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One

3:15 AM
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Anyone person on this earth can have their lives altered in a few simple moments.  A small ripple in the lake of time. Even if they are the highlight of your chosen profession.

The volume of the speaker inside my helmet had been turned up by our equipment manager intentionally.  A crowd of 150,000 screaming fans made it even difficult to hear your own breathing let alone anyone up in the booth.    London was hot that early Monday September night.  We sounded like an army marching in formation thru the tunnel hand in hand with our cleats clicking and clacking in unison on the concrete.  Running onto the turf through a clever set of pyrotechnic displays we turned our attention to the sky where fireworks jettisoned up into the atmosphere above the stadium forming the team’s emblem. The playing of the National Anthem followed with a flyover of four prototype stealth bombers on loan from the United States Airforce that turned invisible as they approached the stadium magically reappearing flashing red white and blue as they soared overhead.  Our defensive coordinator was barking instructions through my helmet.  I covered my earholes to block out the noise from the stands to listen.

“Lee! Lee! Eagle Slant Cover 2, watch that slot receiver they like to go to him early.”  

We broke our huddle and waited for New York to get to the line of scrimmage.  My helmet inside crackled once more. 

“Lee!!!  Welcome to the show Roman!” 

Our defensive coordinator Gary Foust had taken the job with the expansion London Knights after winning a Super Bowl the previous year in Seattle. He had brought a lot of intensity to training camp.  New York came to the line of scrimmage.  Instantly New York’s QB was going through a pre snap read.  

“Three eighty! Three eighty! Ready, Check, Check”, and New York’s QB stood up and took a step back from underneath his Center. “Check number 51 is the Mike! 51 is the Mike!”  

I watched New York’s quarterback mouth repeat my #51 again pointing me out in slow motion.  I tapped my nose guard to slide over just a bit which in turn caused the whole defensive line to shift.  I yelled out to our outside linebacker Darius Talon to watch the slot receiver and jam him up at the line if he thought about coming across the middle underneath.  I then turned my attention to New York’s QB.  

“Hey Smith you’re going to be the first victim on my highlight reel I shouted.  This play is going to end badly for you.  It’s either an interception or a sack.”  

Veteran New York QB Blake Smith looked at me mouthing the words Fuck You Rookie and then continued with his cadence.

“Three eighty, three eighty, Ready, Ready Set!”

The clashing of the composite plastic pads was exhilarating.  Thundering steps as the play went lateral left from my position.  Their running back took the hand off and bounced to the outside.  Darius had also read the run and set the edge beautifully turning the play back to the inside.   I scraped the line of scrimmage, shed the block from the pulling guard. Full tilt bearing down on the ball carrier. I can see the ..... My alarm chimed.  Always at that moment...why?

I wake up each time in the same physical state with an adrenaline rush accompanied by sweat saturated sheets.  I sit on the edge of the bed.  My head is throbbing so much it hurts to just touch the hair on it. Walking across my bedroom floor the temperature on the inside is noticeably colder. My joints ache a bit so I shut the bedroom window.  It is late October in Michigan and the temperature has been steadily dropping for a week now. The once comforting cool breeze that blew in the open window at night would now have to wait until spring.  I have an interesting morning as the sunrise begins to breach the tree line.  The light fills the room exposing a pile of laundry in the corner.  Having to testify at a civil trial downtown at 9:00 AM is not the typical way I begin my days as a detective in Kirkwood.  If I have any luck they settle out before I get there.  My case load has increased recently with a few missing persons.  A few college aged women have disappeared with little or no evidence to indicate foul play.  Every lead has been followed up. A strong social media campaign was launched in our efforts to locate them.  After several months, we are still left with very little answers and even more frustration.

