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Where Billy Died

By Earl Staggs

It was June, 2001, and I’d been working as a skip tracer in Philadelphia for about a year when I leaned across the desk and said, “I don’t want to go to Texas.”

My wife Beverly, owner of the Liberty Bail Bonding Agency, typed a little more, leaned back, watched her monitor screen, and ignored me.

“Why not send someone else?” I persisted.

“Because I want you out of my sight for a few days.”

Ouch.

“Besides,” she continued, still without looking at me, “we need this one. The business can’t take another big hit. Now sit tight, be quiet, and let me finish this.”

She shot me a hard look as if the company’s financial strain was my fault. Maybe our personal problem was, but not that.

“All I’m trying to say, Bev, is—”

“Was it the ‘tight’ or the ‘quiet’ you didn’t get?”

Damn! How long can a woman stay mad? The last time, it took a week of groveling, an expensive dinner, and a dozen red roses for her to get over it. Two dozen this time. Maybe white roses.

I sat tight and quiet for another minute. Finally, she raised her index finger and punched a key. Her printer grumbled to life and two sheets later, she snatched them and handed them to me.

“This will get you on the plane to Texas and back.”

I looked over the American Airlines ticket authorization. “Who am I going after?”

She slid a manila envelope across the desk. “Billy Joe Raynor. He and a partner popped a jewelry store in South Philly, but they tripped a silent alarm. They ran off empty-handed, and Raynor was caught an hour later.”

I pulled the file from the envelope and scanned the first page and the picture of Billy Joe Raynor. Twenty-five years old, lanky, blond hair and freckles. Looked more like a kid just out of high school than a criminal. “Doesn’t look like our type,” I said.

Bev sighed. “That’s what I thought. Clean-cut, well-mannered, never been in trouble in his life, last one I’d expect to jump bail.”

She had that look on her face, the one she gets when she’s really worried. I wanted to hug her, but under the circumstances, touching was out of the question.

I studied the Raynor file a little more and winced when I saw the amount of bail she’d put up. No wonder she had that look. “Eighty thousand is high for a bungled robbery.”

“There’s more. The next day, they cornered his partner, Tyrone Wilcox, a two-time loser. Wilcox decided to shoot it out. He killed an officer and took six in the chest for his trouble.”

I’d heard about the shooting on the news, and hearing about a police officer killed in the line of duty always gave me a chill. I used to be one. “So fevers ran high over the cop killing, and they reacted with a high bail on Raynor. They can’t nail him for the shooting since his partner did it and he was in custody at the time. He’ll pull five to ten at the most. What makes you think he’s in Hico, Texas?”

“He has a sister there, his only living relative, and that’s where the bail retainer came from. Find him, turn him over to the local law, and they’ll see he gets back here for trial. If he doesn’t show, this company takes an eighty grand hit, and if that happens, we’ll both be looking for jobs. Now if you have no more questions, I have work to do.”

She turned her back to me and fiddled with a pile of papers.

Three dozen. White. Long-stemmed. Maybe then we’d get back to normal. If you can call our life normal. I’m an ex-cop who lost his badge for beating up a mob boss’s brother. He raped a fifteen-year-old girl. Then he challenged me to go at it man-to-man. Big mistake on his part. It wasn’t real smart on my part either. As much as I enjoyed kicking his butt, it cost me my job. Now I track down bail skippers for a bonding agency owned by my wife.

Bev turned the small agency her father left her into one of the largest in Philadelphia. Recently, though, she paid out two hundred and fifty thousand dollars she posted for a stockbroker in trouble with the Feds. The scumbag was probably in South America now, laughing his tail off at both her and Uncle Sam. I knew things were tight for her, and I couldn’t screw up this assignment. How tough could it be to collar a skinny kid from Texas named Billy Joe?
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