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Part 1 Deception by Any Other Name





Chapter 1

The city’s lights began to emerge as I looked out my office window just off Highland Drive and Mayland Lane in Vestavia Hills, about twelve miles from downtown Birmingham. A soft roll of thunder in the distance told me rain was coming. An afternoon or evening thunderstorm happens all the time around here. I looked up from the papers on my desk in time to catch a distant streak of lightning from my window.

The air-conditioning in the building struggled to keep the heat to something near a bearable level. It was still hot despite the sun sinking below the horizon. It’s Alabama—if you don’t like the weather, wait a few minutes, and it will change. Unless it’s summer, and it is now, then it’s just different degrees of hot.

It was a slow week, and it had been a couple of weeks since I had a new client. Just as well, the paperwork from previous cases needed finishing anyway, so I took the opportunity to catch up. I could almost hear Emilie’s voice telling me for the thousandth time to get a real job and give up the private investigations racket. Times like this, it was hard to disagree with her.

The thing is, I could never see myself sitting behind a desk all day, trying to climb the corporate ladder to success. I told her repeatedly that was what made her happy, not me. She usually said something in response about the kids and how I was never home and needed a regular job. I usually followed by asking why it mattered if I worked overtime in a corporate office or on a case. The argument usually ended there, but sometimes she pushed the issue then stormed out of the room.

We were doing fine money-wise. We lived in a house about a block from the country club in Vestavia Hills. The home belonged to her parents, who sold it to us after they moved to a new subdivision off Highway 280. Emilie brought in most of our money, but it didn’t bother me; besides, it was not like I didn’t make a dime. The pay for investigations was good, but there could be long periods without work—like now.

Another roll of thunder, louder and closer than the previous, got me thinking about calling it a day before the rain arrived. I decided to finish up this last form before I left the office. As I made the last stroke of my pen, a knock sounded. Surprised, I asked my visitor to come inside.

An elegant lady wearing a blue, knee-length dress entered the office. Her straight blonde hair fell about an inch or two below her shoulders. There was not a wrinkle on her face, and her ice-blue eyes were enough to memorize even the most stout-hearted man. By the looks of her, I thought she was about thirty years old. “Are you Mr. Landon?” she asked in an almost musical voice.

“Hunter Landon, private investigator, at your service, Mrs. …”

“Patterson. Stella Patterson. I’m not catching you at a bad time, am I?”

“No, please have a seat, Mrs. Patterson. What brings you here today?” I asked as another peal of thunder rolled outside.

“I don’t know how to say this, Mr. Landon, but my husband…” she stopped as a tear began to roll down her cheek. “I think my husband is having an affair.”

“What makes you think that, Mrs. Patterson?”

“He’s a personal trainer, and he owns a gym not far from here. Lately, he’s spent a lot of time at the gym; at least, that’s what he told me. When he’s home, there are strange calls. When I ask him who it was, he tells me it’s a client.”

“But you don’t believe him?”

“I want to, but he won’t talk to me. He gets angry when I ask him where he’s been at night. I think he’s keeping secrets from me.”

“Has he hit or threatened you?”

“No, he hasn’t hit me. Danny is a big man. He once competed in the Alabama Strongest Man competition. He placed second a few years ago. Danny has never struck me, but I’m afraid of him. I’m afraid that he might do something to hurt me or the kids.”

“How many kids do you have?”

“Two, both daughters. I think he blames me for not having a boy.”

“Have you told any of this to the police?”

“They won’t do anything unless he gets violent with me. Until then, there’s nothing they can do.”

“So, what do you want me to do, Mrs. Patterson?”

“I need to find out who he’s having an affair with, Mr. Landon. That way, I can gain leverage against him in a divorce.”

“Well, that’s all fine and good, Mrs. Patterson, but are you prepared for the possibility that he’s not having an affair?”

“I hope I’m wrong, but I know he’s being unfaithful, I just know he’s having an affair. Will you please take the case, Mr. Landon?”

“Okay, sure, but there is the matter of my fee. For a case like this, I usually charge five thousand, a quarter of it upfront. Is that something you can do?”

“Yes, yes, that’s more than reasonable, thank you.”

“Good. You said his name is Danny?”

“That’s what everyone calls him. His full name is Daniel Carter Patterson. He owns Lifetime Fitness off Highway 280.”

“Alright, I’ll start first thing in the morning. Right now, I need you to fill out some paperwork for me. I also need the address of his gym, and anything else you can think of that might be important.”

Stella left after finishing the paperwork. I stayed for several more minutes organizing a new case file and planning the upcoming investigation. The rain began to pound the roof of the building by the time I finished the file. I ran toward my car in a futile attempt to keep from getting wet, but just my luck—the key fob to my car wouldn’t open the door. Luckily, the button on the handle worked, and I tumbled into the car soaked through and through.

Darkness had set in by the time I got home. The rain ended about the time I pulled into the driveway. I grabbed my things after parking the car and headed for the house.





Chapter 2

“Hunter? Is that you?” I heard Emilie call as I came through the door. Our miniature dachshund, Rusty, rushed to meet me, bouncing up and down on his hindlegs as I came through the door. The great thing about dogs is that they are always glad to see you.

“It’s me, sweetheart. Sorry, I’m late. I had a client show up right before I left. I got the case, though.”

“That’s good,” she said as she emerged from the kitchen. “I put your supper in the oven if you want it.” Emilie had her long brown hair in a ponytail, and it looked as if she’d taken off her makeup. She wore an oversized t-shirt over a pair of shorts. “I don’t think the kids are asleep yet if you want to say goodnight.”

“Sure. How was your day?”

“Long. We’ve been working on selling that property in Fort Morgan for nearly three weeks now. First, the buyer tried to renegotiate the price, and now the seller is worried about tax problems. One thing after the other.”