I check my smartphone thumbing thru my emails. After reading the national news on one of the few apps that I do use I get an indication that my memory is almost full.  A trending article is about how well Kirkwood’s economy is thriving in large part to the local community college and Huron University. Several degree opportunities have been introduced in different fields of study. New additional funding has been secured by state grants to build newer more modern learning facilities such as the new Medical School that was recently built. The current President of the University boasts that the enrollment numbers are up again from last year making it five straight years on the incline.  I finished the article and set the phone down on my chest and closed my eyes briefly.  The phone vibrates with a text message.  “Hey FIVE O you in this morning?”  A number that I recognize as my friend Donnie asking if I am going to play hoop this morning with our group at the YMCA.  I text him back and tell him I will play but have to break out a little early because of my probable testimony in court. He texted back “bet, see you at 7AM sharp”!

I downed a quick bowl of oatmeal.  After chasing it with a cup of coffee I grabbed my gym bag and ran out the door.   Above me I could hear the Canadian geese making their migratory trek south.  I got into my black 1977 Chevy Chevelle and hit the wipers a couple of times to remove the morning dew that now seems to plague my windshield each morning as winter slowly starts to make its approach.  Another month or so and it will be time to store my Chevelle.  I backed out of the driveway slowly and then took off for the YMCA.  The radio has some cheesy gimmicky car salesman’s commercial on it which I quickly turned off with much relief.  

I pulled into the parking lot of the YMCA at 6:50AM and found a spot up front.  I scan my card in and head down the steps to the locker room to store my clothes.  Our games are close and competitive as always with a good dose of trash talking from my friends Donnie and Shariff.  I get to the locker room and check my phone and no text or email indicating that court will be cancelled.  I quickly showered got dressed and headed to the courthouse.
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Two

8:50AM
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The three-story courthouse was recently renovated giving it a much-needed facelift.  I stepped into the glass revolving doors at the front of the building and stood in line to run through the metal scanner manned by the two Sheriff’s deputies John and Dennis.  Typically, there are three of them unless they have to escort a prisoner to court through the tunnel from the jailhouse to court.  As I approached, I overheard Dennis explaining his recent colonoscopy procedure to John.

“So, I’m lying there shaved and bare assed.  The nurse of course is smoking hot to make matters worse.  The doctor is prepping and says that.

“Going to be a little pressure.” 

I interject because I could not refuse.

“Fuck you Lee.”  Dennis chuckled and elbowed John in the gut for laughing.

“Just wait Roman your turn will happen.”

“No thanks I’ll think I’ll keep my virginity for now.”

I could still hear them talking and laughing as I reached the bank of elevators at the end of the hallway.

I stepped into the elevator and hit the button for Floor 3 while turning my phone off.  The elevator made a stop on 2 to allow some passengers to exit.  The doors opened on 3 and I proceeded down the hall to the courtroom of the Honorable Michelle Bannister.  Judge Bannister had recently won an election as circuit court judge and was quickly gaining a reputation.  Those that got out of line were dealt with swiftly.  Any outbursts were considered contempt.  She ran a tight ship as far as courtrooms were concerned.  You could not ask for any more of a first term judge.  I spotted the Plaintiff and his attorney who motioned me over to where they were seated.  Attorney James Brovitz whispered 

“Detective Lee it appears we will still need your testimony as the Insurance Company still refuses to settle. You remember my client Willie Parks?” 

“I do.” 

I shook Mr. Parks’s hand.  

“All rise for the Honorable Judge Michelle Bannister” the bailiff bellowed.  Judge Bannister took her seat on the bench. The jury along with the rest of the courtroom were seated.  Judge Bannister read from the Docket 

“Parks vs Metropolis Insurance Company case number GH5623-8 are all parties in the courtroom and ready to proceed?”  

“James Brovitz for the Plaintiff yes we are ready to proceed.”

“Liam Bannister, counsel for Metropolis Insurance also present and ready your Honor.”  

Judge Bannister instructed James Brovitz that could proceed and call his first witness.  

Now facing the courtroom after being sworn in I could see a few members of the press scribbling notes on legal pads.  

“Detective Lee could you please recall what you saw on the morning of April 4th last year for the court please.”

