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  the rule of dickishness


Unsteady fingers gripped the black pen and wrote across the header atop the fresh logbook page.  
Monday 24 July 2023
I kept the pen in my grip and dropped to the margin of the first line and sketched out more letters: 
0001 ‘C’ Shift has the duty CP L. Walsh O.I.C.
Officer in Charge.
I sat up and studied my sleep-deprived scrawl through bleary eyes. The writing was better than a fifth grader’s but it was rough for the legal document it purported to be.
I bent over the ruled book and struggled to keep my letters small and on the line. Three two-line entries in red ink separated by one line of black-inked available times went onto the page.
You could do worse than three after midnight. But you could do a lot better, especially on a Sunday.
“You look like shit.”
I glanced at Keith Anderson’s lean, white-haired form. “There was nothing easy about that Sunday, morning, noon, or night.”
Anderson might’ve been the only person in the station old enough to get the musical reference. He returned one. “No one promised you a rose garden, pal.”
Sometimes Keith’s New York roots showed. Few besides northeastern transplants used the word “pal.” Of course, there weren’t many who could count themselves among the natives.
“I guess you’re right. I’d just hoped to start this week off with some rest.”
“That filly at Bay View Village still putting you through your paces?”
I smiled and watched his reflection in the window. It disappeared into the captain’s berth over my right shoulder. The traffic beyond swished past.
Jessica had been putting me through my paces, but I wasn’t one to let others live vicariously through me. “We’re still seeing each other.”
His grunt said that didn’t earn me any points in his book, but trying to please Keith Anderson was a recipe for disappointment.
I leaned back in the creaking chair, spun to face the open door to the captain’s berth, and raised my voice a decibel. “Did ten yesterday, mostly medical and minor MVAs. But we did go back to Carson Industries.”
Carson Industries was a local uniform company that set up shop on our sliver of US 301.
Anderson appeared at the door, his arms through the grey collared pullover he preferred over the more casual T-shirt favored by the rank and file. “Still with the fire alarms?”
“Yeah. I did another inspection request. Dannie said they’re gonna be into fines, now. So that shit should stop pretty soon.”
Danielle Robinson was one of our area fire inspectors. Offenders started receiving fines for tying up apparatus on the third false alarm in twelve months. That was little consolation for the crews who climbed out of bed at 3:00 AM and waited seventy minutes for a keyholder, but it was something.
Anderson pulled the shirt into place and stuffed the tail into his unbuckled pants. “So, this should be about over.”
I shrugged. “Either that or Engine Thirty-seven’ll get a line on the county budget as a revenue stream.”
A rare smile touched his face. “If it’s all the same to them, I’d rather stay available for emergencies.”
He didn’t say sleep like most firefighters. I respected him for that, but I still missed the sleep. I leaned forward in the chair and placed my hands on my thighs. “Well, I have breakfast with that filly. So, if you have this …”
I gestured at the logbook.
Anderson’s face twisted into his infamous scowl. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Go cavort with the unholy. I have it from here.”
That Keith, always the life of the party.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jessica waited at our table in Luis’s Cuban Cuisine. She smiled at my approach and gestured at the café con leche. “You look like you need that.”
“Et tu, Brute?”
She gave me a perplexed look.
“I just covered the same ground with Keith Anderson.”
“Oh.” Her smile dropped a fraction, and a chill passed through her voice. Anderson had that effect on people.
“He’s prickly, but he’s good at his job.”
She grunted. “The great rule of dickishness?”
I smiled. Popularity could be a tough prospect in an industry dominated by alpha dogs. A common expression within the department was “You could be a dick or you could be bad at your job, but you couldn’t be both.”
That was an oversimplification. But firefighters did reserve a measure of tolerance for our less talented but better-natured colleagues. We spared grudging respect for those whose only redeeming quality outside an emergency scene was the ability to alienate everyone around them. Our fraternity offered the rare incompetent dick no mercy, and the few who stayed in our ranks lived as a lonely island in a sea of brotherhood.
Jessica didn’t share my amusement. “You can make light of it, but he’s an asshole to me and all my people.”
I nodded. “Me and mine, too. We had it out last week over a comment he made to my lieutenant, but like the movie says, ‘under fire, he’s one of the greatest human beings alive.’”
She didn’t smile, but her shrug agreed to disagree. “So, a tough night?”
I told her about our shift. How we’d run two in the evening and three after midnight. She told me about her patients, and how nights were both easier and boring. “It’s hard to stay awake sometimes.”
I chuckled. “We have the opposite problem at Thirty-seven.”
She offered a wry smile. “Does that mean you’re too tired to come over?”
I grinned back at her. “Someone has to rehabilitate your image of firefighters after Keith Anderson.”
A faux dubiousness filled her voice. “I don’t know. I was pretty frustrated the other day.”
It was gonna be a long, pleasant morning.






