

[image: ]










Trust Me


Peter Leonard







[image: alt]






















 





For my girls,


Julie and Kate



















Contents








Title Page


One


Two


Three


Four


Five


Six


Seven


Eight


Nine


Ten


Eleven


Twelve


Thirteen


Fourteen


Fifteen


Sixteen


Seventeen


Eighteen


Nineteen


Twenty


Twenty-one


Twenty-two


Twenty-three


Twenty-four


Twenty-five


Twenty-six


Twenty-seven


Twenty-eight


Twenty-nine


Thirty


Thirty-one


Thirty-two


Thirty-three


Thirty-four


Thirty-five


Thirty-six


Thirty-seven


Thirty-eight


Thirty-nine


Forty


Acknowledgments


About the Author


By the Same Author


Praise for Quiver


Copyright




















Trust Me

























One





Lou Starr was in bed reading, covered to the waist by a sheet. He’d set the air at sixty-eight and heard the compressor kick on outside. He pushed up the glasses that were falling off the end of his nose and stared at the signature hole of a new Robert Trent Jones PGA golf course called Whispering Palms.


He fondled the medallion that was hanging from a gold chain around his neck, resting on a sweater of chest hair. Lou said, “Want to see the best-looking new hole in golf?” He tilted the magazine toward Karen on the other side of the king-size bed, two feet of mattress between them.


Karen didn’t say anything. She was propped up on pillows, the bedsheet angling across her chest revealing the pale white skin of her shoulder and the round curve of a breast. She was watching a sitcom on a Sony flat screen that hung on the wall a few feet away.


“It’s a six-hundred-yard par five,” Lou said. “Longest one in golf.” He grinned now, imagining himself on the tee looking down the fairway. He took a couple practice swings with his Fusion FT-3 driver and blasted the ball three hundred and twenty-five yards straight down the pike. Hey, Tiger, beat that.





Lou hit his second shot over a bunker and a water hazard—on in two. He lined up the putt and sent the ball forty feet over a swale—left to right—for an ea gle. He grinned big and closed the magazine and placed it on the table next to the bed. He took off his reading glasses, put them on top of the magazine and turned off the light.


Lou slid over next to Karen, touched her shoulder with his index finger, tracing a line down her arm to her elbow. He was horny. She’d been putting him off for a couple of weeks. First it was her period. What could he say about that? Then her allergies kicked in. What allergies? She’d never mentioned them before. And the past few nights she’d been too tired. From what, Lou wanted to know? All she did was go to the mall while he worked his ass off. He was wondering what he’d gotten himself into. They’d been living together for eight months and he was sure there were monks who got laid more than he did. Well he was going to get some to night. He’d demand it.


Lou moved his hand under the covers, stroked Karen’s thigh, her hip, the smooth roundpoint of her pelvis under the nightie.


Karen pushed his hand away. “Come on, Lou. Not now.”


“Not now,” Lou said, “when?”


She was watching Pardon My French, this stupid fucking sitcom.


Karen said, “Chuck’s getting married.”


She sounded like she knew him. “Well, we’re engaged,” Lou said, “in case you forgot. How about my right to a piece of ass every couple months whether I need it or not?” He slid away from her, rolled over on his side.


A few minutes later it was over. He could hear the announcer’s voice say: “Pardon My French has been brought to you by Levitra. The more you know about ED, the more you’ll want to know about Levitra.”





Lou got a kick out of that, Levitra for all the losers who couldn’t get it up. He was fifty-six and still had a hard-on like a steel post. He glanced at Karen—hoping she’d slip her nightie off and attack him—this good-looking woman who was more interested in TV than sex. What was wrong with this picture?


He watched her yawn and close her eyes. The switcher slipped out of her hand and fell on the bed. Her eyes flickered open. She yawned again, picked up the remote and turned off the TV. It was dark, the room was quiet except for the ticking of his clock.


He’d been asleep for some time—he was sure of it—when he heard the noise. It was loud too, like something breaking, a window maybe, he couldn’t tell. He looked at the clock. It was 2:48. He turned toward Karen. She heard it too, her eyes were big, a nervous look on her face.


“What was that?” Karen said.


She sat up and opened the drawer of her bedside table, took out her Airweight .357 and turned toward him. He was bringing the .45 out of his drawer, racking it. They got up with their guns and moved around the bed and went through the doorway into the living room.




    





Bobby saw them come in the dark room, holding guns, barrels pointed up like TV cops. They didn’t go together, Bobby was thinking. The guy was short and hairy like a little gorilla. The girl was something though—lean and pale with skinny arms and nice jugs he could see hanging under the thin fabric of her nightie. He knew their names, Lou and Karen.


Bobby made his move coming in behind them, pointing the .32, telling them, if they moved, he’d blow their fucking heads off. Delivering the line like he meant it, surprised by the sound of his voice in the quiet room. They bent down and placed their guns on the carpet, and now Lloyd entered from the other side of the room.


“Folks, step back here, have a seat, will you?” Bobby said it friendly and polite, no reason to be rude now that he had their attention. He waved the gun motioning them toward the couch.


Lou said, “What the hell do you want?”


“Have a seat over here, we’ll let you know,” Bobby said.


Lloyd picked up the .357 and the .45. Bobby was wondering why these suburbanites were armed in the first place, not to mention with large caliber handguns. Lou grabbed an afghan off the couch wrapped it around Karen’s shoulders and they both sat down.


“Come with me,” Bobby said to Karen. She didn’t hesitate, got up and headed toward the bedroom.