I gave the court my play by play of the events of that morning.  

“I was off duty and driving home from some errands when I noticed an individual walking down the street looking at each driveway appearing to be casing the homes on the street.  He walked a little further along until he ran into the backyard of Mr. Parks home.  A few moments later that same individual gets thrown out through the front window of Mr. Parks home.  Mr. Parks exits the front door of his home with a baseball bat and runs down the steps of his porch with the bat raised and ready to finish off the intruder later identified as Joshua Crisp.  Mr. Parks then slips and falls forward breaking the fall with his elbow on his concrete walkway.  I exit my personal vehicle and identify myself as a Detective of the Kirkwood PD and subdue Mr. Crisp and call for an EMT and a road patrol unit to respond to my location.”

I think to myself as I am giving my version of the events what is there to contest?  Willie Parks was an Iraq war veteran who had done 2 tours including a combat stint in Fallujah.  A guy breaks into his home Mr. Parks deposits him in the bushes underneath the broken front window, gets hurt on his own property case closed insurance company going to have to pay.  The incident had actually made the news and the neighbor across the street caught it on her phone and put it on all her Social Media accounts where it went viral.  The attorney for Metropolis Insurance who looked more like a sleazy car salesman than anything cross examined me by asking the standard questions. 

How long have you been in law enforcement, where do you reside, what was the weather like on that date?  Did I actually see Mr. Parks fall on his elbow?  I finished my testimony and then left the court room.  I turned my phone back on as I began walking down the steps of the courthouse and it instantly began to ring and vibrate from texts from Lonnie Temple my partner at Kirkwood PD.  Roman, you need to get down to Armstead Stadium now!!!!
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Three

11:00AM


[image: ]


I arrived at Armstead to find several squad cars parked at each corner of the stadium. A perimeter had been set up from the parking lot to the middle of the field.  An ambulance along with a van from the county morgue were also parked.  Lonnie met me in the parking lot. He exited the Chevrolet Impala that we spent each day driving.  

“Roman, some kids discovered the bag and its contents.  They were skipping school and climbed over the wall to play some football.” 

“Bet you they won’t do that again any time soon.”  

“We took a statement from each of them. The last of the children were just picked up by their parents. 

“They see anything?”

“To shaken up to say.” “They may need some sort of counseling.”

“You already look?” 

“No, waited for you.”

Our crime techs along with the Michigan State Police Forensic unit were processing evidence at the scene as Lonnie and I approached the fifty-yard line on the newly resurfaced artificial turf.  On the middle of the stadium’s emblem lay a black garbage bag with a noticeable bulk in it, the bag crinkling against the breeze that was now blowing across the field.  I put on a pair of latex gloves given to me by one of our field techs.  I carefully opened the bag and turned away almost immediately.  The stench was all but too much to deal with as the scent of death rushed up into my nostrils and down my throat.  I gagged and turned away quickly as not to contaminate any evidence as I bore down to keep myself from vomiting.  My brief glance inside gave me an indication that it was a human head atop a torso with severed limbs that were also in the bag.  Lonnie and I walked back to the parking lot.

“That bag must have been sitting there for a while. Surprised we couldn’t smell that once we were close.”

“Glad I waited.” He looked at me shaking his head in disgust.

The media had found their way past the perimeter. A voice in the crowd shouted.

“Detective Lee, Joel Blake from the Brick Street Bureau”.  What is in the bag out on the field? How long has it been there? Does this have anything to do with the recent disappearance of those female college students? Did the department have any ideas or leads?  Will the department be able to allocate the resources it will take to solve these disappearances?”

“Details will be released relatively soon as long as they do not compromise an investigation.”  

“So, there is an ongoing investigation then, for how long? Do you have a person of interest now connected to these disappearances? Should the citizens of Kirkwood be concerned?  Wouldn’t this alarm the mayor given he has worked very diligently to develop the downtown area just a few miles away with the hopes of rebuilding this city?  This stadium was recently renovated and is been rumored now to host a high school playoff game later on in the season.  Would there be a possible change of venue now because of today’s events?”

