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      The full moon hung low over the rippling waters of the Brown River. A big, yellow gumball of a moon. Clinging to the fabric of the night so close to the river, one could imagine reaching up and grabbing it with a gloved hand. Much like a sliding outfielder getting underneath a deep hit to center field.

      As we rolled down River Parkway, the lush golden light of the moon illuminated the river on our left with startling clarity. While on our right, the forest of willow and red maples covered the steep slopes of Granger Heights, disguising the hill in what appeared to be a long-forgotten masterpiece painted by Van Gogh. And me, sitting in the passenger seat of my newest acquisition, elbow hanging out of the open window, the cool wind of the night blowing across my cheeks, experienced an odd and disturbing revelation.

      Strange.

      Even surreal.

      How murder sometimes comes carefully slinking into the night, disguised on a canvas of divine beauty.
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      We slid into an empty parking lot and rolled to a halt facing the Brown River. Between the parking lot and the river was a long slash of white sand. White sand glowing unnaturally bright underneath tonight’s full moon. Beyond the white beach was the wide expanse of the slow-moving Brown River. At this point the river was at its widest. And the shallowest. One could almost walk, chest-deep, across the width of the river. Almost. If one could forget about water moccasins, black snakes, and big catfish. Catfish the size of a full-grown man. Snuggled deep into the river’s mud, sound asleep and not wanting to be disturbed.

      Not me, brother.

      At one thirty in the morning, the river was empty of any traffic. Except for one vessel riding on double anchors about eighty feet out from the beach. A big, expensive-looking houseboat. A seventy-foot-long double-decker with running lights blazing away, with a fourteen-foot speedboat riding the water tightly secured to the houseboat’s starboard stern. Whoever owned this setup had no worries about paying their bills. What we were looking at from the shore had to sail over the eight-hundred-thousand price tag with ease.

      But I should back up here. I said Frank and I pulled into an empty parking lot to start the investigation. That was a misleading statement. There were actually two other vehicles sitting in the parking lot. One was a black-and-white patrol unit belonging to the South Side Precinct. Uniformed Officers Flattery and O’Connor worked out of this unit patrolling the streets on second shift. They would be the first responders to arrive on scene in any emergency. They would begin the initial investigation, preserving the crime scene, interviewing potential witnesses, and all the hundred other odd jobs encountered before a homicide team arrived on the scene. They also were the ones to call for a forensics team to come in and begin their work. But as Frank and I walked toward the tall figure of O’Connor standing maybe ten feet from the water’s edge, we noticed there was no forensics team nor their van anywhere to be seen.

      The other vehicle was a battered and definitely abused-looking Jeep Wrangler sitting almost directly in the center of the parking lot. It looked like a long-forgotten monolith freshly excavated from the river’s sands and suddenly exposed to the elements. The boxy Jeep really looked like what an archeologist might own. One who liked exploring the unknown by himself. Strapped to the Jeep’s sides just behind the front fenders were five-gallon gas cans. Dented, well-used old gas cans. On the flat roof of the vehicle were three large plastic coolers strapped down tightly with bungee cords, along with what appeared to be the rolled-up canvas of a large tent. And lastly, on the very back end of the roof, a large canvas bag filled with only God and the Jeep’s owner knew what.

      We knew the Jeep’s owner. His name was Josef Abbot. And he was an archeologist. Every time he came to town in his dented, dirt-caked Jeep, I swear to the holy of holies above, the bearded, sunburned skeleton of a man had just driven across the Gobi Desert by himself. A wandering academician looking for the true burial mound of Genghis Khan and all of its fabled riches stored within.

      Eccentric but harmless was Josef Abbot. But he was a shrewd observer of his fellow man. And he had an eye for minute detail. Meaning, at some point in time tonight, we would have to talk to Josef to see if he saw anything out of the ordinary.

      But right at the moment, we needed to talk to Flattery and O’Connor. They were the ones who skipped the normal routine of reporting a crime first to dispatch before working the crime scene. But not tonight. Tonight, O’Connor used his personal phone to call me direct. And when that happened, it meant something serious had gone down. Something so serious a major helping of discretion had to be served up on the sly.

      O’Connor heard the two of us crunching across the soft sand as we approached him. Turning, moving a flashlight around to illuminate us fully, we saw the look on the patrolman’s face. It was going to be an ugly case to handle.

      “You won’t believe what we found out there. Just a friggin’ mess, fellas. Just a friggin’ mess!”

      “Start from the beginning, Jaime. From the beginning,” I said, staring out across the water toward the houseboat.

      “Where’s Flattery?” Frank growled, a hint of worry in his voice.

      “He’s out there,” O’Connor grunted, lifting a hand and waving it around toward the river. “He put on a set of waders and decided to walk out into the water. Thought he could get out there without getting too wet. I saw him make it to the boat. As far as I know, he’s still over there checking it out.”

      Our heads swiveled around to stare at O’Connor. And waited patiently for him to start talking again.