Lou said, “Hey … where you taking her?”




   





Lloyd sat in a chair across from the guy, pointing the .45 at him.


Lloyd said, “We catch you and the little lady getting after it?”


“What the hell business is it of yours?” He was mad letting Lloyd know it.


“I’m making it my business,” Lloyd said. “I got the gun. You didn’t wimp out maybe you’d be holding on me. But you froze like an amateur.” He glanced around the room, checking things out. It was dark, but his eyes had adjusted and he could focus now. The furniture looked like it should be on a porch, not in somebody’s living room, but he liked it. Real comfortable too, bent wood frames with khakicushions.


Neither of them said anything for a while, sitting in silence like strangers on a bus until Lloyd said, “Nice place you got here. Is that a real one,” pointing to the zebra skin rug on the floor.


“What do you think?”





Lloyd said, “Where’d you get it at?”


“I shot it,” Lou Starr said.


Lloyd said, “You mean like on safari?”


“No, in the backyard.”


“I hunt too,” Lloyd said, “with a bow and arrow.”


Lou Starr said, “Congratulations.”


“What kind of gun you use?” Lloyd said.


“You don’t give up, do you?”


“I was just wondering,” Lloyd said, “that’s all.”


“ A 30.06, okay? You happy?”


Lloyd wondered if the guy was always this grouchy. He was making a real effort to be friendly and it wasn’t working.




  





In the dressing room, Bobby fixed his gaze on Karen. She was a knockout, red hair and pale creamy skin. He’d always had a weakness for girls like her.


“Do you think I’m going to overpower you?” she said.


“Huh?” He wasn’t paying attention, his eyes staring where the afghan didn’t cover her.


“The gun,” Karen said. “You don’t have to point it at me. I’m not going to try anything.”


He was surprised she was so relaxed, like people broke in her house in the middle of the night on a regular basis.


“Do you mind if I put something on? This thing itches,” Karen said. She didn’t wait for permission; let the afghan slide off her shoulder onto the floor. She grabbed a robe off a hanger and slipped it on, tying the sash around her waist.


There was a framed sign hanging on the wall that read: “Everybody’s a Star at Lou Starr’s World Famous Parthenon.” There was a photograph of a storefront and the word “Parthenon” in neon surrounded by a silver border of stars. He said, “What’s that?”





“It’s from Lou’s restaurants,” Karen said. “You get one when you eat there. Lou thinks it makes people feel special.”


“He make you feel special?” Judging by the angry look on her face he would’ve guessed, no. “What the hell’re those for?” He was staring at the wig stands, three of them on a shelf—two had salt-and-pepper hairpieces on them.


“They’re Lou’s.”


“No kidding. I thought they were yours.” He glanced at her and felt himself grin. He lifted one of the hairpieces off the stand and studied it. It looked like a furry little creature in his hands. He was going to try it on but didn’t want to mess up his own hair. “Is it real?”


“Yeah,” Karen said. “It’s hair from a fourteen-year-old Chinese girl.”


“Does he put it on, and get a yen for chop suey?” Bobby grinned big. He couldn’t help it. He surprised himself sometimes.


“He has them custom-made in London,” Karen said. “The same place Burt Reynolds gets his.”


Bobby said, “Burt Reynolds wears a rug, come on?”


“Are you kidding,” Karen said, “his hair looks like it was made by Karastan.”


“What’s a custom rug cost these days?” Bobby said.


“They start at $700 and go up from there.”


“That’s a lot of money to look like an idiot. Why’s he have three?”


“They’re all different lengths so it looks like his hair’s growing,” Karen said.


“Where’s the third one?” Bobby said, eyeing the blank wig stand.


“On his head,” Karen said.


“Duh,” Bobby said. How’d he miss that?







• • •





Lloyd was staring at a framed picture on the end table next to him. The guy across from him was in a safari outfit and there was a dead animal at his feet. Lloyd turned the frame toward him so he could see it. “Look at you. What is that, a lion?” Lloyd put it back on the end table. “What’s a lion weigh?”


“Three fifty, four hundred,” Lou Starr said. “This one went four twenty-five.”


He finally got the grouch’s attention. “Four twenty-five, whoa hoss, that’s a big cat, ain’t it?” Lloyd grinned at him. “You were in Africa, right?”


“Botswana.”


“That’s been a dream of mine,” Lloyd said. “Get some sahibs to carry all the shit, go out every day and hunt. Smoke any of that homegrown they got over there?”


He stared at Lloyd. Maybe he didn’t know what homegrown was. Lloyd was just trying to be nice to the guy, making conversation, trying to pass the time and he was being a real dickhead. “Ever hunt whitetail?”


Lou Starr said, “Uh-huh.”


He wasn’t giving him much. “You prefer a tree stand or a blind?”


“Who the fuck cares?”


“Ever got yourself a trophy buck?” Lloyd said. “One that made book? I’m not talking about seeing it while you’re up on a limb. I’m talking about nailing it, bringing it home.”


Lou Starr looked across the living room to the bedroom, glanced at his watch. “That’s it,” he said, standing now.


Lloyd aimed the .45 at him. “Don’t be a dumbass. Sit down.”


He dropped back on the couch, covered his face in his hands. He had a huge diamond ring set in gold on his little finger. Lloyd hadn’t noticed it before, too busy looking at other stuff. “I like your ring,” Lloyd said. “Always wanted one of those.”


“I got an idea,” Lou Starr said grinning. “When you get out of prison, get yourself a job and start saving up.”