Blake was like a machine gun and firing off question after question.  

“Screw off. Ask a question that you know can be answered and not speculate.”

“Come again?” Sorry didn’t catch that.”

Lonnie could see where this was going and immediately radioed up to one of the units to come down from the street level to clear out the press.  I waved to Joel as he was ushered back to his vehicle and then encouraged to leave.  

“Roman, you really have to watch what you say to the press especially Blake.  Chief Maxwell is going to rip you a new one.  You know that we have a media relations liaison that handles these matters and that we are not to give any comments from the scene.”  

“I really don’t like the guy Lonnie, he’s such an arrogant bastard.”  

“Agreed, so don’t give him anything.  The coroner said that an autopsy will be completed this afternoon and forensics will likely have their findings maybe by tomorrow.  I’ll meet you back at the station Roman.”  Lonnie left the parking lot. 

As I turned to walk toward the car there stood Monica Spencer.  At approximately five foot seven with flowing shiny blonde hair and greenish blue eyes.  A frame that any prospective model would trade their life for. Her aviator sunglasses rested on high cheekbones.  Monica had still retained some of her Southern accent although she had been in Michigan a while now.

“Hey Roman.”  

“Monica, how are you?” 

“Great, just wish we were meeting under better circumstances.” 

“I thought you were stuck behind a microscope all day?”  

“The State police has opened up a satellite Lab in Kirkwood. Our current supervisor has a philosophy to keep the Lab techs well rounded. We rotate 3 months on and off in the field.”  

“So, you living in the area now?”  

“I just moved into a townhouse over the weekend.”  

“You want to grab something to eat this week and take a break from unpacking.”

“I’d like that Roman. My colleagues mentioned a restaurant in town called Fieldstone’s that is supposed to have excellent food.”  

“I’ll text you later.”  

I left the parking lot trying to process the events that occurred in the last hour or so.  A dismembered body in the middle of one of the city’s most historic stadiums.  Monica, who I dated a few times over the last year and kept in contact with had moved into town now.  Monica was beautiful. The distance between us.  The demands of our professions were the barriers that kept us from seeing each other more frequently.  At least one of those barriers were removed now.
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I arrived at the station and made my way to the office on the 2nd Floor.  I had several emails.  A few sticky notes were attached to my computer screen.  I pulled the sticky notes off and began to filter thru my emails.  Typical emails, department meetings and court dates to respond to and place on my calendar.  A message from the Prosecutor letting me know to expect a subpoena shortly and possible testimony for an upcoming trial. The city HR department reminder regarding open enrollment for benefits and the upcoming deadline.  I looked at my desk and saw the sticky note that stood out from the rest bearing its unique penmanship.

“Office”-

-Cyrus

Walking up the stairs reaching the 3rd Floor I opened one of the double glass doors.  The floor contained our administration team was comprised of our media relations liaison Janice Brown, personal assistants and Chief Cyrus Maxwell’s office.  His assistant Linda informed me that I could go in.  As I approached I could see he was finishing a phone call and waved me into the office.  

“Detective Lee please have a seat.” He hung up the phone.

Chief Maxwell was an imposing figure.  Most of the force had nicknamed him “Eclipse”. He towered at 6’5” tipping the scales at a conservative estimate of approximately 280lbs.  He would have made a good lineman somewhere probably. Assuredly he would block out the sun in the presence of most men.  

“Detective I called you to my office regarding your exchange with Mr. Blake down at Armstead earlier today.”  Mr. Blake called our office demanding an apology and wanted to sue the city saying that his amendment rights have been trampled because you had him removed a considerable distance from which to report near the scene.”

“The media including Blake had breached the perimeter. The questions were speculation and he knew it.” 

“He is a bit cavalier in his methods.”

“An arrogant prick if you ask me. He knows better.”

“He is just doing his job.  He does have quite the online following.”