“Yeah, well, I’m sure Clayton will figure it out. Maybe he can win them over with his wonderful personality.”

“Leave him alone, Hunter. He’s not so bad once you get to know him. You should give him a chance.”

“Or not,” I said. I could tell she was working up to something, so I prepared myself for the speech I knew was coming.

“So, you got a new client?” she asked; not where I thought she was going.

“Yes, a woman thinks her husband is cheating on her. Tomorrow, I’m going to stake out her husband’s gym and maybe follow him for a while and snap some pictures. I’ll try to get home earlier tomorrow; spend some time with you and the kids.”

“Sure you will. If you’re not so wrapped up in the case that you forget about us.”

There it is, I thought. “Hey, I never forget about y’all. I know I work too much, but I’ll never forget you or the kids.”

“Then why not get a job that won’t keep you out so late? I can talk to Clayton, and he could find a spot for you at the office, or he may know someone interested in hiring you.”

“Emilie, we’ve been over this a thousand times. I’m not cut out for being behind a desk all day. I like being able to get out of the office from time to time.”

“Hunter, you need to think about the kids. They don’t want you away all hours of the night. They want you at home.”

“I wasn’t out late tonight. Okay, yeah, later than usual, but who doesn’t work a little overtime now and again?”

“Whatever, Hunter. I don’t want to argue with you tonight, but you should give a thought to finding a job with regular hours.” She disappeared into the kitchen while I closed my eyes and shook my head in frustration.

She’s probably right. When we married, I had been a private eye for about four or five years. I can’t say the business had been a cash cow. Most years, I would either break even or make a small profit. Emilie was the breadwinner in our family. Lucky for us, she was good at the real estate business. Still, I felt the pressure to give up the private eye business. If not for her, then for the kids.

Annette, my seven-year-old daughter, was born about a year after Emilie and I married. Three years later came Jacob, whose third birthday was two weeks ago. I peeked into Annette’s room to find her half-asleep, stretched out on her bed. She looked so much like her mother it was frightening. I almost said nothing, not wanting to bother her, but she spotted me. “Daddy,” she said in that angelic voice.

“Hey, sweetheart. I wanted to say goodnight to you.”

“You work too much, Daddy.”

“I know; I’m sorry. I will try coming home early tomorrow afternoon and we can spend time together, okay?”

“You’re going to come to my tea party Sunday. Aren’t you?”

I pulled out my phone and called up my calendar app. “Look, I’ve got it right here. Annette’s after-church tea party. Wouldn’t miss it.”

“You better not, Daddy.”

“Goodnight, Annette.”

Looking into Jacob’s room, I could see he was already asleep. I walked in, gently kissed him on his forehead, and picked up his teddy bear from the floor by his bed. After placing the teddy next to him, I closed his door behind me and then turned off the hall light.

Emilie was in the bathroom brushing her teeth. I turned off the big bedroom light and flipped on the lamp on the nightstand. I put my clothes in the hamper and crawled into bed. Emilie joined me a few minutes later.

She crawled into bed and laid down, turning her back toward the lamp’s light. I turned off the lamp and scooted toward her. I gently kissed her neck as I put my arm around her. “Stop it, Hunter,” she said.

“Come on, Emilie. Just a minute or two.”

“No, Hunter, not tonight.”

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked her.

“What? No, I don’t want to have sex tonight.”

“I wasn’t talking about sex. I wanted to cuddle.”

“That’s how it starts, then the next thing I know, my underwear is on the floor.”

“What’s so bad about that?” I asked her.

“Nothing, but not tonight.”

“Alright. Goodnight then. I love you,” I said as I rolled toward the nightstand.

Okay, yeah, I was disappointed. It had been a while since we’d been intimate. We hadn’t had much time to be together between our jobs and the kids. It was my fault for coming home late tonight. I also knew she’d been under pressure from the Fort Morgan deal. As I drifted to sleep, I thought maybe we could reconnect tomorrow evening.





Chapter 3

It was early morning when I left the house on my way to Danny’s gym. I stopped by Jack’s for a sausage biscuit and coffee from the drive-thru. By the time I arrived at a good vantage point from the gym, I’d finished the biscuit. I readied my camera and prepared myself for a long wait. While I sat there, it struck me that I should join the gym instead of sitting around watching it.

The gym was in a good location for surveillance. It was in a strip mall off Highway 280 and Valleydale Road. The strip mall had a drugstore and several businesses and restaurants, so the risk of being spotted was slight.

I sat there for an hour when Mother Nature came to call. Lucky for me, the drugstore was open, so I walked inside. After visiting the men’s room, I bought some aspirin and bottled water.

When I emerged from the store, I quickly surveyed the parking lot but didn’t see Danny’s truck. According to Mrs. Patterson, he drove a silver 2018 Dodge Ram. The truck sported a personalized license plate that said WRK OUT. Not very subtle, I thought. I decided to return to my car and wait.

Two more hours passed before I got my first break. I spotted the Dodge turning into the lot from a direction opposite to where he should have come from if he were driving from his house. It could be something, or it could be nothing. He could have gone past the turn to get breakfast while I was inside the store. Of course, you passed a lot of places for breakfast on the way, so why drive further down Valleydale? Especially since the closest place serving breakfast on Valleydale was a McDonald’s a couple of miles down the road.

Danny parked his truck and walked to his gym a minute or two later. The only bag I saw was a backpack on his right shoulder. I snapped a couple of pictures as he walked to the gym. He gave no indication that he suspected someone was watching him.

I sat casing the gym until lunchtime. Danny left for lunch around 12:15. Feeling a little hungry, I followed him, hoping he didn’t want lunch from some vegetarian place. I got lucky because he went down the street to a local hamburger place. He parked his truck and walked inside. I parked a few rows down from him and then waited a few minutes before going inside myself.

