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TOUGH MESSES
Eleven Stories of Crime and Desperation​​​
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Lawns on Sibley Lane are mowed every Monday. Trash and recycling are picked up each Tuesday. HOA dues cover both, and those in charge of the Oxbow Estates HOA always update residents about any deviation from the ordinary. So, understandably, folks noticed when me and my guys arrived unannounced on a Friday morning and began breaking up concrete.

After we made a couple cuts into the sidewalk with a loud saw, we broke up a small section of concrete and pretended to inspect some underground piping. It gained the attention of a few neighbors, and that’s when I sent Big Vince to bang on the Zekman’s door.

Dressed in a blue work shirt with a Consumers Energy patch above one pocket and the name DAVE stitched above the other, he rapped on the screen door a couple times before ringing the bell.

I stood at the end of the walkway and watched as Mrs. Zekman answered the door wearing sweatpants and an oversized Red Wings shirt, and though annoyed by the intrusion, she was plenty eager to leave her home once Dave told her that someone reported a gas leak in the area—told her that due to the possibility of a deadly explosion, she and her family needed to evacuate the house immediately.

Her husband, she explained, was out of town on business and wouldn’t be home until evening. Her teenage son and daughter were at school. With her out of the house, the place was ours.

A similar scene repeated next door where Johnny, dressed in a uniform bearing the name RICK, got the Holtons out of their home.

On the other side of the Zekman’s house, I rang the doorbell of a widow who came to the door with the aid of a walker, the old aluminum kind with tennis balls covering the feet. She was older than me, but not by a lot.

“Yes?” she said, her voice weak and scratchy.

“Hi, Mrs. Colosimo?”

“Yes. How can I help you?”

“I’m terribly sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I’m with the utility company. We’ve received reports that there might be a gas leak at the home next door. We don’t believe that you’re in any danger, but out of an abundance of caution, we’d like you to exit your home.”

She looked down the street at our truck and the backhoe strapped to the flatbed trailer behind it, then she noticed that many of her neighbors were milling around outside their homes. I could tell she was buying what we were selling. Her face full of concern, she agreed and joined her neighbors on the sidewalk.

We didn’t necessarily need the Holtons or Mrs. Colosimo out of their homes, but we needed to be convincing. It was best to get all the neighbors who were at home as involved as possible, so they felt informed, felt like they were a part of the whole thing. And to make sure none of them placed a call to the real gas company. To accomplish all of that, we needed to put on a good show, distract everyone, keep them from realizing that all of this was total bullshit.

Stitched onto my uniform was a patch bearing the name JIMMY, a bit of an inside joke. I chose the name at the last minute as we threw the whole thing together. And that’s the thing. We didn’t have much time to plan. It was almost five on Thursday when we got word from our guy over at the building department that Todd and Beth Zekman had received a permit to install an in-ground pool in their friggin’ basement. Work was to begin Monday.

Now normally, I wouldn’t give a fat rat’s ass if someone wanted to dig up their basement and blow their hard-earned cash on something as stupid as an indoor swimming pool. Build yourself a wine cellar if you want. Install a damn helipad on the roof for all I care. What you spend your money on is your business, unless you’re the Zekmans and you live at 3237 Sibley Lane in West Bloomfield, Michigan.

In the Zekmans’ case, I was very much concerned about their home improvement projects, especially when one of those projects involved digging up the foundation. The last goddamned thing I needed was some contractor finding what me and my guys buried beneath that house all those years ago.

We managed to get all our gear in the house and down to the Zekmans’ basement on our own. All of us were winded though—fading versions of the young men we were the last time all three of us were together at that spot.

We were prepared for the possibility of a day like this. We had the tools we’d need, and a rough plan of attack in place. Although, by the time we’d reached a certain age, we’d gotten complacent, incorrectly assuming the day would never come.

Thankfully the residents of Oxbow Estates were the types of people who respected authority—or at least respected men with hardhats, safety vests, and blue work shirts. Even the kind with patches hastily sewn onto them.

They were also welcoming of one another. Upon seeing a gathering of fellow neighbors at the curb, the woman across the street from the Zekmans popped the cork on a bottle of wine and invited her neighbors in for a little day drinking. Though she rudely neglected to offer us any, but I digress. Point is, it was keeping them occupied and that was good because it was anyone’s guess how long the job would take us, and if just one of them got clever and called the utility company to verify our story, we’d be screwed.

