom/shower, she
looked back at me and said, “Can we do this again, Bill. Nothing
has really changed. Do you want to do this, knowing what you know
now.?”

I took a moment.

Myra was pure sex incarnate, the fulfillment
of every juvenile and the adult fantasy I’d ever had about sex. To
pass on that a second time – I didn’t know if I had THAT much moral
fiber. But every moment that I wasn’t inside her, racing toward an
earth shattering climax, I was going to have to wrestle with
feelings I’d never had before.

It took 45 minutes for us to complete our
business and for Myra to put herself back together. I unlocked my
office door, walking her out under Cheryl’s eagle eye. As she
swayed off into the distance, Cheryl looked at me straight faced
and said, “The drums are going to be beating in Africa tonight. I
fully expect a crew from ‘Entertainment Tonight” here before the
day is over,’

“Just as long as you remember that you are
both deaf and dumb and have seen and heard absolutely nothing
today.”

“Something tells me that I am going to
receive an absolutely fabulous Christmas present from my boss this
year.”

###

Monday, November 28, 2005 - 3:45 p.m.

Cheryl buzzed me as I tried to get my
thoughts under control. The day had been busy with the follow ups
to cases that were practically settled, and preliminary work on
cases that were coming over the horizon in January and February and
beyond. The end of November and the first few weeks of December
were pretty much clean up and wrap-up time. Most judges and
prosecutors wanted major cases and even minor ones settled or
closed by the run toward Christmas and New Year’s.

It simply made everything more different to
hold the close of trials into the period when judges and PDs and
prosecutors and cops all started focusing on toys and Santa Clause
and parties and children. Not to mention jurors and witnesses
tended to lose their focus during the holidays. Not that you
COULDN”T run cases into the two weeks before Christmas, but it was
a pain in the ass for everybody.

So, I’d expected a busy day. I hadn’t
expected Myra to come waltzing into my office willing to let
bygones be bygones.

Whatever I’d been expecting to happen today,
that hadn’t been on my list. I took a few more deep breaths and
stared out the window behind me as I swiveled behind my desk and
stared into the canyons of the sky that stretched out toward the
setting sun.

With daylight savings time it would be
overcast in another half hour. The light was preparing to die. It
should be a quiet, contemplative period, and that’s what I needed
to slow the beating of my heart.

After a minute I could feel my heart rate
slowing and I hit the intercom.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Maitland, you’ve got a Mr. Lyle and a
Mr. Kevin Butler waiting outside to see you.”

It took me a second to bring up the names,
especially in light of the shock to my system and the hormones Myra
had sent racing through me. It had been hours, but it still left me
off balance.

“Yeah, okay. Send them in, Cheryl.”

Lyle came in first, followed by Butler. Lyle
was a slightly built man, about my size or a little taller. And as
good looking as I’d picked up from hearing a few of the female
staff talk about him from time to time. Blonde, good teeth, a full
head of thick hair. And he dressed well. He looked like a
University Professor. He looked like a smaller, more handsome
version of Doug BAKER, but I promised myself I wasn’t going to hold
that against him.

Butler was about six-foot, light brown hair,
dressed in suit and tie that didn’t appear to be his usual dress
ware. Somebody had obviously told him to dress as professionally as
possible for this appointment.

Lyle nodded to me and I gestured for him to
sit down, then did the same for Butler.

“Thank you for meeting with us today, Mr.
Maitland,” Lyle said. The Boston Southie accent was thick enough to
cut with a knife and when I heard it, it always made me wonder how
Yankees could – with a straight face - say that Southerners spoke
funny.

“No problem, Mr. Talbot, I’ve already read
the memo from Mr. Hopper. Actually, I read it a couple weeks ago,
but things came up and I just never got around to officially
okaying it. But I can save you some time by telling you what he
suggested is fine with me. I’ll sign the paperwork releasing Mr.
Butler into pre-trial intervention. I’d planned to do it
earlier.”

“Thank you, Mr. Maitland. I’ve talked with
and become acquainted with Kevin’s case, and I believe what you’re
doing is a compassionate and a wise action. Kevin is no threat to
the community and wasting government funds imprisoning him or
taking action against him would be a waste of resources.

Butler looked up at me for the first time,
straight in the eye, and said, “Thank you Mr. Maitland. I won’t
make you regret this.”

“I gather you won’t be getting into any more
barroom brawls and ramming your car into any more station wagons
full of nuns while you’re exhaling a 1.5 on the alcohol meter.”

He just shook his head in embarrassment.
Which was appropriate. After his wife had vanished one day six
months before, he had let his life go into the toilet. He’d barely
kept his advertising sales job with a local television station,
confining his drunken binges to the weekend.

He would have been fired a long time ago by
most companies, except his employers undoubtedly felt sorry for
him. He’d had no criminal record, been a respectable and apparently
responsible young married man. Until the day he’d had a fight with
his pretty young wife, she had stormed out their house, and had
never been seen again.

Her car had been found abandoned north of
Jacksonville Interstate 95 about a week later. Her credit card
hadn’t shown again, there had been no sightings anywhere despite
the JSO sending out missing persons’ memos around the Southeast. No
request for ransom either.

Which left him in the worst limbo imaginable,
the closest thing to Hell on Earth anyone was ever likely to wander
into.

She might be dead in some hole in the ground,
after being raped and having her throat cut by the scum that haunt
major thoroughfare across the country. She might have been
kidnapped and was now providing sexual services in a whorehouse
somewhere the native language wasn’t English. It worked across all
borders. It was the same type of setup that had originally sent me
to France to meet Philippe Archambault when young Muslim girls were
being scooped up in some of the worst sections of Paris and sent to
houses in Florida, before being sent on to a lot of other places.
Female flesh was a very valuable commodity anywhere in the
world.

On the other hand, she might have broken
down, been picked up by some good looking and persuasive driver and
decided to get herself an unofficial divorce and a chance at a
better life with a different man. Or, she could have planned the
whole thing, met a boyfriend and just vanished into a new
identity.

It was all possible, but it was also entirely
possible that Kevin Butler might live the next 60 or 70 years and
never know what happened to his wife.

And that, of course, was assuming that he
wasn’t lying through his teeth, hadn’t killed her and he knew
exactly where she had wound up.

But Lyle, and Doc Teller who he’d called in
to talk to Butler, both felt he wasn’t a murderer and deserved a
chance to undo the damage he’d already done to his life.

“Well, thank you, Mr. Maitland,” Lyle said,
rising and motioning for Butler to get up as well. “We won’t take
up any more of your time.”

Butler started to turn when I stopped him
with a question.

“Did you kill her, Kevin?”

He just looked at me.

“I have to ask. Lyle and Doc Teller have
spent time with you and I tend to trust their judgment. But I don’t
know you. Did you have a fight and do something in the heat of the
moment that you couldn’t take back? People do things sometimes,
terrible things, that just bubble up and you can’t stop yourself.
Is that what happened?”

If I could read anybody, I thought I saw into
a little bit of his soul.

“Don’t you think I wish I had killed her, Mr.
Maitland? If I had killed her, I could surrender and pay for what I
did. I could do penance. But I didn’t kill her. I just sat in my
fucking easy chair watching wrestling and got into a stupid
argument and let her walk out the door without trying to stop her.
I can’t confess because I didn’t do anything, and now I’m going to
live in Hell for the rest of my natural life.”

He walked out but Lyle stayed behind.

“I’ve been around murderers, Mr. Maitland.
When I was a kid in Boston. The gang I ran with killed four boys
and one girl in a six-month span. I would have become a murderer if
my mother hadn’t gotten me out. He’s not a murderer. He’s just a
man with guilt eating his insides out.”

“I tend to think you’re right. But you know
that’s why Hopper kicked it up to me. He didn’t want to have his
ass on the line if we’re wrong or if Butler goes crazy sometime and
the media and victims’ groups find out we let a murderer or
seriously unhinged loonie run the streets free. They’ll come after
me. They won’t bother you because you’re just a wooly-headed
unofficial do-gooder.”

He smiled.

“I’m sure. That’s one of the good things
about being a wooly-headed do-gooder. Nobody can fire you. In any
case, I don’t think you spend a lot of time worrying about crap
like that, do you?”

“Not really. Right now, I have a hell of a
lot more things to worry about than what might happen someday.”

“Before I go, they give me some leeway
because I’ve been working as a volunteer liaison between the courts
and various agencies for a while. I think I’m going to try to get
Kevin into the Guardian Ad Litem program.”

I shook my head.

“That I don’t know about. He’s barely holding
it together. You think he’s the right guy to put into domestic and
child abuse situations. Some of those things could break a man with
a heart of stone.”

“It’s what he needs. He’s kicking himself for
not doing the right thing when he could have, letting his wife walk
into what he thinks was her murder. What he needs is to be thinking
about other victims, to have a chance to do the right thing for
somebody else. And who is needier than an abused or neglected
child?”

“I’ll have the paperwork signed and sent to
Hopper today. Good luck. And – if no one else has said it, thank
you for your volunteer work around here. There aren’t many people
that will donate their personal time to helping strangers the way
you do.”

“I was lost and headed on the downward path.
I was lucky that people – starting with my mother – cared enough to
save me. It’s the least I can do.”

He had barely cleared the door when Cheryl
was knocking, and I could see a figure – a feminine figure –
standing behind her.

“Mr. Maitland, you have another visitor.”

I looked back at the darkening sky. I could
have stayed in and worked until all hours, but I honestly didn’t
feel like it. After what had just happened before Lyle and Butler
walked in, I didn’t know what I felt in the mood for. I was
restless, despite having several weeks of sexual frustration
eliminated in a few minutes.

I had to fight the temptation to call Debbie
and meet for coffee or anything anywhere. I’d already stepped too
far back into her life. Meagan was out of town on business and my
sexy Granny, Heather McDonald, was still going hot and heavy with
her young boyfriend.

As I stared out at the twilight I realized
again the great superiority of married life to the single life.
When you’re married, you always have some place to go at night
without having to think about it, or make choices.

“Ahem. Mr. Maitland.”

When I looked back at Cheryl she was making a
gesturing motion with her head.

I looked to the figure behind her and said,
“I’m sorry, Miss. Please excuse my rudeness. I normally don’t
ignore visitors. I…just had my attention diverted. Come in.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE LADY WITH THE BIG GUN ON HER
HIP




As Cheryl stepped back, the woman behind her
stepped around her and entered my office. I tried not to stare. She
was just a whisper under my 5-8, hair the flame red of a dying
sunset worn fairly short down around her neckline. It was a cool
day which explained the snug black leather jacket that fit like no
leather jacket I’d ever seen before. But the weather didn’t explain
a pair of tapered boot-cut jeans that fit, as in countless country
ballads, like they’d been painted on.

And the whole outfit ended in a pair of tight
black boots that looked like organic extensions of the jeans that
would have gotten her arrested in most Muslim countries. Now, I
wondered idly, why the hell hadn’t Debbie ever worn boots in our
entire married lives. I began to think it might have made a
difference.

Of course, she had to be wearing a godawful
BIG firearm in a holster at her side. It could have been an
old-fashioned Colt .45 Peacemaker and I wouldn’t have been
surprised. She looked like a pin-up for the Law Enforcement Sexiest
Shooters Monthly.

As she stood in front of me she looked me up
and down probably the way I was inspecting her, but I doubted
seriously her expression matched the one on my face.

“Mr. Maitland?”

She gave me a look that was a mixture of
amusement, irritation and curiosity.

“You seem to be somewhat – preoccupied. I
don’t want to interrupt you if you’re deep in thought about
something important. I can come back tomorrow.”

“No.”

I came around the desk to reach out and take
her hand. She had a strong, cool grip.

“I’m usually not this – distracted. I just
had some – things on my mind. But nothing so urgent I can’t spend a
few minutes to talk. Who are you, and why are you in my office? I
assume your law enforcement, or they wouldn’t have let you into the
courthouse with that cannon on your hip.”

She left her hand in mine as she said,
“Roberta Gold. United States Marshall’s Service.”

“U.S. Marshall. You’re not going to consider
me too much of a male pig if I say that Marshals – all that I’ve
known – don’t look anything like you. You just caught me off
guard.”

She took her hand back and gestured at one of
the chairs. I motioned to her to sit. She made sitting down look
sexy.

“Believe it or not, more and more Marshals
are now women. It works out better to have both sexes
represented.”

“I don’t doubt that. But why are you here? We
don’t do that much business with the Marshals. You guys usually
work with the U.S. Attorney’s Office down the street.”

She folded one leg over the other, leaned
back and made an art form of breathing. She cradled her chin in one
palm and studied me. After about 30 seconds I couldn’t help
smiling. She was just doing what I’d done to her when she walked
in.

“I’m almost afraid to guess what you’re
thinking about, Marshal.”

“I was just thinking that you look different
than you do in your pictures.”

“I know. I’m shorter.”

She shook her head and gave me another one of
those almost, Mona Lisa smiles that is only possible for women.

“No. I was just thinking that pictures don’t
do you justice.”

“What?”

“There’s just something – something about
you. I’m trying to put my finger on it, but I can’t quite yet. I’m
used to sizing up people quickly. You need to be able to do that in
my job. But you’re a puzzle.”

“That’s what my wife used to say. She finally
gave up trying to figure me out.”

“I’ve been assigned to do advance work in
case the Mendoza trial ends up down here next year. Check the area
out, find out what are the possible weak spots in your security.
Find out if there are security risks in your staff, if you have
people they can get to. More than anything else, to become
intimately acquainted with the area. To KNOW Jacksonville. And
since you’re certainly going to be a major player, to become –
familiar – with you.”

“Why does something tell me that men very
seldom balk at the idea of your getting familiar with them?”

“In a professional sense only, Mr.
Maitland.”

“Of course. Well, I’ll have my office extend
every possible courtesy to you. Whatever you need, we’ll be glad to
provide. If Mendoza comes here, I want it to go as smoothly as
possible.”

She uncurled herself and was standing. I
followed suit. She was staring at me again.

“You can touch me. I’m real.”

She laughed.

“You wish. That’s not a regular line. But I
guess you’ve had time to get used to being famous.”

“As much as you can. But, I’m still just a
regular guy. I put my pants on one leg at a time.”

She bent over gasping and it was only when I
saw her face and heard that laughter that I knew she was
laughing.

“I’m not that good, Ms. Gold. What did I
say?”

She took a few deep breaths and wiped her
eyes.

“I just had this mental vision of you jumping
into your pants two legs at a time.”

And then she dissolved into laughter
again.

“I’m the Angel of Death and I get no
respect.”

She straightened up and said, “It’s been fun,
Maitland, but I can tell you want to get out of here and I just
flew in, got a room and came over to introduce myself. It’s been 10
hours since I had anything decent to eat other than an airplane
sandwich. Can you direct me to a decent restaurant?”

I looked around the office, outside at the
night that had already fallen, thought about going back to the
condo to watch something on television I’d forget 30 seconds after
it ended, or going out alone to O’Brien’s’ to get a few drinks.

“I can do better than that, Ms. Gold. I’m
getting ready to close up. You can have your choice of sushi,
Hooters’ wings, Mexican, or steak. They’re all fairly close to here
at the Landing. We can eat together if you don’t mind.”

“You don’t have to do that, Maitland. I
really don’t need a guide. I’ve been to a lot of strange cities.
And a lot stranger than Jacksonville.”

“It’s not a date, Gold. I usually work late
if I’m not going to the gym. But – I’m just in a strange sort of
mood tonight. I’d like to get out of here and I was wondering who I
could get to tag along. Your choice, but I know the place and if
you’d like to talk some more, this would be a good
opportunity.”

“How’s their Mexican?”

“It’s Mexican. Actually, it’s pretty good.
They actually make a few specialties you don’t usually find around
here.”

“I’ll probably be disappointed. I worked the
Tex-Mex border towns for a while and they have real Mexican.
Somehow, I don’t expect the same authenticity in Jacksonville,
Florida, but the company would be nice.”

“Would you like me to pick you up at your
hotel or would you rather just head over with me?”

“We can ride over together.”

I had come out from behind my desk and stood
in front of her. She gave me an odd look.

“You want to stop by a restroom before we
head out?”

“A restroo-“

As the words came out of my mouth I looked
down and realized what she was looking at.

“Oh shit.”

There was another hint of a smile.

“I kind of thought you might be a little
young to be having urinary incontinence problems, Maitland. And if
it’s not that – you must run a VERY friendly office around
here.”

I thought about shielding the very large cum
stain that showed against my black trousers, but decided….what the
hell. It was a little late for that now.

“Well, fortunately there’s a very small
bathroom with a shower on the other side of the office. One of the
few perks. I don’t want to shock Cheryl.”

“So, Cheryl – that’s your secretary – would
be shocked?”

I gave her a no-nonsense glare.

“It has nothing to do with Cheryl, Marshal.
It’s – was – a purely – personal matter. I’d appreciate your just
forgetting you saw this.”

She smiled a real smile this time and shook
her head.

“Sorry, Maitland. I can and will keep my
mouth shut about what I see, but there’s no way in hell I can make
myself forget the Angel of Death getting a blow job in his
office.”

I rubbed my bald head, a habit I’d found
myself doing more lately, and said, “It’s not – it’s just that this
– had nothing to do with this office. And it’s something I really
would like kept quiet.’

She nodded, and I headed for the small
bathroom behind her, where I tried to wash out the stain with a wet
cloth and soap. It ended up looking like I’d pissed all over
myself. I guess that was an improvement. With any luck, a lot of
the courthouse staff might have cleared out already. When I came
out, she just took one look and shook her head.

“Any woman could have told you. Getting cum
stains out of men’s clothing is tough.”

“You know a lot about it?”

“I was married for four years to a fellow
Marshal who had a bad habit of coming home with cum stains like
that on his clothes and the stink of other women all over him.
After a while, you learn to recognize them.”

I couldn’t stifle the grin.

“Well, Marshal, so far our get together has
been very productive. We’ve learning all kinds of things about each
other.”

###

As they walked into the fairly crowded first
floor of the Mexican Rose, she noted that he held the door for her
and followed her in. A young waiter approached them, obviously
recognizing Maitland, and speaking in rapid Spanish. Maitland
gestured to him to slow down, but she quickly translated.

“You must have made quite an impression the
last time you were here,” she told him. “Our waiter said there
hasn’t been that much excitement around here in the three years
he’s been working here.”

“It got a little heated. But just a Friday
night brawl, actually. You have them in every bar or restaurant
that serves alcohol on the weekend. There was no serious
trouble.”

“And he asked if your friend, the blonde –
the closest I can come to it in English is ‘wet-dream’ – will be
joining you tonight?”

Maitland just shook his head and following
the waiter led her to a table for two in a corner. There were
dancers in the center of the floor, but the music was canned,
coming from a table where a large stereo sat. Maitland gestured to
her and pulled the chair back as Robert sat down. Then he sat to
her left.

“I have to admit, Maitland, that’s something
you don’t see any more a lot of places.”

“They don’t hold doors open for ladies,
anymore, or pull out their chairs?”

“Not so much.”

“Sorry. That’s the way my mama raised me. I’m
too old to change. I hope I didn’t offend you, treating you like a
lady?”

“I don’t know any lady that gets offended at
being treated like a lady, unless it’s one of those lezbo activists
who will forever mourn the fact that they were born without male
plumbing.”

“You’re not a liberated lady? I would have
guessed otherwise, especially with that cannon on your hip.”

“I expect to be treated like a law
enforcement officer and professional when I’m on duty. I expect to
make as much money as any man in the same job with the same duties
and I am going to summon a shit storm if I ever get passed over
because I don’t have the right plumbing. But in a situation like
this, courtesy is appreciated.”

The waiter appeared with menus and
waited.

She looked over the menu and then ordered in
fluent Spanish that caused the waiter to start talking to her
excitedly. She just laughed and gestured to Maitland, saying, “tell
me what you want and I’ll order. I worked the Tex-Mex border for a
few years and I’m fluent “

“Thanks. There’s a dish, forget what they
call it. Chicken and beef, peppers and onions and chilies in a corn
meal shell. I’ve had it here before. Just tell them to bring me the
insides, the chicken and vegetables and leave the cornmeal off. And
bring me a large water.”

She told the waiter, who nodded
enthusiastically and bustled off with just a quick glance at her
breasts.

“You have will power. The smells have me
ready to tear into the table cloth. I guess it’s been a lot longer
than I thought since I ate.”

He took a sip of a huge glass of water
another waiter dropped at the table. He held a Dos Equis beer on
the serving plate.

“You’re not going to narc on me for having a
beer – or two – on duty, are you Mr. Assistant State Attorney, are
you?”

“Your secret is safe with me, Marshal.”

A plate of nachos and dip was brought to the
table and Maitland watched in amusement as they were demolished
like a wild dog set loose on a deer carcass. He glanced toward her
and she noticed where he was glancing. Well, he’d been fairly
gentlemanly so she would give him a pass on a little ogling.

“Something catch your eye, Maitland?”

“Since we’re not 11 years old, I don’t think
it will come as a surprise to you that you have a spectacular body,
especially the upper half. Although the bottom half is pretty nice
as well. I’m just wondering if you eat this way all the time, how
do you manage to keep those curves?”

She popped another nacho into her mouth and
followed it with a whole chili.

“One or two hours in the gym every day.
Circuit training, some heavy weights, a lot of running and sit-ups,
leg raises. The usual. This body is a definite asset in the job.,
It helps to be able to distract men and I intend to stay in good
shape. From what I’ve read, you’re pretty dedicated to the gym
yourself.”

“Guilty.”

“A sudden mid-life passion or have you always
been a gym rat?”

He shook his head and motioned to the waiter.
Pointing to her Dos Equis, he said in English holding up two
fingers, “two of those, please.”

And to her, “you want another one,
right?”

“You’re not planning on driving home?”

“I obey the traffic laws religiously, I drive
defensively, and I’ll call a cab if I get too bad. You want another
one?”

“If I can share a cab.”

While the waiter went for their beers, he
looked out through the door and large plate glass window at the
rear of the restaurant toward the river and lighted bridges and
said, “Now you’re insulting me, Marshal. I know damned well you
guys have done enough probing to know the whole sorry story of my
marriage and divorce. You know I just started working out this
year.”

“Trying to win her back?”

“Trying to keep myself so busy I didn’t go
out and get myself beaten to death by her boyfriend or from
grabbing a gun and blowing his brains out. And maybe hers. I don’t
think I would ever have hurt her, but there were a few really bad
months there and I didn’t want to take any chances.”

“The reports made it sound bad.”

“It was. How was yours?”

She held the bottle up and took a long swig.
And then belched. Even that was sexy.

“Bad. I tried to kill him but he was bigger
and stronger and a little quicker. He grabbed me, took the gun with
him, and left me tied up with a belt. Took me a few minutes to get
free and he made himself scarce for a few days. But…”

“What?”

“Marriages don’t usually last, whether you’re
talking cops or marshals or any field guys. There are too many
chances to try some strange, there’s always the chance of getting
killed in action, and I guess guys eventually figure if they’re not
going to make it, they might as well live as much as they can while
they are here.”