The burger joint was as crowded as ever. I spotted Danny about halfway to the register, looking down at his phone. He was bigger than he looked from the car. Danny looked like he was carved out of solid rock. His square jaw and close-cropped hair made him look like a tough guy. As I took my place in line, I thought he could walk through a wall just as easily as he could use a door.

About ten minutes later, he got his order and turned to get napkins, condiments, and whatnot. I placed my order and waited alongside three other guys waiting too. I took my meal to a table near the window across the seating area from Danny. I watched as he ate his lunch and played on his phone. He didn’t receive or make any calls. When he finished, Danny sat at the table for several more minutes playing on whatever app kept his attention. I returned to the car and waited for him to come out.

After another ten minutes, he walked outside to his truck and drove back to the gym. He stayed for about an hour before again returning to his truck and driving away. I followed him back to his home. It was a one-story house with large windows and a two-car garage. A black dog that I assumed was a Labrador stood against the fence in the backyard. Danny scratched the animal’s ears before going inside.

I checked my phone and saw it was close to three in the afternoon. After watching the house for a few more minutes, I decided to call it a day and return home. It took me about forty-five minutes to arrive because of the traffic on 280, which was usually terrible at best.

“Daddy,” came two small voices as I went through the door. Kneeling, I scooped them both up and kissed their foreheads. “Daddy, can we play outside?” Jacob asked.

“You bet we can,” I said. “Let me talk with Mommy, and we’ll go to the backyard.”

They ran off as I stood. “Emilie,” I shouted, but she did not respond. I walked to the bedroom and found her on the phone. She didn’t notice me at first as I stepped into the doorway. Emilie looked over at me and waved, continuing her conversation. After a few more minutes, she ended the call. “Sorry, that was Clayton. The buyer had a new proposal for the Fort Morgan property. I told him I thought it was a good deal for us.”

“It took that long to tell him it was a good deal?”

She rolled her eyes and said, “There’s a lot of legalities to consider when selling beachfront property, Hunter. All the paperwork has to be perfect.”

“Yeah, I get it, but did he have to call on a Saturday? I mean, couldn’t it wait?”

“It could, but what if they changed their mind by Monday? We want to keep this buyer. The commission on this sale is enough to make almost half our yearly income.”

“Hey, I’m all for it, but I don’t like him calling on the weekends.”

“It’s not like he calls every weekend. You’d know that if you were home more often.”

“Emilie, I’m not saying he calls every weekend or too much. You know what…never mind. You’re right. Look, the kids and I are going into the backyard. Do you want to join us?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.” I turned to go when she called me again. “You’re not jealous of Clayton, are you?”

“Jealous? Why? Do I need to be?”

“Don’t be stupid, Hunter. I promise, no more work calls tonight, okay?”

“Alright. We’ll see you outside.” I turned to go, still steamed over the whole Clayton call. I’d only met the guy a couple of times, but he gave off a bad vibe. I got the idea he was a know-it-all type. That, and he wasn’t the friendliest of people. The man rubbed me the wrong way. I turned around when I heard Emilie call my name.

“Hunter, I could have married someone with a lot more money and a much better job, but I chose you. There’s no reason to be jealous of Clayton.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry.” While walking down the stairs, I tried to put thoughts of Clayton out of my mind. It was not a secret that I married into a wealthy family, and that her parents were not completely on board with Emilie’s decision to marry me. Emilie’s parents believed she could have done much better, and at times I believed they were right. Still, she married me and together we were a happy family.

Pushing those thoughts out of my mind, the kids and I spent time playing in the backyard until it became too dark to see. The kids took baths and were in their beds soon after. Emilie and I spent the rest of the evening watching TV in the bedroom before calling it a night.





Chapter 4

I got up early on Sunday and made my famous pancakes for breakfast. It was not a secret family recipe; it was from the instructions on the back of the box. I added a teaspoon of vanilla to the mixture; that was the big secret. Emilie and the kids loved it when I made pancakes on Sundays.

After breakfast and showers, we were on our way to church. We attended Liberty Baptist Church, about six miles from our house. It was not the biggest church in town, but that was the way I liked it. The congregation was friendly and not so big that you got lost in the crowd. If you wanted to be active and find a ministry to be part of, there was a place for you. I couldn’t say that I was the most active member of the church, but I enjoyed our time here on Sundays.

I grew up in a small town about half an hour east of Birmingham where church is what is expected of you on Sundays. The people there were nice enough, but it was not the most modern or forward-thinking place you’d find. I was not saying that I was overly enlightened or anything of that nature, but I always felt out of place.

I was not a good Southerner in many ways. Besides believing in Jesus and watching college football, I didn’t engage in many basic staples of small-town southern living. I didn’t hunt or fish. I didn’t like country music. I was not a fan of traditional home-cooking. I’d rather read a book than go mud-riding or camping. I preferred watching a movie to going to the lake. Then there was my complete lack of athletic ability.

God must certainly have had a sense of humor. How else can it be explained that I grew up in a place so opposite to all my interests? The only place I fitted in was church. It was the one place I felt safe and confident enough to be me. My youth group was my world. They were some of the best friends I had ever had. In short, my church was my shelter. My faith was and is my sustainer, but it didn’t mean that I felt like I completely fitted in.

For instance, I was not fond of some churches’ traditional organ and piano music. I was a fan of hard rock music and didn’t care much for country or bluegrass. The problem was that even when I listened to Christian rock music, I was told that it didn’t matter how much they said in a song they loved Jesus; their music was still of the Devil. I never followed that logic. Of course, most of the music I listened to growing up had nothing to do with Jesus at all, to be honest. Still, it was nice to be part of a church where there were other instruments than piano and organ on Sundays.