Finding the body was our only goal, but hell if I remembered where it was buried. Back in the mid-seventies, the neighborhood was nothing but rolling hills of dirt where homes were just beginning to be built, and the area looked nothing like it does these days. Plus, as much as I hated to admit it, I was getting old. I barely remembered what I’d done this week, never mind all the crazy shit we’d done way back when.

We definitely put him under the Zekmans’ house though—somewhere under the basement, somewhere in the northeast corner of the sprawling 3,500-square-foot home. It didn’t belong to the Zekmans back then though. The house was under construction and was owned by the builder. Someone struck a deal with a guy on one of the construction crews to ignore that we’d dropped the body in a hole on the property—a shallow hole that the guy soon covered in concrete. That guy was later placed in a different hole, but that’s another story for another time. Point is, with him gone, only me and the guys knew where the body was, and we planned on keeping it that way.

The last time I saw the place was at the end of July 1975, the day before the basement floor was poured, covering the body of someone who was about to go missing for good. At least that was the plan. And the plan had worked for years, until the goddamned Zekmans decided their bratty children needed a swimming pool.

The Zekmans’ basement was finished with wall-to-wall carpeting, and it had good-sized windows, at least for a basement. In the main living area, they had a huge television that sat on an equally huge entertainment center. On the walls, framing the television, were Warhol-style portraits of each kid. Creepy stuff, frankly.

The other side of the basement was what we’d come for. The Zekmans had cleared out the area—removed all the furniture and pulled up the carpeting. It was the spot where, first thing next week, crews would start transforming into the family’s new swimming pool.

Vince had grown impatient with my tour of the Zekmans’ home and fired up the gas engine of the saw—a deafening sound that reverberated against the solid basement walls. Dropping the diamond blade into the bare concrete floor, he cut a long line near the corner of the basement. The Zekmans had clearly called 811 and had folks come out and mark off where the underground pipes were. The markings helped us know where we shouldn’t dig, but didn’t exactly tell us where the body was.

I tapped Vince on the shoulder to get his attention. He was annoyed, but the blade was heating up and needed a break anyway. He pushed his safety goggles up to his forehead with a grunt and said, “What?”

“We just gonna cut a bunch of friggin’ holes in the ground until we get lucky?”

“You got a better way of finding needles in haystacks?”

He had a point, so I shrugged and let him get back to it. Like I said, I couldn’t remember much about those crazy days. Somehow, I lived through them, something few guys can say. Me, Big Vince, and Johnny were the last of that bunch. The last to know the truth.

I wish I had a better memory though. It would have saved us lots of time in the Zekmans’ basement. What I do remember about that summer day in ’75 was the boss telling me to get my guys together and to be ready when the phone rang. In this thing of ours, when the boss gives an order, you don’t ask questions.

The boss had us doing whatever Tony Pro wanted. Tony Pro was a big shot with the Genovese family. He was calling the shots from New Jersey, and he was the one who decided that time was up for Mr. Hoffa. Yeah, that Mr. Hoffa.

So Tony Pro set some stuff up—arranged for someone to head to the Red Fox restaurant and pick up Mr. H. I don’t remember if I knew that at the time or not. Might’ve been something I learned later, you know, from the papers and whatnot. It was talked about a lot because it was the last time anyone saw ol’ Mr. H. Anyone other than me and my guys, that is.

The disappearing act we helped arrange fueled all kinds of theories. Some folks say that, after being killed in Detroit, his body was shoved into a fifty-five-gallon drum and shipped back to New Jersey so Tony Pro could verify he was dead. Others think his body was sunk in the Atlantic Ocean. Many others say he was dumped at Central Sanitation. There’s even a prominent theory that his body is buried under a massive sports complex in New Jersey, one that’s home to the Jets and Giants. No one ever mentions Sibley Lane though, which means the boss was right to trust us with this one.

Vince had scored three squares in the floor that were big enough for us to start digging. But before we could start, we’d have to break up some concrete with sledgehammers, and that’s what we were about to do when I noticed that Mrs. Zekman had wandered away from her neighbor’s house to check on our progress.

So while Vince finish the last of his cuts, “Rick” and me went outside to have a chat with Mrs. Zekman, to give her an update on how we’d traced the leak to an underground pipe, and to let her know that “Dave” was in the basement trying to isolate and seal the leak.