   





Bobby stared at a hanger-rack-ful of Lou’s guayabera shirts: white and blue and yellow, reminding him of the shirts barbers wore, same style with the open collar and little vents on the tails. But these had a decorative quality to them and he imagined a roomful of short compact Latin men in the same kind of shirts, dancing and drinking wine.


Bobby turned and looked at her. “What nationality is he?”


“Take a guess,” Karen said.


“Something Mediterranean,” he said. “Italian or Sardinian.”


“I’ll give you a hint,” Karen said. “Lou’s real name is Starvos Loutra.”


She was sitting in a chair now, chiseled legs visible, sticking out of the bottom of the robe.


“He doesn’t have a brother named Spartacus, does he?” He smiled thinking he was funny and she smiled back telling him she did too. “Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,” Bobby said, “and don’t bend over and pick up the soap. That exhausts my knowledge of Greek heritage.”


“I’m impressed,” Karen said. “I can see you’re a real scholar.”


Bobby said, “Where’s the money at?”


“What’re you talking about?” Karen said.


“The $9,600 Lou won at the casino.”


Karen said, “It’s locked in the safe at one of his restaurants.”


“I’m not walking out of here empty-handed,” Bobby said.


“Do you want to make some real money?” Karen said. “Two hundred fifty thousand, maybe more.”


“What do you think I just fell off the back of a turnip truck? Do I look that dumb?” She stared at him and he wondered what she was thinking. “Where’s it at?”


“In a house in West Bloomfield,” Karen said.


“Whose house?”


“We can get into all that,” Karen said. “Does this sound like something you might be interested in?”


A quarter mill and a shot at her, hell yes he was interested. But he didn’t trust her. How could he? You didn’t break into some-one’s house in the middle of the night and expect to get propositioned. He fixed his gaze on her and said, “Are you scamming me?”


“No,” Karen said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”



















Two





The guy from the dressing room, who looked like he belonged to a fraternity, tied them back to back on the bed, grinning and winking at her while he did it, like they were buds. Lou started twisting and turning as soon as he left the room, trying to untie the ropes that bound them at the ankles, wrists and shoulders. He was pulling at the knots and the rope cutting into her. “Lou,” Karen said, “take it easy, will you? You’re hurting me.”


“What do you want me to do, lay here till Carol and Betty come to clean?”


“Let me help you,” Karen said. “If we work together, it’ll be easier.”


“How do you know?” Lou said. “Are you into bondage now like your freak sister?”


“Lou, don’t take this out on me, okay?” Karen said. “It isn’t my fault.”


“How’d they know I won money?”


“Maybe they saw you cashing out.” Like it was a big mystery. Karen pressed the tip of a fingernail into the knot at her wrist, trying to loosen it.





“I didn’t see anyone watching me,” Lou said.


So if he didn’t see anyone then no one could’ve seen him. He was in his Lou mood now. And when he was like this, you couldn’t talk to him.


“I’m going to get those assholes,” Lou said. “The ring’s irreplaceable.”


“It’s insured, isn’t it?” Karen thought it was a blessing in disguise. It might’ve been the ugliest ring she’d ever seen in her life.


“You’re not listening,” Lou said. “It’s custom, one of a kind.”


She thought it was odd that he didn’t ask her what happened in the dressing room. Did the guy molest her or try to hurt her? All Lou cared about was the ring. He cared about it more than her, obviously. She slid a fingernail in the knot and felt it move. She slid the short end of the rope through the knot and freed their hands.


Lou said, “How’d you do that?”


“I’ve got nails.”


Karen undid the rope around their shoulders and sat up and untied their feet. Lou got up and looked at her.


“I’m calling the police.”


“It’s three-thirty in the morning. Do you really think they’re going to get your ring back to night?” He gave her a dirty look and she got in bed and turned her back to him. 




   





Karen woke up thinking about the scene in the dressing room. She pictured the expression on Fratboy’s face. She could see he wanted to believe her, but he wasn’t sure. He’d need time to get comfortable with the idea. He sure didn’t look like the kind of guy who’d break into somebody’s house in the middle of the night, wearing his J. Crew outfit: green button-down-collar shirt and khakis.


They agreed to meet the next morning in Eastern Market. Karen didn’t think it made sense. Why drive all the way to downtown Detroit? She’d suggested 220 Merrill in Birmingham, sit at the bar have a couple of drinks, see if there was interest from both parties. But Fratboy didn’t like it. She could have the cops there, he said. Karen wanted to tell him she could have the cops at Eastern Market too, but the cops weren’t part of the plan.


Karen took I-75 south to the Mack exit and saw the skyline of Detroit spread out in the distance. She took a left over the freeway and a right on Russell, and drove slowly through the bustling, congested streets of the market. Hi-Los were zigzagging, vendors were stocking their stalls: icing down fish, hanging sides of meat, filling bins with fruit and vegetables and flowers. Karen steered around trucks that were double-parked on Market Street, dodging workers that suddenly appeared in front of her, looking for R. Hirt, the wine and cheese place. She saw it at the end of the street, a red-brick building built in the twenties.


Karen wondered if he’d still be there. She was late because there was an accident, traffic had stopped in the four southbound lanes for twenty minutes, while a wrecker towed a jackknifed semi off the road. She parked in the R. Hirt lot, and got out of the Audi and looked around, but didn’t see the fratboy or his sidekick, who reminded her of a Russian that played for the Red Wings. He was a stocky guy with frizzy blond hair and a goatee. She took a cigarette out of her purse, and lit it and smoked, watching the action at the market, crowded now at eleven in the morning.