  
  investigator in demand


Jessica’s bed wasn’t built for two. Or perhaps she wasn’t built to share it beyond its carnal uses. I awoke clinging to a sliver of mattress, my head dangling over a weathered nightstand. 
Being close for the panting and sweating was hot and exciting, but I liked to sleep in relative solitude. Jessica claimed every inch of surrendered mattress with the zeal of a Mongol conqueror. Her naked leg lay across the top of the covers, her foot reaching toward my corner.
A bare shoulder poked from the covers and a lean arm stretched across the headboard that had clattered during our lovemaking. She’d bent her arm back to support her head and the tangled mass of dark hair that lay in its center. A sharp, pale elbow lay inches away, as if nudging me to the precipice.
Slow, rhythmic snores said she was oblivious to the daylight pouring around the edges of heavy maroon curtains. Its brightness suggested a high sun, unhindered by clouds. Afternoon. The nightstand stood empty, and I struggled to remember what I’d done with my phone and wallet in my distraction.
We’d left a trail of clothes strewn across the wood planks of the floor in our slurping quest to arrive in the bedroom naked. The path led through the open door to the living room.
My cargo shorts hung off the edge of a couch cushion above my fire station slides. My phone and wallet would be there.
I eased from under the covers, snatched my underwear from the threshold, and stepped into them. Jessica kept the house in the upper seventies, warm by my standards, but the air chilled my naked skin fresh from the covers. I stepped into my shorts and slid sockless feet into slides, but I couldn’t find my shirt.
I grabbed my phone and read the time: 4:42 PM.
I’d slept hard.
Jessica still did.
I smiled and checked my messages. Pops had sent a few, wondering where I’d been. Nothing from the kids.
I frowned and moved past the couch to the reading chair facing the fireplace. My first night here returned to me: sitting in this old chair, Jessica on my lap.
It had been a nice evening.
The destruction of my family had been terrible. It was still terrible. However, I found comfort and joy where I could.
But what about Jessica?
I cast a glance at the open door. One bedpost was the only thing visible from this angle.
What was her situation? Was I something she clung to in the moment? Or was she investing more into this than I could give right now?
The springs on the bed creaked, and the covers swished.
Seconds passed.
Silence.
I sat in the chair and looked at my phone. My grey captain’s T-shirt lay next to my foot. How did that get all the way over here?
The memory of Jessica pulling it over my head and throwing it with a flourish returned. It had been a long time since a woman showed that kind of interest in me.
I grabbed the shirt and glimpsed the corner of a large, leather-bound book peeking from under the chair. I slid it from its resting place and beheld a cover aged before its time. Someone had scrawled three words on the leather in a yellow paint pen:
Christian and Carlie
I touched the leather. Jessica’s closed-mouthed silence about her family and past had always carried a morose weight. This book was part of that past, and me stumbling upon it was a profound intrusion.
Christian and Carlie
Who were they? Mother and father?
I didn’t think so.
Husband and daughter?
I recalled our conversation from the day we’d planned to watch a movie together.
“You have kids?”
“A girl. She hates me, though.”
“Are you doing your job if they don’t hate you sometimes?”
“I’ve made some mistakes.”
Jessica’s voice spoke from the present. “Hey.”
I started and pushed the book with more vigor than planned. The sound of leather on wood seemed loud enough for people on the street to hear.
I drew my shirt from the floor and offered it for her to see. “Still recovering the clothes you scattered across the floor.”
She leaned in the doorway in her naked glory, left hand high on the jamb. I suspected she’d chosen the pose for maximum effect. It worked. “I don’t remember you complaining.”
“Wasn’t then and I’m not now.”
We shared a smile.
I added, “You look amazing.”
“And you’re overdressed.”
I pulled my shirt over my head. “Unfortunately, I have business.”
Intrigue filled her voice. “Oh? A new case?”
I considered the scheduled meeting and chuckled. “A prospective client wants to meet for dinner.”
“Dinner?”
“Yeah.”
She dropped her pose and strode into the room. “The perks of being an investigator in demand.”
Investigator in demand. I liked the sound of that. “Nothing fancy. A home-cooked meal in West Tampa.”
“West Tampa?”
“Yeah.”
“Spoils from our big case together?”
I grinned. “Our case?”
“We did go the to El Caliente to nose around.”
I smiled. “Was that the night you stood by and watched me get pummeled by Del Thibodeaux’s thugs?”
The smile fell from her face. “This isn’t the firehouse, and I’m not one of your firefighter buddies.”
How many times had Val told me that same thing?
“Sorry.”
Jessica’s smile was sad. “It’s fine. I grew up a cop’s daughter. Remember?”
“Yeah.”
Jessica plucked a button-down draped over the edge of the couch and slipped her arms into the sleeves. “You still upset with the lawyer?”
I didn’t care for the change of subject. “I wasn’t happy about the way he went about it, but it’s the work that matters.”
Jessica chuckled. “Is that what you tell yourself?”
I averted my eyes.
She continued. “Cop’s daughter. Men like you might not like the spotlight, but that doesn’t mean you enjoy watching others claim your work.”
Outraged fire burned my face. “It’s not like that.”
She laughed. “You are so cute when you try to hide your ego.”
I turned my head but found no retort.
Jessica touched my shoulder. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be recognized for your accomplishments, especially a man with so many.”
“Ego can be a liability in this business.”
“In firefighting or investigations?”
“Yes.”
“But you’re gonna hear this client out?”
“Listening to her can’t hurt.”
“I suppose not.”
I smiled, but a dark foreboding lurked below.
If only I’d listened to it.