Mrs. Zekman had a lot of questions though.

She chewed her lip nervously. “Is the gas shut off?”

I nodded as I pretended to read something on my clipboard. “Yes, ma’am. We had to shut it off in order to do the repair work, but we’ll have it back on in no time.”

“Well, since the gas is off, can I go back inside?”

“I’m sorry, but it’s policy that only Consumers Energy personnel can be in a home while performing this kind of work.” I scribbled on my clipboard for show. “I do apologize for the inconvenience. We’ll have you back inside as soon as we can.”

“Couldn’t I go in just long enough to get a few items? Some paperwork, maybe some photos? Those things are irreplaceable.”

“Sorry, ma’am. Again, that’d be against policy. But like I said, we’ve shut off the gas to your home, so there’s very little risk of anything happening to your photos.”

“I don’t understand. Why can’t I go inside then? I’ll be real quick.”

Nodding my chin toward Johnny, I said, “Could you head back in and see if Dave needs any help?”

He agreed and headed toward the house. I figured Vince would need help breaking up the concrete, and when it came to swinging a sledgehammer, it was better them than me.

I looked at Mrs. Zekman and said, “I understand your frustration, ma’am. It’s my job to enforce policy though. I could get fired if I allow you in, even for a minute or two.”

I was talking a lot, but I figured it was best to keep her occupied, best to distract her from questioning any of this too much. I also figured we were close to finding Mr. H, which put us that much closer to packing him up and moving him to his new home.

Vince and Johnny had the three sections of concrete broken up by the time I freed myself from Mrs. Zekman. When I returned to the basement, they were busy digging in the dirt, and when Johnny noticed me standing there, he stopped his work, grabbed a small shovel, and tossed it my way. It landed with a clink, then slid to the toes of my work boots.

Johnny glared at me. “Hey, Gino. Glad you could finally join us, ya chooch.”

“Look, someone’s gotta keep the locals calm.”

“Yeah? And what? We’re just s’posed to do all the hard labor while you’re out there flapping your lips?”

“Look, asshole. That shit takes finesse, which you don’t have.”

“So I should be down here, putting my strong back and weak mind to work then, eh?”

Big Vince whistled, a horrible noise more deafening than the saw. “Would both of youse shut the fuck up and dig?”

My initial urge was to pick up the shovel and plant the flat end of it against Vince’s thick head. Remind him who’s in charge of the crew. But he had a point. We were there for a reason, and we needed to speed things up so we could get the hell out of there while we were able to do it on our own, and not in the back of a police car. So, I drove the shovel into the dirt instead of Vince’s skull.

Digging in that spot transported me back to the night we dug Mr. H his current home. I had no idea what we were on call for that night. I had no idea that we’d be disposing of one of the most recognizable figures in all of America, but back then, I was in no position to ask questions. So, I did as I was told and got my guys together. We waited at my place, drank some beers, threw some darts. The Tigers were playing the Yankees later that night and I’d hoped to tune into the game, but the phone rang well before the first pitch was thrown. I had a short conversation with someone I didn’t know. They gave me an address out in what was, at the time, beyond the outskirts of Detroit. Said the boss wanted me and my guys to drive out there—to some intersection that I doubt I could find today—to meet some other guys in a red Mercury.

We grabbed some pops and cigarettes from a store, then drove out to the spot and parked. The sun set, and we waited. We got out of the car and waited some more. We smoked, and we waited. Finally, the red Mercury crept toward us. Behind it was a black Lincoln.

Two guys got out of the Mercury. One of ’em went straight to the Lincoln and climbed into the back seat. The other, a slender guy, walked over to me. I didn’t know him. Someone said both of them were from New Jersey. Again, I don’t know if I knew that at the time, or if it’s something I heard later. Point is, they were connected men, and they were in Detroit on Tony Pro’s orders.

The slender guy handed me the keys to the Mercury, gave me a scrap of paper with two sets of directions scribbled on one side. He explained that we were to drive out to a construction site a couple miles away and find the lot marked with the address 3237 Sibley Lane. We were to dig a hole, anywhere between the concrete forms of the house being built on the lot. It didn’t have to be deep, he said. Just deep enough to hold the guy. A concrete crew would pour over the spot first thing in the morning, he said.

