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			This book is dedicated to the memory of Andy Miller—a great friend and all-around good guy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jim Pepperman

			June 2, 2001

			Bartlesville, Oklahoma

			A burst of wind whistled through the bedroom window, shaking me out of a restless dream about Dad. I rolled over quietly so as not to wake Laura. My wife was a notoriously light sleeper. Probably the byproduct of having triplets.

			The gong of the grandfather clock struck midnight. The streetlight cast a fingery shadow of tree branches flickering on the bedroom wall, adding an eerie sense of dread to the heaviness I was already feeling in my chest.

			Lately, I’d been having more and more dreams of Dad—us working on cars together, going to sporting events, and throwing the football. But in this dream, he’d been older, playing in the backyard with my triplets while I watched. Something that would never happen. His death when I was in high school had robbed him of knowing his grandsons.

			Ring… Ring… Ring.

			Startled, I sat up, threw back the sheet, switched on the table lamp, and grabbed the phone. A rush of adrenaline started at my neck and circled my chest. Who would be calling so late? “Hello.”

			Heavy breathing on the other end of the line quickened my own breath.

			“Your father’s death was not an accident,” said a deep, somber voice.

			“What did you say?” I leaned forward. Surely, I’d misheard.

			“Your father’s death was not an accident.”

			“Who is this?” I gripped the receiver so tightly my hand shook. I’d thought about my father often. Even thought about his death. But never had I considered… murder.

			I heard a click, then silence. The sort of silence that sucked the life out of the room. Out of my chest.

			Laura, half-awake, mumbled, “Who was that on the…?”

			“I’m not sure.” I hung up the phone and leaned back against the headboard, my skin clammy. A chill slithered down my spine with a tingling chaser.

			“What’s wrong?” Laura sat up. Her tone shifted to fear. “Is it one of the boys at baseball camp?” Her hand flew to cover her mouth.

			“No.” I shook my head, not wanting her to worry. “It’s just…” Your father’s death was not an accident. The man’s words played on repeat in my head.

			She clutched the covers. “It’s just what?”

			“He said…”

			“Who said?”

			“A man on the phone. He said Dad’s death wasn’t an accident. That’s it.” I slowly shook my head. “Then he hung up.”

			“What?” Laura’s tone rose in shock. “Did you recognize the voice?” She put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you think it’s some kind of joke?”

			“I’m not sure.” I rubbed my face. “But there was something in his tone that made me believe him. I remembered thinking when Dad died that he would never have been so careless on the rig. Even when I was seventeen, it didn’t make sense that the drilling pipe that fell on him was caused by weakened cables. Dad would have checked them for spurs before hoisting the pipe. He always checked.”

			Laura shifted, pulling one leg under her, and faced me. “What can we do? Pat’s death was ruled an accident in 1966. Thirty-five years ago. It’s been so long. Why would someone bring it up now?”

			Exactly. Why would they? I could still see Mom in her chair in my childhood home, arms pulled tight to her body, rocking back and forth telling me about Dad. And now, it felt like it was happening all over again.

			For two endless days, that phone call gnawed on me. I couldn’t shake the man’s deep voice or what he’d said. Finally, I’d broken down and considered one idea. But I wanted to run it by Laura. I found her reading the newspaper in the living room. “Hey.” I waited till she looked up. “What if I call Detective Halpin? About Dad?”

			 She nodded. “He did great detective work exposing the fool who tried to kill you. But what if he’s retired by now?”

			I stroked the stubble on my chin. “Even if he is, he might be able to tell us what to do. If Dad’s death wasn’t an accident, I don’t know where to start.”

			Laura stood. “I’ll check my address book to see if we have his number.”

			I followed her into the bedroom.

			She pulled out a red book from the bedside table, licked her fingertips before flipping through the pages, then pointed. “Got it.” She handed me the book.

			I sat on the edge of the bed and bounced a bare foot on the floor. “What if it’s a sick joke, a prank?”