  
  pro bono work


“Hel-lo!” 
“You forget about your old man?” I glanced both ways and pulled out of Jessica’s driveway.
“Dad.” Sadie stretched the word into three-syllabled disapproval. “Of course not! We’ve been at Julie’s.”
“Oh? How are she and the crew doing?” The Plant City socialites hadn’t enjoyed my first visit and hadn’t invited me back.
“Fine,” Sadie didn’t seem to have noticed. Or perhaps she understood.
“Watchu wantin’ to do next weekend?”
“Can we come back here?”
A voice from the background chimed in. “Yeah, Dad! Can we come back here?”
I grimaced and searched for oncoming cars. Rubbing elbows with a bunch of vapid narcissists wasn’t my idea of a good time, but saying no would mean a fight and I didn’t want to spend my two days warring. “We’ll see.”
Both erupted into cheers of “Yay!”
“Does Wally play outside?”
Christopher’s voice turned petulant. “Dad!”
That fight could wait. “I said we’ll see.”
I drove west on the country road to McIntosh and turned north on the two-lane. They caught me up on the latest, which revolved around adolescent drama. I smiled and listened, trying to look forward to a weekend with the kids rather than dread a visit with Val’s new inner circle.
“Well, I can’t wait to see you both. Maybe we’ll go to Dave and Buster’s or Top Golf, too.”
“Okay.”
“Sure.”
Neither sounded as enthused as I’d hoped. Maybe I was doing something wrong. Maybe things beyond my control were changing. I wouldn’t dwell on it now.
“Got a big meeting today.”
“Yeah?” Christopher’s voice turned excited. “About a case?”
“I don’t really know what it’s about.” That was more truth than lie. “I’m meeting with a lady from Tampa.”
“Why else would she call you unless it was for a case?” My son the pragmatist.
“I guess we’ll find out.”
“Are you gonna be chasing bad men, Dad?”
The sad worry in Sadie’s voice sobered me. “No, honey. I’m just going to meet with her. We may not even work together.”
Her unspoken question rattled in my brain. Then why are you meeting her at all?
I thought about being in demand. “I’m just being polite.”
I tried to hear belief or distrust in the silence stretching between us but got nothing from it.
“Well, I gotta call Grandpa. You guys be good. Okay?”
A duet of “Okays” crossed the line. So did an exchange of “I love yous.” The kids hung up, leaving me alone with the road noise and my doubts.
I passed the 75 exit and hit the send button. 
Pops spoke into my ear bud. “Where the hell you been? As if I didn’t know.”
I grinned. “Yeah, I just left Jessica’s.”
“I hope you’re getting some sleep.”
“Some.”
“Well, be sure you don’t sprout any surprise crops while you’re out there sowing wild seeds.”
“I know what I’m doing, Dad.” I only called him that when he lectured me.
The moniker wasn’t lost on him. “Hey, you never stop being my son, you know.”
I thought of the kids and my outside comment. “I know, Pops. Just trust me on this one.”
My beat-up Corolla traveled hundreds of yards before he spoke. “Sure. Headed home?”
I grimaced in dread at the conversation before us. “I’m gonna take that meeting.”
“What? I thought you said you weren’t giving that woman the time of day.”
“No, you said that. I said I probably wouldn’t.”
“Now you are?”
“I don’t see where hearing her out is such a bad idea. We don’t even know she’s offering me a job.”
Pops laughed. “You think she wants your opinions of economic policy? What else could it be?”
I wondered if he’d been talking to Christopher. “Well, I’m between cases. Aren’t I?”
“I thought you’d look into your mother’s situation.”
Mother had fallen into some old patterns since Pops’s recovery, and he wanted me to intervene. I wanted no part of it.
“Sorry, Pops.”
“I guess it’ll be pizza for one tonight.”
I wasn’t sure what to say to that. So I said nothing.
We disconnected, and I stopped for the wall of traffic before me.