Karen finished the cigarette and dropped it on the asphalt and stepped on it. She looked at her watch, it was 11:05. She’d give it a few more minutes and if he didn’t show, she’d assume he wasn’t interested. She watched a vendor pull a huge iced-down snapper out of a plastic tub, and fillet it on a wooden cutting board for a customer. She watched a butcher French and chine racks of lamb. She checked her watch and took a final look around the parking lot and opened her car door and got in. Her phone was ringing. She reached for her purse, grabbed the phone and pressed it to her ear.


“Hey,” Fratboy said, “where’re you going?” 




   





They went to a place called the Boar’s Head, a small dark bar in the market area, and sat in the back, Karen across the table from Fratboy and Goatee, the only people in the place who weren’t wearing long white coats with bloodstains on them. Four meat cutters at a table next to them were staring at Karen like she was a side of Angus prime.


Fratboy noticed them and turned in his chair. He got their attention and said, “Something we can do for you?”


The butchers all glanced over, but none of them said anything.


He said, “Then quit staring at us like a bunch of fucking morons.”


Fratboy didn’t look tough at all but he delivered the line with such confidence it sounded like he could take them all on. They met his gaze and looked away. Karen lit a cigarette, inhaled, and turned her head and blew out the smoke and said, “You’re making this way more difficult than it has to be.”


“That’s the way Bobby is,” Goatee said.


“We don’t need to know anyone’s name, all right,” Fratboy said.


“You know mine,” Karen said. She picked up her beer bottle and took a drink. “Maybe I should make up names for you if you want to be so secretive. You could be Chip,” she said pointing at Bobby, and “You’re Billy Bob,” she said to Goatee.


“Billy Bob? That’s a southern hick name,” Goatee said.


Karen said, “What I’m trying to say is, if we don’t trust each other, we might as well get up right now and go about our business.”


Goatee said, “You’re right. I’m Lloyd, Lloyd Diehl.”


Karen noticed Lou’s ring on his second finger, too big for his pinky. He kept looking at it, reminding her of a girl who’d just gotten engaged, looking at it and grinning.


“And his name’s Robert Gal,” he said pointing his beer bottle at the fratboy, “but goes by Bobby.”


“That better?” Karen said. “Now that we’ve been properly introduced—”


Bobby cut her off. “Anything else you want to tell her?” he said to Lloyd.


“Bobby’s really Canadian,” Lloyd said, “but doesn’t want anyone to know it. He’s from Guelph, Ontario. Know where that’s at?”


“I don’t hear a Canadian accent,” Karen said. “You know, aboot or eh?”


“He lost it,” Lloyd said. “Sounds American, doesn’t he?”


Karen said, “Is that your real name—Gal?”


“No, I made it up,” Bobby said.


Lloyd said, “Yeah, it’s his real name.”


“What nationality are you?” Karen said.


“Hungarian,” Bobby said, “I can run home, get my family tree if you’re interested.”


She couldn’t have found two more perfect guys. Karen took out another cigarette and held it between her teeth until she lit it, and blew smoke across the table at Bobby. He fanned the cloud with his hand.


“If we’re through talking about my family history,” Bobby said, “maybe we could get down to business, discuss how we’re going to steal the $250,000. Where’d you say it’s at?”


Karen said, “In a house in West Bloomfield.”


“Whose house we talking about?” Bobby said.


“A guy I know,” Karen said.


Lloyd took a drink of beer and said, “What’s he do, sell dope, guns?”





“He’s a businessman,” Karen said.


“What’s your connection?” Bobby said.


Karen said, “I used to go out with him.”


“Love is a many splendored thing,” Bobby said. “What happened?”


“I gave him money to invest,” Karen said. “We broke up and he kept it.” That was basically what had happened although there was a little more to it. “Help me get my money back and you can split the rest.”


Lloyd said, “How much are we talking?”


“At least $250,000,” Karen said. “Probably more like half a million.” She told them about the guy, a wealthy Chaldean who owned high-end gourmet markets, party stores and Coney Island hot dog places around Detroit. He also ran a bookmaking operation and had a dozen people on the payroll.


Bobby finished his beer and raised his arm, signaling the bartender for another one.


“He keeps all the money from his gambling operation in a safe in his house,” Karen said. “You open two cabinet doors and there it is.”


“I don’t know,” Bobby said. “Arabs are nuts, man. They hunt you down with some Old Testament code and say Allah’s telling them to do it.”


Karen wanted to tell him Allah and the Old Testament had nothing to do with each other. But she had a better way to ease his mind. “You don’t have to worry about Allah. Chaldeans are Catholic Arabs.”


Bobby said, “Does he have a wife and kids?”


She took a drag and blew out the smoke and said, “He’s divorced and his kids are grown up and gone.”


Lloyd said, “How many guys in the house with him?”


“Three, at least,” Karen said, “sometimes more, and, they’re armed.” She took a sip of beer. “But we’re not going to shoot anybody. We’re going to go in and get the safe and get out. Nobody gets hurt.” Then Karen told them she had a partner. (She didn’t yet, but had someone in mind.) They needed four people to do the job. “A driver and three of us to go in the house.”


Bobby said, “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you? Anything else you want to share with us?”


Karen said, “Sure, there are a few more details, I’ll tell you about them as we get closer.”


“You didn’t say anything about splitting it four ways,” Bobby said.


“I told you, you’d make some serious money—and you will, if we can all take it easy and agree on a plan.”