			Laura pushed back her hair and clipped it with a pin she swiped off her nightstand. “Call Halpin. He’ll give you good advice, one way or another.”

			I rubbed my hand on my thigh, took a second, then dialed.

			“Hello,” a raspy, shaky voice answered.

			“Detective Halpin.” I shifted the phone to my right hand and moved to the chair near the bed. “This is Jim Pepperman. How are you?”

			Halpin coughed, then cleared his throat. “Who?” For a minute he sounded every one of his eighty-plus years.

			“Jim Pepperman from Bartlesville, Oklahoma.”

			“Jim.” His voice seemed to sparkle. I could almost see a rough smile spread across his chiseled face. “It’s good to hear from you. I’m fine. And yourself?”

			“Good.” I tapped a palm on my thigh. “Well, that’s not true. I need your advice.”

			“Go on.” Halpin lowered his voice, his words soft and distinct, maybe sensing that whatever I was about to say wasn’t good.

			 “I received a call a couple of days ago from a man.” I paused, choking back a vision of Dad lying on a cold steel deck of an oil rig. “He didn’t identify himself. He just said my dad’s death wasn’t an accident.”

			“What happened to your dad?”

			“He died in ’66 on a drilling site in Odessa, Texas. The cables lifting a drill pipe snapped. The pipe crushed him.”

			“I’m sorry. How can I help you?”

			“His death was ruled an accident. But now I’m not so sure.” Was I wasting my time? If Dad was murdered, was there a way to find the killer after all these years? “Is it even possible to investigate something that happened thirty-five years ago?”

			“Do you think there’s merit to what the man said?”

			“I do.” I couldn’t put my finger on why, but the longer I thought about it, the more my dad’s death didn’t seem like an accident.

			Halpin was quiet. Then he sighed. “What I’m about to suggest is a long shot. Have you ever heard of the National Institute of Justice?”

			“No.” I rubbed the back of my neck, the muscles tighter than a kettle drum.

			“The institute started in 1968 in Washington, DC. The department provides local and state law enforcement agencies help through improved forensic laboratory testing.”

			“Can you be a little more specific?” I asked.

			“The experts take a blood sample and do a DNA run.  The results are checked through a database to see if the blood has a match with a particular person.”

			“I saved the bloodstained shirt Dad wore the day of his death. But after thirty-five years, that probably won’t work. And how would that help prove his death wasn’t an accident?”

			“The time is irrelevant. The department can still match a blood sample to a person if their DNA is located in the database. If there’s a sample on the shirt that’s not your dad’s, they may be able to help. There’s no guarantee, but here’s what I’ll do. I have a friend who works for the NIJ. Shelly Damon. She’s a cold case detective. I’ll call her to see if she can run a DNA test on your dad’s shirt.”

			 “Okay.” I let some tension out of my shoulders. “I appreciate whatever you can do.”

			“I’ll reach out to Shelly and have her contact you. Don’t get your hopes up. This may be a wild goose chase.”

			I had no other options. What else could I do? “Thanks. It’s good talking with you, Halpin.” I hung up the phone and sat motionless, almost not breathing. My chest felt bound by cables. Oil rig cables.

			The mysterious phone call had left me desperate. Desperate to know who made the call. Desperate to know if what he said was true. Desperate to find out the truth about my dad.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Jim Pepperman

			June 12, 2001

			Bartlesville, Oklahoma

			Covered in fresh grass, I carefully slid open the patio door so it wouldn’t squeak and stepped inside the kitchen. Lawn care had been the triplets’ job. Baseball camp couldn’t end soon enough. And if Laura caught me tracking grass all over her just-mopped floor, she’d—

			“Jim, come here.” Laura walked around the corner, the long cord of the phone that was attached to the other side of the wall trailing behind her. Stopping, she looked me up and down and shot me a hopeless frown. Adjusting her tennis bracelet, she cupped her hand over the receiver. “It’s Shelly Damon.”