“That’s a very understanding attitude.”

“Yeah, but I still would have pumped six
bullets into him the night he came home from a session with MY
female supervisor. Idiot hadn’t bothered to wash off the stink of
her perfume – a very distinctive scent.”

The waiter returned with the beers. Maitland
opened his and held it out to her.

“To marriages, when they’re still new and
shiny.”

After touching the bottles and taking a sip
out of hers, she said, “You seem to have weathered the storm,
though.”

“There’s not much else to do, except die or
disappear into a bottle.”

“True, but I think it would be fair to say it
didn’t cause much of a change in my life except I managed to shed
230 pounds of unwanted asshole. Other than being single and on the
market again, and having to lick my wounds, my life went on pretty
much as it had.

“You lost 30 or 40 pounds, any attempt to
pretend you still had hair, life as a couch potato, slimmed down
and became a gym rat, and apparently resumed the bachelor life with
a vengeance. You literally transformed yourself. You’re not the
same person you were a year ago.”

The conversation stopped as the waiter
returned with a small plate of meat and vegetables and a platter of
Mexican delicacies that Gold immediately attacked.

As he speared a slice of chicken, Maitland
grinned at the Marshal and said, “I have to tell you, it does my
heart good to see a woman attack food the way you do. Debbie, my
ex, pretty much regarded food as the enemy the last five or six
years of our marriage. I won’t say she ate like a bird, but she was
always conscious of what she ate and she hit the gym alone for
years because I could never convince myself that it made any sense
to kill yourself to keep a 36-inch waist.”

“It takes discipline, Maitland, which is hard
if you’ve never been really interested in fitness.”

He ate slowly, staring out at the night.

“Why do you seem so damned depressed,
Maitland? I know it was a bad divorce, and you guys were married
for a long time, but you seem to have come through it. You’re
having sex with a few women, and I gather the Martinez woman is
almost another species. You’re single, you’re having sex regularly,
you’ve done very well professionally this year, you’ve managed to
re-establish ties with your children. You’ve done a lot better than
a lot of other divorced men. Why the long face?”

He turned his gaze back to her, leaving half
his plate untouched. He drank the remnants of the beer and motioned
for another one.

“How long were you married, Gold?”

“Four years.”

“Any children?”

“No.”

He sat back in his chair and stared out at
the lights again.

“You know what they say, that you never
realize what you have until it’s gone? It’s true.”

She didn’t say anything, but it felt like
they were moving beyond polite, halfway sexual banter and feeling
each other out. This was important.

“It wasn’t a perfect life. Looking back I see
that now. I always knew it wasn’t perfect. I always knew there were
fault lines. I always knew, in my heart, that she didn’t love me,
never had, the way I loved her. You know they always say in any
relationship, one person loves the other one more. It was
definitely true in our case. Not that I thought she didn’t love me.
Just not as much.

“But it was a good life. I never wanted to
move any higher, anywhere else. I love Jacksonville and Northeast
Florida. I loved being an attorney. I loved being a prosecutor. I
loved having a wife that I knew 99 percent of the men in this world
would have given one of their balls to get into their bed. She was
every sexual fantasy I’d ever had. I loved my kids, even if I let
them slip off my radar.

“So, I prosecuted bad guys and went home
every night to the hottest woman I’d ever known. I had two kids I
loved who were good kids. Everyone knows that Dallas is planning on
running for governor and I think he’ll make it in 2006. What that
will mean to my life, I don’t know. But I planned to stay here,
doing what I’d been doing.

“And then – in the blink of an eye – it was
all gone. I learned she didn’t love me, that I didn’t do it for her
in bed anymore, that I was a joke - more or less. I woke up and
realized I was a stranger to my kids. I didn’t have a home.”

He swallowed the last of the new beer the
waiter had brought.

“The bottom line, Marshal Gold, is that I was
happy. As happy as I think most people ever get. And that’s gone
now, never to return.”

She swallowed a bite of burrito and followed
it with a large and plump jalapeno.

“If there are tears in my eyes, it’s you and
not the pepper, Maitland. Jesus Christ, you are a depressing son of
a bitch.”

“I appreciate your not going overboard with
sympathy, Marshal.”

“Would it do any good?”

“Probably not.”

In a few more moments she had virtually
cleaned off the platter in front of her.

“If you’d like, I’ll be happy to take you to
my gym, Hurly’s, tomorrow morning or afternoon. You can work out
there while you’re in town. It’s a good place, and it looks like
you really, really need to work off a few million calories.”

She smiled.

“You silver tongued devil. Does that line
work with any female? Basically, ‘you’re fat and you need to work
it off’.”

“Strictly a professional suggestion, Marshal
Gold. I wouldn’t be running any lines past a fellow law enforcement
professional. But I know I need to work out just from watching you
eat.”

“Actually, I do need a decent gym to work out
at. I may be in town for a while. So, yeah, I’d appreciate your
taking me there.”

“No problem. How would you characterize your
first interrogation of me? Productive?”

“Interesting. Don’t know how productive just
yet. And did you learn anything from your end?”

“Just to never, ever pick up the tab anytime
we go out to eat. You feds have much better expense accounts.”

As they stood up she said, “This looks like
it could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship. Maitland.”

“Claude Rains and Humphrey Bogart,
Casablanca.”

“Another old movie fan. We’re going to get
along fine.”

When the cab stopped at the Hilton, he looked
at her as she got out.

“I’m not going to walk you out, Marshal. Any
mugger fool enough to mess with a woman with a gun that big on her
hip deserves whatever he gets.”

“I appreciate the thought, Maitland. Have a
good night.”

Standing in the shower luxuriating in the hot
water streaming down over her body, she went over the meeting. She
did like him. No denying it. If they had met off the job, despite
the fact that he would never be eye candy, she’d be attracted. That
would help with the assignment.

But…some instinct, feminine intuition, what
you wanted to call it, told her that, like an iceberg, seven-tenths
of William Maitland lurked unseen beneath the surface. On the
surface he was a hardworking, dedicated man trying to put his
personal life back together. But something told her there were
secrets. He didn’t give off the vibes of a monster or a sociopath,
but he wasn’t what he appeared to be.

Of course, everybody had secrets. It was part
of being human. But his might be the kind that rocked history. And
it was her job to make sure he didn’t rock the boat.

###

Thursday, December 1 - 11:00 a.m. - A Taste for
Blood

The day was windy and wet. This far north the
daily temperatures didn’t get much higher than the 60s in November,
but the howling winds dropped the temperatures into the 40s. There
wasn’t actual rain, but the winds hurled drops of moisture too cold
to be rain and too liquid to be snow.

The hospital took up a city block and even on
a Thursday morning the emergency room bay was busy. The general
entrance was as busy as a hospital in a three-million metropolis
would be on a day when shootings and stabbings vied with wrecks and
fires spawned by space heaters for frequency. As patients and
families and doctors coming in on shift and doctors and nurses
leaving slipped around each, few noticed the two doctors dressed in
white scrubs as if they’d just been called to surgery come in
together.

As they made their way out of the emergency
room past surgical and intensive care suites they stepped around
rescue techs and ambulance drivers, nurses trotting and interns
trying to wangle dates with the hotter nurses before they got out
of voice range.

They walked purposely and since they seemed
to know exactly where they were going, and since in a busy hospital
new faces were common, no one challenged or even speculated as to
where they were going. A pair of security guards at the interface
of the civilian section and a small 10-room suite devoted to
military and other security clearance patients deep within the
hospital stepped out of a hidden alcove connected electronically to
a half dozen agencies and challenged them.

The shorter one handed over his papers first.
After inspecting them, the security guards, their hands close
enough to their holstered Glocks, turned their attention to the
taller man. He held out his papers. The guard nicknamed Pitbull
glanced at them, then down at the slim briefcase he carried.

“Open it.”

“Fuck you.”

Pitbull had his Glock out before “Fuck You”
was finished.

“Open the goddamned case. Phil, you call
security down here.”

The taller doctor didn’t open the case but
stared at Phil as he said, “Call your union rep if you have one.
And find out what kind of resources you have when you’re fired for
cause You’re thinking you’re protected because you’re civil
service. I was appointed to this position by a Senator. I make a
million a year. You make…what? Who do you think your bosses will
believe when their asses are exposed.”

“Pitbull, maybe-“

“Open the goddamned case and there’d better
be nothing that looks like a gun or explosives in there.”

Holding the case out toward Pitbull, the tall
doctor snapped two latches and opened it facing Pitbull. The guard
held the Glock in one hand and reached inside. He pulled out a
silver tablet and turned it over.”

“What the hell is this?”

“We don’t carry armfuls of medical records
anymore, if you haven’t heard. This tablet contains a roomful of
records on 40 patients.”

“Who are you going to see?”

The doctor took the tablet and placed it back
in the briefcase, closed it and turned to walk away.

“This is just too much aggravation for a
patient visit. Come on, Paul, we have other places to be.”

The shorter doctor nodded.

As they started to walk away Pitbull leveled
the Glock at the taller doctor’s back.

“Don’t you walk away. We’re not through
here.”

“You’re through. You shoot me in the back and
you might as well put the barrel in your mouth and blow your brains
out. Or, Phil, you might kill your partner and when this is all
over you might get a promotion.”

Phil grabbed his partner’s free arm and held
it despite the glare he received.

“Jesus, Bull. Stop and think. They had the
correct papers. Doctors come in here all the time with junk. And
so, he is a royal asshole. Think and forget about that fight you
had with Marcy this morning. What does every high priced doc who
comes in here have in common?”

After a moment, Pitbull lowered the
pistol.

“Shit, you’re right. They’re all assholes.
Doc, doc, come on back. They pay me to be suspicious. I…nothing
personal.”

The two doctors stopped, then walked by the
two guards without a word.

Staring at their backs, Pitbull muttered,
“Assholes, every one of them.”

The pair of doctors continued walking briskly
down the corridor lit with a clear illumination that cast no
shadows. They came to a branching and looked to the left toward
another set of rooms and a nurses’ station, then turned to the
right. As they walked away from the station they each slipped on
surgical masks that effectively hid their features. In the space of
a few seconds each one slipped a fat, expensive-looking silver
fountain pen from inside their shirts and carried it between their
thumbs and index fingers.

They slowed their walk as they approached two
men sitting in straight-backed uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs
on either side of the corridor near a room. As the two figures in
white came closer both of the men sitting bolted to their feet. The
taller doctor and appreciated the set-up which made it impossible
to take out both men at the same time. Unless you had two assassins
for two bodyguards.

“We’re here-” he said as he squeezed his
fountain pen whose body was a pliable plastic although it had been
designed to appear metallic. His shorter companion was doing the
same. Both guards attempted to reach their faces as if to scratch
an itch. Before they could raise their hands, both slumped forward
onto the floor.

Both guards’ heads twitched backward and
forward, legs kicking out spasmodically. Their hands opened and
closed, but although both doctors realized they were attempting to
pull Sig Sauers from holsters, they knew the motion would never be
completed. Their legs began to drum on the floor.

The short doctor reached into his right-hand
pocket, first transferring the killer pen to his left, and punched
the button which over rode the signal being broadcast by the camera
system and microphones transmitting from the hallway.

In the control room on a basement level built
to monitor this section, special agents watched a pre-recorded tape
of the two doctors smiling at the security men and walking past
them around a corner and vanishing from view. Two actors chosen and
made up to look like the two dead guards continued to be vigilant
for another ten minutes.

The tall doctor grabbed one of the dead - but
still dying - security men by his feet and pulled him toward
anon-descript door a dozen feet away. He held his hand out to the
shorter doctor, saying, “Grab him by the feet. There’s enough
poison remaining in the thorns to kill 50 guys like you and me. And
be damned careful you don’t even touch the poison pens.”

“Don’t worry, Frank. I’d rather be shot in
the head. These things give me nightmares. These guys look like
frogs on a dissection table from 10th grade biology, just
twitching. God, I hope they’re really dead and unconscious.”

“Doesn’t matter how you die. When you’re dead
you’re dead and you don’t care how disgusting you look.”

They carefully dragged the two, still
twitching, moving corpses into the room which contained medical
supplies, cleaning agents and uniforms for doctors and nurses. They
again very carefully, concealed the bodies under piles of
uniforms.

Just as they prepared to leave, Bulldog
looked back and saw a slight movement under the piles of white. He
pushed Frank aside and almost ran out of the room.

“Oh God, Frank, sorry. But I thought I was
going to hurl. Jesus Christ, they ‘re still moving. Can’t I blow
their brains out and make them stop moving.”

“You want to take the blame for screwing this
mission up? Because these bodies gave you the creeps. How many men
and women and kids have you shot, and stabbed and strangled, and
two twitching bodies make you crazy.”

“It’s not killing them, it’s the way they
won’t die. It’s not natural.”

“Just station yourself right here and kill
anybody who comes along and might be a problem. Let me take care of
the target.”

Frank approached the patient room and with
his left hand pulled the silver tablet out from inside the jacket,
with his right hand pulled a plastic alloy automatic patterned upon
a Glock model with no metal parts and plastic bullets. He listened
by force of habit, but didn’t hear anything except low voices. The
target was supposed to be alone. It was probably the television,
but if there was anyone else inside, the whole mission would have
to be scrubbed.

He pushed the door and stepped inside.
Ambassador Geoffrey Carrington lay in the hospital bed raised at
about a 30-degree angle. He was watching some kind of women’s
discussion show. Frank spotted the surveillance cameras, but
ignored them. The same overriding signal that had been taped with
actors to resemble the dying guards was redone with an actor
playing the Ambassador’s part.

The gray-haired man in the bed turned to look
at Frank and the Glock he held.

He held a TV remote in his left hand and
clicked off the sound.

With an expression on his face that was
almost a smile, he said, “Took you long enough. I thought you’d
forgotten about me. The intelligence guys said you’d made your
point by killing my family. That coming for me would be overkill.
But I thought you would come for me – that your bosses are
anal-compulsive homicidal maniacs and you wouldn’t be satisfied
until you finished the job with me.”

“You’re not afraid?” Frank asked, standing
just inside the door.

The smile vanished.

“Why should I be? What can you do but kill
me? Dying doesn’t scare me. You killed everything in this world I
loved, every reason I had for waking up in the morning.”

And then oddly, he did smile. A big
smile.

He pulled his right hand out from under the
white bed sheet. In his palm he carried a round blue ovoid with
several antennae projecting out.

“Actually, you brought me the only thing in
this world that I really want. You see what I’m holding in my hand?
Looks like a toy, doesn’t it? It’s not really much. Just an H-bomb
of a signal. Doesn’t matter what kind of electronic magic you’ve
got, this will blast a signal that can’t be blocked a hundred miles
away.

“There are always security personnel but
right now there are a thousand stationed at every exit. On the
roof, in the basement, on every level. They have sonic bombs.
Psychedelic blasts, gases that will scramble EVERYBODY’S BRAINS
except specially equipped security. Doesn’t matter how good you
are. They will stop you and take you somewhere and dissect you
slowly and carefully until you tell them everything you know about
the monsters you work for.”

Frank slowly and carefully slipped the
non-metallic Glock back into the shoulder holster under his white
coat. He held his open hand out to confirm he had holstered it.

Ambassador Carrington’s curiosity was evident
as he raised the hand carrying the H-bomb signal into the air.

“Doesn’t matter if you put the pistol away.
I’m still calling down the wrath of the United States on your sorry
ass.”

“You’re not a stupid man, Ambassador. Whether
you activate that signal or not, I could still kill you in an
instant and with our resources I think I’d have a good shot at
getting out. But, as you see, I’ve holstered my weapon. Why have I
holstered it? Because whether you turn on the alarm or not, I am
not going to kill you. If you activate it, I’m going to turn around
and walk out.

“Why? Why go to all this trouble?”

“I’ll be happy to explain it if you give me a
minute. Give me a minute and in two minutes you will beg me to kill
you. And if you don’t do exactly what I tell you, I will walk out
of here and I will leave you alive.”

The ambassador stared at the assassin with
eyes that looked like they hadn’t closed in sleep in a long, long
time.

“I don’t care what kind of wonderful plan you
have to kill me, you can’t stop me from setting this alarm off. And
you’ll either die trying to get out, or you’ll die very slowly and
painfully. You’re a professional, right? How many people have you
killed?”

“A lot.”

“I’ve been watching your eyes. I want to see
if I can find the fear in your eyes. Have you ever thought about
dying? What it will be like in that instant before you’re snuffed
out like a candle in the wind? Do you have enough imagination to
imagine what it will be like? To simply cease to exist?”

“Honestly no. Let me remind you, keep your
hand off the alarm. I’m going to do something and if you react in
shock, again, I won’t kill you. And once the government realizes
what we have, they’ll hide you away where we can never find you
again. They won’t let you kill yourself. This is your last chance
to escape.”

Holding the silver tablet out in front of
him, he clicked the handles and opened it. Inside was a DVD player.
He pressed a button at the side of the player.

“DADDDDDDYYYYYYYYYYY DADDDDDDDYYYYYYYY!!
PLEASE MAKE THEM STOP. STOOOPPPPPP. IT HURTS. IT HURTS.”

A wordless shriek followed by gasping.

“If you look carefully,” the Assassin said,
“you’ll see the man holding the knife has cut off all the fingers
on your daughter’s right hand. She was nine, wasn’t she? In a
moment you’ll see him pop her right eye out, and before they’re
through with her, they’ll take them both out. They left her tongue
in, so she could keep screaming until the very end.

“The people who did this are called ‘The
Crazies’ in Spanish. A lot of assassins, professional killers, draw
the line at torturing and mutilating children. The Crazies don’t
mind. They actually ask for those kind of jobs.

“If you look closely, and I’ll hand you the
player if you want a closeup view, you’ll see three men raping your
wife every way a woman can be violated. If you could stand it, you
could watch them skin her alive, from head to toe. And they’re out
of the picture, but your two sons are being tortured as well. The
final act was your eldest son strangling your youngest son. You’ll
forgive him because there is only so much pain a human being can
stand, and they promised they’d kill him if he killed his
brother.”

In the silence broken only by the murder of
his family, the Ambassador only breathed in short gasps. There was
a blankness in his eyes. The Assassin wondered if this final blow
had driven him into insanity. Which would ruin his plans. A crazy
man could do anything, including setting off the alarm he held.

“Ambassador. Ambassador. Stay with me. I know
they never told you what happened to your family. I know they never
let you near these tapes, which were left at the scene. You are
valuable to the government and they knew the tape would ruin you.
You would never be allowed to see it or even know of its existence,
until they no longer had any use for you.

“Now, I want you to lay the alarm down on the
bed, carefully. Put your hands over your head. I am going to
approach you very carefully. If you set it off, I’m out of here.
Government agents will know what happened because I’ll leave this
tape here. They will know they can never trust you alone again. You
will become a prisoner until drugs and brainwashing convince them
this has been wiped from your memory.

“But no matter what they do to you, somewhere
inside yourself the memories will remain, and the dreams will come,
again and again... You will never have a good night’s sleep
again.

“But if you let me have the alarm, I will put
two bullets into your brain, which is as merciful an end as you can
look forward to. If you’re a religious man, you may see your family
again. If you’re not religious, you will sleep forever and there
will be no bad dreams.”

Tears glistened in those old, tired eyes as
the man in the bed carefully laid the alarm down and put his arms
over his head. The Assassin, never taking his eyes off the
Ambassador’s eyes, walked around the bed and grabbed the alarm.
Holding it carefully with his left hand, he pulled the Glock out
and stood over his target.

The man in the bed looked up with tears
pooling on his cheeks and said, “Thank you.”

“Everybody dies,” the Assassin said, then
added, “Close your eyes.”

Two bullets pierced his eyes in sprays of
blood and the Assassin dropped the silver case on the bed. He
turned to leave the room only to see a tall, brunette nurse
standing in the doorway.

She jerked backwards as the Assassin put two
bullets into her heart and then fell to one side as the short
assassin put two more bullets into her temple. The two men reached
her almost together and slid her body into the bathroom and then
jammed the door.

Glancing over each other to make sure there
was no blood on their whites, they moved out the door quickly but
without running. They probably had time to get out. As they
approached the two guards at the entrance of the secure area,
Pitbull and Phil turned in their direction.”

The taller assassin walked straight toward
Pitbull, said, “I really don’t like being called an asshole,” and
shot him twice in the face without slowing his stride. Phil froze
staring death in the face and wondering if he had told his wife he
loved her before he left in the morning.

“Don’t, please. I didn’t see anything.”

Bulldog said, “Frank was just pissed. Turn
around,”

As Phil turned with hope a starburst inside
him, the short assassin shot him twice in the back of head, then
stopped long enough to put one in his temple and hurried to catch
up with Frank.

###

Thursday, December 1 – 5 p.m. - A Taste for Blood –
2

Prentice leaned back in an ergonomic chair
designed for the techs who might spend 70-80 hours a week leaning
backward and forward keeping track of thousands of voice
transmissions, texts, video and emails they were assigned to
monitor or break into coded messages. The chairs had been proven to
cut down on employee absences for health-related problems, usually
back or eye strain.

“They said this happened at about 11:30 a.m.
to noon. How long did it take you to get this and why did it take
so long?”

He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice
and realized he was being unfair to techs who were among the best
in the world. But, he was still shaken by the news that the Mendoza
Cartel had reached into a securely guarded hospital and managed to
kill a friend of his. He had known Ambassador Carrington for 20
years, had eaten dinner at his home one time.

First, they had massacred his family for no
reason anyone could figure out. Carrington had no connection in any
way to any investigations into Cartel activity and absolutely
nothing to do with the impending Mendoza trial, likely headed for a
Florida courtroom because Florida had an active death penalty and
they weren’t reluctant to sentence defendants to death. That would
give the government a huge club to hold over Mendoza’s head to
cooperate. And because Florida had “The Angel of Death” as he’d
been dubbed. All PR but government operatives – American and
Mexican - had been working social media and other more primitive
channels to put the idea into circulation that the American “Angel
of Death” would challenge the power of the Cartel.

So that if the Angel won the court battle and
turned Mendoza against the Cartel, it would be a huge loss of
face-loss of power, in the constant cannibalistic struggle between
old and new Cartels for supremacy.

And now they had assassinated the Ambassador.
The only explanation that made sense was that they were declaring
war on the United States. They obviously didn’t fear the Mexican
government and now they were declaring they didn’t fear the
Colossus of the North. Which meant eventually terrorism on a large
scale in the U.S.

Harris, the head of operations on this shift,
didn’t take offense. He knew Prentice and the Ambassador had been
friends.

“It took us awhile, but we were able to
retrieve the actual footage. Their people are good, and they
obviously scouted out the personnel and the technology we had in
place to record everything in and around the patient – the
Ambassador’s – room. They assumed their false feed would replace
the actual footage.

“But they didn’t know because we never let
them know that there isn’t just one feed. There are THREE separate
feeds divided up among the various cameras and recording devices.
Their fake feed didn’t wipe out the actual filming. It just placed
an overlay that wasn’t available to the local security people. We
were able to view everything that actually happened.”