  
  hennie


Henrietta Glass’s West Tampa home stood on Spruce Street, blocks from Raul Ibarra’s pad. The narrow shotgun bungalow’s porch stretched almost to the sidewalk, just as Raul’s Cherry Street home had. 
The house’s thirty-foot width consumed almost the entire lot. A battered privacy gate hid at the back right corner, leading to a backyard the size of a postage stamp. Lamps in the house created a yellow glow, but white curtains in the barred windows veiled the interior from outside observation.
I parked at the curb behind an early aughts Cadillac that took half the block, checked for traffic behind me, and stepped out onto the asphalt pavement.
The acrid sweet smell of smoke touched my nose. My brain analyzed it before I was conscious of the thought: light, unprocessed wood, no pungent odor of trash or harsh smell of plastic. No food aromas, either; probably someone’s yard waste.
A low masonry wall marked the lot of a retired cigar factory across the street. The old building hosted commercial and office space now. Its brick face and arched windows held fast to the old city’s dignity and history today’s postmodern architectural fads desecrated. It was refreshing.
I crossed in front of the car, passed a pair of city-issued trash cans, and climbed the concrete steps to the wooden porch. The hollowness echoed under me, typical of the old-school homes built here before the invention of air conditioning.
The iron-barred security door stood locked. I rang the bell. The murmur of a TV was my only answer. Its bright telltale presence glowed on the right-hand wall beyond the window.
I rang the bell again and stepped in front of the glass to get an impression of the interior.
The house was still. Layers of sheer curtains turned the gloomy interior into a murky fog. Only the TV’s flashing created anything like movement.
I leaned closer. Seconds of study and concentration gave shape to the place. A light came from the back, the kitchen or bedroom, spilling through the open door, illuminating a low table or credenza on the back wall of the room. Indistinct rectangles and shapes on the walls suggested painting or pictures, but veil and shadow obscured their details.
The matching vinyl sofa and chairs were better lit by the TV they faced than the glow from the rear. Nothing human occupied the room. Nothing human moved.
A shiver of anxiety passed through me. Had this Henrietta Glass been in some kind of trouble? Had something happened to her? Was she just in the bathroom?
A blur lunged out from the right corner of the house, and a voice exploded into the silence. “You dat detective from the TV?”
I jumped, my right hand reaching for my hip. It came up empty. I hadn’t worn my gun.
The woman guffawed. She leaned back in a fit of laughter and clapped her hands in an expression of unhindered amusement. I couldn’t resist smiling at my foolishness.
“Lawd, you shoulda seen your face!”
She let her mocha face go slack, eyes bulging, and skinny hand groping the blue-and-gold kaftan covering her slender body. A deep, zombie groan rose from her throat. I thought the noise sounded familiar. Had I moaned in my distress?
The woman reined in her joy but kept that bright smile. “Good thing I wasn’t some gangsta come to shoot you down.”
I smoothed the holsterless spot on my hip and returned her amused smile with a self-conscious grin. “I reckon it is at that.”
The woman reached up from where she stood on the ground. “Henrietta Glass. You can call me Hennie.”
I stepped forward and bent to take her hand from my spot on the elevated porch. “It’s a pleasure, Hennie. I’m Lo.”
“Lo.” She savored the name and nodded her shorn head in approval, gold earrings bobbing in time with the motion. “Has a nice ring to it.”
I liked her.
She moved her head toward the back of the house. “Come on. Let’s talk in my office.”
I followed her along the side of her home, its white wooden siding brushing my left arm. A chain-link fence separated her from the neighbor’s narrow lot inches from my right. A face appeared in the window beyond, pale and dour, framed by a shock of white hair.
Hennie never looked back. “That’s ole Miss Mayhill. Don’t you fuss about her. She’s just a nosy old lady. Don’t mean no harm.”
The sour grimace on the old lady’s face said her hearing was in better shape than her manners.
I followed Hennie through the open privacy gate and closed it behind us. The weathered wood was holding together, but the give in the frame said it would soon need replaced.
The tidy backyard was larger than a postage stamp, but only just. It stood crammed into the back ten feet of the lot, hemmed in by a privacy fence made of the same old, dilapidated wood as the gate. Some of its weathered planks had broken to half their size. Some were missing altogether.
An overgrown shale alleyway stood beyond the fence, a yellow streetlamp casting enough light to make shadows. A rusty chain-link fence marked the far side of the narrow lane, but weeds and gloom obscured the lawn beyond.
She caught my gaze. “Ain’t used that damn alley goin’ on ten years now. Got them new garbage trucks drivin’ up and down the street. Don’t reckon they fit so good back there.”
I recalled the set of city-issued garbage cans below the front porch and considered the overhead power lines and the lane’s tight confines. It would never accommodate the newfangled trucks with the side-mounted hydraulic claws.
Hennie continued. “Ain’t no good for nothin’ now but trouble. Kids and ne’er-do-wells are the only thing hangin’ out there these days.”
I studied the section of empty alley. “Seems like the city could give it back to the homeowners, so they could close it up.”
Hennie laughed. “The next useful thing the government gives us’ll be the first. I reckon they got their reasons for wantin’ it.”
“More likely they’re holding onto it in case they need it someday.”
Another of those good-natured belly laughs erupted from Hennie. “Or just ’cause they can.”
I smiled. “Or just ’cause they can.”
She gestured at a foursome of sun-beaten, plastic folding chairs circling a built-up fire pit. The hole was shallow, but Hennie had built a perimeter wall out of fieldstones. A couple of charred logs smoldered inside, flames flickering from the red-hot coals underneath. It was the source of the smell I’d IDed in the street.
“Don’t do no hard drinkin’, but I got some tea and Coke Zero.”
What was the point of soda if not the intake of sugar? I smiled and shook my head.
Hennie nodded and got to business. “Thank you for comin’ out here, Lo. This old lady don’t get around so good, these days, or I’d be out there myself.”
I sat in the chair without brushing it off. “I appreciate you thinking of me.”
She chuckled. “Ain’t no one else to think about in this neighborhood, Mr. … Lo.”
I understood. Raul Ibarra was a West Tampanian and a free man thanks to my work on his case. It was nice to be recognized for it.
Hennie favored me with a devious grin and an excited wiggle. “Never met me a real, live detective before.”
“It’s not the life of adventure and daring the movies would have you believe.”
She laughed. “It must not be, if the way you jumped out there is any sign.”
Heat rushed to my face. “I s’pose you have a point.”
I let the fire crackle for a few beats before renewing the conversation. “So, why are you looking for an investigator?”
“‘Cause that damned fool woman lost her way, if she was ever on the path.”
I had no idea who that damned fool woman was.
She read my expression. “The name Bernice Collier mean anything to you?”
It hovered on the edge of my memory but stayed out of focus. “Should it?”
“She’s Darren Hill’s mamma. Surely you know Darren’s name.”
The humid night took on a chill, and the shadows in the alley grew darker. “You mean the Night Train Murder Darren Hill.”
“You think there’s another one, sugar?”
Darren was a rags-to-riches University of Tampa athlete. His unsolved murder was a notorious cold case.
She appraised me with sharp mahogany eyes. “So you know poor Darren.”
“Wouldn’t be much of a detective if I didn’t.” We shared a comfortable silence, and I said, “So what can I do for you, Hennie?”
She looked into the fire and let go a long sigh. “It’s been years, and his killer’s still out there.”
The flames crackled, and the crickets chirped.
“My Charlie and I, we damned near raised that boy on the Interbay baseball fields.” Her wistful smile said she was thinking about more than an old murder case. “You see, Charlie and I never could have kids of our own.” A long, painful pause stretched between us. “We didn’t have the money to figure out the whys or fix ’em, so we didn’t dwell on it. Just God’s will.”
A tear broke from her eye, but her finger headed it off before it crested her cheek. A quick swipe across the other left them both drier. Her grin morphed into something sheepish and sad. “Guess you think me a silly old woman.”
I shook my head. “Not at all. Darren filled that void?”
She nodded, sniffed, and swiped the remains of her tears away. “Him and the rest of Charlie’s kids.”
Another crackling pause passed between us.
“So, you and,” I searched for Hill’s mother’s name in my memory, “Bernice are friends?”
Hennie laughed. “Don’t think that’s how I’d put it.”
I waited for her to put it.
“Charlie and I really cared about Darren and tried to do what was best for him.”
“And Bernice?”
“Bernie was all about what was good for Bernie. Her son’s best interests didn’t line up with that very often, but when it did, boy was she about the show.”
I’d seen that in both my jobs. “She liked to crow about being a good mamma, but only when being a good mamma was good for her.”
That bright smile crossed the fire pit. “You sure got a way of cuttin’ to the chase.”
We grinned at that, and I repeated my question. “So what can I do for you, Hennie?”
She shot me a dumbfounded look.
“What can you do? You can find who killed my Darren.” She shook her head. “Broke ole Charlie’s heart when they killed that boy, but I think it was Bernie and the vultures that pushed him over the edge.”
Online content providers and investigative journalists turned the case into a spectacle. Self-anointed pundits hurtled theories and accusations with reckless disregard for who they hurt or what they implied. Darren stood accused of being everything from an innocent bystander to a talent scout for human traffickers.
Her eyes welled again. “I miss that man something fierce.”
I took in the neat yard, the tidy house, and saw how it could become a gilded cage without someone to share it. “You said ‘they.’”
She studied me.
I said, “’They killed him.’ Who did you mean by they?”
“Who else? That spoiled brat buddy of his and his gangster friends.”
“Whitman.”
Jamar Whitman was the son of Maurice Whitman, retired Tampa Bay Buccaneer and sports icon.
Maurice was a locally based national celebrity who did play-by-play for one of the big networks and had his own podcast, followed by millions. He founded and operated the Sunshine League Foundation, an organization that gave full rides to down-and-out kids.
Jamar was renowned for being Maurice’s son.
I had to pick my way with care. “You know, TPD cleared him of all wrongdoing.”
“TPD! You think they gonna stand up for a poor boy like Darren over some fancy-pants sports star livin’ on Harbour Island?” Hennie released a blast of disgusted air. “I thought you knew something about the world.”
I knew enough to know a man like Maurice Whitman could call in favors from the state and local governments. But I also knew wealthy suspects were hard targets for other reasons. Hennie didn’t seem to wanna hear that, so I took a different tack. “Maybe they know more than they’re telling. Maybe they’ve cleared Whitman but can’t say why for fear of compromising their case.”
Anger flashed on Hennie’s face. “After how many years? Seems to me they shoulda had a strong enough case by now. The fact that they don’t tells me the man they lookin’ for can’t be touched.”
She made an awful lot of sense. But … “How am I supposed to succeed where TPD failed?”
Hennie studied me across the fire. “You done it before. Ain’t you? You da one who took down Mayor Silver and his boys, ain’t you? Helped TPD with that Gasparilla holdup. Freed poor Raul last spring.”
The sincerity in her compliments hit my system harder than 80 proof. “And now you want me to work my magic in Darren’s memory.”
“That too much to ask?”
Hennie mistook the reason for my hesitation and offered a solution to a different problem. She drew a bank envelope from a kaftan pocket. It trembled in her hand. “Five thousand dollars. There’s more if need be. Got me insurance money when poor Charlie died. But I live off a tiny pension from the school board, plus social security, and this house been paid for since Charlie’s mamma lived in it.”
I took it and felt dirty holding this poor woman’s money.
“Now don’t you go pitying me. I won’t have it. Ain’t got no kids. Already spent a thousand trying to do this thing on my own, but I’m just a foolish old lady. Justice for Darren is money well spent, far as I’m concerned. So, go out there and find him. Come back and see me if that runs out.”
I looked up from the envelope. “I can do this under one condition.”
She waited.
“I go where this takes me. If it leads to Whitman, so be it. If not.” I shrugged. “Then not.”
She looked at me with iron resolve. “It will.”