“Tell me you’re not a fan Chief.”

“I have read some of his articles.”

“Journalist hack and nothing more. Permission to arrest if he breaches again?”

“I would say if his physical actions were to contaminate a crime scene you wouldn’t hear a complaint from me.”

“He’ll screw up they always do.”

“I told him I would speak with you that seemed to pacify him for the moment.”

“Appropriate term he is childlike.”

“You both share a similar disdain for one another I get it.  I know the story.”

“Anything else Chief?”

“Your brother Micah is in custody at the County Jail.”

“How long has he been there?”

“Late Saturday night from what I understand.  He should bond out shortly.  It had to do with some altercation at that new club in town The Spotlight.”

I left Cyrus’s office and took the elevator to the lobby.  I made my way quickly down the stairs and walked outside across the street to the county jail.  The deputy behind the glass informed me that Micah had been released.  I never received a call from him. I tried his cell but it went straight to voicemail.  His battery must have gone over the weekend from not being charged. My phone went off again.  Lonnie texted me, we need to go see the M.E, autopsy being performed on the deceased, I quickly replied pick me up in front of County Jail.  Lonnie pulled over to the curb shortly after and we left for the County Coroner’s office.  

The receptionist at the Coroner’s office paged Dr. Martin Nguyen for us.  A door opened that led into the examination room.  There was an antiseptic smell among others in the air. 

“Gentlemen care for any?” Dr. Nyguen unrolled some foil, rubbing gel under his nostrils.

“Please.”  It smelled somewhat like vanilla.  I passed it to Lonnie.

“Our victim is Melissa Stapleton according to DNA and dental records. She was approximately twenty years old.

Lonnie stood back for a second taking out the notepad that he carried with him everywhere.

“She was alive when her limbs were removed from her torso.  You can see that there was some precision involved. Almost surgical. Torso and limbs drained almost entirely of their blood.  This appears to have been an intentional act by the responsible party.”

“Any signs or marks to indicate a struggle?”

“Some bruising on her right wrist. There are ligature wounds on her wrists as well as her ankles.” 

“Any tattoos or piercings that indicate Human Trafficking.” Lonnie flipped the page in his book as he continued writing.

“Nothing that I could see that would indicate it.”

“What about drugs or alcohol.”

“Toxicology results are pending still from the MSP Lab.”

“You have an estimate on the time of death?” 

“I would say 48 hours or more given the small sample of blood that had pooled in the bag.”

“Any personal effects?”

“Nothing, in fact she was completely shaved head to toe.  However, there was a note.”

“A note?”

“Found it in her mouth.”

“You have it?”

“Already been forwarded on to MSP forensics for handwriting analysis. Courier just left. I do have a picture of it.”

His silver iPad came to life with a simple swipe.  A handwritten note that was smeared with blood and saliva illuminated the 9x6 screen.  

“Armstead for today longing for another try as you may.”

“Sick bastard. Obviously intends to continue.”

“We should tell Cyrus about this so he is in the loop right away.”

The common theory shared in law enforcement is that there are approximately 35 or more active serial killers active in the United States at any given time. If this was a serial killer, why in the hell choose Kirkwood?

Lonnie drove as we talked in the car on the way back to the station.  

“Listen Roman, I know what you’re thinking we have worked together long enough so I have an idea of what’s on your mind.  Let the Chief and Janice handle Blake.”