The church was off Highway 31, a few miles from Brookwood Hospital. The building didn’t look like a church at first. It was a large red-brick multi-story building without a steeple. There were large windows at the front of the building. Several classrooms and the youth suite were located upstairs, while the sanctuary was on the main floor. The nursery and a parlor were located downstairs on the bottom floor.

“Good morning,” said the greeter as we entered the church. We dropped the kids off at their Sunday School classrooms before we went to our class. When we arrived, three couples were around the tables in the center of the room, chatting away before class started.

“Good morning, how are you?” asked Pauline Weathers as we took our seats. “Emilie, did you get the pictures of the kids I sent?”

“Yes, I did. They were so cute. Annette enjoyed Bible School so much. Thank you for teaching.”

“I enjoyed having her in my class. Hunter, did Annette show you the craft she made?”

“Yes, she did. Where did you get the idea to make picture frames out of popsicle sticks?”

“It’s in the teacher’s guide. I’m not creative, but I thought they turned out well.”

“Hunter, we’re having Brotherhood Breakfast in a couple of weeks. Can we count on seeing you there?” asked Pauline’s husband, Bill.

“I guess so. I don’t see a reason why not.”

“Great, see you there.”

More people arrived as it got closer to the 10:00 am start time. Most Sundays were like this. People from various occupations and walks of life spending a few minutes together, having pleasant conversations. Sure, there were the pretenders and holier-than-thou types, but most of us were genuine in our faith.

After Sunday School came “Big Church”, as my kids called it, where the congregation gathered for worship and the sermon. In the sanctuary, there were three groups of pews, and above was a balcony. Contrary to many people’s beliefs, there were no assigned seats, but it was surprising to see how people gravitated to the same rows and pews every Sunday. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling, lighting the room.

There were no stained-glass windows in the sanctuary. The sanctuary looked more like a lecture hall than a place of worship. The choir and praise band were at the back of the stage. The pulpit was simple, looking more like a music stand than a pulpit. Two large monitors were mounted to the rear walls on either side of the baptistry, displaying the words to the songs and scriptures used during the sermon.

The church was a trade-off between the modern and old styles. In some ways, it was a metaphor for the entire state of Alabama. A place with one foot in the past and the other in the modern world, even if it was a few years behind the rest of the country. It could be charming at times and troublesome at other times. Charming to revisit a simple time when life didn’t pass by so fast. Problematic when we considered the prejudices and ugliness that took place at the same time. That’s Alabama—a case study in contradictions.

After church, we usually went out to eat as a family. One of the good things about Birmingham was plenty of places to eat. Everything from locally owned restaurants to well-known chains were present in abundance. We settled on a barbecue restaurant not far from the church. We got there before the Sunday lunch crowd arrived. We got our orders and finished our meals before it became too crowded.

We got home shortly before two. I changed my clothes and settled into our usual Sunday afternoon routine of relaxation and spending time with the kids. I had an important appointment that afternoon—my daughter’s tea party.

“Daddy, are you ready? The tea party is starting,” Annette said as she stared at me with her arms crossed.

“I was waiting on you to come get me. Will Barbie be there today?”

“No, she couldn’t make it. Teddy and Foxy are there. Lamby said he’d be late.”

“Well, that’s too bad for Lamby. I hope there’s something left for him.”

“Don’t worry, Daddy. I’ll make more.”

I laughed. “That’s sweet of you. Lead the way.”

We sat around a small table as Annette poured tea into small plastic cups. We clinked our cups together and pretended to sip our tea. “This is some of the best tea ever. How did you make it?”

“It’s a secret, Daddy,” she giggled. “Oh look, Lamby’s here. Hey, Lamby.”

“Lamby, it’s great to see you. I…” My phone began to ring in my pocket. Looking at the screen, I saw it was Stella Patterson. “I’m sorry, honey, I’ve got to answer this. I’ll be right back, okay?”

I could tell she disapproved, but she said okay, and continued with the party. I walked into the hallway to take the call. “Hello,” I said, wishing the timing was better.

“Mr. Landon, were you able to find Danny yesterday?”

“Yes, ma’am, but I didn’t see anything suspicious.”

“Oh, well, are you following him now? He left for the gym an hour ago.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t work on Sundays. My family and I—”

“You don’t work on Sundays?” she asked, screaming into the phone. “He’s probably off screwing some tramp right now!”

“I understand your concern, Mrs. Patterson, but if he’s having an affair, there’s plenty of time to catch him in the act Monday through Saturday.”

“But he’s not here now. He has to be with her.”

“Do you have a name you want me to check into?”

“Of course not. That’s your job.”

“That’s my point, Mrs. Patterson. I’ve only started the investigation. I can tell you with certainty that he did not meet with anyone while I was watching his movements yesterday. Now, I’m going to work on your case tomorrow.”

“Can’t you at least see if he’s at the gym? Please?”

“Okay, I’ll tell you what. I’ll drive out there and take a look. I need to pick up a few things from the store anyway. If I see anything worth reporting, I’ll call you. If not, I promise I will be on the case first thing tomorrow morning. Is that fair?”

“Thank you, Mr. Landon. I’m just so worried he’s going to do something.”

“I understand. Try not to worry, okay?”

Hanging up the phone, I exhaled in frustration. Turning around, I spotted Emilie staring me down with her arms crossed. “You’re going to check on a case? It’s Sunday. We agreed that you wouldn’t work on Sundays.”

“Emilie, I’m going to the grocery store. I’m just going to make a quick pass and come right back.”

“Sure you will. Fine, go ahead.”

“Emilie—”

“No, Hunter, go on. Go to the store. Get what you need, and spy on whoever it is you need to spy on. We’ll be fine here. Just go on. Go.”

“Look, I’ll just stay here.”

“Go, Hunter. It’s fine. Go and get back.”

