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Proper Crimes #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

ONE

––––––––
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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.

TWO

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. 

Her project, her own vision of her life, was still taking shape in her mind, but this seemed to fit in with her vague ideas. 

Besides, it gave her something interesting to think about until Cela got her rematch. Her brain had been drifting off to thinking about what special training Cela would choose for another go at Daria. Maybe boxing skills?

Pietra gave her an odd look. “You call this mess interesting, Sherry? It sounds disgusting.”

Exactly. “I know people like these...” she slapped the folder, “don't make sense to you. They can be crude, but it's also visceral and interesting.” Kind of like a martial arts fight.

“I find that world, the underclass life ugly and vulgar.”

Sherry closed the folder. “It’s just messy. Like real life. We have to dig into the mess and find justice for our client. Isn’t that why you studied law?”

Pietra gave her a thin smile. “I studied law to become one of the smart lawyers who gets a chance to argue legal principles and not the simple matter of innocence or guilt.” She saw herself arguing before the Supreme Court.

“I’d hardly call deciding innocence or guilt simple,” Sherry said. “Anyway, I’ll chat with these boys and see what needs to happen next.”

Satisfied, Pietra got up and left.

With Pietra’s disapproval out of the room, Sherry sighed and opened the file again, giving it a careful reading. The facts seemed straightforward enough, although details were few. Ten days before, a fight broke out at The Naked Pussy Strip Club. 

She looked it up online and found it was situated in an unincorporated part of the city, out on the Old Highway. 

It wasn’t an area she knew, and now she saw it was a small expanse of biker bars, convenience stores, sex shops, motels, and strip clubs—lucrative businesses the city issued licenses but didn’t want to admit existed.

The police report said a 911 caller reported the fight, which wasn’t much for a bar fight. According to some witnesses, one Mickey Viller, a white male, aged 32, attacked another patron of the club, a 32-year-old white male, named Clyde Darcy. Darcy said it was unprovoked; Viller claimed that Darcy struck the first blow. 

The alleged victim refused medical attention after making a statement. Mickey Viller was slightly drunk, and the police arrested him. The next day he posted bail. 

That same day, several friends of Darcy showed up at the police station and filed sworn statements saying they had arrived at the club with Darcy that night, that Viller had been angry because of the attention Darcy was paying to a particular dancer. He walked up and hit Darcy. 

None of the statements gave much detail about the fight itself. Darcy’s lawyers filed a medical report from a specialist saying that he needed reconstructive surgery for damage to his nose caused by the fight.

On the face of it, Mickey looked guilty. And yet, the brother, this Officer Clifford, thought there were extenuating circumstances, issues that gave Mickey a fighting chance if he had good representation. Assault charges could result in lengthy prison terms and a civil case could result in him paying damages.

The big question mark was why the police had been called for what was apparently nothing more than a one-punch fight and why Darcy was so eager to press charges.

She rubbed her hands together, savoring the prospect of digging into the mess. It smelled wrong, and that made it interesting. She’d talk to the men who made statements and track down other witnesses by visiting the club. Then she would decide for herself what had happened. 

If there was more to the case, if there was a proper crime underneath it all, something not apparent on the surface, then uncovering its threads might take her down sinister pathways, give her a chance to immerse herself in the seedy side of the city and get paid for doing it. 

What could be better than that?

THREE

KESSEL STEVENS SAT at his crappy metal desk, which someone had plunked down right in the midst of a dozen other equally crappy metal desks. He had a hand on his stomach, trying to quell a disconcerting churning that had nothing to do with his crappy lunch from the roach coach. At least he didn’t think they were related.

Because of his churning stomach, the totally normal buzz of activity, shouts, laughs, protests, and the motion of people moving in and out of homicide annoyed him.

Darlene Torres’ official statement, nicely typed up, printed, signed, notarized, and stamped, sat in front of him, staring up at him, daring him to do something with it. What he wanted to do was stuff it in a drawer and hit the streets, dig a little deeper. The problem was that Ernie, Lt. Ernie Gonzalez, head of the homicide division, didn’t want that to happen. 

“Wrap the fucker up in a bow and send it over,” Ernie said. “You've got a signed confession. You’ve got the perp in lock up. Get the package over to the DA so he can charge the bitch.”

Reluctance made it hard to move. “The murder part isn't right, Ernie. It stinks,” he said.

“Torres signed a goddamn confession. She didn't even ask for anything. No concessions, no lawyer. What the hell do you need?”

Kessel pointed to the documents on his desk. “Did you even read this?”

“You told me what she said.”

“The problem is what it doesn’t say. She admits to everything... except the murder.”

Ernie held up a hand and ticked items off on fat digits. “In her own words, she had the motive and opportunity... it’s a slam dunk.”

“With holes in the investigation so big I could drive a truck through them. We don't have the murder weapon or any proof she had a gun, much less ever fired one. She says someone else did that part.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Then let me prove it. Let me get out there and tie up the loose ends? Hanging the murder on her at this point doesn't make sense.”

Ernie wiped his damp forehead with a dirty handkerchief and sank down onto a hard wooden chair facing Kessel. “Most investigations make no fucking sense,” he said. “Most crimes don’t. You know that. So often we never get the full story unless we get damn lucky. This is a win for us. She gave us most of it on a silver platter. If she didn’t commit the murder and the DA is happy with what we’ve got, let him run with it. If she gets off, that isn’t our problem.”

Kessel held up the document. “Thing is, Ernie, the story she told me makes sense. My gut tells me she didn’t kill the guy. So all I'm saying is I'd feel better if I had a few more days to investigate her statement. If there's a rush, go ahead with the other charges. We can always add murder to it later.”

“Not happening.”

“If she's telling the truth, we’ve still got a murderer is still out there on the streets. That ain’t good, Ernie. Why not take a little time, a few days to find out?”

“Because Danny Slye, our beloved DA, is into performance art, is why. He wants to show his adoring public that he has the law-and-order chops to be the next mayor or something. Because the Police Commissioner wants the existing mayor to love him and is on my ass to tell him when he can flash his pearly whites to a television camera and take credit for solving a brutal murder. Because the current mayor wants a chance to stand next to the Police Commissioner and take a bow. But mostly because I'm telling you to.”

“Ernie, you're the one who taught me not to leave rocks unturned, and this is a big damn rock.”

The older man sighed. “Kes, this particular fucking rock is hot. It will burn you bad.”

“I can’t believe that you are willing to risk leaving a killer on the streets.”

“Normally, I would fight. But even if you are right, even if she is telling the truth, this particular killer took out a sleazy pimp who was also a drug dealer. If you did find him, we should award him a medal.”