      “Around nine thirty, maybe nine forty-five tonight, dispatch called us and said they had several reports from young partygoers of hearing gunshots out on the Brown River. Said the gunshots were very close to Grover’s Beach. Dispatch said they had three different reports saying essentially the same thing within a fifteen-minute window. None of the callers would reveal their names. But apparently it was three different callers, all of them somewhere in their teens or twenties, and all of them saying the same thing. Dispatch told us we were closest to Grover’s Beach, so we came out here to investigate.”

      “And?” Frank said softly.

      “Got here, the parking lot was empty, except for one beat-up Jeep. No one was in the Jeep. No one was on the beach. Just the houseboat with the speedboat tied to its side anchored out on the Brown. We tried to call out to the boat and see if anyone was there. Even honked the patrol unit’s horn. Finally gave it a few blasts of the siren to get some attention. Nothing.

      “But we thought someone was on board. When we drove into the parking lot, we could see interior lights blazing away into the night. When we got out of the car, both of us thought we could hear music playing. But it stopped the moment we started shouting out toward the boat.”

      “That’s when Flattery decided to wade out there by himself,” Frank grunted.

      “I told him he was an idiot for an Irishman for doing something as dumb as that. But you know Flattery. He is as dumb as that.”

      I grinned. And then I dug out my cell phone and thumbed Flattery’s number and held the phone up to my ear. Flattery’s Irish brogue flooded into my brain at the end of the second ring.

      “Ah, laddie! It’s such a lovely mess out here. You should come out and see it. You won’t believe your eyes when you do.”

      “See if you can get the speedboat running and come and get us. Who’s dead, and how many bodies did you find?”

      “Turner, my lad, best to say as little as possible over the phone. The night has ears, don’t cha know. I’ll come and get all of ya, and you can see for yourselves.”

      Twenty minutes later, I was standing on the deck of the houseboat’s open stern with a cell phone up to my ear, talking to my shift commander. Lieutenant Dimitri Yankovich. In a quiet voice, I told him who the victims were and how they died. Each victim shot to death. Each with three slugs to the head from what appeared to be a small-caliber automatic. Both found in bed, nude, arms wrapped around each other in a moment of erotic passion. From the looks of it, they never saw their killer step into the room.

      Initial view of the crime scene suggested there would be no evidentiary trail left behind by the killer. Or killers, although Frank and I agreed it was more likely just one pro pulling the trigger in this double homicide. We would know more when a forensics team was called in to go over the crime scene. That’s when Yank surprised me. It was as if he already knew who the victims were. In a quiet voice, he wanted to know who was dead. Staring off into the darkness of the river, I had to tell him.

      “Deputy Mayor Lou Kehoe. And the other victim was the city’s richest hostess, Dorothy Reece.”

      In my ear, I heard Yank exhale a slow, restrained sigh, followed by five seconds of silence before he spoke.

      “Dorothy Reece … Nathan Brinkley’s ex-wife?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I answered.

      “After their divorce, they remained relatively close, didn’t they?”

      “Yes. They have co-custody of a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old daughter. The last time I heard, she was in a private school somewhere in Switzerland. Very secluded. Very protected.”

      “Right,” Yank said quietly. “What do you think? Did Brinkley order his ex-wife’s death?”

      “Doubtful,” I answered, shaking my head in the night. “The two had a hot-tempered romance and marriage. They didn’t mind mixing in a little violence with their arguments. But it wasn’t Brinkley who hit first. From what I hear from others, Dorothy had a wicked right cross. Brinkley enjoyed their brief scuffles. And he wasn’t the one who wanted a divorce.”

      Another blanket of silence fell onto the conversation for a second or two before Yank spoke again.

      “The mayor needs to hear about this. I’ll call him. But we need to keep this under our hats for as long as we can. Especially from you-know-who.”

      Reluctantly, a half grin slipped across my lips. The you-know-who referred to the woman I happened to be in love with. A tomboyish blonde who bedazzled me the first moment I laid eyes on her. Unfortunately, she bedazzled me roughly six years ago when Frank and I were working on a homicide case. Back then, she was a relatively inexperienced newspaper reporter assigned to work on what was thought to be a typical homicide of no particular importance. As it turned out, the typical senseless homicide case panned out to be not so typical. She proved herself to be one brilliant reporter. And I unconditionally fell in love with her.

      Yank’s comment was obvious. I was a homicide cop. She was a reporter who worked the crime desk for the city’s largest newspaper. And we happened to share a house together. How the hell did you keep something like this away from her?

      “I’m keeping my mouth shut, Yank. But you know Debra. She has better contacts than Frank or I will ever possibly develop. We’ll be lucky to keep this buttoned up for eight to twelve hours. After that, all hell is going to break loose.”

      “I’ll take it,” Yank replied. “Seal the crime scene down tight, Turn. Keep the investigative team to a minimum and only with those whom you can trust.”

      “What about Nathan Brinkley?”

      There was a pause. And another tired exhalation of breath.

      “Yes. He needs to be informed as well.”