It was pointless to argue with her when she got angry. “Alright. I’m sorry, Emilie. I promise to be back soon.”

She didn’t say anything as she walked away. The timing couldn’t have been worse. I didn’t like working on Sundays, and while I never said I wouldn’t, it was an unspoken expectation that we had about my work. I looked back into Annette’s room as she continued her tea party. I wanted to say something; instead, I simply turned to go.

Taking my keys and wallet from the small table near the door, I got in the car. Emilie’s words echoed in my head as I drove the short distance to the gym.





Chapter 5

It was ten minutes to four when I arrived at the gym. I parked in a different spot than yesterday but was still well within sight of the gym. I decided to do a quick walk by the window of the gym. On the way, I decided to peek into Danny’s truck.

Unlike on television or in movies, you can’t break into people’s property without serious legal problems if you get caught. Of course, you can look inside without opening the door. The trick was to look like you had a good reason to look inside and not like you were deciding whether or not to break in. My favorite excuse was to have a listing for a similar vehicle on my phone and say I was thinking about buying one. I had yet to use it, but it was a good cover if I needed it.

I didn’t need it today, either. The only thing I saw in the truck were a couple of shirts in the back of the cab. There wasn’t a lot of traffic in the parking lot, so I had no trouble getting to the sidewalk. Standing by the window, I took out my phone and pretended to have a pleasant conversation while I looked inside. It was hard to see because of the darkened windows, but I did spot an outline of whom I was sure was Danny.

Nothing suspicious as far as I could tell, so I decided to go on my errand. There was a Publix down Highway 280 before you left town, where I usually shopped. Yeah, there were closer places, but this one was far enough away from home that I wouldn’t see anyone I know. Handy if I ever decided to buy a six-pack since Baptists weren’t supposed to drink. Not that I drank all that much!

I got the items on my list and checked out. After loading them into the Altima’s trunk, I couldn’t resist the urge to drop by the gym one last time. Danny was still there when I arrived, and since I didn’t have anything frozen, I decided to wait a few minutes to see if he would come out.

While sitting there, I pulled up his social media accounts. Not surprisingly, he was not a big social media user. All of his profiles had almost nothing to go on. There was one that Danny hadn’t posted anything on since February. He didn’t strike me as the social media type anyway.

My efforts paid off. After waiting only ten minutes, Danny walked out of the gym with a short-haired, blonde woman. Cursing myself for leaving my camera at home, I used my phone to snap several pictures. They did not pay attention to me as they walked to his truck. The couple conversed by his truck for several minutes. While they talked, I took several clear shots of them.

With their conversation over, she handed him what looked like a manila envelope. I watched as she got into a red Camry. Lucky for me, she had parked close enough to Danny for me to get a shot of her license plate. Danny sat in his truck for several minutes, and I guessed what she gave him had her phone number inside. He sat there looking at his phone and a slip of paper from inside the envelope, like he was putting her number in his contacts.

He finished what he was doing and drove away. I followed him but soon realized he must be going home. My guess was correct, so I decided to do the same. Looking at the clock on the dash, it was nearly seven. In the back of my mind, I could already hear Emilie fussing about staying out so late again.

When I returned home, I took the bags inside and waited for the inevitable argument. The kids rushed to greet me as I walked inside, but Emilie was nowhere in sight. I greeted the kids, went to the kitchen, and put away the items from the store.

Looking out the glass door to the backyard, I spotted Emilie, her hair in a ponytail, and the dog playing outside. She seemed to be in a good mood, so I decided to join her in the backyard. Rusty saw me immediately and sprinted to catch me, crouching as dogs do to their owners.

Emilie smiled and joined us. “Did you get what you needed?” she asked. Her voice held no sarcasm or spite, which surprised me.

“I did,” I answered. I wasn’t trying to sound guarded with my responses, but I knew my wife and how she could be.

“Good,” she said. “I’m going in, and I need a shower. Rusty wanted to come outside, so now we both have grass on us. Let’s bathe him, and then maybe if the children are asleep, we can shower.”

“We can shower?”

She took my hand and kissed it. “If you’re up for it.”

It was a great ending to my Sunday!





Chapter 6

I left the house at nine to avoid the morning rush on Monday morning. Can’t say that it helped too much, but at least I made good time to the gym. I spotted Danny’s truck parked in the same spot as last night. Since I knew where he was, an idea struck me.

There were a couple of Starbucks on Highway 280, so I played a hunch and drove to the one closest to the gym. No luck there. Driving to the next one, I thought about all the places the guy I was looking for might be. As I entered the turning lane, I spotted a police car parked in the lot next to the coffee shop. I drove past the car, and sure enough, I saw who I was looking for this morning.

Shannon Turner had become a police officer after high school. He had always talked about being a cop. He tried his best after graduation to talk me into joining the academy, but I didn’t want to do patrol duty late at night for years. So, he joined the force, and I became a private detective. The last time we spoke, Shannon told me he was taking the detective exam in three months, so I was sure he was studying up when I got to the Starbucks.

I parked my car several spots behind his and approached from his blind side. Shannon sat sipping his coffee and enjoying the pastry he had bought while reading his exam book. Knocking on the passenger-side window, I said, “Officer, oh, Officer, I need to report at jaywalker by the Galleria. He looks drunk and dangerous!”

“Hunter, for crying out loud, you almost made me spill my coffee,” he said. It shouldn’t be that easy to sneak up on a cop.

“Shannon, open the door, will you?”

“No way, Hunter. The only reason you want to talk is because you want something. Now go away!”

“Is that any way to talk to an old friend? Come on, Shannon, let me in.”

“No, Hunter, I need to study then be on patrol.”

“But I’ve got some good information for you.”

“No.”

“Alright, fine. How about a picture of Andrew Jackson instead?”