We passed a football field on the way back. My mind wandered off back to my college days.  I had been recruited by a few Division II schools out of high school earning an athletic scholarship in football as a linebacker.  I had worked ferociously hard at my craft and was All-Conference my junior and senior years.  When I went away to school my girlfriend of 2 years had also enrolled and stayed in the same dorm building as I did.  My first semester there was horrible save for Football.  I was barely passing my classes trying to juggle games, practices meetings etc.  It was a massive drain on my time ultimately costing me my relationship with Brenda.  Joel Blake the little prick had conveniently filled that time slot. Brenda and Joel were both journalism majors at the time. I caught Joel one night with Brenda when I came home early from practice one afternoon.  They were up in her loft when I walked in.  Trapped like a rat he tried talking his way out of it.  I grabbed him and threw him against the wall breaking a lamp and a study table.  The Resident Assistants came running down the hall and were banging on the door furiously to be let in or they were going to call the Campus Police.  Brenda jumped in front of me as I was getting ready to work him over some more.  I turned and walked out the door as the RA’s rushed in to see what had happened.  Naturally, Joel pressed charges against me for assault and battery.  The campus PD arrested me after I walked off the practice field the following day.  I plead down to disturbing the peace and received a fine and some community service, my record expunged years later after no further incidents.  I never spoke to Brenda again.  I used the break up as energy and fuel for what was to evolve as my chance in the League.  Every workout, every game, and every practice I left it all out there.  Every time I made a tackle I saw Blake’s face and wanted to destroy the ball carrier.  The linebacker coaches eventually took me aside and told me to dial it down a notch and be less aggressive with my teammates during contact drills at practice.  League scouts had shown some interest late in my senior year.  I got a tryout with the London Knights after performing well at the Combine in Indianapolis. The League had finally expanded to Europe with aggressive marketing and the timing of Boeing bringing online a jet that could go to New York from London in 2 hours.   I started one regular season game for the Knights and one play ended it all.  

“Roman!”

“What??!!” I felt my seatbelt tighten as the car came to a sudden stop. 

“We’re here let’s go.”

We sat in the office on the   Lonnie explained to Chief Maxwell the details of Dr. Nguyen’s observations during examination and of course the note. 

“Dammit” Cyrus uttered under his breath.  Cyrus rarely cursed.  He picked up his phone.

“If you would excuse me I need to make a call.”

Just as we were walking out of his office Cyrus held his palm over the lower half of the phone.

“Detectives, whatever it takes.”

“We’re on it.”  
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6:10 PM
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“Lonnie, see you in the morning.”

“Earlier than usual”

I said watching as the PC on my desk began shutting down.  Do you want to force shutdown the screen blinked? Doing so will cause you to lose any unsaved data the PC screen blinked again.  I moved the mouse over and clicked on force shutdown and it replied please wait system updating?? Loading 1 of 6 updates.  

“Oh, no you don’t.”

I reached under my desk and unplugged my PC.  

Lonnie was laughing to himself.

“What?”

“Lee, you have no patience at all do you?”

“Not for this I don’t.  I need to see Micah. I wasn’t able to reach him earlier today. You know he got arrested over the weekend.”

“I know. Chief told me not say anything until he spoke with you.”

I walked out of the station.  Daylight savings time had ended. The street lights were already on. I started the engine and let it idle for a bit before exiting the parking lot.  I punched the accelerator when I reached the highway. The Chevelle’s tires squealing as they attempted to gain traction on the concrete.  The car lurched forward and I hit 80mph very quickly.  I exited after a few short miles. I turned into the parking lot of the “Grocery King”.  I found a spot near the back of the store.  I walked up the back flight of stairs to the second floor and rang the buzzer.  I heard footsteps in the apartment approaching the door.  The locks moved and the door slowly cracked open.  A blinking eye met my gaze and the door opened further.  My brother Micah turned away from what little artificial light penetrated his apartment. Shielding his eyes with his right hand he left me the task of closing the door. 

One of the Razin brothers Alex was seated at a small dining table in Micah’s apartment playing with his cell phone.  A ½ bottle of 1800 Tequila and 2 shot glasses appeared to be the days’ entertainment.  

“Drink?” Alex politely inquired in his diluted Ukrainian accent.  

“No thanks.”

“Alex, do you mind if I can get a minute to speak with my brother.”

“No problem Roman.”

“Micah, I will be downstairs in the store. I need to talk some business with my father.  Roman, I have to tell you your brother punches like a fucking Klychko!”  Alex was referring to the Ukrainian brothers who were heavyweight boxing champions for several years. 