“If that's such a good thing and you are sure Darlene Torres is the killer, why aren't you pinning a medal on her big tits? Pat her on the head and send her back to work the streets and let her clean up the rest of them. With what she did to Bosco, there's a move that would strike fear in the hearts of the other drug dealers, assuming they have hearts. You might inspire a new generation of vigilante heroes.”

“Don't be an ass. The situation is simple, detective. We have a suspect who is guilty of major crimes. We send her ass over the Slye with what we have, now, and we look good come budget time.”

“Budget? That's how we establish our priorities now?”

“Just a reality.”

“Then, here's an idea. How about I go out and grab random people from the streets and frame them for all the unsolved crimes we have in the files? I could score enough points that we'd get a huge budget. Then we can all retire.”

“Don't be a wise ass.”

“I'm serious. We have zero evidence showing that Darlene Torres had a gun in her hand, much less anything suggesting she shot Bosco’s black ass.”

“Kes, any asshole can get a gun on the street about 24/7.”

“Sure, so let’s say she bought one. Where is it? I'd like to see it. I’d like an ounce of proof that she ever touched one.”

The Lieutenant grimaced. “Hell, Stevens, she was coming back from somewhere when they arrested her. She probably took it with her when she left. She could've dumped the piece somewhere. It was me, it would have gone into the nearest trash bin or dumpster.”

“Why would she go shopping and came back with groceries? I don’t think she decided to kill him and then took the gun with her to get snacks for a party. If that’s what happened, then the gun should be close by. She would have dumped it when she saw the cops. Besides, there was no trace of gunshot residue on her hands.”

“So she's a neat freak and washed her hands with something strong. Damn it, stop reaching for straws.”

“I'm looking for the truth. We need to find the gun, but we haven’t even looked for it. Send a crew out in the neighborhood. It would have to be close by.”

“Now we are back to our chat about budgets. A hunt like that would cost a bundle in overtime.”

“And a hooker isn't worth spending money on? If it was the mayor's wife, would you do it?”

“Don't be absurd, Stevens. The mayor's wife wouldn’t —”

“A minute ago, you were telling me I had to consider that Torres might have done something because that's what you would do. Be consistent, at least.”

“Yes. You're right. I'd move heaven and earth to find the gun if the mayor's wife was the suspect. The difference is, I'd believe her story and I wouldn’t have the DA and all the city officials demanding I press charges immediately.”

And there was the problem, Stevens thought. How you got to the truth, the truth you got to, all started with the assumptions you made right at the beginning. Darlene Torres was a criminal, no question about that. So naturally, she was a liar. 

The problem was, lying was the one thing he didn’t think she was guilty of. “So what if I find the gun on my own? And what if forensics finds someone else's prints on it?”

“I'd want to know when you had time to hunt for it because I think I told you to send the case to the DA now... and move on.”

“If I send it like this, a smart lawyer is going to prove there is reasonable doubt, because of the damn gun you won't let me find. And then it will blow up in our faces.”

“Look, here's what happens, what the brass wants to happen. You send over the paperwork and the prosecutor will file these charges. They are monumental. Any public defender worth a damn will tell her to cop a plea.”

“What kind of plea?”

“Depends on her representation. My guess is they offer her life without parole. With all the charges she's facing, a deal like that is Christmas for her. We still have the death penalty in this State, and the torture alone was vicious and brutal.”

“Tell me about it. But what if she won't take the deal? What if she wants a trial, and she gets off? I'm still thinking about the questions a defense attorney could raise about the damn gun.”

“You are brim-full of questions today, aren't you? Look, if that happened, the DA would have a grand time making it sound like Torres single-handedly committed every crime that went down since she got out. If the jury lets her off on murder, she still does life. Then the Commissioner tells the public we had witnessed a horrific miscarriage of justice, but that he can assure the public that even though the courts failed us, once again he has kept them safe.”

“So, it's all about public relations?”

“Damn it, Kes, it’s always partly about that. PR and budgets work together, and we need both of those. What matters right now is that we get a confessed criminal off the street. Or do you think she is some fucking saint?”

“No. Darlene Torres is one crazy mixed-up whore and a scary criminal. She is proud of the way she was getting revenge for her sister. I have no interest in trying to protect her. I want her to do time for the things she did. But that's exactly why I think she didn't do the murder.”

Ernie scratched his head. “You need to explain your thinking.” 

“I believe her when she says she wanted to do more to him—that she had a plan to make him suffer more. It fits perfectly with the gruesome shit she'd been doing. Besides, if she'd killed him, she would have been proud of it. She would have been bragging about doing him, the way she copped to all the rest. But the woman is honestly pissed off because someone stole her prize out from under her nose and popped him.”

“I don't buy it.”

“I do. And if there is any doubt at all, hell, it’s our job to find out who did kill Bosco. I'm damn certain that I want to know. We need to know why whoever it was wanted him dead and if he or she plans more murders.”

“When they make you head of this department, you can do what you want, Stevens.” Then he laughed, a sour chuckle. “Actually, that's a fucking lie. If you get the job, the first thing you'll learn is that what you want doesn’t mean shit. Anyway, until that happens, I’m still running the department and I say we are going to follow orders and look good. You process the paperwork, send it to Danny Slye's people, and I'll assign you a new case to angst over tomorrow.”

Kessel sighed, certain that the lieutenant hated things going this way. Ernie knew as well as he did that this was bad police work. For some reason, he wanted to sweep it under the rug, make the discrepancies seem like little things. Ernie would go ahead with the case, do what he was told and not push back. 

It was sad that politics factored big time into his life, but it was real, and caving in to pressure on a big case was understandable. 

It didn’t help that Darlene Torres had a record and an attitude. Under the best of circumstances, getting a break for someone like her was an uphill battle.

But didn't everyone play hard ass? Pretend they weren’t vulnerable, even when the consequences of trying to look tough made your life hard? The people with attitude, the people worth knowing, in Kessel Stevens' book, tended to do that. 

Sometimes it seemed stupid, but that’s how it was. Like just now, he’d copped a snarky attitude with Ernie. Taking out his frustration, getting in the man’s face the way he had made it hard for the guy to give him some slack even if he wanted to. 

Maybe if he’d been nice, Ernie would have given him a little wiggle room, maybe an extra day or two, and maybe even a couple of beat cops to hunt down the gun. But that went against his nature; it seemed too much like begging.

Barbara, his ex-wife, told him once that if it weren't for his tough-guy mouth and soft heart, he'd be a perfect cop. “If you got rid of the mouth, you’d be skyrocketing to the top; if you got rid of the heart, you’d be unstoppable.” That was what she said. He never forgot, liked the word unstoppable. He thought she’d meant it as a compliment. 

