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Detour


  
  
    This story was written for my friend Joe Konrath’s anthology, THESE GUNS FOR HIRE  (Bleak House, 2007). As he said in the introduction, this was one of my first attempts at hard boiled, and I found it liberating. In fact, it pushed me in an altogether new direction.
  

  I wasn’t expecting a hit that hot August morning. I was barreling east on a stretch of Ninety-four between Indiana and Michigan that just begs you to floor it. Newly paved, two wide lanes, it’s practically uninhabited at six in the morning. Compared to Ninety-six, or even Sixty-nine, you feel like you’re about to take off, like the frigging crows on the power lines at the side of the road. At least the ones that haven’t been dropped by West Nile.

  I’d headed out from the Michigan shores before dawn. I hadn’t slept much— Christ—I hadn’t even changed my clothes. I was still trying to figure out what the old lady was up to.  I hadn’t seen her—or the place—in ten years. Why did she invite me back? I’d been living in the Motor City, trying to keep a low profile, when all of a sudden the phone rings, and there she is with that high-class way of talking. You know, the kind that reminds you of your fourth grade teacher. Asking could I please do her the honor of visiting?

  The honor?

  It’d been too long, she said, with just a trace of regret. We needed to catch up. I could stay overnight. She’d put me up in the guest cottage, she said, and we could bond.  What was I, Elmer’s Glue?

  So I met her yesterday afternoon for tea. Tea, for Christ’s sake. So bitter that even with sugar and cream it sucks out the insides of your cheeks. She had those stupid little sandwiches and biscuits. Scones, she called them— all arranged on a silver tray you only see at weddings. She also had this thick white stuff in a bowl. Clotted cream, she smiled. “You’ll like it. It’s sweet.”

  As she poured, she made small talk. How was I, Teresa dear? What was I doing? Such a shame about my father.  Hey—no one calls me Teresa. It’s Terry. Tare, sometimes, or TJ. But never Teresa. Who did she think she was, the Queen of England?

  Afterwards I meant to grab a burger and a couple of boiler-makers in town to rinse the taste of the tea out of my mouth, but I took a walk along the lake instead. The old lady’s place went on forever now. Much farther than it used to. She’d bought up even more of her neighbors’ land. I couldn’t understand why.  She didn’t have any kids. What was she gonna do with it when she croaked? What is it they say, the rich get richer, and we get screwed?

  It was after midnight when I got back to my room. I lay down on the bed, and the next thing I knew some bird was chirping outside the window, and it was four in the frigging morning. I took a quick shower and left. I wasn’t looking forward to the drive home.

  Once I was on Ninety-four, I pulled into a truck stop for breakfast. Not only was I wiped, but I was starving. That’s probably where he picked me up. I was wolfing down three eggs over easy with toast and bacon. A bunch of farmers in plaid shirts, jeans, scuffed boots were there. Plus one creep in a yellow slicker, even though the sun was blistering hot. There was a map of the state on the wall with one of those “you are here” pins stuck to it. Christ. I knew where I was. And where I was going. But I didn’t think it meant trouble.

  Thirty minutes later I was back on I-94, the oldies station blasting. My head was bobbing to Del Shannon’s “Runaway” like one of those sappy little dogs you see in the back of cars when I caught him. At first I thought it was just some jerk riding my tail. A kid coming down from a wild night. Or a trucker in a car instead of eighteen-wheeler. I switched lanes and slowed down, thinking the asshole would blow by me. But he didn’t.  He switched lanes, too, and slowed down.

  He was in a blue Buick. Who drives a Buick any more? I was in a gray Camry I’d ripped off last week. Had to be nearly six years old, but it still drove like a champ. I checked the rear view mirror. A man. Older, from what I could tell. Maybe fifty. Shades covering his eyes. Looked like he was wearing a sports coat. I frowned. It was close to ninety degrees already.

  I floored it. The Camry hesitated for a second, like the transmission was about to go AWOL. But then it gathered itself together and surged ahead. The lane dividers flashed past so fast the stripes ran together into one straight line. Kind of like the blades on a prop plane. Speaking of flying, I realized I was clocking almost a hundred. I checked the rear view. The creep was still on my ass.

  I gripped the wheel. Who knew I was here? I thought about the last job I’d pulled. It’d been riskier than usual.  I’d taken all the normal precautions. Stole some plates. Wore a disguise. Made sure to use a throw down. But I didn’t figure the mark would have his kid with him. I don’t do kids. I had to wait until he dropped the kid off. Which meant tailing him all afternoon. First to some fancy toy store in the mall whose name I couldn’t even pronounce. Then to a bookstore. And then the Dairy Queen.

  Too much time is a danger in my line of work. Things change. People take notice.  Someone could have picked me up. He did have two bodyguards, but for all I knew, there could have been another–  a guy who was supposed to watch the watchers.

  I slowed and checked the rear view again. Still there. I fished out my cell phone and punched in a number. “Hey.”

  “Hey, babe. What’s happening?” His voice was as smooth and mellow as always.

