
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Framed in Blood

        

        
        
          Proper Crimes, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Ed Teja

        

        
          Published by Float Street Press, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FRAMED IN BLOOD

    

    
      First edition. December 29, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Ed Teja.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201083625

    

    
    
      Written by Ed Teja.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    "I do not fear truth. I welcome it.

But I wish all of my facts to be in their proper context."

— Gordon B. Hinckley

      

    


​


	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ONE


[image: ]




Kessel Stevens came up the steps fast, taking the last two in one hop, flying past the uniforms stationed there, keeping people out of the building. One smiled in recognition as he went by. “Straight down the hallway, detective,” one said.

Heading inside, he found a cop he knew named Jakes, standing in the open doorway of the corner apartment on the first floor. 

Seeing the former detective in uniform gave him a start. He’d forgotten that Jakes had gotten involved in some mess or other that cost him his detective shield. It seemed odd that he didn’t just retire. But people made their own choices and could be hard to figure.

“The body?” he asked.

“In here.” Jakes jerked a thumb toward the kitchen. “I warn you, it's a fucking mess, Stevens.

Stevens nodded. They always said that. But a quick look told him that Jakes wasn’t exaggerating. Blood was everywhere, drying on the table and walls.

“Whose place is this?” he asked. 

Jakes pointed at the dead black man tied to a chair. “His. That’s what’s left of Bosco—the pimp and drug dealer who lived her.” Jakes shook his head. “That man ain't so pretty no more.”

Kessel remembered the man. “He never was.”

Jakes stayed near the door as Kessel went deeper into the kitchen. He needed to take in the scene before it got messed up. The cops who had been first on the scene would have wrecked it some, but he needed to get an overview, see it as they found it before forensics arrived. 

Bosco was indeed a mess—a naked, bloody mess. He’d been chained to a chair, and, from the looks of things, someone proceeded to use every available kitchen implement to damage and disfigure some portion of his body. 

Jakes stepped in. “Look on the counter,” he said. 

Kessel looked and noted a glass of water sitting there. It had an eye floating in it. His ears were next to it. It gave him a bad feeling. Kessel hesitated for a moment before looking down at the man's body and saw he'd guessed right—he had been castrated. 

Apparently, that hadn't been sufficient to kill him. Kessel didn't need to wait for the coroner's report to ascertain the cause of death, as the official reports put it. Someone had put a gun to his head and fired it at least twice. His brains and pieces of skull and head were splattered everywhere. 

Jakes waved a hand. “My ex would have called this: ‘Dead Pimp: Framed in Blood.’

It took a moment, but Kessel remembered that Jakes’ ex-wife was an artist who did rather strange installations with stranger names. Jakes had dragged him to one once. It wasn’t his cup of tea, but he got the point. 

“She was being thorough, I guess,” Jakes said. He'd come as close as the kitchen door.

“She?”

He jerked a thumb toward another room. “Her name is Darlene Torres. We were on the scene, and she came waltzing in the front door like nothing. Said she'd been off shopping and wanted to get back and fix lunch.”

“Who is she?”

He shrugged. “A hooker.”

“Working for Bosco?”

“Probably not.” He pulled a notebook out of his pocket and tore out a page, handing it over. “She just got out of prison last week.” Jakes shook his head. “She told us she'd spent her one week out of prison tracking Bosco down. Seems they were old friends.”

“Friends?”

“When she went down, he was her pimp. She took a fall for him.”

“She walked in here, cops all over the places, and told you all that?”

“She told us a lot of shit.” He nodded toward a doorway. “Probably waiting to tell you, too. She’s in the living room.”

“You read her rights to her?”

Jakes punched his arm. “I read them to her, but I didn’t ask anything. I figured homicide would want to take the statement, hear it direct.”

“Downtown,” he said. “I want it done right.”

A cop stuck his head in. “Forensics is here. Should I let them in?”

“Sure.” He nudged Jakes. “Keep an eye on them for me. I'll talk to our suspect.”

Jakes stepped into the hallway. “Come on up,” he shouted. When Kessel heard the crew coming up the steps, he went into the living room. A black woman was sitting on the couch. “Hey, Darlene,” he said.