The second address was to a house back in Metro Detroit where we were supposed to leave the Mercury, once the contents of the trunk had been dealt with.

The guy got into the passenger seat of the Lincoln, and it drove away, kicking up a cloud of dust around us. I never saw the car or the guy again. I assumed both men went back to New Jersey, and I never thought much more about them.

We left my car on the side of the road and drove the Mercury—and its unwilling passenger—out to Sibley Lane, then left Mr. H in a hole as directed. Vince drove the Mercury to the address in Detroit, and me and Johnny picked him up in my car. Afterward, we went back to my place, had a few more beers, then called it a night.

I awoke the next day to learn the Tigers had lost by one run. The other big news of the day was that everyone was looking for Mr. H., and within another day or two, every friggin’ whackjob in America had come to search Detroit for him, some armed with shovels, digging in every patch of dirt they encountered.

It didn’t matter. They weren’t gonna find him because by the time Mr. H’s son was on TV asking for anyone who knew anything to come forward, the concrete above Mr. H’s Sibley Lane resting place was already curing.

Johnny tossed his shovel aside and shouted, “I’ve got something.”

He dug carefully with his gloved hands, pushing the dirt aside into mounds on the perimeter of the square hole. Shovels are destructive to things like old bones, and we needed to be sure we found all of Mr. H. Every single bone, any scrap of clothing that hadn’t disintegrated over the last several decades. We had to find, and remove, anything that might cause a swimming pool installation crew to stop their work and call the cops.

Big Vince and I stood to the side, watching Johnny move sections of the earth below. Mixed into the soil were what might have been strands of cloth—resilient pieces of clothing that had survived the elements. He set them aside, then dug deeper, revealing what might have been a piece of an old shoe, perhaps a piece of one of Mr. H’s Gucci loafers.

Whatever it was, it was worth taking out of the hole. Back then, we didn’t think about things like DNA. With today’s technology, some underpaid government scientist could probably figure out that me and my guys had put the friggin’ body there. That’s how they determined that Mr. H had been in the Mercury in the first place. A dog sniffed out his scent early on, but decades later, they tested a strand of hair collected from his old hairbrush and matched it to a hair found in the Mercury.

That’s what we’d come for: to move Mr. H, and to remove anything that linked us to putting him there.

Johnny dug a little deeper, reached under the foundation a bit, and that’s when he found it: an old Coke bottle.

It all came back to me. We’d been hitting the smokes and the Cokes hard all night. I’d finished drinking one as we dropped Mr. H in the hole, and I’d tossed it in with him before we covered him with dirt—and later concrete.

That friggin’ bottle kept me awake for many nights after the hairbrush DNA thing. Hell, I thought about rounding the guys up on several occasions—thought about digging in the Zekman’s basement to retrieve that goddamned bottle, along with my DNA that was on it. That stupid bottle, the one thing that could prove I was involved in the whole thing.

Johnny set the bottle aside and dug some more, and some more. “That’s it, guys.”

I leaned in, looked in the hole. “What d’ya mean that’s it? Where’s the body?”

“No idea.” Johnny looked up at me, met my eyes with his. “It ain’t here, that much I do know.”

I didn’t believe him, or maybe I’d lost trust in him. Either way, I stepped over the piles of dirt and climbed into the hole to take a look for myself. I dug new holes, I dug through the piles of dirt Johnny’d already made, I even dug under the concrete for several feet, expecting to find at least one small bone, or maybe more pieces of his shoes. But Johnny was right. Mr. H wasn’t there.

We had the right spot. I knew we did because of the coke bottle. I looked up at the guys, shook my head in disbelief. “Where the hell is he?”

Vince shook his head. “That section of concrete looked weird when I cut into it.”

Sitting back, resting against a mound of dirt I said, “Looked weird in what way?”

“It was discolored. It cut differently too. Like it wasn’t the same material as the rest.”

“You tellin’ me that someone’s already been here, and that they’ve already done what we’re here to do?”

Vince shrugged. “I’m just sayin’ it looked weird when I cut it, that’s all.”

Johnny peered out the high basement window that faced the street. “Hey, Gino. A lot more people are gathering out there. I think they’re getting suspicious. You and your finesse had better get out there and talk them down.”

I stood up, pushed a mound of dirt back into the hole. “What’s the point? We’re done here.”

