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Red Stripes

A Joe Hunter short story

Three blocks south of where Rington Investigations boasts an office, there’s a small coffee shop that’s my favourite in all of Tampa, Florida. Like the small unit that housed Rington Investigations, the coffee shop was situated about midway along a strip mall, wedged between a Duane Reade pharmacy and a family owned convenience store. But unlike the office, which its owner Jared Rington keeps as sterile and minimalist as an operating theatre, the coffee shop was homely and comfortable, boasting bamboo chairs and tables, and thick soft cushions to relax into. The seating area spilled out of the small shop onto the sidewalk and that’s where I liked to sit and watch the flow of pedestrians go by. Unlike many of the other coffee spots in the neighbourhood, who doled out supersized waxed paper cups of coloured water that only masqueraded as coffee, here you could get the real thing, and in genuine china cups if you so desired. I was sitting outside the shop, having ordered a freshly ground “Blue Mountain” blend, the warmth of the late September afternoon sun on my face and the aroma of roasting beans wafting over me.

I was enjoying some downtime. I’d just come off a boring surveillance job involving staff dishonesty at a distribution hub in the north side of the city. Basically, the shipping manifests were showing a disparity with what was shelved in the warehouse and the company directors had called in some outside help to discover where their goods were disappearing. Myself, Raul Velasquez and Jim McTeer, the sum total of Rink’s employees, alternated stakeouts until we got the evidence on a nightshift foreman and a security guard in cahoots with a friend with a van. The three of them had been filmed packing the van with boxed computers, televisions and even a sit-on-and-ride lawnmower. I wasn’t in on the sting – it was changeover time between Velasquez and McTeer when the van was backed into the depot under cover of dark and the pilfering took place. But I was happy to allow the boys the glory of the capture, and was pleased I could go back to sleeping at a reasonable hour. Rink was the breadth of a continent away, visiting his mom, Yukiko, in San Francisco, so I was able to set my own hours. It wasn’t a case of the mouse playing while the cat was away; I’m more a partner in the business than a straight employee, and can come and go at will. My expertise wasn’t generally in the bread and butter work of a modern PI firm, but there’d been little requirement for my skill set in the best part of a month. Stepping in to assist Velasquez and McTeer was my decision, because I needed to be doing something. Even boring stakeouts are better than nothing when you get as fidgety for action as I do.

Earlier I’d sent the boys home early and shut down the office for the day. Jim McTeer invited me to a barbecue he was hosting for some of his old cop buddies, but I’d politely declined. I’d nothing against cops, but some of them didn’t extend the same tolerance in my direction. Velasquez said I was welcome to join him and his nephew, Rorion, for an ice hockey match at St Pete Times Forum, but I’d also declined his offer. Ice hockey. Florida. The two paired together just didn’t make sense. But it wasn’t a game that – to me – was largely organised violence on ice that put me off. Not long ago, a hired killer had taken pot shots from the roof of the Forum, killing two police detectives I was speaking with, and placing me in a real awkward situation. I still sneered in disgust every time I was in the vicinity of the stadium and recalled the crimes Luke Rickard tried to frame me for. All I was in the mood for was a half hour or so without any nasty recollections to spoil my mood, kicking back, and slaking my thirst for a decent brew. Having rolled down the shutters and locking them tight, I’d left the RI office, driving the three blocks and parking on the street opposite the coffee shop. I had to feed a meter, but I was happy to do so. When you're happy to pay for “Blue Mountain”, undoubtedly the king of coffee, and with a price tag to match, you don’t quibble over a handful of quarters.

The barista was a middle-aged woman with a French accent. She was slim, with dark hair, dark eyes, perhaps a tad too large in the nose and lips to be described as beautiful, but good looking all the same. I wasn’t sure if she was from France, Europe, or if she was French Canadian, or from some other French speaking country. Our conversations had been pleasant and polite to date, but hadn’t gone beyond the small talk associated with the ordering and imbibing of the best coffee in the city, perhaps in the country. I knew her name from the badge she wore pinned to her blouse: Jolie. I hadn’t realised she’d learned my name until she delivered my drink, and placed it down before me.

“You are Joe Hunter, yes?” She pronounced my first name ‘Show’, and rolled the second syllable of my last name across her tongue. I found the sound of her voice endearing.

“Yeah, that’s me,” I replied. “Although I’ve never heard my name spoken quite as sweetly before.”

“I know you,” she said, apparently used to the compliments her accent gained her and beyond acknowledging them with more than the quirk of one corner of her mouth. “You have been a good customer. But I was not sure of your name until today.”
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