      Silence again. Brinkley was well known to us. He was a charismatic politician who was as crooked as they came. But smart. Photogenic. Flashing his handsome face across the news shows almost on a nightly basis. Well-loved by a large portion of the city’s voters, he was very generous in his philanthropic gifts of money to charitable causes.

      That was his day job. Fooling the citizenry of our fair city into thinking he was an honest Joe who had a lot of dough to throw around. But the truth was he was the leader of the city’s largest mob organization. His reach into whatever was profitable and illegal infiltrated into every precinct in the city, all the way up to the governor’s office.

      Nathan Brinkley was handsome, outgoing, urbane, and extremely intelligent. But we knew the truth. When he had to be ruthless in order to preserve his empire, a Genghis Khan would pale in comparison to the savagery Brinkley could unleash on his intended target.

      And the last thing we wanted was a bloodbath.

      “We’ll go over to his place and break the news to him, Yank. Go now so we can get to him first. Maybe we can convince him to back off and let us handle the case quietly but efficiently.”

      “You two be careful.”

      In silence, Frank and I were ferried back to the sandy beach. We walked back to our car and slid into the bucket seats. And paused in the silence and the moonlit night before I pulled the gearshift down into Drive. Neither one of us spoke on the drive to Brinkley’s residence.
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      Brinkley sat behind a big mahogany desk with a glass of bourbon in his right hand and stared at us in silence. By the time we found him, it was a little after two in the morning. It took an hour and a half to track him down. We found him in one of the largest casinos he owned, just four blocks away from the South Side Precinct, the precinct Frank and I call our home away from home when we’re working.

      Behind us, four of the biggest men I ever had the pleasure to make the acquaintance of stood in a slightly curving line, hands stuffed in the side pockets of their suit coats. Muscles rippled across their shoulders and arms with casual ease. None of them had kind expressions on their faces as they watched our every move. They looked like large stone monoliths waiting to be activated by their master’s voice. And if Brinkley said a word, or just made a slight motion with his head, they would leap into action.

      What would be left of Frank and me after they finished with us, I can only imagine. Suffice it to say, there wouldn’t be enough pieces left to stitch together a single one of us.

      But our brilliant antagonist surprised me. Surprised both of us. When I looked into his eyes and told him we had just discovered his ex-wife’s murder, his reaction to our revelation was not what we expected. He stood up from behind his desk, holding his drink in hand, and moved in unnerving silence around his desk and came to a halt directly in front of me.

      I have to admit, his silence and his looming presence so close to me went a long way in making me second-guess my choice of employment. It was like staring into the eyes of a king cobra only inches away from your face. A very unpleasant experience.

      “How did she die?” he said in a calm voice.

      “Gunshot wounds. Three shots. All to the head,” I answered.

      “When?”

      “As far as we can tell from the preliminary look, roughly between four to eight hours ago,” Frank answered in his rumbling rockslide of a voice.

      Nathan Brinkley’s eyes never wavered. Never left staring directly into my eyes.

      “Where?”

      “On a houseboat floating in the Brown River directly opposite Grover’s Beach. We got several reports from kids out there partying, calling in, saying they heard gunshots,” I answered.

      Brinkley seemed to relax. But that would be a mistake if one came to that conclusion. A king cobra rarely relaxes when he is facing his enemies. And make no mistake about it. Nathan Brinkley was an enemy. A highly intelligent enemy. One Frank and I were very familiar with. One we had been trying to put away for years. Unsuccessfully, I might add.

      Brinkley lifted the glass of bourbon in his hand and took a sip of the brown fluid. Lowering the glass, his eyes came back to stare at me again.

      “Dorothy never owned a boat of any kind in her life. So that means she was with someone on their boat. Who was the other victim, Turner?”

      Dammit.

      I wanted to keep the second victim’s name out of this. But Brinkley was too perceptive.

      “Deputy Mayor Lou Kehoe.”

      “Huh,” Brinkley grunted before lifting his glass of bourbon again. “That’s interesting.”

      “It’s a political powder keg that will blow up in all of our faces,” Frank grunted in his usual dry rumble. “You included. When it gets out, you’ll be the prime suspect. I doubt you’ll get anything done down at City Hall for a while.”

      “I’m already the prime suspect, aren’t I? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “This time, we don’t believe you had anything to do with her murder. As hard as that is to admit,” I said. “We’re just doing our normal job. Dorothy was your wife. You two had a tumultuous married life. Everyone knew it. But she divorced you and you let her. Never protested over the divorce. Never threatened her. Kept her close to you as much as she would allow. You two had a daughter to share. We thought it would be better to let you break the news of her mother’s death to her before we had to.”

      Nathan Brinkley’s eyes never blinked. Never wavered. Yet, somehow, the intensity of the man’s dislike for us seemed to lessen. The level of hostility in the room seemed to drop perceptibly. As the three of us faced each other, Brinkley silently nodded and lifted his drink to his lips. Taking a sip, he lowered his glass and spoke.

      “Is there anything else?”