She looked up at him, surprised. “Hey, Detective Stevens, long time.”

“Not long enough.”

“I suppose not. Being reunited with your arresting officer probably always happens too soon.”

“You don't put that off by killing people. Why Bosco?”

A twisted grin made her look oddly pretty. “I could give you a fistful of detailed reasons that I wanted the bastard dead, but the shitty truth is I didn't do it.”

“You didn't?”

“No, damn it. I had it all planned, too. I had his end figured out, ways to make it as slow and as painful as I could.”

“So you didn't shoot him?” 

She gave him a surprised look. “He got shot? I didn't know that.”

“In the head.”

She sighed. “How anyone could put a bullet in anything as small as Bosco's brain amazes me. Picking such a little target is just showing off. But it pisses me off.”

“So you admit that you tortured him?”

She smiled, pleased with herself. “Damn right, I sure as hell did that.”

“Tell me about it.”

She sat back, her shackled hands in her lap. “After I got out, I spent a few days tracking the son-of-a-bitch down. He'd moved while I was away and didn't leave a forwarding address. Imagine that.”

“Hard to figure.”

“When I did catch up with him, he got a worried look. But he didn't know that I knew what he'd done, and I talked all sweetness, telling him I was out and ready to go back to work.”

“And he bought it?”

“He wanted to. He was all smiles, and everything was like old times. He made me go down on him so I could show him I still thought he was special. Somewhere in there, I spiked his drink. He keeps the date rape stuff around to help girls get past that unnatural shyness some of them have over letting him bang them.”

“A true gentleman.”

“I gave him a lot of it and when he passed out, I went to work. I stripped him naked, put him in that chair, and fixed him up nice, so he wouldn't leave before I wanted him to.”

“When did all that happen?”

She pursed her lips, then raised her handcuffed hands and scratched her nose. “I got here about three days ago, I think. I was having too much fun to pay close attention.”

“You held him hostage, torturing him for three days, and no one heard him screaming?”

She laughed. “Of course folks heard him. You been out of the neighborhood way too long if you think him screaming his head off would attract any attention. Between the men beating their women and the gang shit going on, screaming is just normal night music around here.”

“They said you were coming in the door when the cops grabbed you.”

“I went to the store. We needed groceries; I took money out of Bosco's wallet for supplies.” She pointed to a grocery bag sitting on the floor. 

Kessel went to it and looked in. It had a bunch of snacks and a couple of bottles of cheap whisky. “These are groceries?”

“I was hungry but didn't want to waste a lot of time cooking. The frozen dinners are probably ruined by now.”

“I see. And when you went to the store you left him here alone, tied up and bleeding?”

“Sure. We needed food. I didn't want him dying too soon.” She snorted. “See how great planning does for you. I go to all that trouble to keep him alive and someone killed the fucker.”

“Cutting off his balls wasn't going to help him want to live.”

She cocked her head, smiling. “That single act let him appreciate the seriousness of his situation, however.”

“I suppose it would.”

“I wrapped some of his wounds to stop some of the worst of the bleeding and gave him some water. Bleeding dehydrates a person, according to television.”

“The source of all of our best information.”

“I came back and damn if the cops weren't here waiting. They grabbed me.”

“You didn't run off?”

“No point. Besides, I needed to find out if Bosco got loose somehow.”

“In a way, he did.”

She smiled. “I get that. Anyway, I walk in, and naturally, the cops arrested me.”

“Naturally?”

“Sure. They had themselves a bona fide murder. I figure it's standard procedure to grab the first black person that shows up and call them the prime suspect.”

“You really think that's why they considered you a suspect?”

She grinned. “How would I know? I'm thinking about my day in court. Lawyers tell me you need to get shit on the record.”

“Jailhouse lawyers told you that?”

“This one was a real lawyer... until recently, anyway.”

Kessel looked around the room, then walked back to the bedroom. The bed hadn't been made. Someone had ransacked the closet and drawers, tossing the place.

“You make this mess, too?”

“I'm not a pig,” she said. “Hell no. The cops did it. They knew Bosco was a dealer. I figure they were looking for his stash—as if he was dumb enough to keep it in his home.”

“You're the one who said he had a tiny brain.”