			“Who?” I brushed spiderweb silk from my forearm which deepened Laura’s agitation.

			“Shelly Damon.” Laura fidgeted. “With the National Institute of Justice.” Cradling the receiver between her cheek and her shoulder, she filled a glass with ice, added some tea, and topped it off with a lemon wedge, then took a seat at our round glass-top table. She tapped the tips of her fingers on her tongue to taste the excess lemon juice.

			I grinned at her quirky habit, then frowned, my shoulders going tight. I’d been waiting ten days for this call. Everything I thought I knew about Dad’s death could be about to change. Was I ready for that?

			I sat across from Laura, wiping the sweat off my forehead with the tail of my ragged T-shirt, and reached for her tea.

			She playfully slapped my hand like she was trying to lighten the mood.

			It didn’t work. I hesitantly took the phone from her. “Hello.”

			“Mr. Pepperman?” The pleasant voice had a hint of a New England accent.

			“Yes.” Now that she was on the phone, excitement was beginning to replace worry.

			“Sean Halpin told me about your dad. I’m sorry, but our agency can’t help because we have no case. No crime has been committed.” Her pleasant tone turned into bureaucratic BS, her words tearing into my stomach.

			My excitement evaporated like water on two-hundred-degree pavement.

			“I wanted to be upfront,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

			It had taken her ten days to let me know she couldn’t help? The mystery caller had slapped me around, leaving me punch drunk, and now she’d done the same. I pushed the chair back from the table. “The caller who told me about Dad? I’m convinced he told the truth. Don’t tell me nothing can be done.” Would there be no justice for my dad? Unacceptable. I was mad. Mad as hell. And I let her know. “You have to do something.”

			“Halpin said you have your dad’s bloodstained shirt. Is that true?”

			“Yes.” My answer was flat.

			“Look”—she sighed—“because I owe Halpin, if you’ll get it to me, I’ll have an analyst check for DNA evidence. That’s all I can promise.” It didn’t sound like that promise held a lot of promise, but it was better than nothing.

			A measure of calmness returned. I straightened in my chair. “I’ll deliver it to you personally.”

			“You don’t have to do that. You can mail it.”

			Not a chance. It was the only evidence I had. Or might have. “I’ll bring it to you in DC. Not gonna risk something happening to it. How long will it take to get results back?”

			“It depends,” Shelly said. “But typically, six to eight months.”

			I ran my hand over the top of my head. Her words kept landing body blows that made me feel like giving up. “You are kidding, right?” I let the sarcasm ring loud.

			“No, sir, I’m not.”

			“Why does it take so long?” If I had a bottle of Crown, I’d take a couple of swigs.

			“That’s a complex question. The huge DNA backlog. An insufficient number of qualified DNA analysts in the laboratory. But the biggest constraint is the influx of new cases.”

			“How reliable is the testing?”

			“DNA evidence is ninety-nine percent accurate. Almost foolproof in a court of law because no two people have the same DNA.”

			Exhausted from the conversation, I closed my eyes, took an exasperating deep breath, and exhaled. “When can I bring you the shirt?”

			“That’s up to you, but I’m in the office most of next week.”

			“I’ll book a flight and let you know when I’m coming.”

			“If you’ll send me your flight information, I’ll meet you at the airport. That’s the least I can do.”

			I didn’t disagree. “Thank you, Shelly.” I hung up and flicked some leftover grass off my shorts.

			Laura slid her glass to one side and leaned across the table. “What did she say?”

			“That the agency couldn’t help because there was no criminal case, but she did agree to have the shirt examined for DNA samples. The bad news? It takes six to eight months to get the results.”

			Laura pushed back against her chair, locking both arms on the edge of the table. “That’s an eternity.”