“Just get in, Hunter. What do you want this time?”

He unlocked the passenger door, and I plopped into the seat. “I need you to run a plate for me.”

“You know they monitor those requests on the dispatch logs?”

“So, it’s not your fault that a concerned citizen reported something suspicious and you are duty-bound to check it out.”

“Fine, what’s the plate number?” I showed him the picture of the license plate I took yesterday. “Four-four-one.”

“Go ahead,” came the dispatcher’s response.

“10-28 on plate number 5, 8, Samuel, 8, 6, 3, 6.”

“Plate is registered to Greg and Sarah Freeman, 423 Liberty Trace Parkway, Vestavia.”

“10-4.” He looked back at me and asked, “Happy now?”

“Almost. Do either of them have any priors?”

“That’s public information, and I’ve done enough. Just because we graduated together doesn’t mean you get to use me for information all the time.”

“Technically, you graduated from Vincent.”

“We went to church together; close enough.”

“You’re right, you’re right. Look, I appreciate the information.”

“Let me ask you a question, Hunter. When are you going to get tired of running down cheating husbands?”

“Who said it was a cheating husband?”

“Is it?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t say it.”

“Is Emilie still busting your balls over the whole detective racket?”

“When doesn’t she?”

“Why don’t you join the force? With your experience, they’d make you a detective in no time.”

“I am a detective. Besides, I like being my own boss, setting my hours, and all that goes with it. In fact, you should come work for me.”

“I thought I did. Do you even make enough to hire another detective?”

“You could be my partner.”

“Now that’s a laugh. That’s what my wife wants to hear. Honey, I gave up my pension to go into business with Hunter. No, I don’t know how I’ll get the bills paid, but Hunter says we’ll do fine.”

“Alright, alright, I get the point. I’ll get out of your way before I get my feelings hurt.” I opened the door and got out of the car.

“Hey,” I heard Shannon yell. “You owe me twenty bucks.”

“Oh, yeah.” I fished out the twenty and handed it to him through the window. “We should do lunch sometime, Shannon. Without business, that is.”

“Yeah, sure. Why not? How’s tomorrow sound?”

“Fine by me. Pizza by the Slice at noon?”

“Better make it around one.”

“You got it. See you tomorrow.”

I got back in my car and drove back to the office. When I arrived, I did a Google Search on the name Sarah Freeman on the desktop. A public records search turned up a couple of speeding tickets. I then searched for employment history. I took a few minutes to sort through several Sarah Freemans, but eventually I found her.

Sarah worked as a technology specialist for the Shelby County school system. I cursed under my breath because I knew where their office was located—off Highway 31 in Alabaster. The problem was that the building sat by itself and there was nowhere across the highway to sit and do surveillance.

Another problem was that she was a twelve-month employee of the school system. Which meant she was not off in the summer. Even if she left the office to go to one of the schools, it was not easy watching a school without attracting attention. I’d rather not watch over a school at all. Keeping track of her would be difficult, so I decided to focus more on Danny for now.

I went ahead and ran the information on her husband too. Greg worked as a site manager for Knight Brothers Construction. His job was to check in on the various job sites of the business, ensure everyone was doing what they were supposed to, and ensure that the customers were happy.

I spent most of the morning and afternoon at the office, trying to dig up what I could on the Freemans. At three, I left the office for the gym. I got there around four because of an accident on 280. It didn’t matter since Danny’s truck was still there when I arrived.

Almost an hour later, the familiar red Camry pulled into the parking lot and took a spot near Danny’s truck. Sarah got out, carrying her gym bag, and walked into the gym. It should be about an hour before she returned, so I waited. She was in there for almost two hours before she and Danny returned to her car.

They didn’t hold hands or anything while walking to her car. I took several photos of them with my camera. For several minutes, they talked by the car. She laughed several times, and it seemed like they were having a pleasant conversation. She got in and drove away.

I waited for Danny to follow her in his truck, but he returned to the gym instead. Thirty minutes later, he returned and drove away toward home. I followed him again and watched him turn into the Publix on Valleydale.

Following him, I circled the parking lot but found no sign of Sarah’s Camry. I parked my car and entered the store. He was easy to find. While keeping my distance, I noted the items in his cart—yogurt, eggs, bread, bacon, frozen biscuits, a couple of pounds of hamburger, and other grocery items. Nothing in the cart suggested anything other than an average trip to the grocery store.

I grabbed a six-pack from the beer aisle and got in line behind him at checkout. After paying for his goods, he left the store and took his phone out. He typed a text message and put it back in his pocket before pushing his cart to the truck.

He left before I could get to my car, but I had a good idea he was headed home. To be sure, I drove past his house and found out I was right. He was taking in the last of his bags as I drove past. Like yesterday, I decided to go home as well. When I got there, I called Mrs. Patterson from my car. It rang three times before she answered.

“Mrs. Patterson, I’ve got some news for you. Can you meet me tomorrow? Great, ten works for me. See you then.” With the meeting set, I went inside for the evening.





Chapter 7

I arrived before nine the following day and checked my email. I spent the remainder of the time before Mrs. Patterson came straightening up the office. She arrived a few minutes early without bothering to knock. “Mrs. Patterson, thanks for coming. Please have a seat.”

“Thank you, Mr. Landon. Can you please tell me about my husband? Is he cheating on me?”

“Well, I’m not entirely sure.”

“But you said you have news about him. If that’s not it, then what?”

I took out my phone and showed her one of the pictures I had taken of Danny and Sarah. “Do you know this woman?”

“No, I’ve never seen her before. Who is she?”

“Her name is Sarah Freeman. She lives around here and is a member of Danny’s gym.”

“Is that who he’s sleeping with?”