“But the few brain cells he had worked in certain areas... drugs and sex and money. But I don't expect the police report will show they found drugs... even if they did. That wouldn't add anything to the case against me.”

“Probably wouldn't. And you say you didn't kill him?”

“That's right.”

“Give me a reason to believe that.”

She grinned. “Cause I wasn't done making him suffer.” She shook her head. “Look, after I hurt him a lot, I let him know that was just the opening shot. I was almost ready to stop playing with him. I dug out his stash and started pumping that poison into him.”

“Why get him addicted?”

“So he could see what it is like. When I had him really hooked, I was going to turn him loose on the street, lock him out of his own place. He’d be out there with one eye, no balls, and only half his fingers and a nasty habit. Getting a fix would be a challenge for him.”

“I didn't notice him missing any fingers.”

Darlene curled her lips. “I wasn’t quite done with him yet.”

A sick part of Kessel Stevens' stomach told him she was telling the truth. “So why go to the trouble for him?”

“When you busted me for whoring, I was holding. It was Bosco's stuff. The prosecutors were smart enough to know that it wasn't mine, that Bosco had set me up. He sent me to a John who had paid for a fuck and some junk and I had to take it to him. Should've been an easy delivery, but when we got down to business, you busted in.”

“Sorry if I ruined your life. The John was running a numbers racket. Catching him with the dope got him to turn on his people. No one expected the delivery girl to hang around and party.”

“Well then, my public service should have been noted at the trial.”

“And that's why you cut off his balls? As a public service?”

“You men. Fixated on that, are we? I popped out an eye too, and even though Bosco screamed just as loud about that, none of you find it important.”

“Tell me.”

She let out a noisy breath. “Bosco came to see me before the trial. He wanted to make a deal. We agreed that I'd keep his name out of things and do the time. In return, he was supposed to watch out for Sasha, my kid sister. He agreed to protect her and keep her off the streets. Well, once I was away, he and his pals gang-raped her and got her hooked on junk. It’s an easy way of getting a girl to whore for them. She died of an overdose. People tell me it was on purpose, seeing she had no way out. That didn't matter.”

“So, you wanted revenge.”

“Bosco ruined my life, and I could deal with that. He did the same thing to me when I was younger but having a little sister to care for... that kept me going. When he took that from me, well, I don't care what happens to me, but I did care what happened to that shit—how he died.”

“I want all that in an official statement.”

“Sure, why not?”

Kessel got the phone out and texted a couple of uniforms with a squad car to take Darlene downtown.

When they came in, one of them took her by the arm. “Book her for kidnapping and whatever comes closest to torture,” he said.

“Thought it was a murder,” the second officer said.

“Not yet. I need to check some things out.”

The cop gave him an odd look, but Kessel had turned his attention back to the room. As they marched Darlene to the door, he called out, “Wait. Darlene, did you notice anyone watching the place the last day or so? Can you think of a reason someone else might kill him?”

“People always watching a drug dealer's place, Stevens. And the street people always in the street. There are lots of folks who would be happy to kill his ass.”

“And set it up so you took the blame?”

She shrugged, then laughed. “The way I did it, I guess I made it real easy for someone who wanted the fun of putting him down without taking the fall for it,” she said. “That fits the facts, as they say on the cop shows.”

“And you want me to believe that?”

She smiled. “I want it down that I said it. There's not a chance that you are gonna believe it, no matter what I want. But then, I'm not used to getting what I want. Don’t start spoiling me now.”

Kessel waved to the cops, and they left with her.

“You think there's a stick of truth in what that bitch said?” Jakes asked. He’d been listening from the doorway.

Kessel rubbed his jaw and realized he needed a shave. It had been a long day. “I don't know. But why admit to kidnapping and torture and deny a murder? I could see her going all in and saying she didn't do any of it, or she was happy to kill him, but I think she honestly feels cheated out of the kill.”

Jakes shook his head. “As pleased as I am when one of these animals takes out another, I sure don't understand how they think.”

“I suppose that if we thought like them we'd be like them.”

“Maybe. Or maybe being able to would let us catch more of them.”

