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Trip guessed police stations throughout the State of California bought their cheap, cold, fluorescent lights from the same source. The ones above him flickered. The after-midnight late shift inside the Sacramento police department shuffled like zombies, spoke in soft tones, and looked sick.

Detective Elena Soto came into the interview room and closed the door with her foot. In her hands, she held two cups of tea and set one in front of Trip.

“All they had was sleepy time, I’m afraid.”

“This is fine,” he said.

She settled in across from him. “Where’s Rose, Mr. Walker?”

Trip’s fingers traced the metal edge of the table. The room reeked of glass cleaner. The tea smelled of chamomile and lemongrass. Where was his sister?

Once again on the run. Fled from a crime scene where Trip’s onetime friend Eddie lay bleeding from a stab wound. Eddie’s last words to Trip? 

“She did this.”

Impossible, since Rose had been with Trip, driving from Silver River to Sacramento. But then Rose slipped away, leaving Trip a note.

Trip—This is on me.

I need to fix this.

Stay out of it and don’t try to find me.

R

“Your sister was supposed to ride to the station with you,” Detective Soto prompted. “Did she have another means of transportation?”

“I don’t know.”

“You said the two of you arrived at the scene together. Was anyone else with you or following you over?”

“Maybe she’s getting an Uber.”

Soto’s jaw clenched. “This is serious. You’re both material witnesses to an attempted murder.”

“And I’m here to answer whatever questions I can. But I’m not able to tell you where Rose went because, like I said, I don’t know. She was there at the scene, and then she was gone.”

“Could you provide me with her contact number, please?”

“I don’t have it. We’ve recently reconnected.”

“I’m finding this hard to believe. Can you unlock your device so I can look at your contacts?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

She made some notes on her tablet. “Excuse me.” 

Soto exited the room. Trip could hear her on the phone. No doubt calling the cops still at Eddie’s garage. They’d search for her, but Rose had a thirty-minute head start.

By the time the detective returned, she looked more tired than before. It took her a moment to arrange her paper notepad and computer tablet. “The officers at the scene are looking for her. Is there anything you’d like to tell me before we get started?”

“I’ll answer whatever questions I can. I don’t speak for my sister. If she decided not to come here for her interview, that’s on her. Me bringing her here isn’t my responsibility.”

“No need to take that tone.”

“I’m not taking any tone. I’m tired. It’s been a long night. I just found my onetime friend bleeding on the floor of his shop. If this interview is longer than an hour, I’m calling my lawyer so she can be present.”

“This is a friendly conversation so we can catch the bad guy who attacked Eddie Benjamin.”

Trip suppressed a grimace. “I know you have your job to do. But there’s no such thing as a friendly conversation, under the circumstances. Ask your questions.”

Soto tapped at the screen of her device. “You and Rose are twins?”

“Yes.”

“You served time.” 

“I did. My record is clean.”

“You had charges vacated, but this isn’t what I call clean.”

Trip made a vague gesture. Tried to hide his frustration. Getting angry now would do him—and Rose—no good. “There’s nothing I can do about that. Having made mistakes when I was young doesn’t mean I want to murder Eddie.”

Surely, she knew everything the cops had on record regarding Trip’s past. He related it anyway. The words flowed, and Trip felt numb in the retelling.

Eddie and Quint Benjamin, along with Trip, were inseparable. Then one alcohol-fueled night led to the accident that ended Quint’s life. A fight over a handgun shattered their young lives. Eddie had never forgiven Trip. Trip had served five years in a California prison until fresh video evidence from a surveillance camera proved he didn’t have a hand on the weapon when it fired.

“How would you characterize your relationship with Eddie today?” Soto asked.

Over the past weeks, Eddie had sent his cronies to terrorize Trip. 

“Peachy.”

“I’m sure Eddie’s statements will match up with everything you’re saying.”

Trip sipped the tea. It played havoc with his stomach acid. “What’s the word on his condition?”

Her tone softened. “He’s being prepped for surgery. That’s all I know. Now let’s go over it again. You and Rose, your drive, and you two arriving at the scene.”

Soto took more notes on her tablet and a steno pad. Soon, her smooth script filled the first page and she turned to the next as Trip filled in details. Every gesture, tone of voice, and hesitation would be transcribed. 

Trip realized it was foolish to go on. The conversation was a minefield. Did Soto know how much he was holding back?

In recent weeks, Eddie’s gang of gear heads and body shop employees took turns in following Trip. One had thrown a brick through his Silver River cabin’s kitchen window. 

Would Eddie fess up to any of this?