Of course, shortly after she said that Barbara left him. Seemed he’d read that message wrong. It wasn’t the first time.

FOUR

MICKEY VILLER DEFINITELY had a shifty look about him. Even before you noted his scruffy appearance, his solid build, and the tension in his neck, you couldn't help noticing the way his eyes danced furtively around the room, as if they were afraid to land on anything. 

Without him saying a word, Sherry felt that the guy was filled with bluster, but lacked any real self-confidence. He radiated a sense that he had something to hide. 

Sadly, whatever the truth about the fight at the club, Mickey Viller would have trouble selling his story to a jury. That was something to warn Pietra about—she wouldn’t be able to put her client on the stand. Not if she wanted to win.

Seated next to his thin, calm, pleasant half brother, Officer Don Clifford, in the booth at Emily’s coffee shop, he formed half of a real-world odd couple. 

Sherry sat across from them. They’d ordered lunch and as they ate, she explained her role in the case. “I'm a researcher, not your lawyer,” she told them. 

“What’s to research?” Mickey demanded.

“The truth, to start with. You tell me what really happened, the real story, and my job is to dig up court-admissible evidence to support it. I need to give your lawyer something to work with—something more than you saying you are innocent.”

The harried waitress came and took away the dishes, and Sherry took out a notepad. Opening it, she put it on the table, positioning it away from coffee that Mickey had slopped and not bothered to clean up. 

“Let’s start with your version of events. Tell me exactly what happened at the club from the time you arrived there.”

“It’s what I told the police,” he said. “I was there when this rich asshole came in and began harassing my girlfriend. I went over to tell him to stop it. He stood up and took a swing at me. I blocked it and smashed him in the face.” A look of pleasure crossed his face. “I didn't even hit him that hard, but he went down.”

“You hit him once?”

“That’s it.”

“This place, this Naked Pussy Club, is located on the old main highway, right?” 

“Out on The Old Highway. The old highway to nowhere,” he said, chuckling at his joke. “They got a diner, some gas stations with convenience stores... the usual shit.”

“And you are a regular visitor there?”

He nodded. “Just since I started dating Honey.”

“Honey?”

“She’s one of the strippers at the club,” Officer Clifford said.

“A dancer,” Mickey said.

“Your girlfriend strips there?”

“Yeah.” He puffed himself up. “I met her at a friend’s stag party a few months back. She told me she danced there, and I should come by. I started going to the club. I go watch her dance, have a few drinks...”

A relationship made in heaven. “Okay, so let’s go back to that night. Was Honey expecting you to be there?”

“Not really. We’d kind of had a row and she told me not to come in. But it was payday, and I was bored. I got there early.”

“What time is early?”

“Ten or so. Honey goes on later—the sexiest girls prefer going on around two or so because that's when the tips are best. I was at the bar, shooting the shit with Buddy, the bartender. The rich punk had a table up front, and he was being obnoxious.”

“That would be Clyde Darcy?”

He shrugged. “That's what the cops said his name was. We weren't introduced.”

“You didn’t know him?”

“I’ve seen him there before. I think he’s a regular.”

“What was he doing?”

“Well, this other girl, a real hard-case black chick named Sheila, was grinding on the stage. This guy had a fist full of bills and was as close as he could get to the stage. He was shoving them in her G-string, so she'd flash him or let him touch her.”

“Isn't that what customers do?”

He shrugged. “But he was talking dirty all the time, telling her things he'd like to do to her or have her do to him.”

“But Sheila isn’t your girlfriend.”

“No. And like Buddy reminded me, she’s a big girl and can look out for herself. So I didn’t say anything. But when Honey came on and started doing her number, he was doing the same thing to her. He was telling her he wanted to buy her G-string. He offered her a hundred to give it to him right there.”

“What did she do?”

He gave Sherry a blank look. “Do?”

“Did she take it off? Did she tell him to stop?”

“No, she's a professional.” He seemed quite proud. “She kept doing her act, moving sexy.”

“What happened?”

“She was doing her routine.” 

“What happened that started the fight.” The dummy wasn’t focusing. “Did she do anything provocative?”

He looked embarrassed. “Yeah. The whole dance is supposed to turn on customers and get them to pay for a private lap dance.”

“So she was being suggestive, teasing him. He was responding.”

“He was going too far.”

“Tell me what that means.” It was hard to imagine what the limits would be.

“She lay on her back, moving her hips to the music in a way that... well, she had her legs spread open, teasing the way she does, making the customers think they see everything. Then this jerk reached over and stuck a twenty in her pussy.”

Sherry scowled. “And what did you do about it?”

“I went up the son-of-a-bitch and told him to back off. He stood up, laughed, and took a swing at me. He was a little drunk, and his swing was slow. I punched him in the face, and he went down.”

Sherry tried to imagine that, tried to picture this shifty little man stepping up to a boisterous drunk to defend a stripper's honor. Her imagination failed her.

“Did your friend, the bartender, see what happened?”

Mickey shook his head. “He'd gone in back to restock.”

“And Honey?”

Again, the blank look. “What about her?”

“She had to see what happened.”

“I don't know what she saw.” He shifted in the seat uncomfortably. “She took off. And then Buddy came out of the back and pushed me into a chair. He made us wait there until the cops arrived. But it was over. I don’t even know why he called the cops. I’ve seen a lot worse there and they usually let it play out.”

“Buddy didn’t say why?”

“No.”

“Have you talked to Honey about it?”

“No. The public defender told me not to talk to her. It might seem like we were arranging stories.”

“What’s her number?”

Clifford spoke up. “She never gave him her phone number. She never even gave him her real name.” He smiled. “Part of our deal for me getting him bailed out is that he takes the PD’s advice and stays away from her and the club, at least until this is settled.”

“Good move, Don,” she said. Then she looked at Mickey. “Tell me everything you know about the guy you punched.”

“He's an asshole.” 

“Not helpful.” 

“Like I said, I've seen him there a few times. I’d never talked to him before. When I was getting worked up, Buddy mentioned that he comes in once or twice a month, sometimes with a rich kid crowd.”

“And I’m guessing they probably always act like this.”

“I guess. Buddy told me he wanted me to back off because they spend a lot on booze and dances. I think he gets a cut from the girls.”

“So why did this time seem different?”

He looked embarrassed. “I was a little drunk. I was hoping to get Honey to go home with me, but I don’t have a ton of money. This guy always acts like he owns the place and uses his money to get him what he wants.”

“Like getting Honey to do a private lap dance?”

“Yeah. But that night he was over the top, even for him.” 

It was hard to get her head around the scene. Even with Mickey telling the story, it didn’t sound like Honey or any of the girls were upset by anything the guy had done. 