“Let’s not jump to any conclusions. Yes, he did meet with her, but that doesn’t mean Danny’s sleeping with her. As a matter of fact, the only thing I’ve observed them doing is talking in the parking lot.”

“But he could be sleeping with her?”

“I can’t rule that out, true. Still, it doesn’t mean that there’s anything more to it than that. Can you think of any reason why he might talk with her after she leaves the gym?”

“How could I? She’s a complete stranger to me.”

“Alright, Mrs. Patterson. Is there a way I can look at your husband’s things in your home?”

“He’s not home now, so if you want, we can go to the house right now.”

“Great, we’ll head that way in a bit. I meant to ask this earlier, but does your husband own any guns?”

“Yes, a couple of shotguns and pistols.”

“And does he carry any of these weapons with him on his person?”

“He keeps a pistol in his truck and carries it in his gym bag at work.”

I didn’t like dealing with guys who carried guns. It was a hazard in this line of work, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t usually carry a gun myself. Guns can give you a false sense of security and a temptation to use them instead of your brain. I was not a cop, so the laws regarding deadly force were different for me than for a law enforcement officer. Guns complicated things too much for my liking.

“Just in case he comes home early, I’m a salesman you contacted to remodel your kitchen and bathrooms.”

“But we’re not renovating the house.”

“You don’t have to. It’s just a cover. If Danny gets mad, tell him you wanted our free estimate. I have some paperwork and a clipboard I carry with me for my cover story so that it sounds real.”

“Have you ever had to use that story before?”

“Only once, but it worked. Why don’t we head to your place right now while it’s still early? Does he ever come home for lunch?”

“No, not usually.”

“Good. I’ll lock up and meet you there.” Before leaving the office, I grabbed a tape measure, the paperwork, and the clipboard. In my haste, I almost forgot to get a couple of phony business cards. I quickly checked them to make sure they matched the name on the paperwork. Satisfied, I exited the office and headed for the car.

About forty minutes later, I arrived at the house. Mrs. Patterson was waiting when I got there. She led me inside and showed me to their bedroom. Two chests of drawers were in the light blue bedroom with a soft gray carpet. To my right, as I walked inside, was a full bathroom with a tile floor, pedestal sink, and walk-in shower. “I trust you’ll be neat,” she said.

“No worries. Which drawers are yours?”

“These here,” she said, pointing to the nearest chest of drawers.

“Okay, now, if you please, I need you to step out while I search. I promise not to look in your drawers if I don’t have to.”

“What do you mean if you don’t have to?”

“I mean, I’m not interested in seeing your delicates, but if I find something that points to him hiding something under your nose, I may need to look. No worries, I’ll call you in here if necessary.”

“But why can’t I watch?”

“Because if I find something incriminating, I don’t want you jumping to conclusions. Second, I need you to keep a lookout for Danny in case he comes home early. Trust me. I’m a professional and can keep a secret if necessary.”

“Alright, Mr. Landon. Go ahead.”

I set the clipboard and tape measure on top of the chest of drawers. After she left the room, I began searching through Danny’s drawers. There was nothing of interest in the top drawer. In the second drawer, I found a sock filled with five one-hundred-dollar bills and a few twenties and tens, about seven hundred dollars by my quick count. I returned the sock in the drawer and moved on to the next one.

I found a small ledger in the third drawer containing a list of names. I took a picture of the four pages of names. I scanned it and soon found Sarah Freeman’s phone number. Thinking back to the other day, I wondered what she had given him since he already had her number. Maybe she had switched phone carriers and changed it, but most people kept the same number these days.

Digging further into the drawer, I found a. 45 semi-automatic at the bottom. Doing a quick survey of the weapon, I saw it was loaded and ready for action. I tucked the gun back where I found it and made a mental note not to come here alone.

“Mr. Landon, he’s here. Danny’s home!”

Fast as I could, I grabbed the clipboard and tape measure. I returned to their kitchen right before he came through the door. “Stella, who’s this guy?” he asked without hesitation.

“I’m Hunter Landon. I represent McCormick Cabinets Incorporated. Your wife contacted me to come and give a free estimate on kitchen and bath remodeling.”

“Oh yeah? Let me see your paperwork.”

“Okay, sure. I just got here, though.”

“Danny, please let the man do his work.”

“Or I could come back if this is a bad time,” I interjected.

“No, you can stay and finish. It’s about time we updated the place,” Danny said.

“Alright, I’ll go measure your bathrooms first. Then I’ll do the kitchen.”

It took me over an hour to get the measurements of the bathrooms and the kitchen. I could hear them arguing as I took down the measurements. After measuring the kitchen, I told them, “I’ll get these back to the office and have your estimate sent tomorrow. If you’re interested, I can get you a 3D mockup before the end of the week. I’ve got a couple of jobs ahead of yours, but I might be able to get it to you sooner. Thanks for considering McCormick for your remodeling needs. You’ve got my number, so let me know if you have any questions.”

“Yeah, great. Thanks,” Danny said.

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Landon,” Stella echoed her husband.

I grabbed my stuff and tried walking as calmly as possible to the car. Leaving the Patterson home, I felt a wave of relief. If for no other reason, I didn’t want to fight a guy that could easily use me as a punching bag.

As I pulled out of their drive, I noticed it was half-past noon. I had just enough time to meet Shannon at the pizza place. He was waiting for me when I arrived.

“I was about ready to eat without you, Hunter.”

“Sorry, I’m late. I had some unexpected business come up.”

“What happened? Did you get caught by some cheating husband?”

“Something like that, yeah.”

We walked inside and placed our orders. Shannon got Hawaiian while I got pepperoni. We sat at a booth by the window when we got our slices. “So, this job of yours, same as the one from yesterday?”

“Yep, I talked to the guy’s wife today at their house. He walked in on us, but I was able to fool him.”

“Not your usual day at the office then.”