I shut the door after Alex left.  

“You want to tell me what happened?”

“Thought you would have read the report by now.”

“Just wanted to hear it from you.”

He was slurring his words slightly.  The alcohol still in his bloodstream.

“You want to offer another one of your cheap lectures? Quit being a fuckup etc. I’m quite capable of making my own decisions. You’re not obligated to play parent any longer.”

“You and Jordan are the only family I have left.”

“Sorry we are such a burden on you.”

“Didn’t say that.”

“Get off your high horse asshole, just once. Not your fault. Mom and Dad are gone. You’re officially relieved of your babysitting duties alright.”

He was growing angrier just intensifying the situation.  I sat at the table and waited. I knew my brother well enough. He paced a bit and took another drink.  A few minutes had passed.

“The Spotlight.” His posture had noticeably changed a bit.

“What about it?”

“I caught some guy dealing in the club. Alex and Viktor can be shady sometimes but not like that.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’m not going to risk losing my job if the club gets shutdown because someone’s dealing inside.”

“So, you took it upon yourself to represent the entire criminal justice system.”

“I escorted the douche bag to the door and outside like were supposed to. Well, his boys come around the corner. We’re on the sidewalk now near the street. Running their mouths saying take your hands off our boy. You’re going to get fucked up. Out of the corner of my eye I see one of them reach into his waistband.  I dropped him right there with an uppercut. His gun falls on the cement.”

“You didn’t”

“I picked it up and they scattered like roaches.  That’s when Kirkwood’s finest, your people showed up.  They draw on me telling me to drop it not even listening to me as I tried to explain what happened.  They were less than cordial Roman.”

“You had a gun out in the open. You’re also a convicted felon. Disappointed somehow in the performance of their duties?”

“Always the Smartass.”

The alcohol was starting to wear off.  He sat down across from me.

“What’s the plan?”

“Laying low for now.  I was talking with Alex and Viktor about it before you got here. He knows the girlfriend of the guy I knocked out. Said she has it on her cell. The whole thing. He is trying to contact her. The video will show self-defense and that the gun was his.”

“Why don’t you see if the Razin’s will let you work in the tanning salon or at the grocery store?  Last thing you need is another run in with them. You don’t need to go back inside bro.”

“No shit, never crossed my mind.”

“Now who’s the smartass?”

I left Micah’s apartment. His first real sense of stability since being released from prison.

I glanced up at the well-lit sign over the 2-story building “Grocery King”.  Who would have believed an immigrant from the war-torn region of Ukraine would end up in Kirkwood, Michigan and open a successful chain of grocery stores that competes head to head with the big boys.  That is exactly what Viktor Razin did many years ago.  He left his country as Russia again invaded and pushed further into the land despite all the sanctions and sabre rattling of the U.S.  Viktor flew to New York living there for a few months on a temporary visa and met his future wife Tonya at a museum in the city.  Tonya was from Kirkwood and there in New York for a conference, she had been a history instructor here in the city at the local community college.  Viktor took a job in the assembly plant soon after they were married and saved his money hoping one day to be his own boss.  He opened his first of 10 stores a few years later and then the boys came along Alex and Vladi.  He could see they shared his spirit to be business owners and they ran the store during their teen years on weekends.  Viktor and Tonya gave the boys money to start on their own after graduation.  Much to their parents dismay they opened a club called the “Spotlight” and a few tanning salons.  Despite their choice in businesses the brothers seemed to be doing fine.  I pulled out of the parking lot and headed home.
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Six

5:00AM
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I woke this time without the benefit of an alarm.  Better yet, no nightmares and no headaches.  I walked into the kitchen and made a quick bowl of oatmeal and a cup of coffee.  I took the remote off the coffee table in the living room and turned on the early edition of the morning news.  I finished my breakfast in time to see our local news running the story on the missing young college women and the discovery of Melissa Stapleton’s body.  A painful reminder of what I had to do this morning.  I took a quick shower, shaved and packed.