Sherry could understand someone taking money for sex; she found it harder to imagine making a living squirming on a stage while men stuffed money in your clothes for a chance to feel you up. But different strokes and all that, and if that's what paid the bills, Honey probably liked what Clyde was doing.

It seemed likely that Darcy wouldn’t have been the only guy in the club doing the things that Mickey said upset him. But several times he’d mentioned the guy being rich, and that suggested his anger probably had more to do with jealousy and Darcy having an entitled attitude. 

Or maybe it was fear that a guy with money was unfair competition. Sherry didn’t buy the idea that the girlfriend relationship existed much outside of Mickey’s head.

Still, if the other guy swung first, even if Mickey was getting in his face, then he could make a case for self defense.

“I don’t see a statement from Honey or any of the dancers in the file. Did the police talk to any of them?”

Mickey scowled. “No idea.”

“Were his friends doing the same things he was?” 

“His friends?”

“The ones he came in with.”

“He was sitting alone all evening.” Mickey sat back and grinned. “Hey, that makes it his word against mine, right?”

Sherry held up the file. “Not so much. The day after your arrest, three of his friends went to the police and signed statements saying that the four of them showed up at the club that night. They say you were drunk and angry, and when Sherry started dancing, Clyde was showing his appreciation by shoving money into Honey's more intimate locations, and you blew your top. You walked up to him and clobbered him.” 

Mickey looked stunned. “Not even fucking close. They are lying.”

Sherry nodded. “Then we have to prove that. Can you think of anyone who was there who would support your version of the story?” 

He shook his head. “There were naked girls serving drinks and dancing. I really wasn't paying attention to much else.”

“Except what Clyde Darcy was doing.”

“Think you can help him?” Don Clifford asked calmly. “This Darcy guy is making a federal case out of what was a simple punch up in a rowdy bar. Granted—“ he looked at Mickey, “it should never have happened.”

Sherry tapped the folder. There was a lot to be done. “I have no idea yet. I'll go to the club and see if this Buddy remembers seeing Clyde Darcy come in that night, see if these friends were there. I’ll talk to the strippers and waitresses. Someone had to see something. I need to talk to everyone who was there, see who will go on the record.”

“What good is all that?” Mickey asked. “If those asshole friends are willing to lie for him. I don’t stand a chance.”

“I’ll drop by and help them realize that lying under oath is a felony and that they might want to reconsider what they put on the record. Pietra, the lawyer, will take depositions from them. That will make them understand this will be public. I'll run background checks on them and see what turns up. They aren’t the only ones who can exert pressure.”

“Thank you,” Don said. 

Mickey slumped in his chair. “That bastard. He wants me to do time, like I started the fight. Probably because I made him look bad, knocking him on his ass that way.” The memory pleased him, and his single-punch knockout was getting more potent with every retelling.

She nodded. “Well, if we can poke enough holes in their story, then we might get the charges dropped. That's the clean way out of the mess.”

“Any idea why someone would press this so hard?” Don asked. “It isn't like it was a brawl and they can’t shake Mickey down. He doesn’t have any money.”

Sherry laughed. “I need to find out who Darcy is before I can answer that. It could be that Mickey is right, and the guy was embarrassed that Mickey knocked him down.” 

Mickey put his elbows on the table and rested his chin in his hands to stare at Sherry. “You really think you can get the rich jerks to admit they lied in sworn statements?”

“It’s possible. I doubt his friends thought about what they were doing. Once we point out to them that if there is a public trial, they'll understand that they’ll be asked to publicly explain why they were in the club. Those explanations won't affect the outcome of the trial, but they might negatively influence how their wives, friends, and employers see them. They might reconsider their statements.”

Mickey smiled and nodded knowingly. “Cool, we blackmail him.” 

“It isn't blackmail. We just let them know how things are. We remind them that the newspapers love to cover stories about entitled brats acting out.”

Mickey grinned, liking that. 

“So you ensure that the rich kids get pressure from their own families to shut up about hanging around a strip club. You explain that they need to crawl to the cops and say they made a mistake and they've never even been in the place or got the date wrong.”

“That’s a possible outcome.” 

“Sounds a lot like blackmail to me.” 

Sherry smiled at him. “Except—" She paused, thinking that in every meaningful way, that was exactly what they were doing. “The way it works, with us just showing them what might happen, doing this is totally legal.” 

“Hurrah for law and order,” he said. “For once.”

Mickey looked up at her. “What if I just plead guilty? Wouldn’t that avoid a lot of hassle for everyone? It was just one punch.”

“Except that it’s felony assault. Your one punch, according to the medical report, resulted in a lot of damage.”

“His nose was barely bleeding. I didn’t even hit him hard.”

“If you plead guilty, you’ll be open to a civil case as well, for the damages.”

“That sucks.”

Sherry got up to leave. “You aren't totally wrong about the law, Mickey. But if we are going to get you off, we have to deal with the way things are.”

Officer Clifford stood and held out a hand. “Thank you for taking this on.”

She took his hand, feeling pumped up. “I can’t make you any promises,” she said. “Even if Mickey's story is one-hundred percent true,” she let him see that she hadn’t dismissed that possibility, “I can't guarantee anything. I have to find out as much as possible about that night, then see what we can prove. His lawyer will take it from there.”

“Understood.” Officer Clifford wore an amused smile. “But I think you smell a setup. I’m guessing you are going to go after this.” He sounded mildly surprised and pleased.

“You bet I am,” she told him. “If Mickey here is telling the truth, there must be a reason someone wants to make him take a big fall.”

“There could be blowback,” he said. “If the kid is connected—”

“Where would the fun be if there wasn’t blowback? I see no point in rattling cages if you aren’t ready to rock-and-roll when you wake the people up.” She grinned. “I’m ready.”

He nodded. “I think you are.”

FIVE

SLUMPING IN THE SEAT of her car, Sherry let the story she’d heard from Mickey play in her head. Clifford was right that it wasn’t cut and dried. There were a few things that had caught her attention; pieces didn’t make sense. Why did the so-called victim’s friends go to the station and volunteer statements the day after the fight? 

Why bother? Mickey had been charged, not Darcy. They could have just filed statements with the prosecutor in the run-up to the trial. If the prosecutor thought the case was weak, and Darcy's friends wanted to beef it up, they could be called as witnesses. So it wasn’t about giving testimony.

And this bartender, Buddy, calling the police didn’t sound right. If the fight was already over, as everyone said, he didn’t need them. Having them come into the club would have chased off some of the customers who didn’t want the world to know they’d been enjoying those particular pleasures. 