Kessel Stevens sat on the couch where Darlene had been sitting, feeling her body heat, and looking at the place from her perspective, if that was possible. Maybe thinking like her, the way she'd felt at the moment she'd gotten her hands on Bosco and had him helpless, didn't mean feeling rage or anger. 

Maybe, given what had happened to her sister, Sasha, it had been more the way the DA felt when they watched an execution—that justice had been served.

“I'm heading back to the station,” he told Jake. “Hang around until the forensics people and the coroner are done, then close off this shithole.”

“You have an idea,” Jakes said. “You got a lead from her?”

“I need to look up the details of another murder,” he said. “A girl named Sasha.”

“Are the deaths related?”

“Darlene’s sister.” Stevens got up and ambled toward the door feeling tired. At street level, a lot of the crimes were related, somehow. The trick was learning out what the connection was and if it meant anything.

“You know, sometimes a killing is just a killing,” Jakes said. 

“Even in the ghetto.”

“Especially in the ghetto. There doesn’t need to be a motive we understand.”

“Then I best get to work.

Turning his back on the crime scene, he stepped outside and then stopped to take a deep breath. The air stunk of garbage. The sun was hot. And he, Kessel Stevens, was probably completely overthinking another murder in paradise. It wouldn’t be the first time.
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Seated behind her battered desk in the office at the end of the hall, the one that faced the front door, Sherry Proper smiled as Cela Evans stomped into the office. 

It was Monday morning, and although she was late, she wasn’t sneaking in. She wouldn’t. And the scowl that twisted her face defied anyone to challenge her about being tardy. 

The striking young woman kept her thin hair cut short, and she dyed it with bright red, yellow, and green streaks. She always wore a sleeveless tee-shirt that showed a tattoo of a wicked-looking spider on her right shoulder. The tee-shirt promoted Muay Thai kickboxing. 

Today she carried a scarlet windbreaker over her arm and wore a green skirt and leggings, and sandals. 

The sight of her always made Sherry smile. There was a pleasure in working in a law office where the receptionist dressed in the height of punk rock fashion, or whatever it was these days. 

It seemed likely that was one of her requirements for working there. Although he wore a cheap suit that made him look like the older storefront lawyer he was, Chris Charles, the firm’s owner, never said a word to her—not about much of anything. 

Sherry’s own choice of jeans and a tee-shirt advertising the Hard Rock Cafe in Cartagena, Colombia, didn’t seem to bother him either. 

Sherry was sure that the fact that the two of them worked cheaply (and Sherry worked freelance—he didn’t even have to pay benefits) offset any concerns about an office dress code. 

Only one person in the small law office dressed like television’s idea of a lawyer—Pietra Slovcheck. 

Sherry knew the perky blonde attorney from before she joined the firm and doubted that Pietra ever dressed down. She sure hadn’t when they were both summer interns, working for Carla Richards’ downtown firm. Even when they were doing nothing but reorganizing records, the woman looked like she was ready to walk into a courtroom.

“You have to dress the part you want to play,” she told Sherry when she’d asked.

Cela shut the office door and went to her desk, hooking the windbreaker over her chair and then sinking into it and switching on her computer with a determined glare.

It pleased Sherry that no one else in the office would know why Cela was in a bad mood. Sherry knew because she’d been there, in the front row, as part of a sellout crowd, to watch as the law firm's receptionist got her ass kicked in an amateur mixed martial arts match. 

Well, that was unfair. It had been a close, hard-fought bout. The two women went toe to toe, with Cela very slightly behind on points—until the last round. Now a swollen and bright purple left eye marked the fact that Cela “Spider-woman” Evans had gotten impatient. After an effective kick to her opponent’s shin, she had level-shifted, going in for a takedown. But she hadn’t set it up properly, and that had been a huge mistake. 

Daria “knockout” Myers made her pay the price, catching Cela coming in with a brutal and punishing right uppercut that ended the match right there and then.

The mistake had given Cela a bruised face and ended her stellar string of seven wins in the strawweight division.

Sherry loved martial arts. She’d taken judo in high school and boxed in college. Law school stopped that, but once she dropped out and started working for Chris doing research, she started taking a self-defense class. “I teach street fighting,” Remo, the instructor, told her.