      “Just one more thing,” I answered. “We want you to give us time to solve this case. I’m assuming neither one of us wants to see bodies floating down the Brown or Little Brown rivers in the next few days. Let us handle the investigation. We’ll find your wife’s killer.”

      “Guaranteed?” Brinkley sneered, a vicious half-grin breaking across his lips. “The murder of a whispered underworld mobster’s wife found in the arms of a married man who happens to be the deputy mayor of the city? You don’t think this news will be the topic du jour in every newspaper and every news channel by nine o’clock this morning? The two of you will be in a political minefield every second you’re working it. Why would I think the two of you can find my wife’s killer?”

      “Because you know us,” Frank replied. “You know our track record. You know how close we’ve come on a number of occasions to bringing you down. We’ll get the job done. And as quietly as possible.”

      “With or without your girlfriend’s help, Turner?”

      “She’s good at her job,” I admitted, nodding. “I’m not going to reveal anything to her that doesn’t have any direct connection to the murder. After that, what she finds out, she finds out all on her own.”

      Brinkley eyed the two of us for three or four seconds, idly stirring the ice in his drink with a rocking motion of his hand. And then, with a grunt, nodded his head after making a decision.

      “A week, gentlemen. You have a week to solve the case on your own terms. After that, well, who can say what happens next?”

      “We’ll take it,” I nodded, feeling a little rush of relief blow through my guts. We started to turn and make our departures. But Brinkley’s voice stopped us in our tracks.

      “And Turner,” Brinkley’s voice uttered, dripping in a light menacing tone I found unnerving. “Tell your lovely girlfriend I look forward to reading her newspaper column with high anticipation. Good night, gentlemen.”

      We left. Neither one of us knowing how to feel about Brinkley’s last statement.

      We both were silent as I drove us back to the precinct. Not a word was uttered. But our highly charged imaginations were vividly clear and gruesome to endure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      About four hours’ sleep later, Frank and I were standing with the tall, enigmatic cadaver of a man who called himself Lieutenant Demitri Yankovich. The three of us were standing in the middle of the mayor’s office, waiting for the mayor to arrive. Yank was in full uniform. Even standing motionless, silent as always. If you didn’t know the man like Frank and I knew him, you’d stare at Yank and feel something sour and unsettling in the pit of your stomach. That lump would be something akin to fear. Diluted enough to keep you from running away in terror. But strong enough to make you definitely search out the closest escape routes.

      Yank had that reaction on people.

      Yank’s physical appearance made everyone think of Dracula. Tall, urbane, with skin as white as a freshly washed bedsheet. He looked like a cadaver freshly risen from the grave. And it didn’t help when his dark eyes turned to stare at you. Two bottomless pits of darkness that seemed to have no end to them.

      To my right, I heard Frank grunt softly and felt the man’s left shoulder gently bump me. Turning, I took a quick glance at the big redhead’s face. There was a mask of absolute blandness on it. But I knew better. Work with someone long enough and you can read behind the masks we all use when we’re out in public. Sasquatch knew I was thinking about Yank. And probably was going to make a crack about Yank’s good looks. The soft bump in the shoulder was Frank’s way of telling me to keep my mouth shut. It was the wrong place and the wrong time to make funny with the boss.

      Okay. I kept my mouth shut. Grudgingly.

      This is when Yank’s quiet voice broke through the silence.

      “About fifteen years ago, when I was still a beat cop, I attended the funeral service of a fallen officer. A friend named Silas Warner. A good friend of mine who went through the academy with me. And worked the same streets with me until his unfortunate death. Of course, most of the precinct turned out for his funeral. When the service was over, his wife and their three children, all lovely young ladies, stood up and turned to face the congregation. People lined up in the middle aisle to slowly move down to the grieving family and offer their condolences. It was a slow process, but it moved along without incident. Until I stepped up and tried to say something.

      “I knew them and they knew me. But we had never physically met each other. I’m afraid that changed the moment the man in front of me stepped away after offering his condolences. All three women, after wiping tears from their eyes, looked up and laid eyes on me for the first time. My sudden presence greatly affected the family adversely.”

      “Uh-oh,” Frank said, shaking his head.

      I had the same feeling.

      “Exactly,” Yank nodded, sighing. “Mrs. Warner fainted and collapsed the moment her eyes fell on me. But as she collapsed, she leaned heavily to one side and jarred her oldest daughter. Off balance, the oldest daughter stumbled into the youngest daughter. The youngest daughter staggered backward, tripped over the railing separating the dais from the congregation, and fell hard against the base of the ornate and gilded pulpit the minister was leaning over and staring at the comedy of errors taking place in front of him.

      “The pulpit fell to one side and crashed to the dais floor loudly. But the preacher went flying through the air straight toward the open casket. He somehow twisted in midair and landed, facedown, into the casket on top of the deceased. At the end of this carnage, it looked like the minister and Silas were wrapped up in an intimate romantic embrace.”

      “Damn,” Frank whispered, staring at Yank in disbelief.

      “Unbelievable,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What happened next?”