There was one place to get answers. She turned on the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, pointing her battered Honda (Isabelle, by name) out toward the Old Highway. The club wasn't far and maybe the timing, early afternoon, would mean that she could catch an otherwise busy bartender for a chat. Maybe a customer or a stripper could give her perspective.

The highway passed through bleak hills just before she arrived at the small complex of ratty and dirty buildings. Graffiti adorned the side of the convenience store, the sex shop, and a trashy motel that sat next to it. Only the gas station, with large spaces for long-haul trucks, looked new and clean.

She stared at the storefront of the building that housed the strip club, fixing it in her mind. It looked as tacky as she'd expected. A plate-glass window sported an old-fashioned neon sign—not so much a sign as the red silhouette of a naked girl against a black background. Across the middle, just above the girl's waist, a flashing blue neon tube spelled out “The Naked Pussy,” in a script that made it hard to read. Next to the door was a small plastic sign that mentioned there was a cover charge but: “Ladies always welcome for free.”

She sat and took stock of the situation before getting out. A couple of battered pickup trucks sat right in the parking lot, right in front. A discreet distance further away, parked where the owner might have actually been going to the store, sat a shiny silver Mercedes two-door Class C coupe. 

Stepping through the heavy front door and letting it swing shut behind her, she found herself in a room where the lights focused on a stage and rock music blasted out. Two women in nothing but thongs danced rather mechanically on a stage. 

They were older than she expected, past what she would have considered their prime for this kind of work. That didn't seem to mar the enjoyment of a couple of rough-looking men in jeans and tee-shirts who sat at a table by the stage drinking and calling out enthusiastically to the dancers, who looked bored. As the dancers wiggled close to the edge of the stage, the men shoved dollar bills in their thongs.

Another man, in slacks and dress shirt, sat quietly in a booth at the back sipping a drink and looking bored. He had positioned himself a discreet distance away, yet where he could see everyone who came in, using the same care as he had when he parked his Mercedes.

No one stood at the door collecting the entry fee. This time of day, it probably wasn’t worth the effort to station someone at the door. A squarely built man with a beard behind the bar looked up and gave her a curious look. His sleeves were rolled up, showing a tattoo on each forearm. “Semper Fi” the left one said. There was an anchor on the right one, like Popeye. 

A marine then. A bartender who could double as a bouncer made perfect sense in a place like this. He looked like he could stop any fight that Micky or anyone like him might start.

She took a seat on a barstool and looked at him. “I'd like a bourbon straight up,” she said. 

He raised his eyebrows but turned and grabbed a glass, filling it from the dispenser and putting it in front of her. 

“Are you Buddy?” she asked him as she put her money on the counter and sipped the cheap booze.

“Depends,” he said. “Not if you're a cop, summon serving a summons, a tax collector, or mortician.”

“A mortician?”

He flashed a pleased smile. “I'm a cautious soul.”

So he had a sense of humor. Probably needed one for the job. “You get a lot of morticians in here?”

He grinned. “One or two. The smell of sex and booze covers over the formaldehyde.”

That part wasn’t a joke. “I'm none of those.”

“Then who or what are you?”

“A woman who'd like to talk with a bartender named Buddy. It’s concerning Mickey Viller and the scrap he got into a few nights ago.”

“That’s a matter for the cops. If you aren’t one, what's your interest?”

“I'm a researcher.”

“I knew it!” the man laughed. “I always thought Mickey was an escaped lab rat.”

“Good one,” she said. “Not bad for off-the-cuff riffing. Working up a routine?”

“I get a lot of practice in this place.”

“Well, the lab I work for is the law firm that was hired to defend Mickey. He's facing serious charges from that fight. He told me, among other things, that you are his friend.”

“He and I went to school together.” His hands formed into fists on the bar, making his “Semper Fi,” tattoo flex. “Long time ago. He thinks that makes us friends.”

“So he’s wrong?”

“Working here, I don't take sides. If a customer tries to hurt one of the girls in a way, touch her in a way she doesn't want him to, or someone tries for the cash register, I step in. If a couple of guys mix it up, I throw them both out.”

“You didn’t throw out Mickey and Clyde Darcy when they fought. You called the cops.”

“Special circumstances.”

“Or special people?”

“Darcy and his pals spend a lot of money here. After Mickey hit him, he was screaming for me to call the cops and have him arrested.”

“Did he say why?”

“Because Mickey hit him.”

“Did he fight back?”

“I didn’t see it.”

“Mickey thought you might want to help.”

“I don’t want him to take a fall, but like I told the cops I didn't see what went down.”

“That's what Mickey said too.”

Relief crossed his face. “Just before all hell broke loose, I went in back. The rum was gone.”

“Can’t let the bar run out of rum,” Sherry said. Buddy was sharp. It was a fair guess that he'd seen the situation escalating and was smart enough to make himself scarce.

“So Darcy is a regular?”

“I guess you could say that. He comes in often enough to know the girls by name.”

“And they know him?”

“They know he spends a lot of money while he's here. He spreads it out nice. He buys lap dances and maybe works out deals with the girls for things that I don't know anything about.”

“Did Honey like him?”

Buddy grinned. “Sure. She was his most recent favorite.”

“Did Mickey know?”

“Sure.”

“You sure of that?”

“You swear you aren't a cop?”

She held a hand up. “Swear.”

“He had to know. A couple of weeks ago Darcy came in when Honey was dancing. He told me he was looking for a girl named Vanessa. Well, Vanessa hooked up with some rich guy who took her to Mexico. I told him. Darcy watched Honey for a while and made noises about liking her. When she came off, he hired her for a lap dance.” He nodded toward a door. “Later that evening, she came out and told me she needed to leave early. Darcy had work for her.”

“Work?”

“He wanted to hire her. She said he wanted her to perform at a stag party for a friend in a couple of days. She asked for top dollar and he didn't bat an eye, but he told her he had to see if she was right for his friend.” 

“She had to screw him?”

He shrugged. “Reasonable guess. I didn’t ask as it had nothing to do with the club.”

“The owners don’t care?”

He cocked his head. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to bang her before paying her to do his buddy. Nothing special there and none of my business. But Mickey watched her go with him.”

The music changed. The two dancers, totally naked now, walked off the stage and two other women, clad in sheer nighties and thongs, took their places. They immediately began writhing awkwardly to the music. Calling what they were doing dancing would be a lie, but their audience didn't seem to mind. Having nearly naked asses waving in their faces was entertainment enough.

“The older ones get the crappy hours,” Buddy told her. “Saggy tits means they work the slow times. That’s when the tips suck.”

“Do you know if Honey actually worked at that stag party?” This part of the story seemed interesting, although it was hard to know where it was going, if it led anywhere at all.