He stood behind Prentice.

“Are you sure you want to see this, Mr.
Prentice?”

“Why?”

“It’s an assassination. Nothing too gory.
But, he was your friend. And this is rough to watch even if you
didn’t know him well.”

“Roll it.”

There wasn’t another sound for ten minutes.
He watched the tall assassin crush his friend’s spirit as well as
put two bullets into his head. Prentice had made himself view parts
of the tape of the torture and murder of Ambassador Carrington’s
family. But he and everyone in the U.S. government had done
everything humanly possible to keep his friend from learning the
truth about the way his family had died. But it hadn’t been
enough.

The scene in the Ambassador’s room ended, the
two assassins murdered the tall nurse with an ease and practiced
economy that made it clear how proficient they were at killing.
Since the tape continued playing he watched as the two assassins
killed two more security guards for no other reason than that they
could without muss or fuss.

“And then they vanished out the door and that
was the last we saw of them,” Harris summed up.

“Evidently the nursing staff and security
personnel and systems are an open sieve for these assholes,”
Prentice said. “They were able to learn EVERYTHING to arrange the
assassination. We’re going to have to work on that, and I want to
know who at the hospital spilled their guts to make it
possible.”

“The Spook Brigade will find them and plug
the holes in security. But it won’t make any difference. Endless
supplies of money will always find more holes.”

Prentice looked at the face of the tall
assassin who wore the surgical mask from beginning to end of the
tape.

“You’re probably right. But I want the
bastard who tortured Ambassador Carrington before killing him. And
I want to be the one who puts a bullet in each of his eyes after we
torture him for a while.

“We’re running a system-wide facial profile
of everyone who’s ever worked for the U.S. or any other government
we have contacts with. We’re running faces of every known terrorist
and some question marks we don’t know anything about but whom we’d
like to identify. So far, no luck.”

Harris pointed to the break room at the end
of a hallway and said, “We can offer coffee or a few stronger
drinks if you’d like to hang out for a while and see what turns
up.”

Prentice thought about it. He didn’t really
feel like anything alcoholic, but coffee would probably prove
soothing to his stomach lining. He had ordered assassinations and
had operatives killed, but it was different in Carrington’s case.
Carrington hadn’t been involved in the dark and dirty and bloody
shadow world. He had lived in the civilized world of diplomacy.

He had almost reached the entrance to the
break room and smelled what appeared to be a decent Colombian brew
when one of the techs remaining at the communications console
called to Harris.

“Mr. Harris? Mr. Harris?””

Both men turned.

“What?”

“Uh…uh…Mr. Harris…”

As the tech stuttered he waved Harris back to
the console.

“Mr. Harris…there’s a call coming through,
for Mr. Prentice.”

Harris almost ran back to the console and
grabbed the phone receiver from the tech.

“Alright, who is this? Nobody has this number
and nobody from the President on down to the head of the NSA is
supposed to have it. Just having the number is a Code Red violation
of National Security which should land you in a Black Ops cell for
the rest of your life.”

“Call me the man who wasn’t there. Not to be
insulting but you don’t have the rank to threaten me with anything.
Now let me talk to Prentice.”

Hitting the speaker so Harris could follow,
Prentice said, “How the hell did you get this number, McLaren? I
thought you were dead, anyway.?”

Prentice had only met the met the former head
of Active Army Counterintelligence a couple of times over the
decades, but his whispery, whiskey. and cigarette soaked voice
matched his silver haired, cowboy image.

“I mean, I really did think you were dead.
You’ve been out of the field for at least a decade and I haven’t
even heard your name in almost that long.”

“Well, when you’re supposed to be retired and
or dead, you don’t want your name getting out too often.”

“Anyway, what the hell are you doing calling
in on a Class one secured channel.”

“And nobody is supposed to be able to
penetrate your top secret little technological marvel that NO ONE
is able to get through? You know of course we think we have some
toys that nobody else knows about. And the NSA thinks they have the
latest marvels. And the CIA thinks they’re on top. And Homeland
thinks they’re smarter than anybody else.”

Harris looked disgusted but Prentice just
shook his head and motioned for Harris to keep his thoughts to
himself.

“I see your point, but why are you coming out
into the light after a decade in the shadows? AND revealing that
you’ve penetrated one of our latest super-secret technical
marvels?”

“I wouldn’t have, but I still keep an
interest in what’s happening out there in the world. I picked up on
the Facial Recognition Search you were conducting. And I put that
together with a few other things I heard. Bottom line is I have
some information you might be interested in. And a warning.

Prentice rubbed his chin. McLaren had more
twists and curves in his actions than a rattler looking for a hole
to strike from. Of course, he’d never seen a rattler twisting his
way to a hole, but he’d heard McLaren described that way so often
he could almost see it in his mind’s eye. But McLaren had only lied
to him - or been caught in a lie - a couple of times over a decade.
Most of the time his information was good.

“I’ll bite. What do you have? And what do you
want?”

“Nothing right now. Call this a professional
courtesy, for old times sakes.”

“I’m touched. I don’t believe a word of that
but talk to me.”

“The man you’re looking for, the one who
killed your ambassador in that hospital raid, is Frank Benton.
Former army, served in Iraq and Afghanistan from 1990 to 2000.
Mustered out and he’s been killing for money for the last five
years/ Check out the record. I’ll wait.”

It took only seconds but the photo of a clean
shaved, ramrod straight, square jawed uniformed soldier with his ID
and personal data at the bottom.

“Was this a recruiting poster?”

“No, this was from his personnel file. He
cleans up pretty good. But that’s him. He joined up at 17 and took
retirement at 30. He’s got credit for several hundred kills and at
least 50 up close and personal. Behind enemy lines for the most
part.”

“Those are numbers. You sound like you knew
him. What kind of soldier, what kind of man, was he?”

“He was a good soldier. He followed orders.
He didn’t fear anything.”

“That’s an effective way to answer a question
without actually saying anything.”

“I guess. Let me tell you a story and you’ll
know everything about the kind of man Frank Benton is. Back in 1998
Frank was assigned to work in Afghanistan in small, guerilla type
units. There were also some units from the French Foreign Legion
there, some of the meanest, deadliest sons-of-bitches you’d never
want to run into in a dark alley. They really do enlist the scum of
the e earth. But they make great soldiers.

“Anyway, Frank was out on patrol with two men
on his team when they ran across a Legionnaire running for a
four-man al-Qaeda squad. He lost one of his men and wiped out the
Al-Qaeda team. The Legionnaire was dying but said he’d left two
Legionnaires in a cave about a mile up the nearest mountain.

“Frank left his other team member with the
dying man and went up the mountain by himself. What happened next
we got from the only surviving Frenchman. He said the American who
burst into the Al-Qaeda cave came in prepared to blast away But,
his rifle jammed. He pulled out his Army .45 and IT jammed.

“A couple of the Al-Qaeda carried rifles, but
their leader laughed Apparently he thought it was funny. He picked
up a sword, told the others to grab swords and they went after the
unarmed American.

“Frank killed all four of them with a sword
he picked up. He cut their heads off and then did terrible things
to their bodies for the benefit of whoever showed up later. Then he
threw the Frenchman over his shoulders and carried him down the
mountain.”

“You believe this?”

“The French Army believed the Frenchman he
rescued. They awarded Frank the rank of a Chevalier de empire, or
Knight of the Empire. It’s the highest award any military man – or
woman – could ever receive in France. It goes back, with changes,
to Napoleon Bonaparte in the early 1800s. And a half dozen other
medals and ribbons.”

Prentice shook his head, finding it almost
impossible to believe that the asshole who had murdered his friend
was the same man McLaren was describing.

“The guy he rescued must have been related to
somebody very important.”

“No. They didn’t make him a Knight for
that.”

“What?”

“After Frank returned the wounded Frenchman
to his troops to take back to the Legion, he turned around and
after replacing his firearms went back up the mountain again.
Here’s what happened. And again, this isn’t based on anything
Benton said.

“The cave was occupied by a half dozen
Al-Qaeda who were busy arranging their dead for burial, and doing
as many dreadful things as they could think of to the dead
Frenchman. They weren’t happy, but they had no idea any Americans
were crazy enough to come back.

“When Frank walked back into the cave, a few
of them saw him. They didn’t say anything, but the cave went
silent. He stared at them, two .45s in his hands and a rifle over
his shoulder. And they stared back. I imagine it must have seemed
like a long time, but it couldn’t have been more than a few
seconds.

“And then the firefight started. When it was
over, Frank had been shot twice. And every one of the six Al-Qaeda
fighters were dead.”

“How do you know all this?”

“There was a seventh Al-Qaeda fighter in the
cave. Frank never saw him. He dived into one of the smaller
attached caves and kept his mouth shut until Frank had finished.
When Frank left the cave, the seventh man ran. If any of his own
troops had known what he’d done, they’d have killed him on the
spot. He was eventually captured by an American patrol and told
them what he’d witnessed.

“So, badly wounded, Frank threw the dead
Frenchman over his shoulder and walked back down the mountain. Of
course, he never made it all the way. One of the U.S. patrols sent
out to find him found him. Bleeding to death, unconscious, but
still carrying the dead Frenchman on his shoulders.

“Frank was sent back to Germany for medical
treatment where they managed to save his life and his left
arm.”

“And that, Prentice, is why Benton who didn’t
qualify in a half dozen ways for the award of Knight of the Empire,
received the award and everything else the French could think of to
recognize his bravery. They would have given him more if they could
have thought of more to give him. A lot of soldiers might have gone
up to rescue a living ally. I don’t know how many would have gone
up alone against a cave full of enemies to rescue the body of a
dead soldier and return it to his people.

Prentice stared at the man in the American
uniform.

“How does that man become the cold-blooded
asshole who didn’t stop with killing a friend of mine, but
destroying him?”

“I can’t tell you, Prentice. I don’t know if
anybody could tell you for sure what’s going on inside a man’s
head. But…let me tell you a story.”

“God no, not another story!”

“You want an idea of how Frank became who he
is? This won’t take long. I grew up on a ranch in Montana. When I
was a kid I had the best dog in the world. A big mutt I named Sam.
I loved that dog and he loved me. And he was good in protecting our
livestock. One afternoon a snow storm was coming in and I’d gone
out to the barn to collect eggs.

I opened the barn door where we kept them in
the winter. The light was already dying and it was dark in there. I
heard something, I wasn’t sure what, but it froze me in place. I
stumbled backward and that’s probably the only thing that saved my
life. A cat – a big bobcat was on me slashing with claws like
knives. I had my arms out to hold him off and that kept him from
gutting me or cutting my throat.

He would have killed me in the next few
seconds but something flashed in front of me and Sam was all over
the cat. Sam was a big dog, but the cat was almost his size. Any
cat that size would have killed any dog. But they fought in
silence. Sam wasn’t growling and the cat wasn’t spitting the way
one would. He would have killed Sam, but my father came toward us
blasting a shotgun into the air.

“The cat made it out the back of the barn. I
collapsed and I came to at the County hospital. I still have the
scars on my arms, fifty years later. Sam was hurt, but my dad got
him to the vet. We thought he was going to die, but he pulled
through. We found the body of the cat a mile away. Sam killed him,
even though it took him a few days to die.

“Well, naturally, I thought Sam could walk on
water. He was the best dog in the world.”

“What does all this have to do with Benton? I
can’t see the connection.”

“The next year we had another bad winter. l
wolf got into the barn and killed a couple dozen chickens. Sam got
in the barn, but the wolf didn’t’ feel like having a fight to the
death and ran. When my dad and I were cleaning up, we thought we
saw blood on Sam’s muzzle, but I thought he’d just gotten blood on
him.

“Two weeks later our closest neighbors came
to us and told us something had gotten into a pen and killed a
month-old-calf. Sam’s tracks were all over and we found the calf’s
blood and pieces of its flesh where Sam stayed under our house.

“I knew what that meant. Anybody that grew up
on a farm or ranch knew what that meant. Any dog that got the taste
for blood…you couldn’t let them live because they’d just keep on
killing.

“My dad took him as far away from the house
as he could, but I still heard the rifle shots He buried him out
there and never told me where. I couldn’t go and I cried like a
baby when I heard the shots.”

McLaren closed his eyes and Prentice could
swear he bent his head forward. Then he opened his eyes again.

“Frank got the taste for blood. I don’t mean
literally. But I think he found that he liked killing. He was good
at it and as a freelancer he made a LOT of money for something he
had done for free for the U.S. government.”

“It doesn’t matter how good he is. He can
still be killed.”

“You might be able to, but I don’t give you
good odds.”

“We have an edge.”

“Maitland.”

“How the fuck-“

“You forget what I did for 40 years? Not hard
to figure. You’ve got ‘The Angel of Death’ in the most
death-penalty-happy circuit in the country. You’re going to send
Mendoza down here for trial, convict him of first degree murder in
a case that a junior high school student could win and squeeze
him.”

“I’d forgotten how good you were. Not that I
can confirm a single word of that. But if Benton comes into our
yard, we’ll be ready for him. And that’s our edge. Benton doesn’t
go around killing anyone he dislikes, if you’re right. He kills who
he’s told to. Which means he’ll come when we’re ready for him.”

“I’m surprise, very surprised, that he hasn’t
hit Maitland already. Kill him early and you eliminate a lot of
problems.”

Prentice couldn’t help smiling.

“It’s good to know you don’t know
everything.”

He could see the puzzlement on McLaren’s
face, and the irritation. McLaren did not like being out of the
loop.

“Spill. You know we’re on the same side and I
can be of more use to you if I know what’s going on.”

Prentice laughed and even though it did
nothing to ease the pain of a friend’s death, it was good to be
able to laugh at something today.

“Actually, I think it will be much more fun
to have you scrambling around trying to find out what we know.
That’s the mystery. Why hasn’t Benton come after Maitland when our
guard wasn’t up? Call me when you figure it out.”

“Hold it. Don’t hang up and leave me hanging,
no pun intended.”

The two men stared at each other through the
electronic interface of the video screen.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

When silence met his question, McLaren
shrugged, saying, “Doesn’t matter. I’ll find out. But you have to
know he’s going to be coming in Maitland’s direction, in your
direction. They already laid a marker down. They’ve killed two
ambassadors and the family of one of the ambassadors. They won’t
let Maitland embarrass them by breaking Mendoza.”

“He may be as bad as you say, but he’s only
one man, and we have the U.S. Government on our side.”

“Don’t put regular cops out against him
You’re just leading them to the slaughter. And no regular troops.
Use Seals, Black Ops, mercenaries, the worst you can find. And he
won’t be coming alone. He’s the worst that will be coming at you,
but he won’t be alone.”

“If I didn’t know better, McLaren, I’d swear
you’re afraid of this son of a bitch.”

“I’m not afraid of him, but I believe he’s
the most dangerous human being walking the face of the earth. You
can’t stop him with regular anti-terror measures. You need an
army.”

“An army?”

“You need a whole squad of warriors like The
Widow Maker, the Axe Men from South Korea, Cherry Frost, the Black
Adder. If we could find him, I’d say put Joe Two Clouds in charge
of security, but he’s vanished into the Navajo territories.”

“You can’t find him?”

“Nobody can find him when he doesn’t want to
be found. Nobody understands this unless you’ve seen him in action.
But he can see, sense, he knows when anyone is coming after him.
And the last time he demonstrated what he could do there were
technical types that thought dissecting him and discovering what
gives him his powers was worth losing him as an operative.

“So Joe vanished, and I don’t blame him. But
if we had him on our side, he’s the only man that maybe could stop
Frank Benton cold.”

“I think we can convince him to come in. Joe
is a patriot. And even if he doesn’t, when Benton comes we’ll be
ready.”

“I hope so, Prentice. I really do. Get ready,
because the wind is rising and Frank Benton is coming at the head
of a really bad storm.”

###

Friday, December 2, 2005 - 5 p.m.

“This place stinks. Like old gym socks.”

I glanced over at BJ and grinned.

“You need to be sure to tell Carlos that.
He’ll be glad to know that the scent he’s paying for is working. A
boxing gym is supposed to smell like old socks. He’s a
traditionalist.”

“I still don’t understand what this is all
about.”

I looked him over. He was dressed in jeans
that cost more than I thought my mother had paid for ALL my clothes
in high school. Despite the designer label, he had scratched it
near the waist and ripped it at the knees. Obviously that was some
kind of an erotic come-on for females his age. But what the hell
did I know? I was OLD.

He wore a light sweater with hoodie that bore
the dark designs of some heavy metal band that I probably would
have arrested at the airport when they arrived in Jacksonville,
just on general principles. Like I said, every moment I spent
around him I felt old age creeping over me and tightening its
grip.

The sweater was probably a little much for
the day. It was 70 outside. It had been 45 for a high two days
before. Jacksonville! But he wore it because he liked the heavy
metal band. I’d listened to a couple of their songs once since the
divorce in an effort to bond with BJ. The only lyrics I could pick
out involving killing cops, teachers, parents and assorted
authority figures, burning down buildings and snorting stuff that
would for sure put you in a psychiatric ward.

Where had the wholesome lyrics and songs
about smoking pot, skipping school, having sex under school
bleachers and on deserted beaches and seducing your female teachers
and classmates’ hot mothers gone to? The days of innocence were
long gone.

I walked toward the ring that occupied the
center of the gym, observing the young men working on the heavy
bags, punching bags, a few doing classic rope exercises, some
toward the back working on weights. BJ followed me, perhaps a
little hesitantly. It might have been my imagination. A building
filled with young, muscular men being trained to deliver practiced
mayhem reeks of testosterone. I’m not sure how females would
respond, but I think most males like myself at the beginning and BJ
now suck in their guts, stand a little taller, and feel your balls
draw up a little bit.

I waved to Carlos who stood on the ring apron
talking to a short young black man in boxing gloves inside the
ropes. I stopped a few feet away from Carlos.

“Billy, I was expecting you. Is that your
strapping young son lagging behind you?”

“Yes, this is William Maitland Jr., BJ.”

He had lagged behind me but came to stand
beside me as Carlos climbed down from the ring apron to stand in
front of us. Carlos had a couple of inches on me and he was about
eye to eye with my son. He looked him over, then walked around
him.

“Raise your arms. Please.”

BJ gave me a look but did it. Carlos stood in
front of him and extended his own arms above his head and matched
palm to palm. Then he walked around him and put his hands on his
shoulders.

“Make a muscle,” he said, pointing to his
bicep.

BJ gave me a ‘what the hell look’ but I just
shook my head, then nodded. He drew his up to show the bicep.

When Carlos stepped back BJ looked at me and
said, “What is this, dad? You said we were going to do something to
get Fromm off my back. How does this-?”

Carlos turned his attention to me.

“He is in a growing spurt, Billy. I think
he’ll probably hit six feet, maybe a little more.”

“He’ll take after my father. He was about six
feet, maybe six-one. A big man.”

“He’s got long arms, a good reach, and for a
youngster who probably has never done any gym work, he has some
muscle. He could build that up with no trouble. With a little
training, and sparring practice, I think he could learn to handle
himself well.”

BJ stepped between us.

“You want me to become a boxer, Dad? In the
first place, the idea is crazy. In the second place, Mom would kill
you and me if she found out you were getting my head knocked off in
a boxing gym. In the third place, I’m a lover. Not a fighter. The
idea of doing a ‘Rocky’ leaves me incredibly cold. In the fourth
place, it’s a crazy idea.”

Carlos stepped in and got his attention.

“No, BJ, your father doesn’t want to turn you
into a boxer. You cannot MAKE someone into a boxer. The young men
you see in here are mostly not boxers. They come in for physical
training. The work we put them through is as good as any you’ll
find in any gym in the world. Some come in because they were being
bullied or are in situations where they want to learn to defend
themselves without buying a firearm”

He turned and his gaze swept the gym. He
pointed to several young men, including the young boxer in the
ring.

“Some do come here for training as amateur or
professional boxers. Jacksonville is not a hotbed of professional
boxing, but we have had young men go on to some fame
elsewhere.”

“I don’t want you to BECOME a boxer,” I told
him. “It’s a tough life and your path will lead you in other
directions, And I don’t want you to simply be able to knock Fromm’s
block off the next time he goes after you. We’ll try to settle this
with some low key, private conversations with your principal and
teachers. BUT, if he comes after you, I don’t want you to be just a
punching bag for him to get his jollies with. I want you to be able
to hit back.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know, Dad. I really think this is a
bad idea.”

“Just think about it, BJ. Let me give you an
idea of what it will be like.”

Carlos gestured and a young man brought me a
dark Title Platinum Training headgear which I’d used since starting
serious sparring. It kept you from getting your brains scrambled,
the cushion at the back was thick enough to absorb most of the
punishment from a blow to the back of the head which can send you
down faster than a punch directly to the face. And enough of the
front of the face had protection that I wasn’t likely to lose any
teeth.

Not that the guys in the ring were supposed
to be hitting that hard. This was sparring. But they were young
stallions and didn’t know their own strength and I was 42 years old
with a beat-up brain.

I took my black dress shirt off, leaving me
wearing only the black undershirt. It did get kind of monotonous,
wearing black every day, but with my reputation I almost had to.
The same kid brought me gloves and helped me into them.

BJ was staring at me as if I had grown a
third eye.

“Dad-“

“It’s nothing, BJ. I’ve done this dozens of
times. It’s just exercise. I just wanted to show you that it’s
nothing all that…scary.”

I stepped up to the ring. Normally I’d get
out of my dress shoes and into tennis shoes, but this was just a
little dog and pony show. I knelt down and entered the ring. The
black boxer reached out and touched his glove to mine, saying,
“Marcus. Mr. Herrera said to go about half speed. Make it look real
but not to hurt you.”

I couldn’t help looking back at Carlos and
smiling.

“It was nice of Carlos to tell you to go easy
on the old man, but come at me like it was any other sparring
match. If you knock me out, or I drop to my knees, then you can
take it easy on me.”

He shrugged, gave me a two-fisted salute and
stepped back. I stepped back a couple of paces as well, glanced
over at BJ who looked like he expected me to lose my head and then
stepped forward to feint with my left and follow with a quick sharp
right to the jaw. As I’d expected he swatted the left away and
easily side stepped the right.

His follow-up left caught me in the abdomen
and as I was bending forward his right hand rocked my head back.
His left in a curving arc smashed into my face and sent me
stumbling backwards. It didn’t hurt that bad, but when I brushed my
glove across my face, it came away wet with blood.

I backed up and kept backing in a curving
path that left me facing Carlos and BJ, watching from the apron.
Marcus followed me like a hungry lion moving a little quicker now.
I stopped and he kept moving forward. In close quarters his left
shot over my head as I lowered my shoulder and then let him catch
me in the abdomen again with his right.

This time I was ready. Instead of bending
forward I struck out with a straight right from about a foot away
that rocked him, then followed with a left and right combination to
the head. He fell back and moved to block with his right. I forced
it down and hit him with a hard left to the forehead which
stretched him out. A right to the pit of his stomach doubled him
over and a left uppercut sent him reeling backward and he lost his
balance. He was up almost before he went down, but BJ saw me knock
him on his ass, which had to give me some points in his teenage
estimation.