  “You get the package for the last job?”

  “Just came today. And very sweet it is. You do fine work.”

  “Yeah, well, you hear about anything strange going down?”

  “What do you mean?” A trace of caution crept into his voice.

  “Some guy’s riding my ass.” I explained what was going on.

  “There’s nothing on the street. In fact, I got another job for you. It’s all lined up. You know, the jerk’s probably just a redneck having some grins. You see that a lot in the country.”

  “I don’t think so, Johnny.”

  There was a beat of silence. “Well, if makes you feel better, why don’t you take the long way home?” That was code to hole up for a few days. “I‘ll be waiting for you whenever you show up. We need to spend time together.”

  I smiled as I disconnected. Johnny D was my boss. And my man. It didn’t matter he was twenty years older than me. Or that he’d been one of Pop’s buddies. His partner, as a matter of fact. Johnny D taught me a lot about my job. And after Pop died, he taught me other things. A shiver of pleasure ran up my spine.

  I took another look in the rear view. The Buick was still there, but it was holding steady fifty yards back.  Maybe Johnny D was right. Maybe this was just some joker getting his rocks off by scaring me. Like I said, I didn’t get much sleep last night. I could be a little paranoid. I decided to hang tight for a few more minutes.

  I thought back to my visit with the old lady. There was a lot of history between us. Pop used to do jobs for her. When he wasn’t using a gun he was using a hammer, and for a long time he was the caretaker at her place. A huge estate overlooking Lake Michigan, it was in the kind of neighborhood no one pays much attention to. Mostly because the rich families who live there make sure of it.  Private roads. Private beaches. Private clubs. There’s a shitload of Detroit money up there, Pop used to say. And the old lady’s place is sitting pretty, right in the middle of it.

  Once I asked my father how he met her.  He said he knew her husband first, and had promised Grayson—what kind of a name is Grayson?—that he’d look after the old lady if anything happened. And, wouldn’t you know it, Grayson up and died one night. Helped along by the 38 slug that blew his brains over the desk and against the wall. But that was a long time ago, when I was still a little girl. After that we started to visit the old lady a couple of weeks in the summer. To make sure she was okay, Pop said.

  At first my mother came too, and we stayed in the guest cottage. My mom, my dad, and me. Mom tried to pretend I was one of those girls. She even bought me this fancy white dress with lace all over it. Except I got a big fat blueberry stain on the front the first time I wore it. I never put it on again.

  I always wondered if that’s why she took off. It was only a few days later. Pop and I had been fixing a pipe in the old lady’s kitchen, and we went back to clean up for supper. Mom wasn’t there, but there was a note on the table. Pop read the note, then crumpled up the paper and pitched it into the trash. He didn’t read it to me, and I was too scared to ask. I thought she left because the stain wouldn’t come out of the dress. When I was older, though, I figured she just couldn’t hack it. Pop once told me she liked living on the old lady’s estate. Said it made her feel respectable. But I guess when you can’t have what you want all the time, you want it even more. And when there’s no chance in hell of getting it, you just give up.

  Which is why I try not to want anything.

  I checked the rear view again. The asshole was still there, but now he was closing. Christ. I didn’t think a Buick had that much in it. Who was this creep? Who sent him? Johnny D said everything was quiet back in Detroit. Unless one of the mark’s bodyguards had one of those bugs you stick to a car to track someone. I’d been thinking of getting something like that myself. Make my job a whole lot easier. Damn. I should have looked under the Camry at the truck stop.

  But what if it wasn’t the guy or his men? The only other person besides Johnny D who knew where I’d been was the old lady.

  Think, Tare. What happened yesterday?

  After the preliminaries, she started to talk about my father. She had this strange way of describing his work, using plain words but weird inflections, kind of like a drama queen, to get her point across. Either she didn’t want to admit what he did, or she wasn’t sure if I knew. Which made me realize she didn’t know what I did, either. Then again, how could she? I hadn’t seen her since I was fifteen, well before I started following in Pop’s footsteps.

  I decided two could play her game, and when she asked what I was up to, I kept it vague.  “A little of this, a little of that,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

  “Do you have any thoughts of going back to school, Teresa dear?”
 “It’s a little late for that.”
 “You’re only thirty. It’s never too late for an education,” she smiled.

  I shrugged again. “I never was much good in school.”

  “I see.” She stirred her tea with this tiny little spoon, then set it down on her saucer.

  We were circling each other like two wary cats. I guess she realized it too, because, all of a sudden, she came out with it.  Did I know the kind of work Pop did?

  “I think so.” I answered cagily. “He worked for you.”

  She pressed her lips together. Did I ever hear from my mother?

  “Nope.” I shook my head.

  Now, I looked in the rear view mirror. The tail was only thirty yards back. Much too close. I hunched my shoulders and squinted through the windshield. I was cruising over eighty, and there weren’t any other cars on the road.  No rest stops, either. But Pop  taught me not to panic. “All you need is a plan, TJ. You got
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