“Yeah. She said she did.”

“Any problems?”

“Just the opposite. She said it was what she expected. The groom and Darcy and two others were there. They put on music, and she started dancing and stripping for the guest of honor.”

“That's it? I'm pretty sure there was more to it than that.”

Buddy laughed. “Sure. You want details? When she got naked, then undid the guy's pants and went down on him with his buddies watching. Then she danced some more and then she screwed him. Of course, that got the other guys excited and before it was over, they all did her.”

“And she was good with them gang-banging her?”

“At the price they paid her, she was delighted. Then she said Darcy gave her a bonus for being a good sport. She was a happy hooker.”

“And Mickey knew about all this, her going off with Darcy, and then the party?”

“Sure. He was sitting where you are now wearing a mournful hangdog look when she came in and told me how the party went, about doing all the guys. She spelled it all out. Since then, she’s gone off with Darcy several times. It isn’t a secret.”

“How did he react?”

“He was pissed. He has a crush on Honey.”

“He said she was his girlfriend.”

Buddy laughed. “He said that? Wishful thinking, at best. Honey is the girlfriend of anyone willing to pay her hourly rate. But I think Mickey is in love with her and probably started thinking she cares for him because she teases him. I think she gets off on his puppy-dog affection. He is always sniffing around after her but he doesn't earn enough to be able to get the time of day from her. She's gone out to breakfast with him a couple of times, but I think she was just enjoying how excited and frustrated he got being around her. She's got a mean streak.”

“According to Darcy’s statement, Mickey walked up and punched him for no reason. That punch broke his nose. Does that seem right?”

Buddy rolled his eyes. “Now that would surprise me. Mickey would want to. He is so jealous of guys like Darcy that he can't stand it, but I didn't think he had the balls or that much of a punch.” 

“The one that broke Darcy’s nose?”

He rubbed his chin and looked embarrassed. “To be honest, Darcy had his hand over his nose, but he refused medical treatment. After the cops dragged Mickey away, the bastard was feeling good enough that he thought it funny to hire Honey for a lap dance. He couldn’t have been hurt too bad.”

“What about Darcy's friends?”

“The guys at the stag party?”

“Maybe. I’m thinking of the friends that came in with him the night of the fight.”

Buddy shook his head. “He was alone that night. His buddies come in sometimes on weekends.”

So that much of Mickey's story was true.

“Do you know how I can get in touch with Honey?”

He smiled. “Come back any evening at eleven or twelve. If she doesn't have a date or another job, she'll be on that stage, dancing.”

“You don’t have employee records?”

“They work freelance.”

“And what if you need to get in touch with her?”

“I wait until she comes in.”

That was all she was going to get from this place. “Well, thanks for your help?”

“Did I help?”

“You confirmed a few things and maybe provided some leads. More than that... it's hard to say.”

She turned to leave and noticed the Mercedes owner’s seat was empty.

Outside, she inhaled deeply, flushing the musty, funky fumes of The Naked Pussy out of her system. The Mercedes was still there. Maybe the owner had gone to take a leak. 

She got in Isabelle and left, heading back to the office.

SIX

KESSEL ARRIVED AT THE crime scene to find the usual nearly controlled chaos. There was the hubbub of ambulances and police cars parked, their lights flashing, a press of spectators and press expressing their anger at being kept so far from ground zero by bored and irritated uniformed officers patrolling the taped-off boundaries. 

Helicopters, probably press, hovered overhead. They weren't cop helicopters, Kessel knew. There wasn't anything for a helicopter to do, no one to chase. They had the victim, the murder weapon, and the perpetrator—all right there and none of them going anywhere, anytime soon.

He did some quick math, and the result made his stomach churn. It turned out that if you added the ages of the victim and killer together, it came out at twenty-one. That wasn't right. That sucked big time.

An eleven-year-old had gotten his hands on a gun and blasted the crap out of a ten-year-old. Now the shooter was in the arms of a social-services worker bawling his eyes out (rather unconvincingly) about how he didn't mean it. 

“Welcome back to paradise,” Jakes said. “I bet you didn't think you'd be back so soon.” 

“No, I didn't. You’d think people might shoot other people in different parts of the city, just for variety.”

Jakes wrinkled his nose. “It ain’t so easy to escape from this neighborhood.”

“You should know.”

Jakes’ eyes flickered, but he kept his smile going. “Seeing as I expected you, I saved you a stool at the bar.”

“I was in no rush to get back. It's not my fault you had to go and turn up another body this fast,” he said. 

“Anything for a pal. Couldn't risk you getting laid off cause there weren't any juicy murders to investigate. Last time we handed you the killer too quick. You don’t get much mileage out of that. It’s hard to make these crimes last.”

Kessel looked around and saw the neighborhood around him the same way he'd seen it when he'd started in vice—dirty, dangerous, but alive in a strange, primal way. It didn't bother him; it didn’t offend him. There was misery and pain, but it was alive. His attitude worried him sometimes, thinking it should at least offend him. “Sad,” he said.

Jakes gave him a puzzled look. 

“The dead kid. Way too young.”

“Not really a surprise, though. This place breeds violence. Say, I sure hope you didn't take the promotion to homicide thinking you’d deal with a better class of criminal. That doesn't seem to be working out well for you.”

The smile on Jakes' face pissed him off. The man knew damn well he hadn't had a choice about his promotion. It was a result of a hard lesson—that the force wasn't equipped to deal with vice detectives who wanted to enforce the law fairly, regardless of who the criminal was. 

The self-important and stubborn Kessel Stevens had insisted on making some arrests that the mayor and other important people found inconvenient. Busting the mayor's brother-in-law for buying drugs tested the system's tolerance for such egalitarian behavior. Transferring him to homicide was supposed to solve that issue.

In a way, it did. It didn’t change his attitude much.

“You're right, Jakes. You know how it goes better than most.” He nodded toward the kid. “Anyone get anything resembling information from our shooter before child services charged in to do their witness protection act?”

Jakes grinned. “Not much. I can tell you he seemed pretty pleased with himself until he got caught. Erskine, the beat cop, heard the shot and came running. Found the kid standing over the body, smiling down at his friend. He was so entranced by what he'd done, he never noticed Erskine coming until he reached down and grabbed the gun out of the kid's hand. Suddenly he went from satisfied hitman to terrified eleven-year-old.” 

He laughed. “It made Erskine want to smack him one. Luckily, he just called it in and read the kid his rights—went by the book.”

Kessel nodded. “Shit. It's going to be a long time before they let me talk to the kid.”

“If they ever do, his protectors won’t let him answer any questions that might distress him.”