Of course, Marcus came at me like a buzz saw
then, bending me over a couple of times, bloodying my nose again,
and getting in a couple of good head shots. When I felt myself
becoming winded, I backpedaled again and held my hands out palm
first in the universal “no mas” sign.

It took him a few seconds to wind down, so I
kept backing away, but eventually he stopped. He rubbed the blood
off his lips and said, “For an old guy, you weren’t terrible.”

“Thanks.”

I was taking the headgear off as I approached
BJ. He stared at me as if he’d never seen me before.

“Wow. You were pretty good dad. How long you
been doing this?”

“Thanks. Eight months.”

“Since you broke up with mom.”

“Yeah, about that time.”

“That was respectable, Billy, but you need to
make more time to come in here so you don’t get too rusty,” Carlos
said.”

He turned to BJ, saying, “Your father is
older than just about anyone in here, except myself. And he has
become a decent amateur boxer, enough to defend himself in any
situation where he’s not going up against a pro. It can be done.
Especially if you’re young and strong. Your father told me what is
happening with you. If you want to pursue training here, I can
guarantee you that no one will be picking on you in a few
months.”

BJ looked at my face. Carlos handed me a rag
and I wiped away the blood running down from my nose into my mouth
and down my chin.

“Are you hurt. Dad. That looks pretty
rough.”

I gave the rag back to Carlos and shook my
head.

“Carlos told me when I started the day would
come when I wouldn’t even notice things like that. It still hurts
when you get hit like that, but it doesn’t bother me anymore. If
you start coming in here, you’ll get to that point, BJ. It’ll hurt,
but it won’t matter much.”

He looked from me to the ring where Marcus
leaned against the ropes in the far corner drinking from a sipper
cup.

“Could I…uh..”

Carlos followed his gaze to Marcus and said,
“You can put on the headgear and gloves and see what it’s like
sparring. Not like your father. Marcus will just show you a few
moves, some stances, how to block. Just to see if you’d like
it.”

“Yeah,” he said, anticipation warring with
worry.

He stepped into the ring and let another of
the boxers get him set up. Carlos gestured to Marcus who approached
us.

“It’s a good sign that he is interested,
Billy. I’ll make sure Marcus doesn’t bruise him or do anything to
keep him from wanting to come back.”

“I can afford to pay for his training,
Carlos. Just give me a few weeks to sell the idea to his
mother.”

“You won’t pay a penny. Billy. Unless you
want to fight me.”

“I’m not that stupid, Carlos. I appreciate
the favor.”

We stood there watching the action in the
ring. Marcus was good. He hit BJ enough to keep him on his toes,
but he didn’t hurt him. He fended off most of BJ’s wilder swings
but let a couple of more controlled punches make it past his guard
and he even took a couple of punches to the abdomen that made BJ
grin as Marcus backpedaled. Carlos let it go on for about 10
minutes and then when it looked like BJ was getting a little
winded, motioned to Marcus and he backed off.

Carlos waved to BJ and he came to the ring’s
edge. Before Carlos could speak I asked him, “Was it as bad as you
thought it was going to be?”

He grinned and shook his head.

“Wasn’t bad at all, even if Marcus could have
killed me if he’d wanted to.”

“Now, he could,” Carlos said. “In six months,
it might be a different story. Or a year. As far as you want to
go.”

“I don’t know…”

“No pressure, BJ. I just wanted to bring you
down here and expose you to this place. If you don’t enjoy it, if
you don’t think this is something you’d like to try, we’ll just
walk away and forget this.”

Carlos stepped to the ring apron and said,
“As your father said, it’s your choice. Like I said, this is not
intended to turn you into a professional boxer. It is just one
route to being more secure and confident. I don’t turn out bullies
here. But my students don’t fear bullies either.”

“Can I think about it for a couple of
days?”

“Sure, of course,” Carlos and I said at the
same time.

AS Marcus approached him and then began
helping him get the helmet and gloves off, I turned back to
Carlos.

“And how has life been treating you, Carlos?
Anything exciting going on in your life? Find any promising
welterweights, or middleweights? Been a while since I’ve seen any
of your boys competing for titles?”

He motioned to me and I followed him back to
his postage-stamp office. He sat down behind his desk and opened a
drawer. He pulled out a bottle which I recognized as a dark sweet
rum, so sweet it made your teeth hurt. Years ago he had treated me
to a swallow after I’d convicted the millionaire’s son who had
gotten his son killed.

It was concocted in a small Cuban town, he
had told me, where he’d grown up, and the brand and the town had
ceased to exist after Castro seized the country. Carlos had said
there were only a dozen bottles he was aware of that he’d smuggled
out of the country and hidden away for very special occasions.

I recognized it.

“Whatever happened, it must be very, very
special.”

He smiled, almost shyly.

“I have met a very special woman.”

“If she’s worth toasting with La Palmera Rum,
she must be very special indeed. Are congratulations in order?”

“My meeting her is definitely worth toasting,
Billy, but what really makes this a special day is that she agreed
last night to marry me.”

“You old dog. I thought you were a bachelor
for life, especially after…”

A hint of an old sadness flashed across his
face.

“After my wife died, I thought I would never
love a woman again the way I had loved her. And while there have
been…friends, there was never anyone I thought to make a life with.
Until She walked into the gym.”

“She came in here?”

“Her son, Emilio, came in when the judge gave
him the choice of six months in juvenile or six months training in
my gym. I have worked with some children in trouble in the past.
Consuela came in to talk to me…and…”

“She must be a special woman to have found a
place in your heart, Carlos. I hope to meet her someday.”

“I hope so too. We are talking about a
marriage in the early Spring, March or April.”

I grinned at him.

“You can move quickly when you want to,
Carlos.”

He shook his head and answered my smile.

“This will be a second marriage for both of
us, Billy, and neither one of us are blushing teenagers. At a
certain point, you realize your years are running down. I am older
than you, my friend, and I do not want to waste the years I have
left.”

“I’m happy for you, Carlos. It’s good to know
that happy endings are possible.”

I noticed him looking past me and I turned to
follow his gaze. I recognized BJ from the rear standing and bending
over a shorter figure toward the front of the gym. As the second
figure moved slightly I noticed she was shorter, dark haired, and
very definitely female. It was unusual to find females of any age
in the gym, but with the radar that teenage boys have, BJ had found
her and honed in.

I looked back and saw worry or concern in his
eyes and took a second look. And saw the figure of an unhappy man
aiming at them with the speed and deliberation of a human missile.
I was on my feet and heading toward them before I knew it. You
didn’t have to be a fortune teller to know that very bad things
were about to happen to my son.

I wasn’t as fast as the dark-haired figure
that reached them first, spun BJ around and lifted him off his feet
and back against the wall.

“Hey man, get off me,” I heard BJ shout and
the dark-haired man growl something in response that did not sound
friendly. What I caught my attention was his drawing back his fist
in preparation to knock BJ’s head off, or at least rearrange his
dental work.

I don’t know how, but I made it to them
before he got his shot off and grabbed his arm.

“No.”

“Let go, you fucker,” he said as he whirled
around. They say there are times when you think things are moving
so fast that you see them in slow motion. As the enraged features
of the man attacking BJ became clear and I recognized Ernesto, I
saw his fist coming. And even though it was in slow-mo., I couldn’t
do anything as I saw the knuckles distinctly and then I didn’t see
them and then I was stumbling and almost flying backwards across
the floor.

My feet went out from under me and I was
hurled backward. The next instant I felt the purest burst of sheer
pain I’d ever known freeze me for a second.

I opened my eyes. And looked around. My
vision was fuzzy for a moment. Then I recognized Carlos and BJ and
Ernesto, and a few other faces gathered around me. I took a moment
and tried to figure out why I was lying on the floor.

I remembered why I was at the gym with BJ. I
remembered Carlos’ happy news. And then…

“Ernesto, you asshole. Why did you attack my
son and then try to knock my head off?”

He tried to meet my eyes, then dropped his
gaze.

“It was nothing personal, Maitland. And I’m
sorry about your son. But…he’s gotta learn. Might was well be when
he’s young. Messing around with the wrong woman can get you
dead.”

And with that he walked.

Carlos put his arms around my shoulders and
BJ grabbed me from the other side. They hoisted me up and I was
able to get to my feet by myself. I rubbed the back of my head. It
was still sore as hell but there was no blood on my fingers.

“You have a hard head, my friend,” Carlos
said. He pointed to the concrete floor. I saw a hairline crack.

“I did that?”

“It wasn’t there before,” he said. He stared
at me for a moment, then shook his head and said, “It is a shame
you didn’t take up boxing much younger, my friend. With a head that
like, I don’t think you would have been stoppable.”

Then:

“Do you think you might want to swing by an
emergency room and get your head looked at, Billy? You got hit very
hard.”

I thought about it. My vision was okay. The
pain at the back of my head was subsiding to a dull ache. I
remembered who I was and where I was and I knew that the year was
2005 and George W. Bush was the current president.

Besides, if I went to an emergency room,
Debbie would learn of it and I would never hear the end of it. It
was bad enough being nagged by a wife. Nagging from an ex-wife
seemed above and beyond the call.

“No. I think I’ll be okay. Carlos, what was
all that about? Who was the girl and why was Ernesto so pissed
off?”

He looked at the scene where an
angrily-gesturing Ernesto was trying to get the girl out of the
gym.

“A common story, sadly. She’s 15 but looks
like and thinks she’s 25. She is being raised by her grandparents.
They are new from Cuba and her parents didn’t make it out, so the
grandparents. She got pregnant at 14, lost the baby, and they sent
her up to Jacksonville to live with her uncle – Ernesto. They hoped
that being closer to her age – he might be able to control her.
Unfortunately….”

“I understand.”

There was a little bit more shouting, some
interesting body language and then she flounced out the door of the
gym and Ernesto looked back at us. I approached him.

He looked like he was going to walk out
behind her but stopped and waited for me.

“I want you to know there’s no hard feelings
on my end, Ernesto. I know if you’d wanted to beat my brains out
you’ve had plenty of chances.”

He met my eyes.

“I know that. You’re an alright guy. I’m just
embarrassed.”

He looked out the door of the gym.

“I wish you’d seen her when she was nine or
ten. She was a sweet little girl. I don’t recognize her any more. I
don’t know what happened.”

“They grow up, Ernesto. It happens to
everybody.”

“Maybe. But they forgot to give me the book
with the answers, Maitland.”

“If you ever find a copy, save it for
me.”

He nodded and walked out. I felt sorry for
him. This was one fight he couldn’t win by out-muscling or
outpunching his opponent.

I also felt a little sorry for me. My head
was beginning to throb. I hadn’t had any bad headaches in years,
but this felt it might be one coming on. I walked back to where BJ
stood talking to Carlos and said, “I think the effects of that
punch are finally hitting me. Let’s get out of here, BJ. Carlos,
thanks for letting us come in and look around.”

“De Nada, mi amigo. I hope your son decides
to give us another chance. BJ, you are always welcome here.”

“Th – thank you Mr. Herrera.”

As we left the gym, I fought off a momentary
swirling sensation in my head. I was getting too old for this
crap.

As I slid behind the wheel BJ asked, “Do you
want me to drive, Dad? I have my restricted, or at least I’ve
already passed the driving part of the test. I just have to wait
until I’m 16 to get that piece of paper.”

“That piece of paper is the difference
between a night in jail and going home at the end of the night.
Besides, probably wouldn’t look too good to have the assistant
state attorney’s underage son caught driving without even a
restricted license.

“Does that make me a kill joy?”

“Probably only for the 10,000th time”

“At least I’m being consistent. Now, let me
do the talking to your mother.”

“Knock yourself out. I’d just as soon stay
out of the way.”

“Sounds like the voice of experience.”

I looked over at him as we pulled onto the
entrance to I-10 south.

“I don’t know what it was like – when - Doug
was there – but has it been rough?”

He glanced at me, then turned his gaze out
toward the highway.

“It hasn’t been too bad. At least you guys
haven’t tried to put us into the middle of things. You’ve tried
pretty much to fight it out between yourselves. A lot of parents
use their kids as battering rams against the other guy.”

Another swirl of motion behind my eyes made
the world begin to turn, but I blinked and it went away. I probably
should make an appointment to see somebody. Probably the doctor I’d
seen after a bullet bounced off my skull.

As it went away, I spoke to BJ without
looking at him.

“In case I hadn’t said anything about it
before, BJ, but I’m sorry for all this.”

There was only silence from his side of the
car.

“I never had to go through this and so I can
only imagine what this must be like for you and your sister. And I
don’t blame you for taking your mother’s side. I was really….upset
… with her when all this stuff started. But, there are always two
sides to every story and I know she thinks I’m the one that ruined
everything.”

As we drove down the highway I felt the
dizziness and queasiness starting to come back.

I concentrated on keeping my attention on the
road and keeping BJ from thinking there was anything wrong.

After a minute…

“She has been really pissed with you. And I
know…at the end before she threw Doug out…they did a lot of
fighting about you.”

“About me?”

‘I know Doug was jealous of you. Which
doesn’t make a lot of sense, I guess. But he was.”

Despite everything, that made a little part
of me smile inside.

Again there was a silence and then…

“She’d kill me, so you can’t ever tell her I
said this. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“She doesn’t spend much time dating. She
spends most of her time working on courthouse stuff, or watching
television. And sometimes….I think I hear her crying in her – in
your – bedroom. Remember. You can’ say anything about that.”

The dizziness was getting worse. But as long
as I kept my eyes focused straight ahead it didn’t seem too bad. I
wanted to get him home. The last thing I wanted to do was explain
to Debbie that I’d taken our son to the gym to get toughened up and
wound up putting myself in the hospital.

“Do you ever…”

“What?”

“You know. Do you ever think about…?”

“What?”

“About….the two of you.”

Now in addition to the swirling, I was
beginning to feel the first onset of nausea. I took deep, slow
breaths.

“You mean…back together? Too much water under
the bridge, BJ. Too many things happened.”

“I know…there was a lot of bad stuff. But…you
guys aren’t – you’re not like a lot of parents. Some of them hate
each other. I mean HATE each other. They can’t be in the same room.
I know you guys…fought. And I know…it got bad when Doug was around
….But I don’t think you hate each other. I think you’re pissed off
at each other. But I don’t think you hate each other.”

I’d come to a red light on State Road 13 in
Mandarin and pulled into a convenience store parking lot.

“You okay, dad?”

I kept my eyes closed.

“just getting a headache. Need to keep my
eyes closed for a minute. I guess Ernesto rang my bell a little
harder than I thought.”

“You want me to call somebody?”

“No. Give it a minute and see if it gets
better. Probably will.”

I rested my head against the cool leather of
the steering wheel.

“I probably don’t hate your mother. I don’t
really. I know a lot of what happened is on me. I know I didn’t
treat her – and you guys – the way I should have. I thought I was
doing the right thing. I can know I caused a lot of what happened,
but it doesn’t mean I could ever forgive her.”

“That doesn’t –“

“It doesn’t make sense, I know. But you’ve
never loved anyone like I loved your mother. I hope you will
someday. But when she turned on me and walked away to Doug, it was
like someone ripping my heart out. You won’t ever understand that
until it happens to you, and I hope to God it never does. I’m never
going to be able to forgive her.”

Breathing slowly and steadily wasn’t doing
the job. I managed to open the driver’s door and leaned my head
out.

“Dad, let me call somebody.”

“Call 911. Give them our address and….”

For a moment I forgot where I was and who I
was with and why I was calling 911. It flashed back in as quickly
as I’d lost it.

“Tell them it’s Maitland and I think I must
have suffered a concussion.”

The world got fuzzy at the edges, and when I
opened my eyes to look at BJ on the cell, his outlines shimmered in
the evening light.

“They’re on the way, Dad. It will just be few
minutes.”

I closed my eyes again. It seemed to
help.

I was talking about Debbie again.

“And there’s another reason why we won’t be
getting back together, no matter what I want.”

“Why?”

“It takes two. I really don’t think she ever
wants me back again. I think she’s happier with the way things
are.”

I finally couldn’t hold it together anymore
and I was down on the parking lot pavement vomiting. I think
someone was holding my head up. It was probably BJ.

“Dad…. dad, hold on. They’ll be here.”

Everything was slipping away. I couldn’t hold
anything. I knew who I was. I was…I was... I remembered the old man
in the hospital. I’d forgotten his name. I remembered what I’d
thought about his dying, going helpless down into the darkness. I
wondered if he’d tried to hold on as hard as I was trying.

I wasn’t going to be able to hold. But I had
to…

“Tell… …. …. Tell…. tell…”

And nothing.


CHAPTER TWELVE: WE HAVE TO STOP MEETING LIKE
THIS




She pulled into the circular drive in front
of St. Vincent’s and put the flashing light on the dash that
identified it as a law enforcement vehicle that could be parked
there illegally and avoid the time needed to park in the parking
garage. There weren’t many privileges in working for the Public
Defender, but what there were she was going to make use of.

She was directed to the information desk and
from there to the neurology floor. As she got off it she saw the
lanky figure she recognized standing in front of operating room
doors.

“Mom.”

He turned and approached her at a fast
trot.

“Mom, it was an accident. We-“

“Stop.”

She put her hands out to stop the words and
made him sit down.

“Slowly. All I know is that something
happened at a boxing gym and your father’s been hurt. Now, from the
beginning, tell me what happened.”

Fifteen minutes later when he’d run down, she
stared at him.

“So, your father took you without my
permission or even telling me what he was doing to a gym where you
got into the ring with a semi-pro boxer and got bloodied. And your
father wound up in another hospital with a head injury. That about
cover it.”

“Yeah, mom, but-“

“You never thought about mentioning to me
that your father was going to take you to do something you KNEW I
would have forbidden you?”

“Mom!”

She shook her head, knowing there was no
point in getting angry at BJ, or even at Bill. She knew deep down
that Bill was going to do what he thought was the right thing
regardless of what she or anybody else thought of what he was
doing. He had always been that way. When he thought he was right,
nothing would stop him. And the last five years had done nothing
but make him worse. Being the right hand of God, wielding the power
that Dallas Edwards had given him, had turned his nature into an
obsession.

She made BJ describe the encounter in the
boxing gym again.

“I didn’t mean anything, but I thought the
guy was going to kill me. Then I looked up and Dad was there
spinning him around. But the guy was fast. Dad couldn’t block him.
He took it right on the jaw. “

She looked over the bruises on her son’s
face. There were scrapes and what would become a black eye. She ran
her fingers over the discolorations.

“Do those hurt? Has any doctor looked at
them?”

He shook his head and gave her the hint of a
smile.

“It’s nothing, Mom. It’s like Dad said. After
a while, you don’t even notice little stuff like that. He was
right.”

“You stay here until I get back. Let me see
what kind of damage your father has managed to do to himself.”

She walked to the nurse’s station. Most of
the nurses were gone, hustling back and forth. She stood there for
a moment, then zeroed in on a youngish dark haired medical type
coming through double doors to the operating suites and intensive
care units. He might be an intern or emergency physician. She’d
worn her hair long and thrown on a tight pink sweater for the cold
and a tight pair of jeans. She shook her hair in a maneuver that
never failed and noticed that the fuzzy sweater had caused her
nipples to pop out.

His feet kept him moving as his eyes homed in
on her and then he stopped.

“Ma’am, is anyone helping you?”

“No, but I really could use some help. My
husband – my ex-husband actually is back there somewhere and I’m
really worried.”

He couldn’t help grinning like a kid about to
enjoy a summer ice cream cone, but tore his gaze away from her
nipples and said, “What’s his name? I’ll be happy to go back and
check on him.”

“Bill Maitland. He’s the chief prosecutor
over at the courthouse so you may have some police officers back
there already.”

He took one last longing look at her, said,
“stay right here,” and went through the double doors.

He came back trailing a tall, black doctor in
scrubs with a finely polished skull. The doctor shook her hand,
saying, ‘I’m Dr. Charles”, and then urged her to follow him through
the double doors.

“I’m glad you’re here, Ms. Maitland.”

“Mrs. Bascomb, really.”

He stopped in his tracks. I haven’t had a
chance to do any checking into his background, but the way your son
talked, I thought you were married”

“Were married. Until about six months
ago.”

He rubbed his lower lip.

“That presents us with a problem. HIPPA
regulations prevent us from discussing, especially in a case like
this, your ex-husband’s condition or treatment. Are there any other
close relatives?”

“A mother outside Orlando, but I don’t know
how quickly you can reach her. I think Bill mentioned to the kids
that she was going up to Pennsylvania to visit her new husband’s
family. But I have no idea how to reach them.”

He rubbed his bald head. It must be something
that all totally scalped men do.

“You said children. Are any of them of age?
Eighteen will do.”

“My daughter is a few days short.”

“I don’t know what to say, Mrs. Maitland.
Bascomb. I want to talk to you, but HIPPA is turning into a bear.
Doctors have lost their licenses, hospitals have lost millions for
violating its provisions”

“Nobody is going to lose their license and
nobody is going to get sued. Take her back there.”

Debbie turned to see Dallas Edwards and two
uniformed patrolmen flanking him.

“Mr. Edwards. I –“

“HIPPA is a fine and wonderful law, but
you’re telling me it prevents you from discussing the medical
condition of a law enforcement professional with his superior?”

“No, of course not, but-“

“And Mrs. Maitland – Bascomb is an officer of
the court who works with Mr. Maitland on a number of cases for the
Public Defender’s Office. She is as entitled to his information as
I am.”

Charles looked over the array of law and
shook his head.

“I can’t stop you, but I have a feeling the
hospital lawyers are going to ream me a new one for doing
this.”

“I’ll have the chief judge of this circuit
write an order forcing you to let Mrs. Maitland…Bascomb, and then
I’ll have supporting orders filed by my office and the Public
Defender. And I know the local US Attorney and I think he’ll
support us. Of course, if Washington gets into it, you’ll probably
be tied up in the courts for a couple of years and it will be that
long before you’re able to practice again. But look at it as an
opportunity to upgrade your training. We could probably use a
part-time medical adviser.”

Charles shook his head.

“And I thought tonight was going to be just
the routine night-from-hell. Oh well.”

As he motioned to Edwards, the big man shook
his head.

“Debbie, you go on in. Do what you have to do
and then come back and get me.”

She reached out to take his hand

“Thank you, Dallas.”

“We’ve known each other too long. Go on.”

She followed Charles through the white
corridors lit by that hospital light that has no equal anywhere.
Her heels clicked on the tile floor and for a second her mind was
somewhere else. She couldn’t place the instant of Deja vu.

“I have spent entirely too much time in
hospitals.”

She didn’t know she’d said it out loud until
Charles looked back at her.

“Try spending your life here. I love it, but
it gets to you sometimes.”

He stopped and she came to a halt beside him.
The ICU was crowded and bustled with techs and nurses but her eye
was drawn to the bed closest to the door. She could barely make out
the figure snarled in IVs and cables and monitoring devices.