Lloyd said, “Who’s your partner?”


“You’ll meet him soon enough,” Karen said. “I’ll call you in a few days.”


“Can we trust you?” Bobby said.


Karen liked that—the two burglars worried about trust. She said, “Yeah, but can I trust you?”



















Three





O’Clair read the number on a piece of paper. This was the address Johnny had given him, 612 Rosewood. He’d called him an hour earlier and asked if O’Clair would pick him up. O’Clair had said, “Where are you?”


“At a friend’s,” Johnny said.


That was code for: I met a girl and shacked up with her. O’Clair was going that way anyway so he said okay. He parked his Caddy on the street, leaned back against the seat, looking at the small single-story white house. Now the front door opened and Johnny Karmo appeared, buttoning his shir T. Johnny stopped like he was talking to someone, then moved back in the house, kissing a girl with long blond hair. He pulled himself away from her and started down the cement walk that led to the street. The girl went after him again, and he kissed her one final time.


Johnny got in the car and said, “I knew when I walked in the bar and saw her I’d take her home. I got this vibe.”


O’Clair said, “You got this vibe, huh?”


Johnny gave him a look. “You want to tell it, or let me do it?”


O’Clair said, “I’m on the edge of my seat.”


“I held her hand,” Johnny said, “traced a line down her palm, like I could see her whole life in that line, and I said, ‘You’ve been hurt, haven’t you, baby? By a man.’ Who the hell else was she going to be hurt by?”


“She could’ve been a lesbian,” O’Clair said.


Johnny wasn’t listening.


“Then I looked into her eyes and she said, ‘How’d you know?’ Christ they believe anything you tell them.”


O’Clair noticed Johnny was losing his hair, going bald on top, dark hair combed over from the side trying to hide it, and dark spots under his eyes, as he sat back in the seat and let out a breath, Johnny, the palm-reading gigolo, looking old.


“She wore me out,” Johnny said. “Twenty-two wanted to go all night.”


O’Clair put it in gear and the Seville moved away from the curb, accelerating past parked cars. He saw Johnny take a gold wedding band out of his pants pocket and slip it on a nail-polished finger. Then he took a cell phone out of his shirt pocket, dialed and listened.


“Rosita, Johnny, do me a flavor … send a dozen to Darlene at Nino’s Salon in Troy.” He listened. “I don’t know her last name.” He paused. “Wait a second …” He glanced out the window. “Okay, ready? ‘If I can’t be with you these should.’ You got it?” He paused again. “Okay.” He turned off the cell phone, put it back in his shirt pocket and glanced at O’Clair. “I also use: ‘When you look at them, think of me.’”


O’Clair thought Johnny the Chaldean romantic should be writing greeting cards with those corny lines. “If you spent as much time working as you do fucking around you’d be rich.” O’Clair shook his head. “Where’s your car at?”


“A parking lot in Auburn Hills,” Johnny said.


“What were you doing way out there?”





Johnny said, “I’ve got to go places where people don’t know me.”


“That’s right, you’re married,” O’Clair said. “I forget. What do you tell Ann-Marie when you don’t come home at night?”


“I’m working,” Johnny said. “She’s used to it.”


“I’ve got to make a stop first,” O’Clair said.


Johnny looked at his watch. “I’ve got an appointment at nine.”


“You’re not going to make it,” O’Clair said. 




   





T.J. Dolliver stared at himself in the mirror, eyes puffy and bloodshot. He got maybe three hours sleep, his mind was racing and wouldn’t stop. He didn’t have the money and didn’t know where he was going to get it. He looked at his watch. It was ten to eight. His wife, Renee, thank the Lord, was up north at her parents’ summer home for a month.


T.J. lathered his face with shaving cream, turned on the water, just the hot, and picked up his razor. He heard a voice and looked out the bathroom window. His ditzy neighbor was walking her dog. The window was open and he could hear her through the screen. T.J. put the razor under his sideburn and moved it down his jaw feeling the tug of his beard, clearing a smooth path of skin. He moved the razor around his chin and cut himself and blood appeared, mixing with the shaving cream. He heard a car and glanced out the window as it passed by—an old Cadillac. Take it easy, he told himself, quit worrying.


He finished shaving and splashed water on his face and grabbed a towel. He dabbed the cuts—three of them—with little pieces of Kleenex. He looked out the window and thought he saw someone on the front porch and he moved through the living room and stood at the front door, glancing out one of the narrow vertical windows that flanked it. The doorbell rang and rang again. The sound startled T.J. and he took off, moving through the house to the back door. He fumbled with the lock, swung the door open and stepped out on the deck. Something hit him in the chest and he was down on his back, gasping for breath, squinting up at the morning sun. 




   





O’Clair stood over him. “T.J., where’re you going?”


“Watering the plants,” he said, getting his wind back.


“You’re a little late,” O’Clair said, scanning the deck, seeing wilted flowers and weeds in the planter boxes.


T.J. was wearing a black V-neck tee shirt, black pants and strange-looking black tie shoes with thick rubber soles that reminded O’Clair of the shoes nuns wore. He knew T.J. was married and was some kind of advertising executive. He made TV commercials and had twenty people working for him. Put on a black outfit, pretend like you knew what you were doing. O’Clair was in the wrong business.


He was a young guy too, didn’t look older than thirty. Borrowed money, lost it gambling, borrowed more and that’s where O’Clair entered the picture. He’d stopped by T.J.’ s office to collect the original loan plus the juice. First, a snippy receptionist kept him waiting for twenty minutes and then T.J. appeared and started bullshitting him, talking to O’Clair the way he probably talked to his clients, calling him “my friend.”