“Well, it helps to know he is street wise and going to play the system. Why waste time if they aren't even going to let me ask him where he got the gun.”

“Speaking of which —" Jakes turned to a masked man dressed all in white and snapped his fingers. “Let me see the weapon.” 

The man handed over a plastic bag containing a gun. There was an evidence tag on it. 

“Don't fucking open that,” the man said.

“Yeah, yeah, I remember all the shit about the chain of custody and all that,” Jakes said, passing it to Kessel.

“It might be nice to know where a kid gets his hands on a loaded 9-mm Taurus.”

“No chance it is registered.”

Jakes shook his head and squinted. “Looks like the serial number is filed off. Forensics might bring it up in the lab, but nothing to see out here.”

“Gun like that is worth a pretty penny on the street,” Kessel said. 

Jakes nodded. “I can't see a kid coming up with that much change even if he works as a drug spotter.”

“You think it was a hit?” Stevens asked him. “Someone hands him the gun and tells him to pop the other kid? Maybe some gang initiation.”

Jakes shrugged. “You need to consider the possibility.”

Kessel shrugged. “You know the drill, what we have to do to work that out. If the gang squads won't help us we are screwed.”

“Those tight-lipped bastard share info? Dream on.”

“Without informers, it will be tough to find out anything solid.”

He could already imagine the tedium ahead of him, the path he'd follow chasing down the tenuous leads. He'd have to go back to the station and sit in front of a computer, spend hours learning everything he could about both kids, see if they were friends, enemies, classmates, see if they had any known gang affiliations. It was a hunt for connective tissue—threads that connected their lives. Sometimes they were invisible.

Gangs had gotten clever, if that was even the right word. They often used younger kids to carry out hits. If a kid wanted to join a gang, you let them prove themselves by killing a rival gang member or someone they wanted dead. Kids could shoot a man just as dead as an adult could, but if he was caught, a kid enjoyed a lot of protections that an adult wouldn't—like having child services at his side. 

Even if you dug the true story out, even if you got a conviction, even if the kid was a stone killer, a juvenile never paid full price for a crime. A juvenile would go into detention for a time and come a seasoned pro—a degreed professional. And when they turned 18 their records were sealed.

And then, naturally, to earn a living they'd turn to the only thing they'd learned to do well. Crime. 

But he couldn’t rule out the possibility that the kid had a personal reason for taking out the victim. He might steal a gun for a vendetta. As the investigating officer, he had to explore that too. He’d have the task of finding out if the kid could have such a motive and what it was. Of course, learning anything along those lines meant getting people in the neighborhood to talk to him. He'd have better luck playing the lottery. And yet he had to ask the questions. 

Regardless of how hard he worked, the odds were this shooting would never be resolved. It might be written off as nothing more than a fucking tragic accident. Those things happened. A kid finds a gun and starts playing cops and robbers with a friend, the gun goes off, and the friend gets shot. But that was usually suburban kids, who didn't know violence firsthand. 

The street kids, kids in these streets anyway, might get a kick out of having a gun, but that was because they knew it was a dangerous weapon. Having one stuck in his pants under his shirt could make an eleven-year-old feel powerful, would think it could get him respect. Or he’d be planning to sell it.

These kids weren't nearly as likely to point a gun at a friend, pull the trigger, and say 'bang.' They pointed a gun and pulled the trigger knowing they would blow someone away, hoping they would.

“The gun's the problem, right?” Jakes asked, breaking into his thoughts. “The complication, I mean.”

“Complication?”

Jakes smiled and looked around. “Given where we are standing, this killing complicates things. That's what you are thinking right now.”

“You a mind reader now?”

“A mindfucker is what I am—a cop who knows to ask the same logical questions you do. A cop who asks himself: How is it that, on this beautiful Friday in paradise, one kid shoots another, for no apparent reason, with a 9-mm that he shouldn't have, just two short blocks from Bosco's place, right after poor Bosco was plugged with a gun of the same caliber that ain't been found? Smells kind of all fish stinky to me and I'm sure that ain't lost on a fine and clever homicide detective such as yourself.”

“You are a smartass, Jakes.”

It didn't make it any better that Jakes was right. The gun was exactly what he was thinking about, how this shooting in the hallway of a ratty apartment building on a garbage-strewn street was only two blocks from where Bosco had been shot. That made it too close to a coincidence to go down well. 

The question was whether the connection was strong or weak. A strong connection could mean that somehow the killings were related. In the best of all possible worlds, he'd be a regular Sherlock Holmes and deduce (and prove) that the kid had shot Bosco (for some unknown reason) and then, a few days later, wasted a ten-year-old kid (ditto).

Didn't seem likely.

On the other hand, there could be a weak connection between the killings, in the sense that either Darlene Torres tossed the gun on her shopping trip or, if Darlene was telling the truth, the real killer did the same. In either case, if the kid found the gun, the connection was simply that ditching the murder weapon used in the first crime created the opportunity for the second crime to happen. 

But first, they had to determine if the gun he held in his hand was even the same gun used on Bosco. If it was, he'd have new information. Forensics would be able to tell them a lot more about the first killing than they had known before. Ideally.

Of course, if he learned something that the brass didn’t want to hear, such as that the new evidence pointed the finger at someone else, the folks upstairs would not be thrilled. In fact, unless the murder weapon was smothered in Darlene Torres' fingerprints, his boss wouldn't want to hear about it. The lieutenant had been far too happy thinking the gun would never be seen again.

Kessel dismissed the speculations. He was getting ahead of himself, ahead of the facts. Right now, the gun in the plastic bag was just the gun that killed the poor kid. He'd have forensics run ballistics tests and determine if it had been used to kill Bosco. If it was the gun, then he'd worry about whether they could tie it to Darlene Torres. They'd tell him if she'd ever handled it. If she had, it was game over and he could relax.

He didn't owe the woman anything, but he owed it to himself to find real answers. If he learned she'd lied, he could deal with that. Hell, she was a hooker and an ex-junky. But not knowing, not having all the pieces to the puzzle was what got to him. 

Kessel handed the gun back to the forensics tech. “Still sealed,” he said. 

The man glared. “Thanks, detective.”

He needed to investigate this new crime, but there was a limit to what he could find out without talking to the kid. With him in child services' loving arms, his access to the kid's story would be limited. 

Even when he did get a chance to talk with the boy, there would probably be a child psychologist on hand, on the State's dime, who would keep him from asking anything that might distress this future candidate for hitman of the year. The little assassin's emotional stability would rate higher on the scale of social values than finding out what the fuck led to the death of the other kid or where he'd gotten the gun.