One night Remo took the entire class to see an amateur MMA fight. “This is as close as you get to real fighting without people really hurting each other,” he said. She found the fights fascinating. 

Seeing Cela in the ring came as a surprise, as was her impressive performance. She submitted her opponent with a rear-naked choke in the first round.

After the match, she congratulated Cela. 

“Please don’t tell anyone at the office about my fighting,” Cela said after she got over her surprise at seeing Sherry there. “Not that it’s a secret, but it is private.” 

Sherry agreed. So now they shared that secret, and she left the gym hooked on the sport. She started going regularly, and like any enthusiast, had favorites. Cela was one. 

By any measure, the fight with Daria had been a hell of a duel. The vibe after the fight that night had focused on how soon there would be a rematch. 

Now, as Cela got up and stormed into the coffee room, Sherry turned her attention back to her work—researching the legal precedents for real estate that was involved in a will. 

Unfortunately, the deceased left a commercial property with instructions that it was to be equally shared by ten relatives. The property was reasonably valuable and the ten heirs, their spouses, children, and well-wishers couldn't agree on the time of day, much less whether to sell the property (and if so, who to and under what terms?), make it a rental, hold it for appreciations, or donate it to charity. 

Reason and common sense didn't seem to carry much weight in the discussions up to that point. 

Chris was the lucky man faced with the job of helping the executor arbitrate the mess. He had asked Sherry to find him. As he put it, “Find me something. Anything I can work with. Please.” 

They both knew this job would be a cash cow for Sherry. You didn't untangle something like this easily. She didn’t even know if she was looking for legal precedents or negotiating points. Chris needed some kind of lever that would let him force the people involved to agree long enough to settle things.

Although this kind of research meant sitting at a desk all day, working on a computer, she needed the money. As she dug into it, she recited mantras of mixed blessings and clouds with silver linings.

“How's it going?”

She looked up at Pietra and smiled at the serious lawyer face she projected. The woman looked out of place in this little firm. She was out of place in Chris’s firm. When she’d started, Sherry asked her why she took this job. She got a shrug.

“I’d hoped to get an offer from Carla, but with the law schools cranking out record numbers of lawyers, there wasn’t room. Carla doesn’t do a lot of criminal law, anyway. But she got me a referral here. She is mentoring me and said I need some practical experience and to build a record.”

“A record?”

“Trials... convictions and acquittals. She has plans for me.”

Knowing that Carla was an ambitious and high-profile lawyer, Sherry wondered what sort of plans they might be and if they’d be aimed at helping Pietra or advancing Carla’s agenda.

“It’s going to be tough to have an impressive record representing the clients Chris gets. Most seem guilty.”

“Tell me about it.” She smiled. “I’ll work it out. Say, are you real busy?” 

“I’m getting into a tangled mess for Chris.”

“Well, if you can handle a bit more work, Chris just handed me a messy case. He said it was okay to see if you could help me out with it.” She held up a folder and wrinkled her nose. “It's a rather tawdry affair.”

Sherry's ears perked up at the word. Pietra came from money and had no use for the street criminals. The tawdry, the seediness of things that happened in the back streets, intimidated her, or disgusted her. Sherry wasn’t sure those weren’t the same thing.

When they were interns, Sherry had asked her what aspect of the law she wanted to specialize in, and she’d joked: “The legal problems of the rich and famous.” 

Well, it was mostly a joke. But that was exactly what Carla Richard's firm did. It broke Pietra’s heart that the firm hadn’t found her a place. It didn’t help that Pietra’s boyfriend Adam worked there. He’d been a new associate when they interned. 

Sherry had dated Adam for a time, but they split up and he’d asked Pietra out. Now he and Pietra were living together. That Adam was something of a rising star at Carla’s firm had to grate on Pietra.

“Okay. Sit down and tell me what you need.” 

Pietra took the seat across the desk and carefully laid the manila folder down and ran her hands over it, almost lovingly.

“The client, Mickey Viller, got in a fight at a strip club just outside of town. It shouldn’t have been a big deal; apparently, those things happen all the time, but the man he hit pressed charges and he was charged with felony assault. The client's brother works at the county jail—a policeman named Clifford. Officer Clifford is a nice man,” Pietra said. “Unfailingly polite. Chris said he's always helpful, so we are doing this pro bono.”