  
  i've got this


Pops waited up for me. He sat at the worn kitchen table of our single-wide beneath the hanging yellow lamp. 
The Beck’s sweated in his grip. “So this Henrietta Glass wants you to solve a murder TPD has been helpless to solve for most of a decade? With a trail colder than an Alaskan’s ass?”
“That’s about the size of it.”
“What’d you tell her?” His tone said he’d already read the truth on my face.
“I told her I’d follow the case where it took me.”
He gave me an incredulous look. “And you took that poor widow’s money?”
I deflated and found a spot on the wall I liked. “She’s desperate for the help. I’m gonna do what I can to help her.”
“And when you can’t find nothing, you gonna give her money back? Or is this about more than money?”
I hated having my motives questioned. “I thought I was a private detective. I thought this was what I did.”
He nodded in disappointed understanding. “So you’re taking a lonely widow’s life savings rather than helping your family?”
The remark cut. I drank my beer and ignored Pops’s family crack. “It’s a mess, I’ll grant you, but a boy does lie dead after all these years.”
“And you’re just the man to find his killer. That it?”
I stared out the window into the dark. “Maybe I am.”
Pops studied me for long moments. “You think you can solve every case out there? That you’re some kinda crime-fighting Superman who can’t fail?”
“I have a pretty good track record, you know.”
“Maybe that’s the problem.”
I gave him a sharp look.
He met my gaze with unflustered wisdom.
“Before you take this, you might wanna ask yourself why you’re doing it. This ain’t so different from the job.” There was only one ‘job’ in the firefighting world. “You can be the baddest motherfucker in the battalion, but get cocky and push your luck too far …”
We’d both known firefighters who’d been more lucky than smart. Fortunately, their hubris hadn’t killed anyone. Yet. I took another swig of hops and repeated the mantra of every luck-graced loser in the world. “I’ve got this, Pops.”
“You do, huh? Let’s hope you’re right, and it isn’t the other way around. Because you’re not the only person they can touch.”
Rage boiled from a bitter well. “Where’s Mother?”
It was a bitch move, but I resented the man I’d nursed back from the brink of death judging me for working a job that provided his well-being.
“This isn’t about her.”
His grief took the edge off my anger and dragged it down with a mound of guilt.
“I’m sorry.” An offer to back out of Henrietta’s job rattled in my head, but it stuck in my throat. “We need to go look for her?”
Pops rose and turned his back on me. “I wouldn’t wanna take you away from your exciting new case.”
He disappeared into the unlit living room and down the gloomy hallway toward the bedrooms.
I took another swig of Beck’s.