He looked at Jakes, seeing his smug, 'I know more than you,' expression. He reviewed what the man said and poked his shoulder. “What makes you sure Bosco was killed with a 9-mm? You stick your fingers in the holes in his head and take a measurement?”

Jakes grinned. “Even better. I got the word from the sweet redheaded secretary who works her fingers to the bone for the nerds in forensics.” Kessel vaguely remembered a shapely, but otherwise plain redhead he’s seen walking by her desk a few times every week. If it hadn't been for the bright red hair, he wouldn't have been able to picture her at all. Obviously, Jakes paid more attention.

“She typed up the forensic report—the techs dictate the damn things. Easy life, I guess. Anyway, she was over at my place, and she mentioned typing up this gory crime report, so I asked her about it.”

“What, she memorized the report? Could you tease out some more facts? I haven't seen it yet.”

“Naw, she just told me a few things, enough, so I knew it was our case. I've been keeping an eye out for a misplaced murder weapon, so I had her look it up for me the next day and she did. Said it was a 9-mm.”

“Are you banging this secretary?” Kessel asked. He hadn't paid her much attention, but he had a hazy picture of her, remembered her as striking him as both a little too dim and a little too pudgy for his tastes.

“Banging Rachel? Damn right I am.” Jakes said, pleased at being able to confirm it. Apparently, she appealed to him. And why shouldn’t he?

“Are you sure you want to get your detective badge back?” he asked Jakes.

“Sure,” he said. “Why?”

“Politics. You seem to be having fun right where you are.”

“Well, it's because I have you to harass. But I want the badge. The gold shield impresses the girls.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“That and the pay is better. I've had to cut down on my vices considerably since getting demoted.”

“As long as you have noble reasons,” Kessel said.

“Of course.”

“I'm heading back to the station so I can have maintenance get started on building me a bomb shelter. I don't have a good feeling about how all this will play out.”

Jakes grinned. “Yeah. Just off the top of my head, I'd hazard a guess that having kids killing each other with a gun the cops knew was out there but didn't bother to look for will piss on the DA's parade. He won’t like that much.”

“It certainly won't make Danny Slye's day.”

“So he won't be in love with your boss no more.”

“And shit runs downhill.”

“Always.”

A young, uniformed policewoman came striding up. “Detective Stevens?”

“Me,” he said.

“We got a call on the radio for you.”

“I'm on my way.”

She shook her head. “I have a message. I was asked to tell you that the District Attorney wants to see you in his office in one hour. Lieutenant Gonzalez said he will meet you there.”

“The fun begins,” Jakes said. 

“I'm sure that's why I was invited to the party,” Kessel sighed.

“If you are still alive when it's over, come by Chica's Sweet Taco. I'll buy you a beer and you can cry on my shoulder.”

“Can you get Chica to bring the beer to the table herself? I'd rather cry on her shoulder if you don't mind.”

His eyes rolled back in his head. “Oh, man, If I could swing that—Shit, I'd be a happy man. But you'll never leave the DA's office alive. Danny Slye has to be hulking out, so it don't matter.”

“Thanks, pal.”

“Don't mention it. Friends deserve honesty.”

“How about a little support?”

“That's for wimps.”

Sometimes it was easy to be jealous of wimps.

SEVEN

“WELL, IT’S NO WONDER it seemed like the boy has money and influence,” Sherry said as Cela came into her office. “He’s loaded with both.”

“That Darcy kid?”

Sherry poked at her computer screen. “I thought the name rang a bell. It seems that Clyde Darcy is the son of Senator Paul Darcy.”

Cela came around to look at the picture of the smiling politico on Sherry’s computer and sang “I ain’t no senator’s son,” in a horrid imitation of John Fogerty. “I’m thinking that smile cost him more than I make in a year.”

“Tax deductible, no doubt.”

Cela licked her lips. “I bet having him for a Daddy complicates your negotiations.”

Sherry closed the tab. “Pietra’s. But it might make them easier. I don’t imagine he wants a public trial featuring his son losing an amateur bout in a strip club. The articles all talk about how the good senator is the main man for law and order. So, I’m thinking that’s his brand.”

“So how can you use that?”

“I can’t, that’s not my job. It’s up to Pietra. I just do research.”

“She went off to chat with her other high-profile clients at their luxurious suites in the jail. Chris dropped more on her.” She grinned. “All referrals of scum from the public defender’s office.” Cela glanced up at the clock. “And now, here it is at the end of another exciting day answering phones and shit, and I really need to get into the gym.” 

“I could drive you over and hang out for a while if that’s okay.”

“You want to drive me to the gym?”

“I’d like to watch you work out. I might pick up a trick or two.”

Cela grinned. “If you are thinking about picking up guys, keep in mind that a lot of the hot guys who work out there are far too fond of themselves to take notice of a lithe researcher drooling while they pump iron.”

Although Sherry hadn’t been thinking of the men, it was an interesting point. She hadn’t done much but work since she started the job. Unfortunately, most of the men she came in contact with were like Adam... self-absorbed lawyers who were all show. Meeting other kinds of men, even if they were self-absorbed fitness buffs, might make her feel better about the world.

“I’ll take my chances,” she said.

Going down the elevator and out to the street where Sherry had parked, she nudged Cela. “When do we get to see a rematch with Daria? That fight was so fucking close.”

Cela let out a long breath. “Not sure it’s gonna happen. I’d love the shot, but it looks like that girl might be turning pro.”

“How about you?”

Sherry unlocked the car doors and Cela paused, then shrugged. “Turning pro? I’m not sure I want to.” Then she laughed. “Of course, I think about it. I sure as hell know I don’t want to remain a receptionist, and I’m better at fighting than answering the fucking phones.” She rocked her head. “I need to make some decisions.”

“Why are you are poking your nose into Darcy’s business when it doesn't concern you?”

Hearing the man’s voice, Sherry spun around, her hands closing into fists, ready, and found herself facing the guy from the club—the Mercedes driver. He stood there, glaring at her, clearly intending to intimidate her. That got her angry. Stepping forward toward him, she stuck her face in his.

“Fuck you. Why are you poking your nose into my business? Why are you following me?”

The man stepped back smoothly, taking her in with a practiced eye, putting up his hands, palms facing her, and his snarl replaced with a disarming grin. “Hey, okay, lady.”

“Nice passive fighting stance,” Cela said. “Watch him, Sherry.”

She poked a finger into his chest. “Okay? What the fuck does that mean?”

“I wanted to ask, is all. I heard you asking questions and called my boss. He asked me to find out who you were, but when I came back in you were gone. I caught sight of you pulling out in this heap and followed you. I lost you for a time, but happily, you parked in the street. It’s not an inconspicuous vehicle.”
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