“What-“

“When he hit the back of his head, according
to witnesses, he cracked the concrete floor. Which is something you
don’t see too often. He obviously didn’t realize it, but he cracked
his skull. Broke it actually. There’s a fracture that runs along
the back of his skull. About six inches long.”

She took a deep breath, then let it out as
she spoke.

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“No,” Charles said, an expression of what
could have been disbelief flashing across his features. “

“I don’t want to be …unfeeling about this,
but I was extremely surprised he lived long enough to make it to
the hospital.”

“He’s tougher than he looks. I almost lost
him 20 years ago, when he was hurt worse than this. But he came
back. “

“He had to be,” Charles said, pushing the
door open and motioning for her to go ahead.

Looking down on him, his head swathed in
bandages obscuring his face, a breathing tube inserted into his
throat, Charles said, “The concussion is what caused the
preliminary symptoms – vomiting, loss of consciousness, confusion
before that. But that’s not the major problem. There’s bleeding
into the brain and swelling and contusions to the brain itself at
the site of the crack in the skull.

“And …” Charles stopped again as if weighing
how much unwelcome news she could take.

“When we did preliminary MRIs to get a
picture of what was going on…it’s hard to believe. I found a
notation about the attack he suffered in college, the coma. There
is so much scar tissue, I wouldn’t want to touch him, even if I had
20 years more experience than I do.”

As she stared down at the pale features
covered in bandages, the same breathing tube, it didn’t seem real.
She had the strange feeling of wandering back into an old
nightmare. She was back in his off-campus bedroom, curled up
against his bare flesh. Crying and he was holding her and telling
her over and over, “no matter what happens, I will always come back
to you.”

“What – what – what is the prognosis. What is
likely to happen?”

“You have two children, I believe. I’d bring
them in tonight. To say goodbye…in case the worst happens.”

“The worst?”

Charles stared at her.

“He could suffer a massive stroke and go
immediately. The bleeding could become uncontrollable, and he’ll be
gone. The brain tissue could begin to die if there is disruption of
the blood flow and the best you could hope for there is that he
would die, because he’d likely never again be the man you’ve known.
There are so many things that could go wrong.”

She stared up into his dark, almost black
eyes and again felt that flash of unreality.

“That’s the worst. What’s the best?”

“That he’ll walk out of here on his own two
feet. The same man he was earlier today.”

‘Do you believe that?

“Doesn’t matter what I believe. I’ve seen
stranger things. And we’re not supposed to pronounce death
sentences. But – I don’t want you to walk out of here believing
there’s hope where there’s not much, and miss the chance for
closure for you and your kids.”

After a moment she turned away from him and
stared at the figure in the bed.

“Would – you go and fill in Mr. Edwards. Tell
him he can come back whenever he likes. But – talk to him away from
my son. And tell Mr. Edwards – not to say anything about this to my
son. Just send him back here. Oh, tell my son to call his
grandmother – my mother – and track down Kelly. Our daughter. Just
tell her she needs to drop everything and get over here. Now.”

She could feel his gaze on her shoulders, but
he said nothing and then was gone. Nurses came and went but it was
as if they were alone in the ICU.

“We have to stop meeting like this.”

If he’d been conscious, she knew he’d have
smiled at that.

“After tonight, we probably will.”

It was as if he were a deep, still pool of
dark water. No reflections. No echoes. Just that stillness and the
mechanical sound of his breathing.

“If I didn’t say it before, let me say it
now. Bill Maitland, you are a stupid son of bitch. You didn’t get
shot, or blown up. You tripped….and now you’re dying.”

Her hand rose and fell to her side.

“Springing to the rescue of our son. Why am I
not surprised? Couldn’t be a car crash, or food poisoning, or a
heart attack. Nothing has ever been…. Normal….or average where
you’re concerned.”

As she stepped closer, close enough to touch,
her hand rose again but she couldn’t bring herself to touch
him.

“There should be a law. There really should.
You shouldn’t be able to walk out on your marriage, your children,
the best thing that ever happened to you…because I am WAY, WAY too
good for you. You shouldn’t be able to kill a marriage and then
start turning back into the man you used to be. It doesn’t work
that way.”

She ran her fingers down the side of his cool
cheek. He wasn’t deathly cold, just cooler than he should be. She
remembered from somewhere that cooling the body was one of the
things they did in this kind of injury.

“I just want you to know that if you die, I
will never forgive you, Bill Maitland. Never.”

Dallas was standing behind her and placed his
hand on her shoulder.

“Charles told me. I’m, sorry, but Bill is a
tough guy. He will pull through this.”

Then: “I’ve got an officer escorting BJ back
here. He wanted to talk to Charles by himself.”

They stood silently until Edwards said, “Of
all the dangers I thought he might be in, all the bad things coming
down the pike, the last thing I ever figured on was his getting his
head cracked in a boxing gym accident.

“But, if – something bad – does happen I’ll
see that the son of bitch that did this to him will serve serious
time for assault and battery resulting in serious bodily harm. He
won’t walk away from this.”

“Thank you, Dallas, but I’m not even thinking
that far down the road. I ‘m hoping he wakes up and is able to walk
out of here under his own power.”

“Mom-“

She looked up to see a 15-year-old boy
struggling to maintain control.

“I’m sorry. This is my fault. If I hadn’t
been trying to hit on that Latina fox, this would never have
happened. If Dad dies-“

She enfolded him in her arms as she had when
he was a little boy and whispered, “He won’t die, BJ. He’ll walk
out of here. You know him. He’s too damned stubborn to die like
this.”

She looked past him to Dallas.

“I’m going to take him out to waiting. His
sister will be here in a little bit. “

Dallas nodded, gesturing to the two officers
who had shown up.

“I won’t stay, but they will. I’m sure this
is nothing more than what it sounds like, but there are a lot of
things going on now and I’d feel more comfortable with some of our
people watching him.”

“Thank you.”

They had sat in the waiting area for 45
minutes, staring at each other and the walls and the television
screen carrying late night telecasts when Kelly walked in bracketed
by two tall teenaged boys. Her face could have been carved out of
stone.

When Debbie reached up to touch her, she
stepped back.

“What happened?”

When she was told, she asked, “Can I see
him?”

“Of course, we were waiting for you to go
back.”

Despite a few glances from nurses, Charles
waved them back and the two cops stepped away. Kelly just stared at
him, then looked at her mother and stepped away. Debbie
followed.

“How bad is it?”

Debbie told her. In some indefinable way she
had walked in a woman rather than a teenager, and she deserved the
truth.

She walked back to her father and ran her
fingers over the portion of his forehead free of bandages. When she
stared back at her mother, Debbie saw an emotion she didn’t
recognize for a moment.

“Are you happy now?”

‘Happy?”

“You must be. You put him here. It’s your
fault he’s lying here with his brains scrambled.”

BJ stepped between them.

“You’re out of your mind, Kelly. Mom had
nothing to do with this. She didn’t even know what we were
doing.”

Kelly ignored him.

“You know you put him here, don’t you,
MOM?”

“You’re wrong, Kelly. I had nothing-“

“You remember what Dad used to be like?
Flabby. Fat. Working all the time. You’d never have caught him
boxing in a ring. But something changed. Remember what it was?”

Neither Debbie nor BJ answered.

“Of course you remember. That’s when you
started screwing around with Doug, Mother. And what could Dad,
poor, short, flabby, bald Dad do to try to hold onto you? He
started working out and losing weight and boxing. Not for himself
but for you, to try to hold onto some self- respect while you were
screwing Doug in the bed that used to be his – and yours.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“He would never have been in that gym, never
been in a position to be hurt like that, if you had kept Doug out
of your bed. But you couldn’t do it, could you, even though Dad
nearly died to keep you safe in college.”

“You felt differently about Doug once.”

“I was 17, mom. What was your excuse?”

“None of that matters now, Kelly. We can
fight about it later.”

“Maybe.”

She bent over and found a clear spot on
Bill’s forehead and kissed him. Then she stared at her mother.

“If he dies, I never want to see you
again.”

When she had walked out, BJ took her
hand.

“She didn’t mean that, Mom. She’s just
scared.”

“I know,” she said, but in heart she knew her
daughter had meant every word of what she’d said.

When Debbie and her son had walked out of the
ICU, Edwards talked to the zone commander he’d had called to the
hospital.

“Our investigators and yours will start
looking into the boxer that did this to Maitland. His son said it
was accidental, but we need to be sure. There are too many things
going on right now not to make sure this was just an accident. For
now, you’re going to keep two men here at all times, right?”

“Yeah, and they’ll all be good men. Until
Sheriff Knight says to stop.”

“Good. And tell them to be careful. It may be
this was purely an accident and we’re over reacting. But I wouldn’t
bet his life that we won’t have pros following up to make sure he
never leaves this hospital.

“Oh. And where is the boxer right now?”

“We picked him up and questioned him right
after Maitland wound up in the hospital. We found him with no
trouble, where he was supposed to be. It didn’t look like he was
preparing to run. We got the word from you guys and we let him
walk, but we’re watching him.”

“Bring him in. Right now. Have him brought to
the fifth floor. We’ll have people waiting for him.”

“What are we bringing him in for? It’s close
to midnight. If he’s gotten an attorney, they’re going to be asking
why we’re bringing him in twice in one day for what looks like an
accident.”

“For questioning. Even if it was accidental,
it could still be felony assault. And if Maitland dies and it was
an accident, you’re still talking classic manslaughter. If the
boxer has an attorney, tell them to see me about it.”

###

Saturday, December 3, 2005 –8 a.m. - Washington,
D.C.

His phone rang with the special task force
ring tone of “WHO ARE YOU?” He punched a button on the console on
which it sat. The technology was illegal because it placed any
calls outside the reach of the NSA. The conversation which followed
never occurred.

He recognized the number.

“What’s up this early in the morning,
Roberta?”

“A glitch maybe. Maybe a total cluster
fuck.”

“Worth calling the Task Force together?”

“Your call...”

“Twenty five words or less.”

“Maitland’s in the critical care. Head
injuries. They don’t know if he’s going to make it. Nobody’s sure
what happened.”

“Hang on. I’m putting you on hold.”

Ten minutes later Prentice had Marvin Hilman,
a 15-year- veteran of the CIA, Robert Coleman an FBI agent who was
on loan to Justice preparing for the Mendoza trial and Juan Belote,
a 30-ish investigator for Justice, on the circuit. He brought U.S.
Marshal Roberta Gold back into the group.”

“Update us on what’s happening, Roberta.”

“Shit,” Hilman said at her conclusion.

“Eloquent, but my feelings too,” Coleman
said.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I only see
two ways of looking at this,” Belote said. “One: somebody - Rojas,
the Cartel, a jealous husband - somebody, decided to take him out.
If they hired a pro boxer to make it look like an accident,
Maitland should have died. The fact that he’s alive is a temporary
inconvenience so they’ll just try again and this time they’ll
succeed.”

“Why not just shoot him,” Prentice asked.
“That’s a lot more certain way to kill him, rather than having a
boxer try to take him out with one punch. Or run him down in a
hit-and-run.

“That’s my feeling too,’ Goldman said. “It’s
too easy to shoot somebody. And if they’re staging this, why, and
for whom? They must know we’re aware of the connection, even if we
don’t have all the details. Why would Rojas go to all this
trouble?”

“Rojas wouldn’t,” Hilman said. “But if it was
the cartel…Rojas has already threatened to go to war to protect
Maitland. But if it looked like a genuine accident – and both the
Cartel and Rojas’ men were aware of Maitland’s taking up boxing and
apparently trying to bring his son into that life, that wouldn’t
look so suspicious, in fact it wouldn’t look suspicious at
all.”

“That makes more sense,” Prentice said. “It
looks like this wasn’t Rojas, because he doesn’t seem to have a
reason to go after Maitland. If it was the Cartel, they can’t just
come out and shoot him or arrange an accident in the hospital
without setting off that war they’re trying to avoid. “

He visualized the crew at the other end of
the telephone link.

“Of course, if it was simply an accident,
then there’s really nothing for us to do except wait and hope.”

“We could provide extra security quietly,”
Beloit said.

“We could, and I know the local police will
pump up their forces, and Rojas judging from the past will put his
own men in, and then there will be our guys. If we’re not careful,
we could have a Keystone Cops farce with all those security people
stumbling all over each other.”

“I think we should just keep a limited force
there because the locals will be guarding him and the Rojas people
will be, too,” Goldman said.

“I think a limited force of YOU is all we
need,” Prentice told Goldman.

Hilman laughed and said, “We all know,
Roberta, that you’re watching over him night and day will be rough
duty, but, a woman’s got to do what a woman’s got to do.
Right?”

Before Goldman could respond, Prentice
concluded, “I know we can trust you to remain on top of the
situation, Roberta. If you need any help or support, call.”

She hung up, ignoring the expected lewd
comments about “being on top of the situation.”

###

Saturday, December 3, 2005 –8 a.m. - Cartagena,
Colombia

He was already awake and enjoying the quiet
this estate offered, when the smell of strong coffee drove the last
whispers of sleep away and he sat up in bed.

“Claudio,” he said, nodding to the short thin
man who’d been his right hand for 30 years and taken bullets in two
separate attacks to save his life. As Claudio gestured, the
waiter/bodyguard brought in a tray and set it on the side of his
bed. As he had for 30 years, Claudio sipped the coffee, took a bite
of the sweet Arabic pastry on the tray, and then nodded to his
master.

It was an old tradition, going back thousands
of years, but when something worked, why change it.

“Senor,” Claudio said, following it with the
upper-class Castilian accent of his youth. The man lying in the bed
listened carefully to the story of what had happened to Bill
Maitland in America.

“He is still alive?” the man in the bed asked
in the lower class Spanish spoken in the slums of Colombia.

“As of five minutes ago, he remains in a
coma. But he lives.”

“Continue to monitor his health. And if he
dies... kill the boxer…and the sister.”

“Si.”

 


THE END – FOR NOW.

 


WWWM 5 – “STAY WITH ME” will continue the series.
Like WWWM4, “THE PAST NEVER DIES,” WWWM 5 will be free to my fans.
If you’re on my mailing list, there will be a password or free
coupon and it won’t be another two years before it comes out.
PROMISE.


 


 


RECAP OF PRIOR EVENTS




Overall title of series: When We Were
Married

 


BOOK ONE – THE LONG FALL

The series opens with four inadvertently
chosen words by Debbie Maitland, long time wife of William
Maitland, number two man in the State Attorney’s Third District for
Northeast Florida. Those four words lead to exposure of long time
cracks in the marriage that result in the Maitlands divorcing.
Maitland, who has let his marriage disintegrate while he focused on
his job, loses his wife, his family, and comes close to losing his
career as well. Before the novel ends, Maitland has acquired the
international nickname of “The Angel of Death”, which will affect
his life, and he has met and begun an affair with Aline des
Jardins, wife of one of Maitland’s friends in Paris.

 


BOOK TWO – SECOND ACTS

Sometimes building a life involves betraying
a friend which might not be too bad until all your plans fall apart
and your betrayal turns out to have been wasted. And being too
stubborn to know fear might get you killed, unless it leaves you a
hero and independently wealthy. And divorce might leave you alone
and lonely and separated from one of the two hottest women in the
Duval County Courthouse until you wind out enjoying more wild
monkey sex than in the previous twenty years. And the stage is set
for an epic battle of competing international cartels.

 


BOOK THREE -TWO WEEKS IN NOVEMBER

Number One prosecutor in the State Attorney’s
Office for NE Florida in Jacksonville is William Maitland, formerly
known as The Ice Man because of his fidelity to and love for his
long-time wife Debbie Bascomb. Unfortunately, virtue is not its own
reward as Maitland finds himself being dumped by not only one
gorgeous bed mate, not two shapely loves, but by three of the most
attractive women in Jacksonville – in less than a year. At the same
time, forces are gathering to make sure that The Angel of Death
doesn’t survive long enough to prosecute a top drug cartel leader,
his son is stalked by killers, a key witness in another trial is
murdered, and the feds are beginning to wonder if Maitland is
really one of the good guys. It’s not looking to be a good
year.

 


BOOK FOUR – THE PAST NEVER DIES (PART 1)


 


 


CHARACTER LIST




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, 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.

Clarice Bascomb – Debbie’s little
sister who had a crush on Maitland when he first started seeing
Debbie. Today she’s the mother of two children, living with her
Black Ops husband Jimmy in Japan and doing hush hush things for the
US government.

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.

Gordon Carlisle ASA under Maitland who
makes the mistake of saying unpleasant things about Maitland’s wife
but later has his own romantic troubles.

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 Eagan 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
Africa to try to head off another bout of bloodletting.

Lilly Mae Longstreet – a convenience
store clerk murdered in a robbery at the beginning of Maitland’s
career as a prosecutor. Maitland was unable to win a conviction
against her murderer and that failure still haunts him.

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 Herrera – 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 – 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, 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 – 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 – 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. Still, he’s been called “the most dangerous man in the
world.”

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 – former Jacksonville
Cop and currently an investigator for the State Attorney’s Office
in Jacksonville.

Annette Nettles (Annie), 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, hulking 6-4 flame-haired
DEA agent whose code name is The Widow maker. 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, 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, 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, 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, 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, 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 (Blud) 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.

Tommy Deacon, deputy sheriff under
Sheriff Blud in Satsuma County. A professional killer who was sent
to college by Sheriff Blud to acquire a little professional polish.
Deacon walks a very fine line serving a master who is probably more
than a little insane and a lot evil.

Judy Carroll, “The Granny Killer”
South Florida widow charged with murdering her millionaire grocery
mogul husband Clarke Carroll to get at his fortune. The challenge
is proving it was deliberate and not an accident. It’s one of
Maitland’s biggest court wins.

Police Chief Gordon Evers, head of
small police department in the fishing/vacation community of Spring
City in south Putnam County. Formerly a Jacksonville homicide
detective, he fell in love with the courthouse hottie Myra Martinez
and when they broke up he left her and Jacksonville.


 


 


BONUS ONE




AND NOW FOR A LITTLE SOMETHING EXTRA

 


A QUESTION OF JUSTICE

 


Gordon Evers had never received a phone call
he welcomed after midnight.

In the years when he had been a beat cop and
then a Sergeant in the high crime downtown district of the
Northeast Florida port city of Jacksonville, they inevitably meant
a disturbance, or one of his men in trouble, or extra duty.

In the four years since becoming Police Chief
of bucolic Spring City, a hundred miles and a hundred years removed
from the violent streets of Jacksonville, they inevitably meant
someone's house had been burned down, someone had gotten themselves
killed accidentally, or - on rare occasions - that someone had
gotten themselves murdered.

But it was never good news on the other end
of the line.

Without switching the lamp on the table on,
he could see the clock which read 2:20 a.m. When he picked the
phone up he heard a voice he thought he recognized, but couldn't
quite place.

"Chief Evers. This is Mabel Flowers. I - uh -
need to report a crime."

It took him a moment to place the name, but
when the memory came he hoped she was calling to finally turn in
the no-good son of a bitch who called himself her husband.

"What's happened, Mabel? Did Henry hurt you
or your little girl? Do you need an ambulance? Is he still around
there?"

"No, Chief, I'm okay. Cheryl's asleep. She's
fine."

"What is it then?"

"It's Henry. I killed him."

Evers rolled out of bed, reaching for his
pants on the table beside him.

"Henry's dead, Mabel. You're sure?"

"I stabbed him, Chief. He was drunk and
coming after me and cornered me in the kitchen. I got my hands on
the butcher knife and when he came at me...He's on the floor in the
living room where he fell. He ain't moving and I can't find a
heartbeat. He's already getting cold."

She might have been talking about cooking a
meal. The words were calm and soft, except for a slight quaver that
might indicate nervousness.

"Just stay there, Mabel. Don't touch Henry.
I'll be there in ten minutes."

He thought about calling an ambulance or one
of his two deputies on patrol or available to call in, but he was
closer than any of them to the Flowers' isolated trailer and it was
pretty certain that Henry Flowers was beyond any mortal help.

He made it in eleven minutes, down the paved
two lane from his home just outside the Spring City line over two
dirt roads leading back into the dark wilderness of North Florida
pinewoods that was much the same as it had been in 1850, finally
over a rutted and almost impassable track dead-ending in a clearing
occupied by two rusting truck chassis, a bass boat, a jeep, and a
10 by 50-foot mobile home.

The only light in the moonless darkness came
from the center of the trailer. He knocked twice before the door
swung open.

Mabel Flowers clutched the faded bathrobe
around her tightly as she stepped back to let Evers in. She must
have been a pretty woman once, Evers thought. Before Henry had
broken her nose - twice - and it had never set right. Before he had
knocked out two of her front teeth which they could never somehow
quite afford to replace.

Henry Flowers hadn't physically gouged the
lines in her forehead, the lines under her eyes, pinched her mouth
together in a perpetual grimace of fear, made her look somehow
faded as though she were a photograph left out in the light until
the features washed out.

But he might as well have.

The constant beatings, the drinking, the
running around with other women while Mabel sat at home 10 miles
from the nearest company without a car, without any way of escape,
had been enough to do the trick.

On a few occasions when he had gone too far -
broken her jaw that one time, her nose another - so that she needed
to be taken into the Spring City hospital, Evers had done what he
could.

Which was to throw Henry Flowers' rotten ass
in jail and beat the hell out of him when he resisted arrest,
whether he resisted or not. Flowers had been a big man who liked to
push around anyone smaller or weaker, but he was overmatched
against a 250 pounder who had been a good boxer and had picked up
street tactics to complement his strength.

But, Evers thought as he looked down at the
man lying on his back on the tiny living room floor next to a
coffee table and in front of a large color television set, you
couldn't beat the meanness out of a man like Henry Flowers.

He always went free because Mabel, alone in
the world and uneducated, always came back to him and refused to
press charges.

And each time Evers stomped him, Henry took
it out on Mabel. So, after a while, Evers kept his hands on the
man, knowing his anger was futile.

Evers looked around the living room, then
squatted down beside the body. He touched two fingers to the side
of Flowers' neck, but it was clear from the temperature of the body
and the peculiar flaccidity of the facial features that he was
definitely dead.

He was wearing only ragged underwear and a
vie-necked tee-shirt. Blood had welled out and around the tears
where the knife had gone in, more than a few times Evers noted as
he pulled the shirt away from Flower's chest to examine the
wounds.

Mabel Flowers stood to one side watching the
police chief as he examined the body, then picked up the dead man's
hands and arms and turned them first one way and then another,
looking them over.

Standing up, he moved around the living room,
looking down at the couch, a recliner chair in one corner.

"Are you going to have to arrest me, Chief?"
she said as Evers squatted down beside the body again and rolled it
partially over to inspect the carpet underneath.

"I know you probably have to," she said,
rubbing her hands together, "but if there was some way you could
talk to the judge for me... I'm not going to run. I don't have
anywhere to run. And if they put me in jail, I don't know what will
happen to Cheryl. We don't have any people here. She'll have to go
into one of them orphanages or something."