  
  a dossier


I sipped on a fresh beer and picked up the manila envelope Hennie had given me. It was full of pics and newspaper clippings and hand-scrawled notes. She’d paper-clipped the articles in chronological order. 
Suspicious Death at Notorious Nightclub
Tampa detectives are investigating a suspicious death in the parking lot behind the notorious Night Train dance club on North Franklin Street. Club staff found an unidentified male at around three-thirty. 
Logs indicate the nine-one-one call came in at 3:26 AM and authorities arrived within four minutes. Details are sketchy, but sources confirm this is being investigated as suspicious. 
You might remember the Night Train from a recent incident where …
The entire story took three paragraphs, but it grew once they identified the victim.
Murdered Nightclubber Identified as UT Athlete 
Authorities have identified the slain man found behind the Night Train discotheque as Darren Hill, member of the University of Tampa’s Men’s Baseball team. Hill was a junior and records show he played shortstop for the Spartans and majored in Sports Management. He’d attended Plant High School, where he excelled in baseball and football …
The next article got into his mother.
Mother Pleas to Public for Help
Bernese Collier described her son as a ‘go-getter’ and says she can’t imagine anyone wanting to do him harm. In a tearful interview, she pled with the public: “Someone knows. I know they do. Please, come forward, bring Darren’s killer to justice. Give this poor, broken heart some peace.”
Hennie left a note in the upper right corner of the clipping. She’d written it at a forty-five-degree angle to the text. Never cared when he was little. I wondered how objective this woman could be and resolved not to let her prejudices sway my conclusions.
The next major entry took a turn:
TPD Release Statement Declaring Jamar Whitman is not a Person of Interest
Tampa Police Department released a statement today, indicating that they are “focused on other investigative avenues” after clearing 21-year-old Jamar Whitman of the crime. 
Whitman, a point guard for the USF Bulls basketball team and close friend of the victim, had been implicated after it was revealed that he and the victim got into a physical altercation at The Night Train dance club earlier that night. Authorities withheld details about the reasoning behind the decision. 
TPD spokesman stated only that Whitman has cooperated with the investigation and that they were releasing this statement to alleviate the public speculation that Whitman was on the verge of being charged in this murder. Jamar Whitman had been Hill’s close friend during their time together at Plant High School. 
Whitman sponsored Hill’s Sunshine League Foundation scholarship. The scholarship, established by Whitman’s father and former Buccaneer, Maurice, is largely credited for his admission to the prestigious University of Tampa. It has been theorized that the scuffle was over Whitman’s girlfriend, who’d been seen with Hill in recent weeks…
Another note: Rich brat!
I leaned back in my seat and stared past the files. Hill’s status as an SLF recipient was common knowledge, but the man who’d sponsored him for the honor became the prime suspect in his murder. I’d missed this during the initial news cycle.
My phone chirped. Busy?
I picked it up and called.
Jessica answered on the first ring. “Still up?”
“Had to wait for you.”
Her adoring groan triggered images of her tired smile on the other end of the line. “That’s so sweet.”
“Working hard?”
This time her noise was an exasperated sigh. “You wouldn’t believe it … well, you would.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Management pulled in some girls from a service.” She paused. I was sure she was shaking her head in disgust. “I’ve spent more time chasing them off smoke breaks and talking on their phones than doing my actual job.”
Jessica’s passion for hard work in this age of entitlement warmed me. We truly were pilgrims in an unholy land. “Tell your bosses to pay you triple and you can send the dead weight home.”
She chuckled. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”
“Less stressful, too.”
“You know it. So, you gonna tell me about your new case?”
“New case?”
“I’m almost an hour late for my break, and you’re still up sounding fresh as a daisy. Either you’re having an affair or working a case.”
I didn’t like her calling it an affair. Maybe it was my history with Val. Maybe it was the short length of our relationship. It didn’t seem a good topic for discussion, though. “It’s from my dinner date.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Pops is kinda pissed.”
“He doesn’t like your new client?”
“I think he had another project in mind.”
“How’s that?”
“Mother’s been MIA. He thinks she’s out cavorting again.”
She took some moments to consider this. “I thought they were doing better.”
I considered Pops and how he’d returned to the case after he felt better and how he’d left mother to her own devices. “It’s complicated.”
“Hang on, Lo.” Her muffled voice passed over the line for several seconds, then a muttered curse. “I’m sorry. I gotta go.”
“Don’t be too hard on them.”
She chuckled. “I’m about to be shorthanded.”
“It was good hearing from you.”
“I’m glad you were still up.”
“Me, too.”
She was gone, and I returned to my reading. A pile of pics lay under the clippings.
A young, slender Darren stood in front of a chain link backstop wearing his Rays uniform. He was ten, maybe eleven. Packed clay under his feet, blue sky over his head. A pretty blonde beamed from his side. Her body faced him. Her arms embraced him and her head lay on his dusty shoulder. A bottomless joy glittered in her electric blue eyes and filled her pretty white smile.
I turned the photo over and smiled at the inscription. The writing held a loping flow of a female hand. D-man-n-Smurfette forever ♥.
A smile spread across my face. D-man. It was one of those moments of youth, a moment where you have a whole big life ahead of you and nothing can stop it … until it does.
The smile fell, and a greater purpose seeped into my soul.
I would find the one who cut this youth’s life short.