      “I pulled the minister off Silas and made sure he was not seriously harmed. And then I excused myself and left the church as fast as I could. And that was the end of it. I never spoke to the family after that. End of story.”

      Frank and I stared in silence at the gaunt form in front of us, wondering if we should believe him or not. Yank’s sense of humor was dry as dry could get. My gut was telling me this tale was made-up bullshit designed to break the tenseness as we waited for the mayor to make his appearance. But I wasn’t sure about anything. With Yank, you never knew.

      But it didn’t matter. A door opened behind us and in walked a stocky man rapidly going bald at an early age, wearing horn-rimmed glasses. His name was Jess Conrad, the mayor’s chief of staff. And a friend of ours as well. Stepping to one side, opening the door wider, he gave us a brief nod and then turned to stare at the much taller man who stepped into the room next.

      Sometimes you can lay eyes on someone and just know what they were professionally before they entered politics. Nils Nilsson looked like a college history professor. Tall, trim, wearing wire-rimmed glasses in front of pale blue eyes, most women would classify him as handsome. Handsome in a gentle, father-like way. He came into the room with a soft, warm smile on his thin lips. He paced with long strides across the room and shook hands with a friendly greeting for each of us.

      “Thank you for this sudden intrusion on your investigation, gentlemen. I can imagine the difficulties involved when summoned to a politician’s office out of the blue. But there are circumstances about this case which the three of you need to be aware of. Circumstances which, if at all possible, we would like to keep hidden from the public.”

      “That may be impossible to do, Mayor,” Yank put in quietly. “The death of Lou Kehoe will attract a lot of attention from the media. But when the news gets out that Lou’s death is tied to the death of a socialite like Dorothy Reece, it’ll be impossible to keep under wraps for too long.”

      I felt all eyes turn toward me. Again, I was standing in the middle of a hot frying pan because I happened to love a very perceptive newspaper reporter.

      “Listen, if it’ll help the investigation move along faster, I’m more than happy to step aside and let someone else take over. Give it to Frank here. He’s better than I am at cracking the really tough cases. And I promise to keep my lips sealed with Debra.”

      The mayor’s light blue eyes had a glimmer of fondness in them as he eyed me with the quiet patience of an ersatz father figure. And again, like many times before, I was impressed by how this man’s calm, extroverted personality could soothe whatever calamities others were currently feeling. No matter if the crowd was three souls. Or three thousand.

      “I’m well aware of your soulmate’s talents when it comes to tracking down a story’s inner workings, Turner. An admirable trait for any investigative reporter. All I am asking is that this new revelation I’m about to reveal to the three of you be kept private for as long as you can. I know eventually the truth will be revealed by someone. But by the time that happens, we will have had enough time to cope with the expected disaster to follow.”

      This sounded serious.

      Eyeing the sun-tanned face of the mayor, and then the round, bespectacled face of the mayor’s chief of staff, I could see it was more than serious. It was potentially catastrophic.

      “We’ll do our best, Mr. Mayor,” Yank said, his face a non-readable mask.

      “I know you will, Demitri,” the mayor said quietly before lowering his eyes and staring at the carpeted floor for a second or two. “About ten months ago, a group of big-time private investors, investment bankers, and real estate companies came to my office with a proposal they wanted me to consider. Their proposal was nominally simple to express. They wanted to start developing the Brown River north of the last deep-water buoy on the Brown. Their goal was to drain the swamps and lowlands lying on both banks of the river, fill in the depressions, and begin building essentially a new city. I mean a complete, brand-new city. They proposed dredging the Brown deep enough to accept deep-water ship movement. And building a new, supermodern deep-water port to accommodate the anticipated increased river traffic. Miles and miles of paved streets. Hundreds of new residential areas. A central business district capable enough to contain some of the largest skyscrapers in the country. The works.

      “A massive project, gentlemen. Estimated cost for the entire project roughly appraised at five hundred billion dollars when completed. Phase One to start in two years.”

      Frank, Yank, and I remained silent. So far, none of us could see why we needed to be sworn to secrecy. But each of us was convinced the problem was coming. All we had to do was keep our mouths closed and wait for it.

      We didn’t have to wait long.

      “I asked the deputy mayor to look deeply into this proposal, and if he found it a viable project, to begin involving the city’s services and potential contacts as rapidly as possible. What I did not know was the number of underworld entities who had close and intimate contacts with the deputy mayor. By the time I learned of his close working contacts, it was too late. The city was deeply involved with the developers’ project. To suddenly withdraw our support now would be financially ruinous for a number of honest organizations involved with the project. Not to say the damage the city would absorb as well.”

      Everyone looked grim. But remained silent as they stared at the mayor. Everyone except Frank.

      “What do you want us to do, Mayor? Investigate the murder? Or look into Lou’s ties with the crime syndicates?”

      “Both, Frank. Both,” came the reply as pale blue eyes settled onto the red-haired giant’s face. “I suspect his death is directly related in some way to the death of Nathan Brinkley’s ex.”