Evers stood up, looked down the hallway where
the bedrooms were, and said, "Is she in there now? Sleeping?"

When Mabel nodded, he asked, "She didn't wake
up while all this was going on?"

"No, she's a heavy sleeper. I don't know how,
but she slept through it."

Evers walked into the kitchen and picked up a
butcher knife off the counter dividing the living room from the
kitchen. He held it gingerly between thumb and forefinger.
Bloodstains spattered it from handle to the sharpened tip.

"Do you think I could stay out of jail,
chief?" she asked again. "It was self-defense. I been hearing that
women who kill their husbands in self-defense - the law ain't so
hard on them anymore."

Evers laid the knife down gently on the
kitchen counter, looked at the woman in front of him and the body
on the floor, and thought that there were times he really wished he
had taken his father's advice and become a plumber.

"The law does go a lot easier now days on
women who kill while defending themselves, Mabel. I just wish to
God you were telling the truth and that was the case here."

She just looked at him for a moment, then
said, "But I am telling you the truth."

Evers leaned forward on the kitchen counter,
resting his weight on his elbows.

"I've been to a lot of domestic killings,
Mabel. Maybe you know I worked as a policeman over in Jacksonville
a long time before I came to Spring City. I've seen people shot,
and stabbed, and beaten to death with shovels and pokers and frying
pans.

"And there's things you learn to look for.
Everything about this set up stinks. In the first place, look at
Henry's body. See anything unusual?"

She looked at it for a second, then shook her
head.

"Where's all the blood, Mabel? Where's the
blood?"

Evers walked around the counter and knelt
beside the body.

"Anybody gets stabbed in the chest like that,
a lot of times, and there's going to be blood splashing all over
the place. Blood on him, blood on you.

"You say you stabbed him just at the kitchen.
There should be blood in the kitchen, blood all over the floor
where he staggered back and fell.

"Another thing. You say you two were
fighting. You forget, I've been here before when he beat you up.
This place looked like a tornado had gone through it. The coffee
table was splintered, two chairs were busted, the TV was busted
out. Why isn't anything broken out here?"

Evers looked down the hallway to the
bedrooms.

"Any why isn't Cheryl awake? The last time I
came out here she was only two and a half, but she was still awake
and screaming, terrified by what she saw. Tonight, she's sleeping
like a baby? Why?"

He walked back to the body and knelt beside
it, picking up one of Henry's arms and holding the hand out for her
to inspect.

"And last, but far from least, Henry was
stabbed a lot of times. I make out eight or ten puncture wounds at
the least. Now, Henry was a big, strong man. I've been to murder
scenes where I've seen women stabbed. And you almost always find
cuts on the hands and arms. It's human nature to throw your hands
up and try to protect yourself when a knife is coming at you.
There's not a mark on either of his hands or arms."

He let the hand fall limply to the floor.

"The only time, Mable, the only time I've
ever run into stabbing victims who didn't have those type of cuts
is when they were unconscious and not able to fight back."

He stood up, feeling worse than he had in a
long, long time.

"And that's what happened to Henry, wasn't
it? If I go back to your bedroom and check real good, I'll find
some blood stains, won't I? And your washing machine is probably
full of bloody bedsheets. Maybe you already washed them, but a good
lab wouldn't have any trouble proving that Henry was lying in bed
when you put that knife into him.

"Was he drunk?"

Mabel leaned back against the side of the
trailer as if trying to find something to hold her up.

"A little. But mostly it was the sleeping
pills that Doc Plant gave me the last time I came in with that
broken cheekbone. He said they would help me sleep even with the
pain. I mixed some in Henry's iced tea with supper.

"He just barely got into bed before he passed
out. I had to take his clothes off, but I got plenty of practice in
that. Then I took the knife...did it...and dragged his body into
the living room. I wrapped him in a sheet so the blood wouldn't be
everywhere and washed the sheet."

After a moment, she said, "They ain't going
to let me off, are they, chief? I'm gonna go to prison, and poor
little Cheryl is going to wind up in some foster home if they don't
ship her up to Alabama and Henry's people."

"Why, Mabel, why? After all these years, why
now?"

Finally, her strength and will gave out and
she slid down to the floor, her feet going out from under her.
Bending her head over so her hair fell forward and masked her, she
started to cry.

"It didn't matter, chief, really, when it was
me. I married him, you know. I got what I deserved. Went against my
momma while she was still alive and what she said about him was
true. I made my own bed. But when...when..."

Evers knelt beside her.

"What did he do? What could he have
done?"

She looked up at him, tears muddying her
features, looking far older than her years.

"He..." and her voice dropped to a whisper,
"he touched her."

Evers knew then, but had to ask, had to know
the details.

She wiped her eyes and her nose,
sniffling.

"He...uh, stuck.... stuck...put his finger in
her. You know. Down there."

"Henry did that, to his own daughter. You saw
him."

She nodded. "I walked in on him yesterday.
Cheryl didn't know no better. She was crying cause it hurt. I
slapped him and he knocked me across the room. Said she was his
daughter and damned if he wouldn't do what he wanted to her."

She lowered her head again, but kept
speaking. "I found...those magazines, in his truck yesterday.
Filthy, filthy things. Grown men and little girls. And I knew then
he meant to do it. He said if I told anybody, he'd take her up into
the hills in Alabama. I'd never see her again."

"Where are the magazines?"

She pointed to the kitchen, without
looking.

"I put them in the kitchen cabinet. He'd
never look there."

Looking down at the magazines he found in the
cabinet drawer, Evers felt a cold wave of anger sweep over him and
was glad that Henry Flowers was already dead.

There was a chance, he knew, that Mabel might
escape prison time. It was her word against a dead man, and there
were the magazines. But the State Attorney was at the county seat,
40 miles away, and they didn't know Mabel or Henry there. It
wouldn't be open and shut, no matter what the provocation, because
she had killed her husband in cold blood.

She would almost certainly have to stand
trial, and that meant the odds were good the details of the trial,
what had happened to Cheryl, would be made public and that the
little girl would spend months, if not years, in the juvenile care
system. And, from what Evers had seen of that system, and read, she
might have been better off with her father.

"Grab Cheryl," he told Mabel suddenly. She
looked up at him.

"What?"

"Dammit, move, I smell gas in here. Get down
there and get your little girl out of here, now."

Mabel stood up and started walking past
him.

"Move dammit, move. Go out the door at the
other end of the trailer. I'll try to find out where the gas is
coming from."

She was stumbling down the concrete blocks
that were the steps at the rear of the trailer, holding a still
sleepy and whimpering Cheryl, when she saw Evers leap from the
front door.

Rising to his feet, he waved her away from
the trailer, shouting, "Run, it's going to go."

She staggered a dozen feet away before she
heard the dull "whoosh" of gas exploding and then the tremendous
thunderclap picked her up and threw her a half dozen feet. She
somehow managed to twist in the air so that she came down on her
back, shielding her daughter with her body.

When she was back to a sitting position,
trying frantically to calm her screaming daughter, the blinding
light from the fireball that had been her trailer was blocked by a
tall figure looming over her.

"Shhh, it's okay honey, it's okay," she said,
soothing the little girl. Looking up at Evers, who was rubbing
blood from his lip where it had been split when the force of the
blast hurled him into Henry Flower's jeep head first, she said,
"What happened? I didn't smell any gas?"

"It was gas, Mabel, trust me. I guess when
Henry was in his drunken rage, before he passed out and you called
me to come out and arrest him, he must have opened the gas line to
the propane tank in back of the trailer. Crazy fool probably was
trying to kill you and wound up killing himself."

When she understood and had kissed her
daughter into quiet, she let the chief help her up and back to his
cruiser.

"I know Henry was too cheap to insure the
trailer, but you'll be in line for $10,000 in accidental life
insurance now from the Carver Bass Boat company. All their
employees have that benefit. You won't be rich, but you can make a
clean start."

She held her daughter close to her and said,
"I can never thank you, Chief. Never. Why did you do it?"

He shook his head as he opened the door to
let her and Cheryl get into the rear and he went around to get in
the front.

"I'm a lawman, have been all my life. And I
respect the law. But this wasn't a legal question, it was a
question of justice."

Looking at the flames leaping high from the
torch that had been Henry Flowers' last residence, he started the
cruiser and began circling in the yard to leave the sight behind
him.

"And, from where I sit, Mabel, justice was
done."

 


THE END


 


 


BONUS TWO




AND NOW FOR SOMETHING VERY DIFFERENT IN TONE AND
MOOD FROM WHAT’S COME BEFORE. THIS WILL EVENTUALLY COME OUT IN
NOVEL FORM. I WOULD BE VERY CURIOUS TO LEARN READERS’
REACTIONS.

 


WE WENT OUT LAST NIGHT

 



CHAPTER ONE: NO GOOD DEED

 


Sometimes doing the right thing is the right
thing…

“Dammit, G, you need to get out of that
damned house.”

I looked over at Montrell and tried to
mentally envision him as a five foot 2, overweight dark haired
Italian mother and couldn’t quite manage it. He was too black, too
tall, and didn’t have breasts. I have a good imagination, which you
develop after spending year after year staring at lines of unhappy
people, but it’s not that good.

“I was trying to imagine you as my mom,
Montrell, because only my mom is that interested in my personal
life. Or do you have some other personal reason for being
interested in my personal life, such as digging my bod?”

He gave an expression of disgust.

“Please, I just had lunch an hour ago. The
thought of that hairless, pasty white body of yours – with a dick
no less – is going to haunt me for the rest of the day. Even if I
swung that way, you wouldn’t be on my top ten list. But making
jokes is not going to get you out of this. I’m your friend. Most of
us here are, remember, us against the world. But I – we – are not
going to let you spend another Friday night hiding out in that
goddamned womb you call a house. It’s not healthy. It’s not
natural. You’re what- 45 – 50-?”

“I’m 34 you prick, and you know it.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry, it’s just that you act so
much like a 70-year-old man sometimes it’s hard to tell the
difference.”

‘It’s my life, as I keep trying to tell you
assholes. I just don’t feel like going out.”

“And why, pray tell, don’t you feel like
hitting a bar or nightclub or restaurant or movie or church revival
meeting or any goddamned thing other than the four walls of that
tomb you call a home.”

“You fucking well know why,” I blurted out,
starting to get genuinely angry.

“Yeah,” he said softly. We’re both in the
back in the tiny cubicle that serve as a snack room, meeting room
and escape valve to get away from the bored, angry, frustrated,
enraged, defeated gazes of the masses of human cattle that are in
here trying to get new drivers’ licenses or renew theirs. Yes, this
is the Hell called Department of Motor Vehicles.

“I know why you’re hiding out in that tomb.
The bitch tore your testicles off when she left. But, G, you can’t
hide forever. You’re a young man. The world is full of pussy. She
didn’t remove your physical equipment, just took your heart with
her on a keychain. She’s probably poking pins in it every day, the
bitch. But she don’t win, she don’t ruin your life forever, unless
you let her.”

I wanted to tell him, “easy enough for you to
say. You’re tall, good looking, and I see the way women - black and
white women - look at you when they come up in your line. I don’t
get those kinds of looks. I never have. Even Erin never looked at
me that way, and she was supposed to be in love with me.”

But I didn’t.

I just said, “I’m not ready.”

He looked back outside and got the
signal.

“Ready or not, I swear to God I’m going to
come by and drag your sorry ass out of your house and physically
carry you to O’Brien’s tonight if you’re not there by 7 p.m. Phil
and Sherry and Tommy and his girlfriend are going to be there.
We’re all going to be getting drunk and trying to get laid, except
for Tommy and his girl who we know are going to get laid. Oath to
God, I’m coming by and if by some miracle you’re tough enough to
take me, I’m coming back with Tommy and some friends. You ARE going
out tonight.”

I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my
stomach that he was sincere and serious and he would show up. Which
meant I would probably have to ride with him and I’d be stuck at
the local bar/pool hall/watering hole all damned night and if he
got lucky as he probably would, I’d be stuck having to bum a ride
with some other loser or call a cab.

Why the hell won’ people let me live my life?
Not that it’s that much of a life, but it’s mine. But they
won’t.

“Okay, don’t come by Montrell. I’ll be there
at 7. I promise.”

I got off from work at 5 p.m. The DMV office
I work at is on Wilson Boulevard, just across the street from the
big vocational academy/high school, and by the time I reached my
Westside home and got a shower, it was 6 p.m. O’Brien’s is an
old-time institution in what’s called the Edgewood section. It’s
the size of two normal sized modern bars and was obviously built in
a different era. I’ve been in there a couple of times over the last
eight years, usually for birthdays or retirements.

Erin never liked the place, although she
bitched continuously about the fact that I never wanted to take her
out. She said it was a low class, trailer park trash hangout. She
wanted to hit downtown, some of the pricier bars on the River and
the Jacksonville Landing.

It’s such a damned old story. I know I’m a
walking cliché. Small town Southern boy still living in the town
where he was born. I'd been a high school teacher with a degree in
education who realized that even a stint in Motor Vehicles made
more sense financially. Besides which, after the third time that
I'd almost slipped and did something that might have landed me in
jail for getting involved with a beautiful 17-year-old high school
senior, I realized high school was a highly dangerous environment
for a horny 20-something guy.

So I wound up in Motor Vehicles, hitched to a
Yankee transplant from PA who wanted MORE…more nightlife, more
excitement, more money, more travel, more sex and more dicks.
Although I didn’t realize the latter until too late.

I thought about her and the four years we had
together as I looked through my closet. Erin always said I had the
fashion sense of a clam. She was the one who dubbed me “G”, because
she said Giovanni was so damned nerdy she was embarrassed to go out
with me and have to introduce me to her friends with that name. I
never bothered to tell her what it was like growing up in the South
with a name like Giovanni. Polverino wasn’t any easier for kids
around me to take. Italians might be common up north where Erin
came from, but I’d always stuck out like a sore thumb in northeast
Florida.

I finally settled on jeans, sneakers with the
low cut white socks, and a black turtleneck. It was early December
and in Jacksonville and Northeast Florida we don’t usually get
snow, but it gets cold as hell sometimes. The temperature outside
was in the high 40s and dropping.

When I got to Edgewood, where a median
divides the old paved road, I found most of the parking spots
occupied but a few buildings down from O’Brian’s I found an empty
one and pulled my 2002 sporty red Saturn coupe into the spot. Erin
always said the red coupe was false advertising because it spoke of
a sexy, adventurous guy, and I was as adventurous as a tube of Ben
Gay liniment on an 80-year-old. If you’re guessing here that Erin
was a total bitch, you’d be right. But she was so fucking hot!

Even thinking about her still hurt. I crossed
the median and caught the music coming out of the door. It’s the
Cranberries. I love them, but who the hell listens to the
Cranberries anymore. Another example of why Erin said I was a
60-year-old in the body of a 30-year-old.

Fuck her, I told myself. For one night I was
going to pull my heart and head out of the toilet that she dumped
me into and try to have some fun. As I stepped inside the
temperature rose about 40 degrees. O’Brien’s has a huge
old-fashioned horse-shoe shaped bar at one end of the building.
There’s a dance floor to the left and a half dozen pool tables are
located on the far side of the interior.

There were maybe 40 people already inside. A
dozen or so men and women were sitting at the bar, three couples
were dancing and about a dozen people playing pool. None of them
were there; not Montrell, or Phil and Sherry or Tommy and his
girlfriend. I got glances which I didn’t return. I don’t do crowds
very well.

I returned to the doorway and called Montrell
on my cell. It rang a few times and he picked up.

“Where you at, man?”

“Oh, hey, G, where are you?”

“O’Brien’s. Where is everybody.”

“I’m sorry, G. I was going to call you, but
Felicia, the hottie I’ve been after for a month, you remember the
stewardess, called me tonight and she’s coming in on a Delta flight
at 9. I’m on my way to JIA to pick her up. I hate to bail on you,
but you know, a man’s got to do…and all that shit.”

“Oh, okay. Are the rest going to show? “

“I think so. Just give them some time. Settle
in, have a few drinks, dance with some cutie and they’ll show up
sooner or later.”

I clicked him off and put the phone away and
scanned O’Brien’s. It had been a long, long time since I’d scoped
out a bar for women. I looked around without trying to be too
obvious. Two fairly attractive women in their late 20s or 30s were
sitting at the bar, but three guys were buzzing around them. Three
of the pool players were women, but they were younger and in jeans.
They might be teenagers in fact. If I tried to hit on any of them I
really would feel like a pedophile. The couples dancing were,
obviously, couples and were dancing close enough to the Cranberries
relatively slow music that they didn’t look like strangers who had
hooked up.

Then I noticed that there was some furniture
that looked like small couches in the area between the bar and the
dance floor. They were comfortable for one person to lounge on but
wide enough that a couple could cuddle. The management must have
moved them in since the last time I’d been in. Small glass topped
tables just the right size to place a couple of drinks on them were
stationed at each couch. From somewhere the name came to me. Futon
couches. I'd never seen them in a bar like this, but they fit well
with the room. There were three people in three chair/couches. Two
were guys. But one…

I looked closer She didn’t leap out at you as
the hottest piece in the place, but… there was just something...
Thick brown hair with deep reddish tint. Not long, but not short
either. I moseyed on closer to the bar, finding a spot midway
between the two women and their three admirers and the chairs. I
watched the redhead from behind.

She didn’t look like she came out with the
intention of hooking up. She was wearing a loose and sloppy sweat
shirt. Not dirty, but it was wrinkled and had seen some wear.
Coupled with jeans that fit a little too snugly, and the impression
that she almost filled out the sweatshirt, she gave the impression
she might be a little on the hefty side. Maybe a lot, I thought,
noticing that her feet in sneakers. Even the ankles were sturdy. I
had the distinct impression she might be a heifer.

It shouldn’t have made a difference, but Erin
had been a size seven with 38 d cup breasts. She had been a
masturbatory fantasy that I got to fuck every night – at least at
the beginning. I have to admit I liked the looks guys gave me when
she came into a room or a bar, so slender that her big titties
seemed like headlights lighting up the way ahead of us. Of course,
I'd ignored all the sage advice from old time rock and roll songs
about the dangers of loving a really hot woman.

I didn’t realize that I was still staring at
the redhead until I snapped back to the present and realized she
must have felt the weight of my gaze and had turned around in her
futon and was staring directly at me. I gave a guilty jerk and then
dropped my eyes for a moment before meeting her eyes again and
smiling. She gave me a look like a woman who was observing a
particularly disgusting specimen of cockroach pinned to a slide and
then turned away from me.

Short of being slapped in the face, there
wasn’t any much more definitive way a woman could demonstrate she
wasn’t interested. I shook my head to try to remove the image of
that expression on her face when somebody cleared their throat
behind me. I spun around. The bartender, a dark haired older guy
who looked like a pug ugly from some old boxing movie complete with
Cauliflower ear and a nose that had been broken so many times the
cartilage had just given up, said, “What can I get you, sport?”

“You got beer?’

“Icehouse on tap, Michelob and Miller in the
bottle.”

“Icehouse.”

As he turned to get my beer, noticeably
limping as though he’d had a bad break that had never fully healed,
I said, “Do you know her?”

He turned and looked where I directed my
attention. He gave me a funny look.

“Not real personal. She’s a neighborhood
girl. Comes in here on a regular basis for a few beers, listens to
the music, plays pool sometimes.”

“She always dress up so nice?”

He gave me a lopsided little smile.

“Usually. I’ve never seen her leave with a
guy – or a girl if you’re curious.”

It was crazy, and I knew I was setting myself
up for hurt, but had to ask.

“What does she drink?”

“Icehouse, same as you.”

“Bring me two.”

He gave me a funny little look then and shook
his head, but didn’t say anything.

“Alright, what? Lay it on me.”

He rubbed his chin and then said, “I admire
your balls, sport. I hope you still got ’em in about three
minutes.”

He was about to turn away when I couldn’t
help adding, “I’ve had a real expert try to chop ‘em off. I doubt
she could do much worse.”

He shrugged.

“It’s a free country.”

Brave words on my part. Of course I was
terrified. It had been more than six months since I had touched a
woman and it had been four years since I’d tried to pick up a
woman. Why in the hell was I doing this, for a woman that I wasn’t
even sure I wanted? But, while she was probably fat, and I didn’t
usually go for heavy girls, there was just something about her…

He brought me back two frosted mugs with
waves of pure gold lapping at the edges. They looked so good I
hated to actually drink them. I took a deep swallow of one and
wiped the foam off my lip. Damn, that was good. Of course, I was
just delaying, killing time to avoid that long walk to the futon
couch she occupied.

But, I’d finally gotten off my ass and gotten
out of the house. Why not go for broke. I was right in what I’d
told the limping bartender. Whatever she did, she couldn’t hurt me
worse than my beloved wife, who hadn’t even had the decency to
divorce me. She was out there screwing around on me while keeping
my name, my ring, a share of my 401 K, and an auto insurance policy
I was still paying on.

I made myself get up and cross the distance
between the bar and futon/couch the redhead was sitting in. I stood
next to her while she stared straight ahead. Should I clear my
throat, say hello?

She ended the suspense by looking up at
me.

I noticed her eyes were a clear, cold blue.
I’ve heard the expression ice blue, and that’s what these were. She
wasn’t wearing any makeup. No lipstick. Her lips were full anyway,
and a pale pink. Roman nose. Maybe she was a paisano. At least I
could let myself hope. She wasn’t smiling.

I held out one of the mugs toward her and
tried to think of something clever to say.

Finally after what seemed like forever and
she hadn’t said a word, I managed to stutter, “Could I…buy you
a…drink?”

“No.”

Where do you go from there? Where do I
go?

“No strings, Miss. Just a beer.”

“No thank you.”

I just stood there, my mind not really
processing what had just happened. Well, the bartender had said she
was a ball buster. I was about to turn around and slink back to the
bar when she said a little more loudly than she needed to, “What
part of no don’t you get? It’s spelled N-O.”

I should have just slunk off but maybe this
was one goddamned smart ass female comment too many in my life so
far.

“I can spell. Too bad nobody ever bothered to
instruct you in rules of common courtesy. Being female doesn’t give
you an automatic free pass to be a bitch.”

I turned and walked back to the bar without
looking at her. I could sense her hurling daggers at my back. But I
wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of looking at her again.
I sat at the bar and wiped out one Icehouse and contemplated
starting on the second.

I tried to distract myself from what I was
sure was her frozen glare behind me by listening to the
conversation down the bar between the two beautiful flowers and the
three honeybees buzzing around them.

“the guy is such a wimp….can you believe his
wife screwed around on him for a solid year…and he tells her he
still loves her. Jesus, I’d have kicked her ass out and never
talked to her again…”

“maybe you never loved anybody, Harry. All
you ever want to do is bedhop. You wouldn’t recognize love if it
came up to you and bit you on the ass.;.”

“You can bite me on the ass anytime you want
Alicia….”