			“I know, but that’s all she would guarantee. We have no other choice.” My nerves had been strapped into a roller coaster. And I didn’t know how I could live with myself if I didn’t find out the truth about Dad’s death.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jim Pepperman

			June 20, 2001

			Bartlesville, Oklahoma

			Washington, DC

			The forty-five-minute drive from Bartlesville to the Tulsa International Airport left me too much time to think. The small carry-on bag with Dad’s bloodstained shirt sat next to me on the seat. It brought nothing but a sharp ache to my already tattered heart. In the last few minutes, the truth had settled in. Gut instincts this strong didn’t lie. Dad had been murdered. I felt it. Now I wanted to prove it. But would his shirt reveal anything that could help substantiate foul play?

			After valet services parked my car at the airport, I boarded the early-morning flight to Dulles International. Taking my seat, I placed the carry-on between my feet, leaned back into the headrest, and closed my eyes.

			In life, a thin line separated fortune from misfortune, happiness from unhappiness, a line that teetered on a razor’s edge. Everything boiled down to a single, solitary incident. This was my line. My Rubicon. I’d reached a point where I couldn’t change course. If Dad’s shirt had no DNA evidence of another human being, I’d never find out who killed him. Was I prepared for a letdown? Most emphatically, no.

			I spent the rest of the flight flipping through magazines and staring out the window trying not to think about that.

			Shelly met me at the terminal exit area holding a placard bearing my name, wearing a white blouse, black suit jacket, and matching skirt. She looked to be over six feet, with short blonde hair, probably in her late twenties.

			We made eye contact as I walked toward her. “I’m Jim Pepperman.”

			She extended her hand, and I accepted it. “Shelly Damon.” Her warm smile wasn’t what I’d expected. Over the phone, her gruff monotone had given the impression of a cold, zero-personality policewoman who wrestled alligators as a hobby.

			She didn’t look like a gator grappler, but her large hands and firm grip indicated she could hold her own against one. But the game changer came when I noticed her eyes. The blue softened her a bit and highlighted her attractive face.

			“Thanks for meeting me, Shelly. I’ve got a return flight in a couple of hours. Do you have time for lunch?”

			“Sure. That would give you time to ask questions if you have any.”

			“I do have questions. You particular about what you eat?”

			“Not really, but a place that serves salad would be nice.”

			I looked around and pointed to a restaurant. “Is that okay with you?”

			“Yes, that would be fine.”

			We took a table at the back of the crowded burger place, wanting a private place to talk.

			The waiter brought us water, straws, and a menu.

			“Shelly, can you tell me just how they’ll extract DNA from Dad’s shirt?”

			She moved the water glass, and set one hand on top of the other. “There are a couple of methods used to get DNA from dried blood samples. The analyst may be able to scrape some of the blood or lift it with special tape. Cutting a section of your dad’s shirt may also be necessary to perform the tests. The technical steps involved though”—she shrugged— “I don’t have the expertise to expand on that.”

			“My concern is getting Dad’s shirt back. Will that be possible?”

			“I’ve never been asked that before, but I’ll find out.” She frowned. “There’s a good chance you might not. Is that okay?”

			I nodded. Only because it had to be okay. I needed to know.

			The waiter returned, and Shelly ordered an apple walnut salad with grilled chicken breast, and I ordered a hamburger and fries.

			Tired of the technical stuff, I glanced at her hands and noticed what looked like a championship ring on her finger. “Are you an athlete?”

			“I used to be.” Her smile said she’d loved it.

			“Let me guess. Volleyball?”

			She shook her head. “Nope.”

			“Okay, basketball?”

			She nodded, her grin widening as though she’d been asked that a jillion times.

			“Tell me a little about yourself.”

			“I grew up on a ranch in Central Arizona and had a basketball court on our driveway. At different times, I pulled cactus spines out of my basketballs, coyotes snarled at me, and a rattlesnake slithered over the free throw line when I was practicing three pointers. After high school I was good enough to get a basketball scholarship.”