“Give me the fifteen grand I’ll be on my way,” O’Clair had said to T.J. when they were in his huge corner office that looked out over Troy. O’Clair liked the view. He could see subdivisions and the Somerset shopping mall and I-75 in the distance.


“Ever done any acting? You’ve got a great look, my friend.” T.J.’ s cell phone rang and he said, “It’s New York, I have to take this.”


New York calling him, he must’ve been important, or thought he was. While T.J. talked, O’Clair looked around. There were stacks of black boards with scenes on them, commercials, he assumed, and a giant TV with a couch and two chairs, and a desk covered with stacks of papers. On the other side of the room, O’Clair looked out and saw the Silverdome where the Lions used to play. Nice office. T.J. ended his conversation, put the phone down.


“Like commercials, my friend?” T.J. said moving toward the TV. “Want to see our new campaign for the world’s thinnest condom? We’re calling it Freedom, like screwing with nothing on.”


“Listen to me,” O’Clair said, “I’m not here to look at commercials, understand what I’m saying?”


T.J. paused and gave him a big grin. “The good news is I have it. Bad news, I don’t have it here. Can I get it to you later? Meet you somewhere? Name the place.”


O’Clair did, Joe Kool’s on Sixteen Mile, and T.J. said, “No problem, my friend, I know where it is, I owe you one.” 




   





T.J. looked nervous now stretched out on a La-Z-Boy recliner in his family room. O’Clair stood behind him holding the back of the chair. Johnny was standing next to the chair, gripping a silver aluminum bat that O’Clair had taken out of his trunk. Johnny choked up high, holding the bat like he was ready to swing for the fences. The bat was for show. O’Clair wasn’t going to hurt T.J., ’cause if he hurt him, T.J. wouldn’t be able to work and repay his debt. “He told me the good news was he had it,” O’Clair said to Johnny. “Agreed to meet me and never showed. Isn’t that what you said?”


“If you touch me,” T.J. said, “I’m calling the cops.”


“They can’t help you.” O’Clair was tired of T.J. jerking him around. He picked up the remote off a table next to the La-Z-Boy, pressed the power button and watched the big Mitsubishi pop on transforming from wavy gray lines to crisp color. Jerry Springer appeared in close-up, asking three seedy-looking guys with mullet haircuts why they had an affair with their mother-in-law.


“With their mother-in-laws,” O’Clair said. “Where do they find these wackos?” He turned up the volume and looked at T.J. Dolliver. “Listen to me, my friend. I want you to put the money, $17,500, in my hand by five o’clock today. I don’t care what you’ve got to do to get it. Take out a second mortgage, sell your car, sell your wife if you have to. Hear what I’m saying, my friend?”


T.J. said, “I only owe you fifteen.”


“I’m charging you a late fee.”


T.J. nodded, looking sad, eyes wet, face splotched with blood from the razor cuts. O’Clair believed he’d finally gotten through to him. He didn’t tell T.J. what was going to happen if he didn’t come up with the money. T.J. was the creative ad guy—let his imagination run wild. 




   





O’Clair took Johnny to his car and went to Samir’s. On the wall behind the table was a huge black and white photograph of Beirut shot from the Mediterranean side. O’Clair told Samir that he’d given T.J. Dolliver a little more time to come up with the money. Samir listened with a mouthful of burgul and mjadara, his snow white walrus mustache moving up and down as he chewed. Across from Samir was Ricky Yono, Samir’s nephew in a black nylon warm-up with red and white stripes running down the arms and legs, and a pile of gold chains around his neck that reminded O’Clair of the black dude with the Mohawk.


Ricky didn’t acknowledge O’Clair. He kept shoveling kibbee neyee into his mouth, practically inhaling it. Moozie was next to Ricky, flashing his silver front tooth while he ate. Moozie’s real name was Mehassen. He was also a nephew of Samir’s. He’d come from a village outside Beirut. Samir was trying to figure  out what to do with him and had assigned him to Ricky for a couple weeks.


As Samir had said, Moozie didn’t know shit about their business, but spoke English. That was a start. And he was a good kid and such, not a smartass like a lot of them his age.


“Hungry?” Samir pointed to the platter of burgul and mjadara with his fork. “Sit down, eat something.”


“I’m good,” O’Clair said.


“Ricky’s going to take Moozie around tomorrow, teach him the business.”


O’Clair said, “Who’s going to teach Ricky?”


Samir laughed.


Ricky glared at him.


Moozie smiled showing his silver tooth and a mouthful of hummus and tahini.


Samir said,” What about this guy, Gall? Have you found out anything?”


His name was Bobby Gal, a car salesman who’d borrowed money and disappeared.


The Sales Manager at Tad Collins Buick-Lexus said he hadn’t seen Bobby for a couple weeks and if O’Clair found him to tell him he was fired. One of the sales consultants, that’s what they were called now, told O’Clair Bobby hung out at the Millionaires Club on Eight Mile and also the casinos.


“I’m working on it,” O’Clair said answering Samir’s question.


“Work harder,” Ricky said, “mutt’s six weeks late.”


Ricky had it wrong as usual, but O’Clair didn’t say anything. Ricky had bought a used Lexus from the guy and ended up loaning him twenty grand. Ricky let him slide the first time the vig was due. Now Bobby owed sixty grand and Samir had given the collection to O’Clair.