“you are so disgusting…”

“but I’m cute…”

“seriously, matt, I never heard of anything
so romantic. As he was dying, the only thing he was thinking about
was her. Even after what she did to him, he still loved her. That’s
true love.”

“that’s insanity. Didn’t you read what she
did to him? I can see using her for a booty call if she was really
hot, but still loving her? No guy could do that if he still had a
dick.”

“as if you would know anything about having a
dick, Harry….”

“care to check it out, Alicia. Wanna go
somewhere and see for yourself if I have one?”

“you are soooooo disgusting…”

“then how come you keep staring at it. You’re
practically drooling…”

“I’m sorry.”

I spun around because I’d gotten into the
conversation, obviously about the lawyer/ pilot who had crashed a
few weeks ago up in Georgia and gotten his face and his love for
his cheating wife splashed all over the headlines.

I hadn’t heard her coming up behind me. She
was tall. About five nine even in sneakers. Only about three inches
shorter than me. With me sitting, she was staring at me eye to eye.
She still wasn’t smiling.

“What?”

“I shouldn’t have – been so – “

“Rude?”

“Emphatic. You were just trying to hit on me.
I shouldn’t have bit your head off. This is a bar. And it’s Friday
night. It’s just…”

She looked at her feet then up at me.

“I don’t come here to meet people. You notice
I’m not dressed for clubbing. And today…..today was the absolute
worst day a guy could ever try to hit on me. Trust me, if you were
Brad Pitt I’d have chewed your head off.”

“So, don’t go away insulted, just go
away?”

“Pretty much. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks for the apology. No offense taken,
now. I know that was a pretty pitiful attempt at a pickup, but I’m
four years out of practice.”

I sensed she wanted to turn away, but she
kept looking at me and said, “You just gave up on women, been in
prison, or married?”

I held up my left hand showing the gold band
that gleamed on it, my mark of shame that I couldn’t bring myself
to take off. The wimp pilot the group had been talking about had to
be the King of ‘He Men’ compared to me. I probably had reserved a
high-end spot in the roll call of Wimps.

“The last.”

“You fucker!’ she snarled and if I hadn’t
known it before, I knew it for sure then.

“Yeah, I’m married, sweet thing, but I’m not
the fucker. More the fuckee.”

Her eyes were damp and I didn’t have to be a
mind reader to know that was the last thing she wanted to show to
the world.

“I’m not the guy that screwed you without
bothering to tell you he was married. I just wear this to remind
myself that I do have a wife out there somewhere, screwing her way
through the male population of Florida.”

She looked like she wanted to say something
but turned and walked back to the chair she’d been occupying. Even
being dismissed that way, I couldn’t help noticing that for a fat
girl, she had one hell of an ass.

A moment later the limping bartender eased up
behind me.

“I tried to warn you, man.”

“Yeah. When I finish this one drop another
off. I’d forgotten how good these were.”

“Don’t get out much?”

“Not for a long time.”

He gave the fat girl a look I couldn’t read
and said, “The place starts to fill out in the next couple of
hours. That one was a suicide mission, but the odds will get
better.”

I give him a questioning look. The bartender
with a heart of gold is a cliché, but in the years when I was
barhopping I had never run into one before.

He read my look, then gestured up to his face
and down toward his leg.

“I haven’t had a whole lot of luck with the
ladies, for obvious reasons. I tend to root for the guys that come
through here.”

I laughed.

“Thanks. It will be good to know I’ve got at
least one person rooting for me. It’s pretty scary out there on
your own after four years.”

“I haven’t lost anyone in here in 15 years.
Of course, I did lose a guy who tried to pick up a chick in here
three years ago. Got three bullets to the head in the parking lot
outside. The moral there is stay away from the ones with jealous
boyfriends.”

“How do you do that?”

He laughed a loud laugh.

“That’s what makes it fun.”

And limped back to wait on the other
barflies.

The bartender was right. By 8 the population
of the bar had doubled and by nine there were probably a hundred
people in there. The bar was jammed, all the pool tables were
occupied, there were probably 30 people on the dance floor. I’d
gone through two more Icehouses and asked two more women if they
wanted drinks or to dance.

A tall redhead who’d come in with two other
women who looked to be in their late 20s had come up to the bar and
sat one seat down from me when two guys split off her friends and
talked them into going out on the dance floor. I leaned toward her
and asked,

“I think the bartender is playing only what
he likes. I haven’t heard anything here past the late 80s.”

She just looked at me and gave me a vague
smile. No response.

“I like some of this, but a better selection
wouldn’t hurt. You like 80s music?”

She shrugged.

Figuring nothing could hurt, I asked her,
“What are you drinking? Can I buy you something?”

She looked at me straight on for the first
time. She didn’t visibly cringe, but there was no light of love in
her eyes either. Then she looked around the room, and her gaze
seemed to settle on a knot of guys standing at one of the pool
tables. There was a tall black guy with short hair and a white guy
with a long blonde ponytail.

“Sorry, I’m waiting on someone.”

She got up taking what looked like a glass of
white wine that the bartender had just put in front of her and
walked slowly toward the pool table. Neither guy obviously knew
her, but in a minute they were smiling and she was touching the
white guy on the shoulder with that kind of touchee-feelee body
language that a woman uses to let you know she’s interested. God,
it had been forever since a woman had touched me like that.

My next at bat came when a willowy blonde
seemingly dressed a little too nicely for this bar sat down in the
same spot that the redhead had occupied. She crossed her legs, and
they were nice legs too,

She brought a Miller in a bottle with her and
set it down in front of her. She asked the bartender if they had
any munchies and he brought out a bowl of peanuts. She started
cracking them and washing the nuts down with healthy swigs of beer.
Something about this girl told me she might hold promise.

“You’re a beer drinker, obviously,” I told
her and she turned to look at me with an at-least guardedly
friendly expression.

“Nothing gets past you, does it?” But she
kept smiling.

“Ouch. Yeah, I know, but a lot of the women
in here are wine drinkers or like the pretty drinks. Nice to see a
lady who likes an old-fashioned bottle of beer. Have you tried the
Icehouse on draught? I haven’t in few years and I’d forgotten how
good they are.”

She looked at the freshly filled Icehouse in
front of me and smiled again. I think the smile might actually have
gotten up to her eyes. I let my eyes drop and was rewarded with the
promise of nipple bumps through the fabric of the expensive silk
blouse she was wearing. She wasn’t huge up top, but what she had
was nice.

“That does look good. No I haven’t tried
anything on draught. I started drinking Miller the first time my
dad took me to a bar for my 21st birthday. I still like plain beer
the best. Do you mind?”

She stretched out one small hand and wrapped
her slim fingers around the handle of the mug as I turned it toward
her. She lifted the mug, tilted it up and swallowed. When she set
it down there was a fringe of foam on her upper lip. She looked at
me and then licked the foam off with her delicate pink tongue.
Jesus Christ. I thought I was going to shoot right off in my jeans
at that moment. I might have seen something sexier somewhere that
didn’t involve nudity, but I sure as hell couldn’t remember
when.

“Damn, you’re right. That’s good. I might
have to change my drinking habits.”

I smiled at her, increasingly self-confident
although I knew I was counting my chickens before the hen was even
inseminated. But this was the best I’d done all night.

“Since I’ve broadened your horizons, could I
buy you one?”

She grinned at me.

“You’re not going to try to get me drunk and
take advantage of me, are you?”

“If I said yes?”

She did that thing with her tongue again and
said, “In that case, buy me two.”

It’s a good thing I didn’t have to leave the
bar and go looking for a waitress because I was so damned hard it
felt like I had a six-inch metal bar poking out of my jeans. It
would have been noticeable, to say the least.

We talked for twenty minutes while I learned
that her name was Margaret and that she was, wonder of wonders, an
elementary school teacher in a primarily black school in North
Jacksonville. She had been a Navy brat, lived in 13 countries
before she was 20 and at the ripe of age of 26 had lived in
Jacksonville for 7 years.

She laughed when I told her what I did for a
living.

“You, poor, poor man,” she said, reaching out
to touch the side of my face with those delicate finger tips.” How
do you keep yourself from ending it all?”

“Well, places like this help, and lovely
ladies like yourself remind me that life really is worth
living.”

She smiled again. I decided it was worth at
least making a stab at getting a little closer. Dancing was always
a good way to touch a girl without seeming too forward. And I
remembered from the mists of pre-history that if there was any
chemistry, holding each other on the dance floor usually gave it
away and usually gave it a boost.

They were playing something from The Human
League and I gestured to the dance floor.

“You feel like a little exercise?”

She looked out to the dance floor, then back
at me, and the smile that had played on her lips grew weaker and
finally faded.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think so.”

Shit.

I tried to keep a smile and stiff upper lip
on my face as I made myself look into her eyes. “Okay. You’ve
already made this one of my better nights out, believe it or
not.”

She reached out and placed a slim hand on
mine.

“I didn’t mean to lead you on, G. You are a
really nice guy and I’ve enjoyed talking to you. And I will be
drinking Icehouse from now on.”

“I know, it’s just that I’m the wrong guy.
Just out of curiosity, are you looking or waiting for someone.”

She leaned close in to me, put her fingertips
under my chin and pushed my chin up. She kissed me lightly on the
lips, then leaned back. I was holding my breath.

“You’re not the wrong guy, G. Just the wrong
gender.”

It dawned on me and I couldn’t keep the
surprise off my face.

“You think we all wear hair buns and spit on
guys when they hit on us? I’ve been with guys before. It’s just
that I discovered like the other team better and right now I’m in a
committed relationship. But if I wasn’t…I know talk is cheap, but
you’re a nice guy. Oh, and here is Liz.”

I turned around to see a pretty black woman
about Margaret’s age dressed in form-fitting jeans and a blue
sweater standing behind me. She was giving me a quizzical look.

“Hi, CJ,” Margaret said. “This is G, short
for Giovanni, and he’s been introducing me to the wonders of beer
on draught while I was waiting for you.”

CJ gave me a mock-stern look.

“And that’s all?”

Margaret pretended to be angry and said, “And
what did you think we were doing?”

CJ let the stern look vanish and then reached
out to run her finger up my arm.

“I thought you were asking him if he wanted
to come back to our apartment for some – coffee and cake…and maybe
a little three way.”

If I’d been chewing gum, I’d have swallowed
it and probably strangled.

Margaret slid off her bar stool and said, “Be
nice, CJ. , I apologize ,G. She loves doing that to straight guys.
Look, we’re going to head out, but it was fun talking to you. Where
are you parked, CJ?”

“Out in front of the pharmacy down the
street.”

“Okay, go get the car. I’ll be right
there.”

CJ gave me a last look, part smile and part
warning.

“Be good, and no flirting.”

“Go.”

When she had walked out the door, Margaret
leaned in toward me and casually placed her hand on my thigh.

“I did enjoy talking with you, G. I’m sorry
because I know you were planning on banging me tonight and I’m
leaving you high and dry. But..”

She put her lips up to my ear.

“Keep coming back in here, okay. I do come in
here on a regular basis and…I’m on the other side’s team, but
sometimes I like to switch hit. If you know what I mean.”

Below the bar she slid those slim fingers
across my thigh and tightened them on my dick. She give it a firm
squeeze and I almost bounced off my seat.

“I hope I see you in here again,” she
whispered and then walked away.

I was torn between intense feelings of
disappointment and euphoria. So I’d been shut down. But she didn’t
have to give me any hope at all, and she had. She could have just
been doing what she accused her friend of, but even if she was
teasing it was the most positive feedback I’d had from a woman
since before my relationship with Erin had turned to shit years
before.

The clock kept running. None of the crew from
the DMV showed up and I began to seriously suspect that I’d been
set up, gotten out of my house under false pretenses.

I flirted a little bit, or tried to, but
nothing seemed to jell. I tried to slow down my consumption of
Icehouses, because I wanted to walk out under my own power. I ate
peanuts by the handful and about 11 p.m. I walked out and across
and down the street to a Burger King and consumed a Whopper simply
to absorb some of the alcohol.

When I got back in to O’Brien’s I looked
around but by this time all the seats at the bar were taken so I
grabbed another Icehouse and moseyed over to the pool tables. As I
made my way toward the tables I spotted the red headed fat chick.
She was still at the same futon/couch.

Kneeling beside her was a tall, dark haired
dude, at least six four and skinny with muscles and all the
requisite nose, lip, ear and eyebrow rings plus tattoos showed off
well by a muscle shirt that he wore without any type of coat,
despite the fact that the late November night air had gotten down
into the high 30s or low 40s.

I realized I’d seen him kneeling beside her
or standing over her at least a half a dozen times during the
night, most of the times with a couple of drinks in his hands.
Apparently, this guy really didn’t know when he was being shut
down.

I could hear him saying, “Come on, sweet
tits. The night is getting later and I know you’re horny. Shit, I
can smell it on you. You want some dick tonight, and I got 10 fat
inches.”

I thought I should maybe get out a notepad
and start taking notes. If he got anywhere with this chick, I
definitely needed to change my approach.

As I passed behind her I could hear her
saying, “I’m sure there’s women here would want some of that, but
after my ex’s 13 inches, I probably wouldn’t even be able to feel
you sticking it in. Go make some other lady’s night, okay.
Please.”

I thought momentarily of trying to play hero,
but she was safe enough in here. The guy wouldn’t get too stupid
with all these people around and she looked plenty capable of
taking care of herself. Besides, she’d probably just get pissed at
me.

I was looking back toward her which is why I
didn’t see the next lady on my Friday Night Hit Parade. The next
thing I know I feel my body bouncing back, my beer flying into the
air and my feet going out from under me. I came down on my ass and
the remains of my beer came down on the dude with the piercings and
tattoos. Fortunately none of it hit the fat chick.

People were starting to take note of the
collision and looking my way. I sat sprawled on my ass looking to
my right where a short blonde in a pageboy cut and a skirt cut all
the way up to here lay sprawled out with a glass of something
dripping onto the tiled floor. I literally could see her panties
way up into the crotch, and these were very, very sheer panties. I
didn’t have to guess too hard to determine her natural hair color.
And it wasn’t blonde.

I heard a bellow from my left and looked up
to see Pierced and Tattooed coming at me like a steam
locomotive.

“You fucking asshole, I’m gonna kick you so
hard you’ll be shitting out of your mouth.”

I tried to roll to my feet to prepare for his
rush, but he was too close. I was bracing myself for impact when he
came down on his face on the tile. And screamed. I think the
collision must have broken his nose. The fat chick rode his back,
pressing one arm behind his back and placing her other arm around
his neck in a choke hold.

He bucked for a moment or two like a bronco,
but her pressure on his windpipe calmed him down quickly

“Alright, calm down, calm down,” she kept
saying to him until he did settle down.

After a moment she eased up on her choke hold
and leaned back away from him. He grabbed her hand and managed to
roll her off him. She fell on her back and he rose over her. He
drew back his foot and I was reading his mind.

I hit him in the back with an open-handed
slap just to get his attention. He whirled on me as I said, “Do it
and I will hurt you, man.”

And from behind me I heard the limping
bartender say, “And if he doesn’t, I’ll get your attention with
this.” I glanced back to see him hefting a Louisville Slugger.

As he hesitated, the fat chick got to her
feet and backed away from him carefully.

“Let it go, man,” she said holding out her
hands palms forward. “You push it and the cops will be coming in
here. You don’t want to spend the night in jail.”

He looked from her to me to the bartender,
then reached up to feel his nose. It was dripping blood that was
running down his muscle shirt. Others were watching.

He gave her the finger and said, “Alright you
cunt. I’m out of here. Your loss, you dumb bitch. Who the hell
would ever want to fuck that fat-assed pussy of yours. I probably
would fall in if I tried. Maybe your little hero will give you a
mercy fuck, cause that’s probably the only kind you’ll ever get,
you pig.”

As he stalked toward the front door, I caught
her eye and said, “Thanks.”

She almost smiled, but not quite, as she
said, “You just will not let me enjoy a quiet evening at my
favorite bar, will you?”

“Will you forgive me for ruining your chance
of getting serviced by his fat 10 inches?”

This time she couldn’t stop herself. The
smile spread across her face and I realized this was one beautiful
fat chick.

“Aw shit, and that was what I was dreaming
about doing later tonight. You owe me big time, buddy.”

“I’m sorry. All I got is a puny 6 inches. But
call me if you get desperate. You want my number?”

She was still smiling as she shook her
head.

“Sorry, but I’m not going to get THAT
desperate.”

“But I might.”

I looked to my right and saw that the short
blonde with the nearly non-existent panties had gotten to her feet.
She wasn’t smiling, which made her words even hotter.

The fat chick looked at her, then at me, and
just shook her head and made her way back to her chair/couch.

I looked back at the faux blonde who was
holding out a slender hand adorned with an array of rings with
diamonds and emeralds as well as a gold bracelet. There was a
wedding band included somewhere in there.

"I am sorry. I wasn't looking. Let ME buy you
a beer, okay?"

I couldn't help grinning, and seeing the
image of her puffy vagina barely visible under those scanty
panties.

"I'm sorry, but do you know how few times a
woman has said that to me?"

She smiled. She had thin, deeply red lips and
dimples. She was prettier than I'd thought from floor level.

"She likes you, you know."

"What?"

"The red head. She's trying to hide it, but
she digs you."

I almost looked back at her but refused to
give in to the impulse.

"I put a lot of faith in feminine instinct,
but this time you got the wrong vibe. Besides, how could I be
interested in anyone else when I've got a beautiful woman offering
to buy me a drink."

"How long has it been since you've been in
circulation? That's sweet, but…"

"Trying too hard?"

"A little. But it's sweet. Can I buy you a
beer? Are you still married? Or do you just wear that as a
reminder?"

I looked down at my wedding band, and then
purposefully at hers.

"I'm still married. Don't know where my wife
is. She left me six months ago and I…just haven't done anything
about it. Until now."

"Now?"

We were moving back toward the bar.

"It's funny. I just decided. I've had the
papers for a couple of months but…I couldn't do anything with them.
I'm going to start looking for her tomorrow and pass them on to
her. I don't really know why I waited this long."

She reached out to grab my hand and pull me
after her.

"Then we'll celebrate your freedom tonight.
Right? Oh, by the way, what is your name?"

“Just call me G. What do I call you, and what
about your band?"

“It’s Annie. And we're separated. Three
months now. I got tired of his drinking and whoring around."

She did buy me an Icehouse and herself a
white wine. A space had opened up at the bar and we sat and talked
for a while. She had been married for 12 years. She had two kids, a
seven-year-old boy and 10-year-old girl. Since she had thrown her
bastard husband out, she’d had to juggle child care and work all by
herself.

“It’s just a good thing I work for a really
nice guy. Dan Jenkins. He has an insurance agency in San Marco. He
is a really nice guy, not a prick like a lot of bosses. And believe
me, I’ve worked for some bad ones. But Dan is real laid back and
he’s pretty much let me set my own hours.”

I teased her.

“Hey, if you worked for me and wore clothes
like that, I’d pretty much let you set your own hours too.”

She pretended to slap at me.

“He’s not like that. Not that…. well, he went
through a pretty bad divorce about four years ago. His wife was the
Slut of the Western World. She screwed everything with a dick. If
I’d been single when he was available…I might have tried for
something. But dammit, I was married to that fucking loser of an
almost ex-husband. You ever noticed the time is never right to hook
up with the right people?”

“No. I’ve been married my whole life. Or so
it seems.”

“Well, if I hadn’t been tied up I’d have
tried for him. But I was so he went and married someone else. She
seems pretty nice, actually.”

“It’s good to know there are happy endings,
for somebody.”

She finished her wine and motioned to my
friend the Limping Bartender for a re-fill. This time I insisted on
paying for hers.

“Yeah, I’m happy that Dan had his happy
ending. Of course, she screwed around on him too.”

“Twice? He got burned twice?”

I wondered how anybody survived that.

“Yeah. Nobody knows the details, but she
started to divorce him and the gossip around the office was that
she had been screwing around on him too.”

“Poor bastard.”

“No, somehow they patched things up. It’s
been almost two years and they’re still together. Which means he’s
going to be married when I’m single. Timing is a bitch.”

“You’re making me really jealous and I don’t
even know the guy.”

She leaned forward.

“You play your cards right and you won’t have
any reason to be jealous of him.”

She had a blouse with a lacy plunging
neckline. I could see the smooth white hills of small unencumbered
breasts rising and falling with her breathing. She saw me looking
and just smiled.

"Guys, I think all of you were weaned too
early. You can't get your mind off titties."

"As I read one time, if you have to have an
obsession, it's not a bad one to have."

“Can’t argue with that. Of course, us ladies
have a different sort of obsession.”

“Oh?”

She took another sip of white wine, swirled
it around delicately, and then did the tongue thing. Jesus, I was
picking up stuff I didn’t remember from my bachelor days.

“Were you telling the truth?”

It took me a minute to figure out where she
was going. I began to get so hard the zipper was hurting my dick.
But I thought it would be a little bit of overkill to reach down
and adjust myself while we were having this discussion. So, I just
suffered.

“Why do you ask? Well, yeah, actually. Guys
don’t brag about having six inches. If I’d talked about nine or ten
inches or above, yeah, that would be bragging even if it was true.
Short answer, I haven’t measured it lately and it might have shrunk
from lack of use, but that’s what it was.”

“Hmmm…why don’t you drink your beer and then
we can go out for a little while.”

I stared at her, from the red lips to heaving
titties and wanted to pinch myself. I would never have believed
this morning that I might be fucking a sweet blonde by the time the
day was over. I still couldn’t believe it. Then I remembered that
it had been a long, long time since I’d had to deal with the
practicalities of wild, exciting sex.

“I – I uh….”

She took another sip of wine and reached out
to stroke the top of my hand.

“You really have been out of action for a
long time, sweetie. Don’t worry, I’m an old – make that grown up –
Girl Scout and I’m always prepared. I’ve got a whole package out in
my car. But we’re not going to have time to use up more than three
or four.”

She burst out laughing at the expression on
my face.

“I’m teasing. God, you’re so easy. Hey,
remember I’ve got kids at home. And a sitter. I can’t stay out more
than another hour or so.”

She was rubbing my hand with hers when I
thought of her two kids and remembered that Erin had flat out
refused to even think about kids. No way she was going to get
stretch marks and a tummy and maybe cause those magnificent
mammaries to droop.

As I remembered my lost and still official
wife, it hurt me that she could still hurt me like that. I made up
my mind. No fucking way was she going to screw my head up tonight.
I had a chance to fuck a hot female body that wasn’t Erin’s.

And I decided that no matter what happened, I
was going to see that she got the divorce papers. If not tomorrow,
the first chance I could find her. Thinking about the kids we might
have had showed me once again that at least part of me still loved
her. But I was going to face reality. We were history. And I wanted
her off my damned auto insurance policy!

She finished her wine and stretched her hand
out to mine.

“Walk me out to my car, big guy?”

“With pleasure.”

We had barely made it out of the bar before
she put a lip lock on me and started giving me a full body massage
with her body. A youngish couple passing us laughed and the female
half said, “Get a room.”