“No, but it was exciting. Which reminds me, I need another favor.”

“Again? Look, Hunter, you’re starting to ask too much. If my sergeant finds out I’m doing all these favors for you, I will get fired. Not to mention, I’m not getting paid.”

“Look, it’s no big deal. I need you to check a list of names I got for anything suspicious.”

“Why? It’s not like this guy’s some master criminal.”

“How do you know? He might be. It may be worth checking into.”

“Fine, I’ll look into them. How many names are there?”

“About twenty.”

“Are you serious? How am I supposed to do that without attracting attention?”

“Run a check in the police database. Should be easy enough.”

“That easy, huh?”

“Okay, fine. Would a hundred bucks help?”

“One hundred and fifty.”

“What?”

“You want me to run the names, it’ll cost you a hundred and fifty, and that’s the friends discount.”

“Alright, alright. One hundred and fifty, but I want some good info.”

“I can’t promise you that. What is it you’re hoping to find anyway?”

“Nothing, I hope, but it never hurts to be sure.”

“Do you think this guy is running some criminal enterprise? Who is he?”

“If I tell, you have to keep it secret.”

“Okay; who is it?”

“Daniel Patterson.”

“Danny Patterson?”

“You know him?”

“Know him? I work out at his gym. He’s there…oh, no, Hunter. Don’t get any ideas.”

“Shannon, come on. Talk to me.”

“About what?”

“For starters, what kind of guy is he?”

“Look, we’re not best friends, but he’s a decent enough guy. And no, I’ve never seen him with any women. Not even this Freeman woman.”

“But you have seen her there, right?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s not like I was looking for her.”

“Well, no better time to start than now.”

“Hunter, I’m not your spy. I’m a cop.”

“You don’t have to be a spy. Just tell me if you see anything suspicious between them.”

“Assuming I’m there when they are.”

“Right. Shannon, I’m not telling you to always be at the gym when they are, but keep an eye out for me. That’s not asking too much.”

“Okay, if I see anything, but I’m not making any promises.”

“That’s all I ask.”

“Look, I’ve got to get back on patrol. I’ll call you on the names you gave me when I can.”

“Thanks, Shannon. You’re the best. Tell you what. Lunch is on me next time.”

“Yeah, sure.”





Chapter 8

I got home before Emilie that evening. I called her to see if I needed to go by her mother’s and pick up the kids. To my relief, she said the kids were with her. Emilie’s parents and I didn’t have a lot in common. Her mother especially had it in for me. In her mind, Emilie and I had no business getting married. Her father and I were at least on speaking terms. He was nice enough but not overly warm and friendly. Our relationship was not as bad as it was, but I knew they wouldn’t feel bad if Emilie and I ever divorced.

Supper was ready before Emilie and the kids got home. On the table were oven-cooked chicken nuggets for the kids. Emilie and I were having oven-baked salmon, frozen fillets from the freezer section, with green beans and new potatoes.

We sat around the table once the kids washed up, and I said the blessing. We dug into our food without hesitation. The kids finished first and dashed off to their rooms, leaving Emilie and me at the table. “How was work?” I asked Emilie.

“It was work. We think the Fort Morgan property owner will accept the latest offer, so it shouldn’t be long now.”

“That’s good. I know that will take a lot off your mind.”

“It would.”

“Is something wrong, Emilie?”

“No, why?”

“I’m a detective, Emilie. I can tell when someone is upset.”

“Clayton wants me to handle another big sale on the coast in Orange Beach.”

“That’s good.”

“The problem is he wants me to meet the potential buyers and negotiate the sale in person.”

“Why in person? Isn’t it as easy over the phone?”

“That’s what I said, but since it’s such a big sale, he wants me on site.”

“How long would you be gone?”

“About two weeks.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I’d have to discuss it with you. Two weeks is a long time to be away from my family. But the commission is worth a lot of money.”

“How much?”

“Clayton is offering eight percent commission on a three-million-dollar property.”

“That’s over two hundred thousand!”

“Two fifty, to be exact. This could be a big deal for us. Not to mention a big boost for my career.”

“Sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just what I said. You already know what you want to do.”

“And you don’t think about your career? How many times have you gone out at all hours of the day or night chasing down a lead that may never pay off? It’s okay if you try to further your career, but not me. Is that what you’re saying?”

“No, it’s not. I don’t understand why you asked my opinion if you knew you were going to Orange Beach anyway.”

“I didn’t know for sure. I wanted to know your thoughts before I gave Clayton my answer.”

“Is that what you want, Emilie? Is that what you really want? If it is, then go ahead. The kids and I will be fine.”

“Stop trying to guilt-trip me into staying, Hunter. Don’t you think I’ll miss you and the kids? Do you think I want to be gone for two weeks?”

“No, of course not. I’m sorry; this is an excellent opportunity for you. When do you leave?”

“Thursday morning.”

“Thursday? That’s…that’s fine. Okay, Thursday.”

“Hunter, I know it’s short notice, but why don’t you take a few days off, and you and the kids come with me? I’ll call Mom and tell her that the kids will come down with you instead.”

“Wait, instead? Instead of what?”

“Hunter, I knew you were working a case and might be out late, so I asked Mom if the kids could stay with her until you finished the case.”

“Your mother is going to keep the kids while you’re gone?”

“I know how you get when you are on a case. Who would watch the kids at night if you had to rush out to chase a lead?”

“I don’t rush out at night—often.”

“You see? That’s what I’m talking about. You can’t leave well enough alone when you work a case. Let Mom keep the kids; that will give you plenty of time to close the case. And if you close it early, you can join me at the beach for a few days.”

“Well, when you put it that way… I could use a beach vacation.”

“Then it’s settled.” She leaned in close and whispered to me, “When the kids go to bed, we can say a proper goodbye.”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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