I would get my workout in and then go to Melissa Stapleton’s parents’ house in to offer my condolences and see if they may some information that might prove valuable in our efforts.

As I was leaving the gym I saw a familiar face walk by carrying a towel and a spray bottle.  

“Mr. Bartles?”  Ron Bartles turned around looking a bit startled.  

“Roman?”  

“How are you I thought you retired?” Ron Bartles had worked for many years with my Dad at the same Energy Company.  

“I did retire Roman but had to find work soon after my 401k took a dump.  My financial advisor called it quantitative easing, a market adjustment.  But no bailout for the little guy fuck no but those bastards at the Banks and Insurance Companies didn’t lose a fucking cent. I cashed out what was left and put it into some CD’s and an IRA.  It happened to a lot of us Roman.”

I could empathize I had started one myself only to watch it tank when the market took a dive.  

“I have to run Mr. Bartles I’m sure I will see you again sometime.”

“Hey Roman, your Dad was a great man everyone misses him, I’m so sorry what happened to your parents.”
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Seven

9:00AM
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I texted Lonnie and told him that I had my personal vehicle and that there was a change of plans and I wanted to stop by the Stapleton residence and speak with the parents for a few minutes and I would be in the office soon after.  He immediately texted me back with a quick OK.  I found the Stapleton residence in a nice cul-de-sac among similar structures in the neighborhood.  It was a nice single story ranch home with a two- car garage attached to it.  The driveway was covered blacktop that led out to the street.  I parked my Chevelle behind the only vehicle in the driveway which was a newer Chevy Tahoe.  I walked to the door and rang the doorbell.  

A woman in her mid-forties answered the door.  She was void of makeup having shoulder length brown hair. The artificial color now trying to hold back the gray roots which were faintly emerging.  She was holding a handkerchief that had obviously been the receptacle of a tear filled twenty- four hours.

“Mrs. Stapleton?”

“Yes, I am Mrs. Stapleton.”

“Detective Roman Lee of the Kirkwood Police Department.  “I wanted to offer my condolences regarding Melissa.”

“Thank you, Detective, would you care to step inside.”

“Only for a few minutes.”

“Could I interest you in a cup of coffee?  I just started a fresh pot. “

Sitting down in the living room I noticed the pictures of Melissa Stapleton a bookshelf.  She was their only child. The pictures were typical that you would find in most homes. Various stages of her life from elementary through high school graduation.  She appeared to be a very happy person. 

“Mrs. Stapleton, do you remember the last time you saw or spoke with Melissa?”

“She would text me sometimes or FaceTime. We didn’t see her as often as we would have liked. She was working and attending school full-time.  Sometimes she would show up on a Sunday evening.  It’s when I usually cook everyone’s... “I’m sorry excuse me.”

“It’s quite alright I’m so sorry.’

“Her father mentioned her busy schedule the other day. We talked about how things were so quiet after she moved out.”

“Your husband.”

“He went to the airport earlier to pick up some family that were arriving today.”

“Melissa didn’t live with you then?”

“We told her she could live at home while she went to school.  She refused wanting her own independence. Hard to watch them grow up. Stubborn as she was we tried to help her financially.”

“Would you happen to know the name of her employer and the address for her apartment?”

“She was living in Woodbridge Apartments and working at Twenty-ones. “It’s a clothing store in the Mall.”

“Did she live alone or have a boyfriend?”

“Alone and if she had a boyfriend she didn’t tell us.”

“How about Social Media like Facebook or Instagram?”

“She was cautious with her accounts especially what she posted and shared online.”

I finished my coffee returning the mug back neatly on the coaster in front of me.

“Thank you for your time Mrs. Stapleton. Again, from myself and the department you have our deepest sympathy.”

“Detective, please find whoever did this to our child.”

“Everything I have Mrs. Stapleton.”

As I backed out of the Stapleton’s driveway I could not imagine the loss of a child.  My parent’s deaths were tough enough.
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