  
  one more pig at the trough


Bernice Collier lived in a single-story concrete block hovel in the Interbay neighborhood of Tampa. The community stood on the southern reaches of the city, but this was not yet the South Tampa of wealth and status. Sixties and seventies concrete block once characterized Interbay’s modest blue-collar living. But many had flattened or gutted their homes, rebuilding them in the squared, soulless designs found in so many current-day developments. 
She lived across the street from such a place. Her quarter-acre lot’s grass grew halfway to the knee. A section of sloped roof extended over her front door, creating a roofed porch that ran two-thirds of the home’s width. The weathered four-by-fours holding it up had greyed in the merciless Florida sun.
A nineties Nissan Sentra stood on a sandy patch under a sprawling oak dominating the open section on the lot’s north side. The car stood beyond the tree’s trunk, resting at the back corner of the house.
I pulled onto the section of flat grass running from Cherokee Avenue’s paved surface and killed the motor. The AC died with the engine and the stifling heat of the sun beating through the window displaced the soft chill with an abruptness that shocked the system.
I tamped down on the doubts moving through my subconscious and stepped into the midmorning cauldron. A cicada sang its rattlesnake chorus. A dog barked from a distant block. Grass swished and crackled under my Timberland wannabes.
The Nissan had once been an attractive gold. Years in the sun had turned it into an oxidized tan with no clear coat. The gritty finish might erode with the next good wind or afternoon thunderstorm. A rusted, white-paneled shed stood in backyard grass that had grown taller than the front. Its tracked doors hung askew, exposing a collection of milk crates and rotting cardboard boxes.
No footpath ran from the well-worn driveway to the front door, suggesting the occupants entered through the back of the home. They’d been kind enough to leave access through the clutter on the front porch, though. The muffled sound of hip-hop music passed through the closed windows. I stood to the side of the door, knocked, and took in the hoarder’s front porch.
Buzzing from above the clutter drew my eye. A wasp’s nest big enough to register as a home security system hung from the underside of the porch. Its honeycombed surface crawled with the brown-and-yellow beasts, sending a shiver through me.
The door opened, and I turned from the scary bugs.
A slim woman stood on the threshold. Chocolate freckles dotted café skin. Amber eyes bulged behind thick plastic lenses, skewing them out of proportion with the rest of her plain face. “Can I help you?”
I smiled. “Yes, is Bernice here?” 
The girl’s eyes narrowed. Perhaps I should’ve gone with Miss Collier. “Who’s asking?”
I stepped back and offered a card. She opened the screen door and took it.
I gave her a three count to read and said, “My name is Logan Walsh. I was hoping to speak to Miss Collier. Is she available?”
Suspicious eyes measured my distressed grey ball cap, heather-blue Fire Department Coffee shirt, and jeans. “You don’t look like no private detective.”
“Wouldn’t be very good at detecting if I wore a uniform.”
Her scowl slipped, but she hid the smile with a glance at my card and a graveness in her voice. “Wait here.”
The screen door closed with a metallic screech and wooden clack. Voices passed through the cracked door. Their tone suggested disagreement, though the details of the dispute were murky.
The door opened to reveal a different woman: older and shorter, with a flabby thickness. She had the same tawny skin and dark freckles as the girl, but age and obesity swallowed any shared similarity.
Her hickory eyes held all the suspicion and none of the curiosity the of younger girl’s.
“Watchu want?”
“Miss Collier?”
“That’s right.”
“My name is Logan Walsh. I’m a private investigator wi …” 
“Already got me a lawyer, Mr. Man. Don’t need no one else.”
She closed the door.
I spared the frisbee-sized colony of vespids a last glance and turned.
The door behind me opened before I reached the step.
“Wait a minute! You that fireman detective who was on the TV?”
I didn’t revel in my junior celebrity status, but it was nice to be recognized. “I guess I am.”
Bernice smiled and pushed open the screen door. “Honey! Why didn’t you say so?”
She led me past a Starbucks apron and visor hanging on a hat rack by the door. The house contrasted with the yard and porch. Cleanliness wasn’t next to godliness, but it lacked the trash marring the home’s exterior.
A collection of newspapers and magazines crowded a living room desk. The setup was more work area than living space. A picture of Darren stared out from the corkboard on the wall. It was of the youth in adolescence wearing a Plant Panther JV uniform. He wore his mother’s coloration, but none of her features. The baby fat softening his face would soon give way to a chiseled jaw, pronounced forehead, and long, mahogany locks.
“That’s my Darren.” Bernice offered a well-timed pause. “What that boy did to him is a shame. A shame!”
I bowed my head and glanced at the younger female. Something sour crossed her face, but she caught my glance and met it with a smile.
Bernice paid no mind. “Darren was my baby. He was gonna pull us out of this muck.” Another pause. “What happened to him ruined all our lives. You know?”
I nodded, unsure if she was grieving her son or the opportunity he represented.
She tossed me a knowing glance. “You shouldn’t be here. Carlton has his own people.”
Carlton White was no attorney to the stars, but he was a medium-sized fish in Tampa’s overstocked pond of lawyers.
“I’m not offering advice. I’m asking questions.”
“For someone else? Someone my lawyer might not want me talking to?”
“Just looking for Darren’s killer.”
She scowled. “And?”
I glanced at the daughter. She’d moved to the wall at the mouth of a hallway. Her folded arms and downcast eyes offered nothing.
“I watched some of your YouTube videos. Seems like you got a beef with the Whitmans.” I’d listened on the way over.
“You got babies, Mr. Fireman?”
I nodded.
“Well, you let someone take one from you and see how you feel.”
I thought of Val. No imagination required. “I just wanted to talk. See what you know about Darren’s … death.”
“That really what you want? To ask me about Darren?” Her tone grew mocking and contempt spread across her face. “You gonna solve his murder? That it?”
I shrugged. “I hope to.”
“And what you gonna want for it, huh? Already payin’ that conman White for doin’ shit. All he want is me to settle, so I can ‘move on,’ and he can get his 30 percent.” She laughed. “Already threatening to drop me for exercising my First Amendment rights.”
I’d seen some of her videos. The Constitution didn’t protect slander, but I didn’t think she wanted a lesson in jurisprudence. “I’m in no position to …”
“Then what the hell you come down here for?”
The girl turned and disappeared down the hallway.
“I guess I wanted to be a help. I thought you might wanna find out who killed your son.”
Bernice stepped up to me. “I know who killed my son. What I need you for? Just one more pig at the trough.”
I considered Carlton White and his 30 percent. “I’m already paid, Miss Collier, but if you want me to leave, I will. No problem. Just know I’m gonna be looking into this with or without your blessing.”
Her expression softened. “You wanna see what this is about? I’ll show you.”