We broke the clinch and she started pulling
me to the left, down toward the railroad tracks that separated
Edgewood from the old U.S. 17 that runs through Jacksonville. The
street lights were fewer here and no one was coming so she let go
of my hand and gripped my cock.

I didn’t want to, but I took her hand off.
She gave me a look, but I just said, “If you want any kind of
action, don’t do that. I’m on a hair trigger, if you know what I
mean.”

Then we were standing beside a late model
Silver Ford Focus with the prerequisite “my child is an honor
student at…” stickers attached. She clicked a remote and the locks
popped. She slid into the driver’s side and motioned for me to go
around to the passenger side.

I slid in and before I was sitting down good
she had my zipper down and was hauling a very hard dick out into
the chilly night air. Only for an instant, because in the next
heart beat it was enveloped in the blast furnace of that red-lipped
mouth. She sucked at it like it was a recalcitrant straw and raised
her mouth off it, so she could look me eye to eye.

“I want you to fuck me and I hope you can go
twice soon, but I have got to drink you dry the first time. Do you
mind, baby?”

I don’t think she cared what I minded because
without giving me a chance to reply she fastened that vise-like
mouth lock on my dick and started sucking again.

It felt so damned good that I was in that
half dream-like stupor where I only vaguely noticed the soft sound
that might have been a car door opening. What I did notice was the
hard cold metal of a pistol barrel pushed into the space at the
back of my ear.

I opened my eyes but the man holding the gun
just said, “Don’t move. And if you want to keep your head on your
shoulders, don’t cum. You cum and I’ll blow your brains out.”

It’s a sign of how hard up I was that I
didn’t actually lose the erection at that point. But I sure as hell
didn’t come either. Annie’s head shot off my dick and she stared at
the gun at the back of my head and the man bending over and looking
into the car.

“D-David. What are you doing. My God, what
are you doing?”

“You fucking bitch. You promised. You
promised me there wouldn’t be any more of this.”

“I’m – I’m-”

“Sorry? Is that it Annie? You’re sorry.
You’re sorry you left me and kids home and you’re supposed to be
out with your sister and her friends and you’re sitting in your car
sucking some guy’s cock? Is that what you’re sorry about?”

She took a deep breath, then said finally,
“Yeah, David. That’s what I’m sorry about. I’m sorry that you don’t
do anything for me anymore and I’m going crazy and I need to be
fucked the way we used to do it.”

David waved the pistol around in the closed
area of the passenger side of the car and I shuddered a little each
time it got close to me. My dick had gone down to the point that I
thought I could get it back into my pants, but I damned sure wasn’t
going to make any sudden movements with the gun that close to a lot
of vital spots.

“I’m sorry I don’t do it for you anymore. I
know I’ve slowed down, but you’ve turned into a fucking nympho. And
you won’t try to do anything about it, no matter how much I beg.
You know, when I walked up, the first thought I had was to put a
bullet in this asshole’s brain, shoot you and then myself. Just
finish things. But then I thought about Doug and Jan at home. How
the hell could I do that to them?”

I very slowly raised my hand and got David’s
attention.

He looked at me and the barrel drifted in my
direction.

“Look, uh, David. You guys obviously got
things to talk about. I’m just a guy that met a really pretty woman
in a bar. She told me you guys were split. I wouldn’t have messed
around with a married woman. I just had the same crap done to me.
Now, before you do something really stupid with that gun, something
I’m really going to regret, how about letting me out of here?’

“Let him go David. He didn’t pick me up. I
picked him up. The poor bastard hasn’t been fucked in six months. I
felt sorry for him.”

He backed up and waved with the pistol which
looked like a .38 for me to get out. I did and as I walking very
carefully and slowly back toward O’Brien’s, he called after me,
“You believe in any gods, you better pray tonight. Cause you oughta
be dead right now.”

I held it together until I got close to
O’Brien’s, then I trotted into the bar and made a beeline for the
bathroom. I was surprised I hadn’t crapped in my pants, but I did
have a very bad case of diarrhea.

I thought for just a second about calling the
cops, but I hadn't heard any gunshots or screams. I wondered if I
should have done something when I was getting out of the car. If
anything happened to Annie I knew I'd feel like shit, even though
none of this was my fault. Maybe I would have gone out to the car
if I had known she had a husband waiting at home. I was very very
horny. But I like to think I wouldn't have. But I'm no hero and all
I'd probably have done was get myself killed if I'd tried to rescue
her. Besides, the poor bastard seemed hung up on his cheating wife,
just like I'd been with Erin.

When I felt completely drained of all the
food and drink I'd consumed in the last 24 hours I left the bar
again and very carefully made my way down the street. The Ford
Focus was gone.

I didn't know her last name, or her address.
All I knew was who she worked for and I doubted that would be
enough to get the cops to her place. Even if they got there, what
if Annie and her husband had worked things out. Cops would just be
a reminder of what had just gone down.

I felt guilty, of what I didn't know, but I
turned around and walked back to O'Brien's. I hesitated. It was
near midnight and I'd been shot down repeatedly, nearly gotten my
head blown off, and I'd drunk a lot more than I had in a long time.
Should I go in or go home.

My dick started throbbing at that point and
if it had had a voice, I'm sure it would have been saying, "But
what about me asshole? I need pussy!"

I understood where it was coming from and
walked back in.

The joint was jumping and there were no empty
seats anywhere. The Limping Bartender had been joined by two -what
looked like college guys - working the bar and two waitresses
circulating through the crowd that might have hit the 150 mark
while I was outside getting the most traumatic blow job of my
life.

I managed to get another Icehouse – damn I
was becoming addicted to these things – and looked around. The fat
red headed chick had vanished, which for some reason made me feel
sad. Rather than just stand there I made my way toward the pool
tables and as I got to them I spotted the redhead. She was leaning
over a table making a shot. And damn, she did have a great ass.

I wandered over to the table and stood behind
her. A guy about my height wearing jeans and a Jaguars sweatshirt
stood leaning on his pool cue. He had hair that I first thought was
dirty blonde but was actually gray, tied in a pony tail and
extending down to his belt. A redneck. I know that's stereotyping,
but hey, any guy in Northeast Florida under 50 who wears his hair
in a pony tail is either a construction worker, a trucker or a
redneck country boy. Don't blame me. I didn't make the rules.

A pretty little thing who looked like she
might have been 16 tops but undoubtedly had to be 21 to be in here
stood biting her fingernails to the quick stood watching the
game.

"Jessie," she whined, "how much longer.
Maryanne and the guys were going to Fuddruckers."

"Goddammit, Justine, be quiet. No one can
concentrate on their shots while you're running your mouth and I
don't want to take sweet cheeks' $20 because you distracted her.
We'll play a few more games, have a few drinks and then we'll
go.”

She pouted and twisted her hair in her
fingers and looked more like a 15-year-old. She looked over at me
looking at the redhead and her aging redneck hippy and said, “Hey,
Mr., you dance?”

I pointed to myself with a questioning
expression.

“Yeah,” she said, pointing toward the dance
floor where a dozen couples were gesticulating and touching briefly
to something by Lady Ga Ga, probably “Poker Face” or it might have
been the just released “Bad Romance.”

She looked pointedly at her boyfriend.

“Since my boyfriend is more concerned with
hustling $20 bucks off her, why shouldn’t I have some fun. You know
how to move don’t you?”

I looked over at the redneck and he refused
to look at me, or give his girlfriend the satisfaction of showing
her that she had pissed him off. I shrugged when the fat chick gave
me an irritated look and said, “You just will not stop fucking up
my entire evening, will you?”

“Wha-?”

“This is a bad idea, G, and you know it. Why
not leave the jailbait alone and go back to the bar and try to pick
up somebody legal?”

I stopped my forward progress for a second,
wondering two things. Make that three. How the hell did she know
what my name was? Why did she care if I danced with the teeny
bopper? And how was my dancing with this girl going to mess up her
evening?

I was going to ask her all three of the
questions, when the teeny bopper did something with her lips and
her top that dipped to show the upper swells of two respectable
titties and I remembered that I probably had been weaned too early.
Besides, to hell with the Fat Chick. For somebody who hadn’t given
me the time of day all night, she seemed to think I should have an
undue concern for her feelings and opinions.

“You’re not with her,” the teeny bopper said,
echoing my thoughts. “You wanna dance or not?”

“Yeah, sweetheart, I very much want to
dance,” I said, walking to her and grabbing her by the hand as I
pulled her after me. She was a little surprised but then followed
me. I noticed that as she did she gave an evil little smile to her
boyfriend and I knew, I KNEW, there was going to be trouble. But
those titties…

We were supposed to be dancing without
contact, just loosely moving our body parts, but I grabbed her and
pulled her to me. You can slow dance to anything, if you really
want to. She slid into me and started rubbing some of her things
against my things and it began to seem like a very nice way to end
the evening.

I will admit, in the light of hindsight, I
was thinking much more with my dick than my brain. She didn’t seem
so young anymore and the idea of fucking her didn’t seem anything
like pedophilia any more. She grinned up at me and rubbed her pussy
encumbered by only a fairly tight pair of jeans all over my dick,
which was getting stiffer by the moment. It was the closest to a
hand job I’d ever gotten from a woman who wasn’t using her
hands.

“SSSHHHIIITTT!”

Or at least that’s what I thought the word
was. It was actually more of a roar than anything else. Before I
could react, somebody had grabbed me from behind at the shoulder
and threw me spinning away.

When I caught my balance, I saw redneck had
grabbed teeny bopper by her long hair and was pulling it so hard
she was almost bent backwards.

“You little bitch, why didn’t you just unzip
him right here and fuck him. Goddamn you.”

“You got some room to talk asshole. You been
sniffing around the fat cow for hours. How the hell could you even
bring yourself to stick it in her? You’d get lost in there.”

“I was just playing a game with her, you
stupid –“

She spit at him.

“I know the game you’re playing asshole. You
get her number yet? You gonna drop me off and go back to fuck her
later. You scum.”

“You’re so fucking stupid, you cunt. I was
just playing pool. You got no reason at all to be such a stupid,
fucking jealous cunt.”

She slapped at him, but he didn’t loosen his
hold on her hair.

“You like using that word. Cunt cunt cunt.
Alright, this cunt is going off with Mr. Tall Dark and Handsome
over there and it’s going to be filled with his fat dick all night
long. You like that picture, baby? All night long!”

I wondered who the hell she was talking
about. She was looking at me, but…Tall, dark and handsome? Jesus,
she must not get out much if she thought that applied to me.
Although her boyfriend was no movie idol so maybe she did look at
me that way.

I noticed from the corners of my eyes that a
lot of the dancers had stopped dancing and were just enjoying the
free live show.

Redneck shook his head and before I could
move a muscle he draw his arm back lined with those stringy muscles
thin rednecks seem to grow, and he backhanded her.

She went down so hard I thought she’d bounce
off the tiled floor, but she just lay there, eyes filling with
tears and mouth a red mask.

I should have stayed out of it, but the
Limping Bartender was nowhere around nor were the two college guys
and Redneck was reaching down to grab her and pull her up to him,
probably to smash her in the face again.

He was strong, but not strong enough to move
when I grabbed him with my right and set my feet. He looked back
literally almost breathing fire and was probably going to say
something nasty to me when I slammed into his face with my left
fist and the entire weight of my body behind the punch.

He went down so hard that I fell forward over
him and wound up falling on the girl who screamed and scrambled
backwards. As she scrambled away she fell into one of the couples
standing off to her left.

It was all happening so fast I didn’t have
much time to follow the action, but the girl in the couple fell
backwards into the arms of a guy drinking a beer while holding his
girl. The beer went flying and feminine screams began to fill the
dance floor area as somebody wearing the beer spun the beer holder
around and swung on him.

Unfortunately, the beer holder ducked and the
puncher decked the woman the beer holder was dancing with. She
dropped like a steer hit with an electric prod and her guy screamed
and literally climbed over another couple to get at the guy who had
dropped his woman.

Before you could say, Riot, there was
one.

I noticed most of this subliminally because
my hands were full of Redneck, who came up swinging and caught me
on the side of the face and probably tore a swath of skin off me
with what felt like a big-assed ring.

I haven’t been in a real fight since the 9th
grade but when I was teaching they hadn’t been able to find anybody
to volunteer to coach a boxing team the Sheriff’s Office wanted to
start at the school I was working at and I had been volunteered by
my Principal. For two years I’d watched and actually sparred with
Deputies and some big and strong high school juniors and seniors.
So, getting into a fight wasn’t completely alien to my
experience.

Redneck hit me a good one in the face and I
saw stars for a second, then went for the

body, but I was able to block most of his
punches. He dropped his guard slightly and I planted a solid right.
I’m right handed and I hit a lot harder with my right. He
staggered, and I hit him again. My right started hurting and I was
afraid I’d done something stupid, like hitting human bone with my
unprotected fist, which is a good way to break your fist. It had
been so long that I’d forgotten what you’re NOT supposed to do.

On the other hand, his eyes had glazed. I
glanced over and spotted the Teeny Bopper. Somehow the Fat Chick
had pulled her out of the combat zone to one of the futon/couches
at the outskirts of the dance floor and was applying a napkin to
get the blood off her face. It looked like the Redneck had split
her lip. THAT pissed me off.

I grabbed him by the shirt front with my left
hand and drew my right back.

“Didn’t anybody ever tell you that you’re not
supposed to hit girls, you bastard?” I ended my words by planting
my fist in the middle of his face and feeling the enjoyable
sensation of his nose being squashed under my fist. Best of all,
there was no hard bone to do my damage to my fist.

As he was flying backwards and bounced off
the side of a guy who resembled a gorilla wearing a human being
suit, I realized I was at least partially at fault for the Teeny
Bopper getting bloodied. But I had never touched Erin, and God
knows I’d have been justified in killing her.

I looked back amid the yelling, screaming,
sounds of breaking glass, futon/couches being rolled, to find Teeny
Bopper and the Fat Chick and then I saw Tattooed and Pierced bring
his fist up under the Fat Chick’s chin as she turned away from the
girl to face him.

It was a beautiful punch. It carried her up
and back three feet before she went down on her back. Apparently,
he hadn’t been willing to take rejection like a gentleman. Before I
could get there, I saw him draw back his foot and kick her as hard
as he could in the side and then stomp down on what must have been
her breasts. She’s shuddered and it hurt to even see it, much less
receive it.

He was raising his foot again standing over
her, when I spun him around and saw the ugly grin on his face
turned into a frown. He swung but because he was so tall and I was
ducking he missed me by half a foot. I didn’t. I buried my shoe so
deep in his groin that when I lifted I literally hurled him into
the air. He came down holding his dick and balls, or what was left
of them.

I kicked him again a couple more times in the
balls. If I broke some of his knuckles or fingers in the meantime
while he was trying to protect himself, all the better. He was
gasping, even more when I stepped on his chest and put my full
weight into the center of his chest and grabbed his head and pulled
it to me by his hair at the same time.

I bent over and spent some time hammering his
head into the tile floor.

I don’t know why I was so pissed off, but I
was a lot angrier about what he had done than what the Redneck had
done to his girl. The Fat Chick hadn’t done anything to really
endear herself as she’d shot me down all night, but for some reason
I just liked her. I didn’t like what this asshole had done to
her.

“What the fuck is it with you guys,” I said
loudly. “Did nobody ever teach you that you don’t hit girls? Much
less kick them in the tits, you sorry bastard.”

I leaned back and kicked him in the balls
again.

“Like that, you fucking coward?”

“Get your hands off my brother,” a low rumble
sounded behind me. I looked back and saw the gorilla wearing the
human suit. He was probably only 6-4 tall, but at least that wide.
Jesus, he was big. On second thought I noticed the resemblance.

Panic will give you inhuman strength. In one
motion I had lifted Pierced and Tattooed up and threw him in the
air in the general direction of the man-ape. The big man caught him
with one hand and gently dropped him to the floor and then just
stared at me, grinning. It was a nasty grin.

“You must think you’re pretty tough for a
little guy,” he rumbled, his voice like the low throb of a
jackhammer.

“You saw what he did to the girl, right?”

“Don’t matter. He’s still my brother.”

He moved closer and somehow got larger. I
looked around in a panic. But the Fat Chick was lying on the floor
moaning and shaking her head as if she were trying to come to. If I
ran for my life, God only knows what might happen to her.

‘It’s only fair to tell you I’ve fought Pro.
My hands are registered, lethal weapons. I don’t want to have to
hurt you, but you’re so big I might have to kill you.”

He smiled, revealing a mouth full of worn
down, yellow gray stubs.

“You’re funny. Sorry for what I’m about to
do.”

This was, as they say, the moment of truth. I
didn’t think he’d really kill me, but I doubted he knew his own
strength and I had just messed his brother up.

He lumbered toward me, hands outstretched to
tear me limb from limb, and probably eat me on the spot. But I was
gone, ducking under one outstretched paw and clipping him on the
ear with my right as I danced behind him. Before he could turn I
hit him a half dozen good shots to the kidneys and he completed the
turn with a punch that would have taken my head off if it had
connected.

I ducked under and got him with a left right
combination to the mouth and nose, but I didn’t draw blood. His
face seemed made out of dried leather. Then he had my right hand
enclosed in his right and he squeezed. I screamed as I felt little
bones that I couldn’t afford to lose snapping left and right.

I shot forward and smashed the top of my head
into his face and felt something crunch. That, he felt. I heard him
grunt a second before an anvil smashed into the side of my face and
sent me sliding across the tile dance floor. And sliding. And
sliding.

I looked up to see him waddling across the
floor, throwing bodies to either side as he made his way through
the crowd. Or at least I saw him with my right eye. I couldn’t see
anything out of the left and it felt like I could feel that side of
my face pulse with every beat of my heart.

He was almost on top of me when I kicked him
as hard as I could in the left knee and put all the weight of my
body behind the kick. It didn’t snap the kneecap, but the weight of
my body and the kick made it buckle under him and I reached up to
him and pulled him over me.

He fell but rolled to his feet and was rising
unsteadily when I barreled into him. I had stepped back a few feet
and got a running start. He caught me but couldn’t set himself to
stop my rush so he started dancing backwards while I grabbed his
shirt with my still-functioning left hand and pushed with my broken
right against his shoulder.

He was literally falling backwards but
wouldn’t go off his feet and the further and faster I ran, the more
force I was exerting to push him backwards. People were screaming,
jumping out of the way, I heard police sirens and the thought went
through my head – what the hell am I going to do if he ever manages
to stop himself?

And the other thought that flashed through my
mind was: Montrell if I ever lay my hands on your sorry black ass
you are a dead man!

Then my forward rush and his backward stumble
was interrupted when we hit something big and transparent with
lettering written on it and suddenly there was a snowstorm of glass
fragments whirling in the air around us and we were air bound.

I couldn’t believe it, but the big man
managed to keep falling but staying on his feet until he hit the
bumper of a car parked right outside O’Brien’s. A loud ‘thunk’
ended our wild dance and he slumped to the concrete, head nestled
against the bumper. I knew it was impossible, but I could have
sworn there was a visible dent where his head had hit.

I was sort of stunned, but as I looked back
at O’Brien’s, I saw only air where the shaded plate glass had been.
Had we taken down the whole glass front of the bar? Looked like
it.

My ruminations on what had happened were cut
short by the arrival of what looked like every deputy on the
Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office. There were all kinds of uniforms and
badges zooming around and I found myself being roughly pulled to my
feet, hands put behind my back and handcuffed. They stood me up
against what was left of the front of the bar.

I wondered what had happened to the Fat
Chick, but every time I tried to ask a cop anything, he’d politely
reply, “Shut up.”

The human gorilla came to and became a
handful for the five cops trying to sit on him so eventually they
just Tasered the shit out of him and when he stopped twitching and
lay down on the sidewalk, they checked to make sure he was still
breathing and somehow managed to carry him to one of the ambulances
that had arrived.

After a while the place began to quiet down
and a half dozen cops walked out with the Limping Bartender, still
carrying the Louisville Slugger. He had a black eye so apparently,
he hadn’t escaped unscathed. He pointed to me.

“That’s him.”

They never did talk to me, but they did a lot
of talking about me. Seems I was the guy who basically took out the
front of the bar, at an estimated cost of five to ten thousand
dollars. I was the guy, according to witnesses and I bet one of
them was the pissed off redneck, who had started the entire brawl
which might have caused damages in the thousands of dollars by
hitting his girlfriend.

I was the guy who had sent Tattooed and
Pierced to the hospital with serious groin injuries, and also
assaulted a Mr. Jessie Cotton (redneck) and left him with severe
facial injuries.

I tried to put in my two cents and got the
usual “Shut UP!”

My old friend, the Limping Bartender, just
looked at me sadly and shook his head. Then he walked back into the
bar.

There were people streaming into and out of –
mostly out of – the bar, but it seemed like it was only me and the
five cops. They just looked at me and shook their heads too.

A tall dark-haired cop with the looks of a
matinee movie idol walked over to me and grabbed me by the shoulder
and pushed me toward one of the cruisers. As he walked me in that
direction he laughed and said, “God damn boy, but I would not want
to be in your shoes. I think you set some kind of new world record
for Fucking Up.”

I think he deliberately banged my head
against the top of the cop car door as he pushed me down into its
back holding area.

I sat in the back of the cop car, which
smelled vaguely of vomit and urine, my hands handcuffed behind me,
the side of my head threating to explode. I couldn’t move my
fingers on the right hand at all. As I looked at the ruined front
of O’Brien’s, I tallied up the night’s score card.

I had come out for a good time and had gotten
shot down by numerous women. The closest I’d come to getting any
action at all nearly got my head blown off. That and being flirted
with by a confirmed lesbian. I had what felt like a concussion, an
eye swollen shut, a broken right hand and I now realized I was
bleeding from dozens of little cuts all over my body where the
plate glass window had shattered.

I was undoubtedly going to be arrested for
assault on several individuals, blamed for a riot, probably held
responsible for tens of thousands of dollars of damages, and when I
was officially charged, almost certainly fired from my job at the
DMV.

Summing up: Bruised, injured, financially
ruined, jobless and probably facing a stretch of jail time.

And why? Most of the shit I was in I could
have avoided by letting Redneck and Pierced and Tattooed beat up on
their respective women. If I had just walked away, just minded my
own business, I’d probably be on way home to my lonely house right
now. Instead of being imprisoned in this pissy cruiser, I’d be home
missing my voluptuous, cheating bitch of a wife.

But, no, I had to do the right thing. The old
saying had been proven true once more. No good deed goes
unpunished.

So why in the hell did I find myself smiling?
But I couldn’t help myself . Even as I pondered all the deep shit I
was in, the smile grew broader.

I looked up and glanced out through the
window of the cruiser. The Fat Chick, one arm held up under and
apparently cradling her bruised breast, stood in the circle of cops
in front of O’Brien’s. They must be talking about me because the
good looking male model cop pointed at the cruiser and must have
cracked a joke. He laughed. She just stared at me with an
expression I couldn’t read.

I smiled at her, catching her eye, and winked
at her.

 


THE END OF PART ONE
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