Samir said, “Anybody seen Johnny?”


O’Clair said, “He had an appointment.”


“What does that mean?” Samir said.


“He’s probably out hustling some babe,” Ricky said.


O’Clair took a wad of bills out of his sport coat pocket and put it on the table next to Samir’s plate. “Everybody but T.J.”


“You’re short,” Samir said. “Ricky’s short. What’s going on?”


“I said I’d have it tomorrow,” Ricky said on the defensive.


O’Clair had heard that Ricky was using his collections to gamble and he was in trouble. Samir picked up the money and moved across the room to a cabinet, a built-in, made out of pine with double doors. He opened the doors and there was a black floor safe with gold leaf and Samir’s family name in Arabic on the front, Abou Al Fakir. The safe had been in Samir’s family since the late 1800s, purchased at the Mosler factory in Hamilton, Ohio, by his grandfather. Samir went down on one knee to work the combination.


O’Clair turned to Ricky. “Hey, Rick, that’s a nice outfit, you going to walk around a mall.”


“Fuck you,” Ricky said spitting bits of kibbee neyee out of his mouth.


He and Ricky had been bumping heads since O’Clair started working for Samir, and things had gone downhill from there. 




   





Ricky didn’t have the eight grand he was supposed to collect. He lost it to a sportsbook, an eight-team parlay, got every one wrong. What were the odds of that happening? He was broke and he owed Samir $8,000. That was bad, but what was worse, he’d borrowed $12,000 from CashFast, a payday loan place on Grand River near Eight Mile Road six weeks earlier. He’d done the same thing, used collection money to gamble, and lost it all.





Ricky had gone to Dearborn High with the own er of the place, a cocky asshole named Wadi Nasser. Wadi was about five five, wore Tommy Bahama shirts, smoked Montecristos and drove a Benz. Wadi said he didn’t usually loan more than a couple grand at a time, but for Ricky he’d make an exception. Ricky had two weeks to pay back the principal and a $1,800 service charge. Was that okay? No, it wasn’t okay, it was fucking robbery, but what choice did he have?


Two weeks later Ricky was in even worse shape and told Wadi to roll the loan over. Sure, no problem Wadi said. He seemed to get a kick out of Ricky having money problems. Now Ricky owed $13,800, with an interest charge of $2,070, and a total debt of $15,870. Ricky felt stupid, dumber than the people he collected from. He was paying Wadi more in interest than Samir charged his clients.


Ricky rolled the loan over two more times, and a month later he owed $35,707.50. Wadi grinned when Ricky stopped by the CashFast office and called him his best customer. Ricky missed the next payment and the next one. He was coming out of the Original Pancake House in Southfield after breakfast one morning, and noticed two Arabs getting out of an Escalade with twenty-four-inch rims. They were coming toward him. One was tall, six two maybe, with a bad complexion and a blank expression. The second guy was shorter and stockier. He had dark serious eyes and a sculpted beard that must’ve taken a long time to keep so neat and trim—skinny lines of hair that started at his temples and swept down curving along his jaw, meeting his mustache and goatee. He wore his sunglasses on his head, black hair, razor-cut like the beard. His shirt had a zipper that was open at the top, showing chest hair and gold chains.


“Mr. Nasser is concern about you,” Beard said. He had a heavy accent. “He does not see you in a long time, want to know, are you okay?”


“Tell him he’s got nothing to worry about,” Ricky said. “Everything’s fine. Wadi and I went to school together. We’re old buds.”


Beard said, “You know how much you owe?”


Sure, Ricky knew. $35,707.50.


“You know how much is going to be on Thursday of the next week?”


Beard’s dark eyes stared into him, never looking away for even a second.


Ricky couldn’t figure out what 15 percent of $35,707.50 was, but knew it was a lot. “You’re Wadi’s collection agency, huh?”


“Forty-one thousand sixty-three dollars and sixty-two cents,” Beard said. “Roll it again and it will be—”


“I know,” Ricky said, cutting him off. “I get it. You don’t have to keep reminding me, okay?” Now they were pissing him off.


“You have collateral?” Beard said.


“You have collateral?” Ricky said, trying to sound like him, imitate his heavy Middle East accent.


Beard grinned now. “You give us something of value. We give to Mr. Nasser until you pay debt.”


Ricky said, “Like what?”


“This is your automobile?” he said, looking at Ricky’s Lexus.


“You’re not taking my fucking car,” Ricky said. He put his hands on his hips, flexed his biceps that were sticking out of a black Gold’s Gym tank top. They wanted to get tough he’d give them all they could handle.


“Listen to me,” Beard said. “It’s not finish until you pay. You have to give Mr. Nasser something.”


Mr. Nasser. Jesus. If he called Wadi Mr. Nasser again, Ricky was going to deck him. Wadi, the midget Chaldean rich kid. Ricky would always think of him as the loser from high school who didn’t have a friend. Ricky considered his situation, heard what the Arab was telling him and took his watch off and handed it to Beard. “It’s an 18 karat gold Rolex President worth fifteen grand.” He loved it. Hated to give it up but he had to give him something. “Tell Wadi to hang on to it. I want it back.” That’s how he got out of that one, but now another payment was due and he didn’t have the money.



















Four





Karen had met Samir on the way to the ladies’ room at the Blue Martini in Birmingham.


He said, “I’m Samir.” He took her hand and kissed it. “Where do you want to have dinner?”


Karen said, “I’m with someone.”


“Now you’re with me.” He said it like a guy used to getting what he wanted.