Johnny turned to look at me. “You serious?”

“The body’s gone. What’s the point of sticking around? Unless you’re looking to get arrested.”

We packed up our tools and shoved some of the dirt back in the hole. I had a story worked out that I’d tell Mrs. Zekman—a bunch of bullshit about how Consumers Energy would send out another crew who’d patch up the concrete.

Before heading up the stairs, I grabbed the old Coke bottle. It’d probably fetch a few bucks on eBay from an antique lover, but it had too much sentimental value for me to consider parting with it. It was, after all, my only tangible link to that July evening.

Sure, it bothered me that Mr. H wasn’t there. But wondering who moved him bothered me more. Maybe the boss didn’t trust us as much as I thought. Or maybe the boss had his own DNA concerns once the hairbrush thing hit the news; maybe he had another crew come out and relocate Mr. H to avoid having to do it last minute. The important part was that Mr. H wasn’t there, and with the body gone, me and my guys couldn’t be linked to any of it.

Mrs. Zekman was standing at the edge of her driveway. Seeing us exit with all our gear had given her hope that she could return to her home.

I tossed a bag into the back of the truck, then walked over to her. “You’re all set, ma’am.”

“Oh, good. I can go back in now? Is it safe?”

“One hundred percent. We found the leak, and we patched it. You shouldn’t have any more troubles.”

“Oh, thank you. That’s good to hear.”

“We did have to break up some of your concrete in the basement, but at least it was in an area that didn’t have any carpet. Still, I’m sorry about the mess. Someone will give you a call later, and they’ll send out a crew that’ll get that patched up for you. Make it good as new.”

“Oh, there’s no need. We’re having a pool installed next week. They’re going to dig up the concrete anyhow.”

I smiled. “A pool? Wow. That sounds nice. Well, in that case, I’ll let the folks at HQ know that there’s no need to send a repair crew to your home, but I’ll let ’em know that the sidewalk still needs patching.”

“Thank you. And thank you so much for the work you do. It sounds like you saved our house from blowing up. You gentlemen are heroes.”

I glanced at Vince, then at Johnny. “Not at all, ma’am. We’re just good soldiers who do what we’re told.” I tipped my hardhat to her. “You have a great rest of your day, and hey, enjoy that pool.”

We drove away with half of Sibley Lane waving at us like we were war veterans in a town parade. We ditched the truck and the backhoe over in Pontiac, a few miles from where we’d stolen them to begin with. That night we drank some beers at my place and burned the work shirts and the pieces of the shoe in the fireplace.

I held onto the bottle though. Kept it on my mantel for many years as a little reminder of that night, and of my guys.

Vince passed away a few years back. Big fella’s heart eventually gave out. Johnny, he’s gone too. His liver finally had all the booze it could take.

When they passed, I tucked the bottle away in an old cedar chest, along with a handful of other keepsakes that meant a little something to me. I shoved this little note down the bottle’s neck, which is probably how you, or the folks at the estate auction, got hold of it. No matter who found it, if you’re reading this, it means the damned lung cancer finally beat me. It also means you know as much as I ever knew about what happened to ol’ Mr. H, wherever the hell he is now.
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She nearly whispered the order to the bartender. Virgin mojito, extra mint. Bars are unpopular places to not drink alcohol.

It was a nice place. Modern and trendy with funky carpets, pops of color everywhere, and lots of mid-century modern touches. Smooth jazz played softly from speakers tucked into the high ceilings as the bartender placed a napkin on the bar in front of her. Moments later, he set her drink on the napkin.

Settling into one of the padded stools, she sipped the drink, allowing the minty taste to transport her to an exotic location, someplace more interesting than a hotel bar near the airport.

Reaching for her cell phone, she offered a quick smile to the man at the end of the bar. He’d been staring at her since she walked in. Now he’d moved on from staring to checking her up and down. Nothing about her outfit was provocative, just a dark blue flare dress with a split collar. For a plain button-up dress, it always seemed to gain lots of attention from guys, probably because it had a schoolgirl look to it, which seemed to ignite a particular fantasy in their minds.

From her periphery, she noticed his eyes had shifted to her knee-high suede boots. For a moment, at least. His eyes soon began scanning up her legs, then to her ass, then to her breasts.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
- ELEVN STORIS OF A

RM.LOWERY -





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