      Everyone was staring at us, waiting for an answer. Very uncomfortably, I might add.

      “Sure,” Frank answered with a big dose of confident optimism thrown in. “We can do that. No problem.”

      I moved my head to eye my partner irritably. If I could get away with it, I would have slapped him in the back of his big, rectangular-shaped head angrily. Nathan Brinkley gave us a week to find the killer or killers of his ex-wife. Now, the mayor and my partner’s big mouth were adding to our woes with another case to solve.

      The big dope.
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      Standing out on the sidewalk in front of the city building, Yank said he was shifting some people around at the precinct and assigning Flattery and O’Connor, Marissa Hamm, and Mike Bean to us as an ad hoc special investigation unit. Flattery and O’Connor were two second-generation Irish patrol cops coming out of South Side Precinct whom we had worked with on dozens of homicide cases in the past. Two uniformed officers who were as tough and shrewd as they came.

      Marissa Hamm and Mike Bean were detectives working the second-shift theft/larceny desk. Hamm was an auburn-haired female almost approaching six feet in height. Tall, but straight as a freshly cut 2x4 piece of lumber. There wasn’t a curve to be found on her body. On the other hand, she had a good head on her shoulders and a pool of street smarts that was hard to fool. Even more importantly, her personality closely approached that of an irritable grizzly bear suffering from an infected tooth. Anyone who tried to mess around with her usually was shredded to pieces and tossed into a garbage can.

      Mike Bean was the complete opposite personality compared to his partner. He was five-foot-ten-inch, slightly overweight, going bald, and a certified misfit. Appearance-wise, Mike gave the impression he slept in his clothes every night. Which was a high probability, in my estimation.

      But here was the dichotomy about the two.

      Separately, each had their own problems which made others steer clear of working with them. But together, as a team, they blended two opposite personalities into one cohesive antithesis. They worked well together, despite their suppressed inclinations to kill each other occasionally. Their arrest/conviction rate was well above the department’s average. Which surprised us as much as it did the others.

      Simply stated, the team colloquially known as Hamm and Bean were good at their jobs. If you could put up with their personalities.

      Two hours later the six of us coalesced at an eatery called Dewey’s. Dewey’s is an aluminum-sided oversized replica of a 1930s Airflow camping trailer. The metal phenomenon known as Dewey’s sat in a black asphalt ocean for a parking lot only a few hundred feet from the Little Brown River. A decade past, the parking lot was surrounded on three sides by industrial buildings. Blue-collar workers filled the eatery day and night, looking for a fast meal that was hot and good to eat. But times change. Progress moves on relentlessly.

      Today most of the blue-collar industries are gone. Two sides of the parking lot’s man-made walls were warehouses and manufacturing establishments which no longer existed. Gentrification had arrived. What once were industrial buildings had been converted to cheap and moderately priced apartment complexes and ultra-expensive condos. A marina sprang up on the river where the rich could play with their expensive toys. Now Dewey’s became the rendezvous point for struggling artists, clerical workers, salesmen, young families barely affording their new digs mixed in with the smaller blue-collar workers still around.

      And cops.

      Dewey’s became the focal point for working cops still on duty and needing a fast place to eat for lunch or breakfast before going back on duty. The place was open 24 hours a day. At any time of the day or night, at least one cop could be found sitting in a booth or slouched across the long countertop slurping down a cup of coffee or eating something hot.

      Frank and I stepped into the place at a little past five thirty in the afternoon. The place was half full of young families in for an evening meal. The other half was an assortment of tugboat workers and laborers, with a sprinkling of uniformed patrol officers in for a quick bite after going off duty and before heading home.

      Waving to the off-duty men and women we knew, Frank and I slid into our favorite booth just as Scotty Dewey, grandson to Old Man Dewey, slid up to the booth and gave us a skeptical look.

      “What the hell? You two are not supposed to be in here for another three hours. What’s going on?”

      “Oh, we have a routine to follow, do we?” Frank rumbled, looking up at the handsome college student working his way through college with his grandpa’s help.

      “Yep. But that’s okay. Your bright faces always light up the place when the two of you come in. See how everyone in here feels a lot safer with you here? I know I am.”

      Dry sarcasm.

      So dry you could die of thirst if you weren’t careful.

      I liked it.

      “Just bring us a pot of coffee and six mugs. We’re about to have a big powwow in here.”

      “And some of those apple fritters you just pulled out of the fryer,” I put in. “Six of them. Maybe eight if you got ‘em.”

      Dewey’s homemade apple fritters were about the size of dinner plates. Dripping with white icing. Delicious beyond description. But so sweet it’d kill a healthy bull elephant with one bite.

      “Sure. Coffee and fritters. Anything else? Like maybe a round of insulin shots just in case?”

      “Just coffee and fritters, Scotty. That’ll do for now,” I put in, politely waving him away.

      The kid flashed us a boyish grin full of white teeth and moved away. About this time, Marissa and Mike made their appearance in the doorway and moved toward us. No one greeted them as they moved through the crowd. Which I found interesting. It’s hard to be carrying the gold shield of a detective and not have at least a few friends in the department.