  
  a mother's grief


Bernice led me down the hallway. The room was the first on the right and looked out at the shaggy front lawn. 
She opened it, and we stepped back a decade in time.
The room belonged to a teenage boy. A single bed stood against the wall to my left. Someone had folded the Tampa Bay Rays comforter to reveal matching sheets and pillowcases and drilled a burnished metal hat rack into the wall at its head. Several child caps hung on display, their fabric dirty with clay and dingy with sweat. Brackets mounted a little league bat on the wall and a batter’s helmet rested on the nightstand.
A poster of Michael Jordan in his Chicago Bulls greatness adorned the closet door at the bed’s foot. A second poster of Kobe in Laker purple and gold looked on from the drywall by the bed.
I recognized this room from Bernice’s videos.
A desk to my right stood equipped with a computer, webcam, and high-end microphone. A light mounted to the wall aimed out at the chair set up before it. This was the perspective from which I’d viewed the scene.
“This was my baby’s room.” The pitch and timbre of her voice echoed the grief from the videos. “He … he used to lie right here … safe with his mamma.”
I tried to see grief and despair in the woman, but she hit the same notes with the same delivery as on YouTube. Even the tears felt scripted.
The need to say something overwhelmed me. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
My voice must’ve had a practiced quality of its own.
Bernice turned a penetrating gaze on me, indignation in her wet eyes. “You don’t believe in a mother’s grief. That it?”
I grimaced. “It’s not like that. I find grief a very personal thing and don’t handle it well.”
“Ain’t you a fireman?”
I nodded. “Paramedic, too.”
“Then you should see a lot of this.”
“Too much, but it never gets easier.”
Bernice nodded, and I reminded myself that people grieve in different ways. Judging them for it is a hazardous proposition. “So this was Darren’s room.”
She turned toward the bed and touched the comforter with outstretched fingers. “Yes.”
I thought of Christopher and Sadie and dared not ponder it for fear of waking some spiteful spirit. “I can’t imagine.”
This time, she smiled at me. “You like coffee, Mr. Fireman?”
I returned the gesture. “The firehouse wouldn’t be the same without it.”
“I’ll be right back.”
She left me in the room to stare at the lonely batter’s helmet and little league ball caps. I drew the helmet from the nightstand. Hard play had left the dark blue plastic scratched and scuffed. It wore the overlaid TB reminiscent of our home MLB team off in sections. A white scuff took blue off the temple, and I imagined the hours of joy this brought the boys and girls of Interbay.
“He really loved that game.”
I turned. The thin girl from the front porch stood in the doorway. She wore an inscrutable expression that suggested fond memories and darkness.
I proffered the helmet. “Looks like he spent a lot of time playing.”
“You don’t draw AAA scouts in high school without playing a lot of hours.”
I nodded at the truth in her words. “You play?”
“Should’ve, I guess, but no.” A long pause filled the space between us. “How about you?”
“Jefferson Dragon football. A little Pop Warner before that.”
“Darren played football, too. Anything to get out of here. Is that how it was for you?”
I remembered growing up with my competitive, driven firefighter father. “I had other reasons.”
She accepted that without further interrogation, and an awkwardness crept into the room. The girl stuck out a wispy hand. It was warm and damp. “I’m Leticia, Darren’s sister.”
The articles mentioned her, but never by name. She hadn’t been important enough to photograph. None of the videos I’d watched featured her, but the sample size was small.
“Pleasure to meet you, Leticia.”
She nodded.
I replaced the helmet and glanced at the bed. A checkerboard of creases cut through the fresh crisp sheets. The same muted pattern marked the pillowcase, too.
Perhaps she saw me notice. “Darren never slept on them sheets. Mamma bought those at Walmart. Bedspread, too.”
Leticia glanced toward chatter in the kitchen. Bernice’s voice echoed down the hall, her words indistinguishable.
No second voice filled the pauses: the phone. Had she called someone? Was she checking me out? I let it go and returned to Leticia. “Doesn’t mean your mom didn’t do this out of tribute.”
Her smile accused me of being a poor summer child. “Sure.”
“Okay, Mr. Fireman!” Bernice called from the kitchen. “Got your coffee.”
I exchanged glances with Leticia, and she stepped back to let me pass.






  
  ethics violation


The coffee was Folgers instant, an insult to coffee drinkers everywhere. I didn’t complain, but smiled and took the offered cup. 
She gestured at the blond oak circle-top kitchen table not so different from my own. I took the spot with my back to the wall and placed my cup on a lace-fringed placemat. “Thank you.”
Bernice took the seat closest to the kitchen, a shrewd expression on her doughy face. “Who sent you, Mr. Fireman?”
“I’m here for an interested third party. A friend, if you can believe it.”
She grinned. “And this friend thinks so much of me, they don’t want me to know who they are?”
I had no response.
“You think I don’t know Henrietta Glass’s work when I see it?”
I tried to give her nothing in return.
“She thinks I’m the Devil incarnate. Says a workin’ mamma who can’t make every scrimmage game her boy plays in is some kinda derelict.”
“I can’t get into my employer, whoever he might be.”
Bernice held my gaze with unmoved eyes.
I tried to convince her. “I told you, I’m not here to offer advice, but to investigate Darren’s murder. I understand Carlton White is …”
“Pffft! Carlton White! You got some nerve talking to me about Carlton. Seeing as how he doesn’t even know you’re here.”
So she had been checking me out.
“Look, Miss Collier.” She didn’t correct me. “I’m looking into the death of your son. I was hoping you’d help me find his killer.”
She leaned across the table, a hard resolve under that flabby skin. “I know who his killer is, Mr. Fireman! And I ain’t takin’ his money to be quiet about it.”
I wondered if she wanted Darren’s killer found. Was she afraid it would be someone else? Someone without fame and fortune? “Okay. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”
The close-in sound of a car motor passed through the walls. It died in front of the home. I turned toward the sound. The thunk-thunk of closing doors confirmed the new arrivals.
“You expecting someone?”
She grinned across the table. “Don’t think it’s right, you coming down here to harass a lonely old mamma trying to mourn her dead son.”
I glimpsed a clean-shaven face under sandy curls through the window and a bald head with sunglasses. Both men wore suits and had the feel of corporate security, but the face under the hair jogged a memory.
Three hard knocks came from the front door.
Bernice called, “Come in,” from her seat at the table.
The door opened, bathing the living room in sunlight. The two men stepped inside and paused.
Heartbeats passed. Eyes adjusted to the light. And a smile spread across Sandy-hair’s face.
“I’ll be damned!” The Masshole accent was strong for a man who’d been in the Sunshine State two decades, but I’d have
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