She liked his confidence, thinking he could stop someone, a stranger, and ask her out. She found him attractive, but she was also curious. Who was he? Karen went back to the table and told her date, a stockbroker named Jon Uffelman, that she was leaving. She’d heard enough about economic indicators, the devaluation of the dollar and the risk of deflation. Uffelman was talking to her like he was giving a seminar. It was their first and last date.


He said, “What’re you … kidding? We just got here.”


She stood up and said, “It wasn’t going to work anyway,” and walked across the room past the scene makers, up the stairs to the foyer. Samir was standing by the door ready to open it for her, Omar Sharif from Doctor Zhivago, dark hair going gray and a silver mustache.





A car was waiting, a white Mercedes, and a man in a suit was standing at the rear door holding it open. Karen got in and Samir got in next to her, close but he didn’t crowd her. They had dinner at the Lark. Karen asked him how he could walk in and get a table at a restaurant that was booked for months in advance.


Samir said, “There must’ve been a cancellation.”


He owned the big Mercedes and had a chauffeur, but he was cool. He made fun of himself. He was in the grocery business. He sold fruit and vegetables and owned a few stores around town, and then it hit her: he was the guy that owned a chain of gourmet markets called Samir’s. Karen said, “You’re that Samir?”


He said, “I’m a greengrocer, like my father.”


That’s what Karen liked about him. He was a down-to-earth rich guy with no ego. She liked his accent too, and his deep voice that sounded gentle.


He said, “What about you?”


He was staring at her tan legs, crossed and sticking out of a black mini skirt. “I model,” Karen said.


“You mean fashion?”


“Sportswear and swimwear, and I do TV commercials.”


“Where would I see you?” Samir said.


“I just did a Chevy spot,” Karen said. “I’m driving a red Corvette convertible on the Pacific Coast Highway north of Malibu.”


“That was you?”


“And a few weeks ago I did a swimwear spread for Lands End,” Karen said. “Do you get the catalogue?”


“You think that’s the way I dress?” He said it serious, but smiled.


She touched the sleeve of his sport coat. It was custom-made. She could tell by the buttonholes, they were real. One was unbuttoned, the way it was done. “You dress well for a guy who sells fruit and vegetables.”


He smiled again.





“How did you get into modeling?”


Karen told him it was a long story that started the night her father was killed. “He was a manufacturer’s rep. He sold injection-molded parts, door trim panels and center console assemblies to Chrysler and GM. How do you decide that’s what you want to do with your life?”


“It’s luck or timing or maybe bad luck,” Samir said. “You do what your father did. Or you get a job, get married and get stuck in something. I sell fruit and vegetables. You think I planned it?”


“My dad was driving home after having dinner with a Chrysler purchasing guy,” Karen said, “and was hit head-on by a drunk driver, killed instantly at forty-four. I remember him in the kitchen, tying his tie, getting ready, excited because he was sure he was getting a contract for the new X platform cars. With the commission we’d be able to move to a bigger house.” She paused and sipped her wine that tasted like butterscotch. Samir’s eyes were on her as if he couldn’t look anywhere else. “It’s strange because when I think about that night, I think of the movie Grease. I was watching it with my mom and sister, Virginia.”


Samir said, “Travolta was skinny then with a pompadour.”


“He reminded me of my dad, who was still a greaser from high school—slicked-back hair and a black leather jacket. He could’ve been an extra. Travolta was singing a duet with Olivia Newton-John when the Garden City police came to the door. I remember my mother was hysterical while they were belting out ‘You’re the One That I Want.’”


Samir met her gaze and reached for her hand.


“I’m not a big fan of musicals,” Karen said.


“Me either.”


She didn’t tell him about the funeral home, her dad’s life told in photographs displayed around the visitation room. Shots of a skinny teenager in a bathing suit, someone squirting water from a hose outside the frame. Her dad in a white tux on his wedding day, smiling, holding a drink, his bow tie hanging from one side of his collar. Her dad posing with his bowling buddies—four dudes decked out in their red King Louie shirts with black trim. In another one, her dad was holding up a center console assembly.


Karen had been a senior at Garden City High at the time. She’d planned to go to Michigan State and major in advertising. It looked like a fun business. She liked TV commercials, the funny offbeat beer spots like the Bud Light spot where the only word of dialogue is “dude.” She had $1,700 in the bank, money earned working part-time at Meijer’s Thrifty Acres in the toy department, wearing a red vest, making $7.25 an hour.


After her dad died Karen knew she’d have to postpone college for a while and get a job and help support her mom and sister, Virginia. But doing what? Friends had always told her she should model. She had a unique look and a great figure. Karen would stare at herself in the mirror, thinking she didn’t look bad. Five seven, a hundred and fifteen, and she was in shape. She was a former twirler and started on the volleyball team.


Rumor had it that a girl in her English class, a tall quiet brunette named Stephanie, was modeling and making a lot of money. Maybe it was true. She was five ten and good-looking, and she drove a BMW. Stephanie, as it turned out, was surprisingly nice and helpful. She knew a photographer who agreed to take some shots of Karen for her comp sheet, and helped arrange interviews at talent agencies around town, and two weeks after graduation Karen was posing for Hudson’s fall catalogue.


Samir fixed his kind dark eyes on her, sitting close, a table against the French doors, and touched her arm. They’d been together for maybe an hour and she was relaxed, comfortable with him, like they were old friends.
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‘Peter Leonard is more than just his father’s son.
He is his very own writer and a huge talent.
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