      “‘Lo, Turner,” Marissa said, almost smiling as she slid into the booth beside me.

      “‘Lo, Mike,” Frank mumbled, nodding.

      “Godzilla,” Mike replied, flashing a smart-ass grin as he slid into the booth beside Frank. “The zoo let you out for a walkabout tonight? Without a handler?”

      “Mike, you ever see Godzilla pop a man’s head off his shoulders like it was nothing more than an irritating zit? You’re about to.”

      Mike’s grin widened and he was about to say something. But when I shook my head, the small, round little man settled into the booth and kept his mouth shut.

      “Boys, the two of you can go out and play in the sandbox later. But right now we have business to attend to.”

      Flattery and O’Connor strolled through the door and the whole place erupted into a loud cheer greeting them. It was just the opposite of the greetings offered to Mike and Marissa. It seemed as if everyone knew the two large Irish cops. And not just the off-duty uniforms lounging over their coffee cups. I mean everyone greeted them. Old and young. Even a few of the children sitting at their booths with their parents. It took at least two minutes for the two uniformed officers to make their way over to our booth. Each had a big grin on his face as they moved two chairs up to our booth and sat down.

      “Flattery, how much did it cost you in bribes to get this crowd of idiots to greet you like that?”

      Flattery, still with the grin on his lips, turned to stare at Mike’s almost double-chinned face. But there was no warmth in the Irishman’s smile.

      “Mikey, me lad,” Flattery began casually, eyes staring at the plump detective with cold icicles strong enough to freeze a man’s soul. “You’ll never know, fella. You’ll never know.”

      Mike had a problem with certain uniformed officers working in the precinct. Flattery and O’Connor were at the head of the list. No one knew why Flattery and O’Connor led the list.

      Again, an intervention was needed before the situation got out of hand.

      “Pack your male masculinity bullshit away for another day, boys. We have a narrow window to work in to get this double homicide figured out. That means all of us have to work together. Peacefully. Is that understood?”

      Everyone looked at me and silently nodded. I meant business. I wanted to make sure everyone was tuned in to the same wavelength. Apparently, I made myself heard. The smiles were gone. Everyone had a neutral mask decorating their mugs as Scotty came up with a big platter of coffee mugs, fritters, and a pot of coffee big enough to drown a tugboat crew. We sat in silence as Scotty poured coffee for each of us and then expertly slid giant fritters occupying large saucers across the tabletop toward us before silently disappearing.

      “Everyone is aware of the situation and who the victims were?” I asked.

      Everyone nodded collectively.

      “Good. But four of you may not know this. We are very aware of who the woman’s ex-husband is. Correct?”

      Again, the choreographed nod of acknowledgment.

      “We know what he can do if he is pushed into a corner. Or if he becomes pissed off. With that in mind, Frank and I found him last night in one of his casinos and persuaded him to give us some time to solve this case on our own. Miraculously, we were successful. We have six and a half days to get it done. Starting right now. Each group here has assignments to accomplish. Frank will fill you in as we eat our fritters.”

      “Okay,” Frank’s deep voice rolled like a slow-moving avalanche. “Flattery and O’Connor. We need to find our resident archeologist, Josef Abbot. He’s missing, and we have no idea where he, or his body, may be. If he’s alive, there’s a possibility he may have seen something when the murders went down night before last. You need to find him. As fast as you can.”

      Both Irishmen nodded in agreement.

      “You two,” he said, using a thumb to casually point at Marissa and Mike. “The houseboat where we found the bodies—we’re finding it hard to establish who it belongs to. Run it down and find out who owns it. And then find out how Lou and Dorothy borrowed it.”

      Mike Bean started to say something sarcastic. But the look on my face and mirrored on the face of Marissa forced him to change his mind. Using his fingers, he ripped off a chunk of his fritter and popped it into his mouth as he sat beside the massive hulk of Frank irritably.

      “Any questions?” I asked, eyeing everyone. “No? Good. Finish your coffee and let’s get to work. We know what is going to happen if we don’t find those who are responsible for the two victims’ deaths. We need to work fast. But work intelligently. I’ll give you a call and tell you where and when we get together again to share info.”

      The Irish pushed back their chairs and loudly stood up to leave. Scotty tossed the two hooligans Styrofoam containers to carry the remains of their food out with them. It took a minute or more to exit the place due to the guffaws and friendly jeers from those who knew and liked them.

      “Show-offs,” Mike Bean mumbled just loud enough to be heard.

      “Ah, come on, Grumpy Bear.” Marissa laughed, sliding out of the booth and slapping her partner’s right arm playfully. “Let’s go get something done today. Maybe getting your grumpy mind working on finding our missing boat owner will brighten up your day.”

      “Yeah, that’ll work out great!” Bean replied sarcastically, rolling out of the booth and standing up. “My ass.”