“Why do you need my help?” Sherry asked. 

She poked at the folder in front of her. “To get information that isn't in here. This is sketchy, so I need you to talk to people, dig into what really happened. There is conflicting testimony.”

“There was a fight at a strip club, where everyone was drinking like a fish, and people disagree about what happened? What a shock.”

Pietra made a face. She didn't care for sarcasm. For that matter, she didn’t have much of a sense of humor. 

“I can’t do anything with what’s in the file. I need statements from clients of the club and several of the... employees. A number of the clients understandably might not want to admit they were even there.”

Sherry allowed herself a smile. Pietra would love trying a case like this but had no idea how to go about tracking down men who went to a strip club, much less how to talk to them. Interviewing a stripper would be a challenge for her. She was smart enough to see that she was unsuited for unraveling what had really gone on that night.

“You need me to twist arms?”

Pietra scowled, imagining it. “I need a clear picture of what really happened, and some idea of what evidence I can get to support the client. With that, I can evaluate the options, negotiate with the prosecutor.” 

For a case like this, Sherry figured they made a good team. After all, poking around inside the lives of people like these, getting into human stories, appealed to Sherry as much as it repelled Pietra. Pietra wanted to go in and leverage it, negotiate with the prosecution, and then, if necessary, try the case. She was eager to get into court.

From Sherry’s perspective, all that was best avoided, but the investigative work would mean getting out of the office, away from the computer. 

“I can do that,” Sherry said. “Have you talked to the client?”

“Chris just handed me the file ten minutes ago—along with another one. I skimmed it and decided that we didn’t have all the information—I need you checking up on the stories.” Pietra pushed the file across the desk with a look of distaste curling her lips. She didn’t look pretty that way. 

“You want me to find the holes in the case?”

“Find out if there are any.” She shrugged. “Maybe he is guilty as charged.” The idea didn’t appeal to her. She’d have to advise him to plea bargain, and that wouldn’t give her a chance to shine. 

“If you have any questions...”

She sent Pietra a wink to let her know she had it covered. “I think I can find your office,” she said.

Pietra’s sigh of relief was audible. “Chris said that Officer Clifford and his brother can meet you for lunch today,” Pietra said. “It's on the firm.”

“Do I take them to La Pesca?” La Pesca was a fancy restaurant in the center of the city, the kind of place Carla Richards took her white-collar clients—the rich ones.

Pietra gave her a sour grin, once again missing that she was teasing. “You wish. Officer Clifford only gets an hour for lunch, and Chris isn’t popping for that place, anyway. Clifford and his half brother, our client, will meet you at Emily’s diner across from the courthouse.”

“Anything special you’d like me to get from that meeting?”

Pietra’s heart was a long way from the case. She gave a perfunctory shake of her head. “Basic stuff. See if you think he's telling the truth and if he can give you any leads to follow.”

When she wrinkled her brow, waiting for a response, probably half expecting Sherry to object at having her lunch scheduled, Sherry just grinned. “I can use the free lunch,” Sherry told her, flipping open the file folder. “It's at my regular hourly rate?”

“I assume so.” Pietra had no interest in her business arrangement with Chris. To her, Sherry was just a law-school dropout working at the same firm.

Sherry scanned the police report and pointed to an entry. “The Naked Pussy Club? Really?”

Pietra blushed and looked away. “We'd like to move fast on this one. Chris said the other project you were dealing with can wait, but not forever.” 

“Right. That one isn’t going away anytime soon.” Her mind was already on the new case. The little she’d seen would have tempted her to take this on, even if Chris wasn’t paying her. 

“I'll meet with them and get a feel of what really happened. Then I’ll track down whoever was there and see what I need to do to get statements that might be useful.”

“Thanks,” Pietra said, relief making it sound like a sigh. “I do hope we can help Clifford. Give me a call after the lunch and bring me up to date.”

“Looks interesting,” Sherry said, flipping through the pages of the file. This case felt right—promising. With a little luck, her effort to learn the truth would take her down a twisted path. And that might give her some ideas. 
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