			“What school?”

			“U Conn.”

			“Ah… The University of Connecticut. I’m assuming that’s where you earned the ring.”

			Another nod. This time with a slight tilt of her head. “1995 National Champions.” She straightened in her chair, obviously very proud.

			“Congratulations, that’s quite an honor.” Teasing a bit, I put her on the spot. “Were you any good?”

			She scrunched her shoulders, smiling. “That depended on what day you asked and the mood of my coach.”

			My eyebrows shot up. “I know exactly where you’re coming from.” I pointed to my chest. “I played football for OU.”

			The waiter brought our food. He set Shelly’s plate down first, then mine.

			I gawked at the three-and-a-half-inch monster bread and peeked underneath—meat, cheese, red onion, and a pickle topped with some kind of gooey red sauce. I tightened my lips and puffed.

			Shelly looked up at me. “Anything wrong?”

			I put the bun back on top of the meat and pressed it down. “What kind of bread is this?”

			“A Kaiser roll.”

			“A real hamburger has a bun, meat, cheese, lettuce, tomato, white onion, dill pickles, and mustard. If a burger has anything else, it’s un-American.”

			“That’s a Southern thing.” She tried to hold her face tight, but laughter won out.

			I gave her a nod and ate the disgusting burger.

			Two hours passed quickly, and I had a good feeling about her, getting the impression she was professional and took her job seriously. Exactly what I needed.

			After our meal, I handed her the bag with Dad’s shirt. As she walked away, I felt as though I was losing him all over again. She’d warned me that I might not be able to get the bloodstained garment back. I had to remind myself the evidence, if any, was the only chance to find his murderer. Otherwise, I might’ve chased her down and taken the bag back home with me.

			While waiting in line to board my return flight to Tulsa, I got stuck behind a man and woman wearing business suits and carrying briefcases. The man launched into an obnoxious tirade about losing a business account. The woman barely acknowledged him, even though it was obvious they were colleagues. I tried to tune him out. He thought his life was going down the tubes. Had someone killed his dad? I didn’t think so.

			I closed my eyes for a few erratic heartbeats. My mind was a race car entering the Indy 500 for the first time. A car that got a jammed accelerator on the first lap. A headache pinched my brain. The conversations I’d had the past two weeks were twisting, twisting, twisting my sanity.

			All I wanted to do was get home to my family. Get home to Laura. And find out what really happened to my dad.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Jim Pepperman

			December 15, 2001

			Bartlesville, Oklahoma

			It had been a gut-wrenching six months since I’d delivered Dad’s shirt to Shelly. Although we’d talked over the phone a few times, she still couldn’t give me a specific timeline for the analysis to be completed. My patience had disappeared, leaving me wading through the wet cement of a heavy desperation to know the truth.

			Dad hadn’t been careless, no matter what the official version of his death said. How had I so easily believed that he had until that middle-of-the-night call? Why hadn’t I questioned the accident report? Taken it to the police? Demanded a deeper investigation? My lack of action chewed on me. Dad would never have given up on me. He would’ve believed in me no matter what. And I’d let him down. My brain reminded me that I’d only been seventeen. But my guilt kicked that excuse away. I should’ve paid more attention. I may have been young, but I knew my dad inside and out.

			The longer the delay into the investigation, the more anger rose in me toward the degenerate who’d killed Dad. Tension built, boxing me into a corner of hostility, and I found myself drinking more and more. The game room had become my hideaway most evenings. I quartered myself there, only coming out to get more booze.

			Tonight, I carried my empty glass to the kitchen, looking for a refill. I checked the cabinet

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/PuzzlePiece_BBriscoe-Cover.jpg
BILL BRISCOE





OEBPS/image/PuzzlePiece_BBriscoe-TitlePage.jpg
PUZZLE

PIECE

BOOK FOUR - THE PEPPERMAN MYSTERY SERIES

BILL BRISCOE