      Turner and Frank watched the oddball couple exit Dewey’s in silence. And remained silent as we watched the two walk to their unmarked Ford Explorer and slide in. With Marissa sliding in behind the steering wheel.

      “Like sodium and chloride,” Frank rumbled, shaking his head. “Separately, each component is a deadly poison. But combine them and you get something totally reliable. Ordinary, everyday salt. The salt of the earth.”

      “Yep,” I agreed. “But how Marissa puts up with him is a mystery to me. But that’s enough. We need to get busy ourselves. Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” the red-bearded Sasquatch asked.

      “To find our killer,” I threw back at him.
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      Flattery climbed out of the patrol car and shot a glance at O’Connor. O’Connor’s blue eyes returned the stare. Both sets of eyes turned to stare at the abandoned Jeep Wrangler. And it truly looked abandoned. On the flat hood of the Jeep, a fine carpet of sand proclaimed loudly that the rugged old Jeep hadn’t moved in days. Little piles of blown sand deposited by the wind lay around the Jeep’s almost bald tires. This time of the summer, the wind blew out of the south with persistent insistence. The heat of late summer hitting the wall of cooler air hanging over the Brown River was a challenge the south winds could not resist. An internal battle with neither side proclaiming victory.

      Flattery, the bigger of the two Irishmen, reached up and tried to open the driver’s side door of the Jeep. Still locked.

      “See if the lad left the spare key in its box behind the left wheel well,” O’Connor said, nodding his head toward the back of the car.

      “Ah, boyo! That’s right!”

      Flattery nodded, smiling and turning to walk to the back of the car. “Remember that night when we took the lad to Gilhooly’s for a nightcap? My God, the boy could drink his liquor!”

      “I remember,” Flattery’s partner nodded, smiling. “He told Gilhooly the bearded, fat little man reminded him of his mother. I thought Gilhooly was going to bust a blood vessel when he got mad.”

      Flattery bent over and used one hand to brace himself as he reached into the wheel well with the other and felt around for the small magnetic box.

      “Got it,” he said, twisting his face into a mask as he strained to pull the box out of the wheel well.

      Both uniformed officers stared at the mud-caked black box. Flattery opened it with his free hand and both of them stared at the contents inside. The single key lay within, pristine and bright as if it had been machined the day before. Taking the key out of the box, he walked back to the driver’s side door and unlocked it.

      “Let’s see if we can discover something that might tell us where the wee lad might be tonight.”

      “Alive or dead?” O’Connor asked, opening the passenger side door.

      “Preferably alive, ya cynical bastard,” Flattery answered.

      The Jeep’s interior felt like standing on the ground floor of a blast furnace. Worse, the vehicle was packed to the ceiling with boxes, file folders, clean clothes, bags of dirty clothes, shovels and digging tools of all types and varieties. And box after box of archeological findings while out in the field working.

      “The lad is a frickin’ pack rat!” O’Connor exclaimed, backing out of the car and standing up to suck in some fresh air. “How did the man live in there? My God, what a mess!”

      Flattery stepped back from the open door of the Jeep, sweat rolling off his forehead in big droplets. He glanced at his partner and then broke out into a grin.

      “Well, Officer O’Connor, a garbage dump it is, to be sure,” the second-generation Irish lilt rising into the air. “But we should be grateful for one thing.”

      “And what might that be, Officer Flattery?” O’Connor rumbled, folding his arms in front of his chest and looking at his partner with a sour face.

      “We didn’t find the lad’s body lying across the steering wheel, did we? Can you imagine the stench that would have been? Murdered in his car two days ago and left alone with his fate.”

      “Aye,” O’Connor nodded, lifting an eyebrow and thinking about it. “We should be grateful for small miracles. But now what? Where do we go from here?”

      “Gilhooly’s.”

      “Gilhooly’s! Are ye daft, ye madman? If the lieutenant finds out we’ve been knocking down a few brews in the middle of an investigation, he’ll do what he said he’d do if we were caught flat-footed again.”

      “And what was that, Officer O’Connor? For the life of me, I don’t seem to recall a word of it.”

      “He said he’d cut off our balls using a dull kitchen knife, you crazy loon. Even you winced in pain a little when he said it. I saw you!”

      “Ah, yes,” Flattery nodded, his wiry grin increasing in size across his lips. “Now it comes back to me. But lucky for the two of us, we’re not going to be succumbing to our little drinking peccadilloes just yet. So come on, we’re hunting for a missing lad. Can’t stand around here jabbering with each other all night long, can we?”

      O’Connor started walking to their patrol unit, leaving Flattery to stand beside the weary-looking Jeep and muse over the thought of pulling out his 9mm service-issued Beretta and shooting his partner in his narrow butt. Not to seriously hurt him. Just wound him enough that the droll-humored man would have to use a whoopee cushion to sit down in a chair or patrol car comfortably for a month or more.

      But no, he thought to himself, turning to walk back to the patrol unit. He’d push that urge out of his head one more time. But one day, fella! One day he’d get his payback for being on the receiving end of his partner’s droll humor.

      Yes, by God. One day.
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