Trip’s innocence in the attack at the body shop mattered less and less. A wrong detail might get him detained. But the thought of calling Diana again right after she had gotten him free from his last legal entanglement up in Humboldt County made his guts churn.

And where had Rose gone? What could she possibly know about the stabbing? Were the cops right to suspect her? Ludicrous. He dismissed the thought. 

Rose loved her enemies. A quality Trip could never match. 

The attacker had been up close, or had been stealthy enough to get to Eddie before he could defend himself. Such savagery. Yet the coincidence of Trip and Rose arriving at the garage minutes after the stabbing was impossible to dismiss.

He sipped more tea, as he couldn’t get the sight of Eddie covered in blood out of his mind.

Now, the only person who knew anything about what had happened was in a Sacramento hospital fighting for his life. 

To clear himself and Rose, Trip would need to speak with his sworn enemy, and fast.
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After two hours, Detective Soto released Trip from the interview.

Exhausted, he sat for a few minutes in his car, trying to think clearly. Finding Rose was paramount. But he had no idea where she might run. Eddie would likely be in surgery for hours more and inaccessible. So Trip went to the Fawn Street house where the State of California had provided him a room. Hardly home, but there was a bed.

Jerry, the house manager, hated late arrivals. But Trip had secured a hard-won key to the front door. The laminate floor squeaked under the weight of each footstep as he made it upstairs to his room. Caught a few hours’ sleep. His thoughts remained troubled and his body ached from the hours on the road. 

While the hot shower helped the knotted muscles in his neck, his mind remained in fog. He flipped it to cold. Weathered his body’s impulse to shrink away from the jet of frigid water as he rinsed soap suds from his skin.

As he toweled off, he reviewed the cop’s instructions.

Stay in town. A request, not an order. She couldn’t do anything to stop Trip if he left. But antagonizing her unnecessarily wouldn’t help the police find Eddie’s attacker.

She had likewise told him to be available for further interviews as the situation developed. Easy enough. She had his contact information.

Lastly, she admonished, “If you see or hear from Rose, call me immediately.”

Not going to happen.

He hung up the towel and got dressed.

Would Rose revisit any of their old haunts? She had lived as a fugitive for months and wouldn’t do anything so predictable. Since his release, she had found him. So until he could learn her whereabouts, he needed to take the current situation head on.

It meant going to the hospital and doing everything in his power to speak with Eddie.
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SECURITY AT THE FRONT desk. The guard wasn’t the inattentive rent-a-cop Trip was hoping for, but a sharp-eyed, middle-aged man who rose from his seat and approached Trip as he passed through the automatic doors of the hospital.

Trip tensed up. Was he about to get thrown out? How did security even know who he was?

The guard pointed out the window. “Sir? Is that your car? The lights are on.”

They were indeed. Trip thanked him and returned to the Daihatsu to turn off the lights. His unreliable subcompact had taken him far. Now it had a smashed rear end from backing into some of Eddie’s goons who had been stalking him up in Silver River.

Back in the hospital, the guard looked up Eddie’s name and told Trip where to go after giving him a visitor’s sticker for his shirt. The ICU shared a waiting room with the Emergency Department. A phone to the nurse’s station hung on the wall. 

The signs read ICU Visiting Hours 10am to 8pm and Limit Two Visitors per Patient.

Trip picked up the phone. 

A staff member answered. “Emergency Department.”

“I’m here to visit Eddie Benjamin.”

“Just a moment.”

A few minutes later, a nurse in green scrubs came through a door. “Hi, you’re here to visit Mr. Benjamin?”

“Yes. I’m Trip. Do you need an ID?”

“No, that’s unnecessary. I’m sorry, but it’s family only for the ICU.”

“Eddie doesn’t have family.”

“I understand your concern, but it’s our policy for the privacy of the patient. Again, my apologies.”

As she headed back into the ICU, Trip glimpsed a police officer speaking with a doctor or nurse. Was Eddie under guard? And would the nurse tell the cop he was there?

The officer didn’t look over as the door swooshed shut.

Haunting the waiting area would be a waste of time. They weren’t going to let him in. With no other obvious options, he headed for the exit.

He doubted Eddie was in any condition to receive a phone call. Even if he could answer, he wouldn’t speak to Trip. Perhaps Sebastian, the senior investigator at  the law firm, would have a suggestion. 

As he was starting the car, someone knocked on the window. Big guy, with plenty of muscles barely concealed by an oversized black leather jacket. He had ink on his hands, and gold rings on his thick fingers. A thin beard didn’t disguise scars that crisscrossed his chin and jawline.

The man wiggled a finger for Trip to join him outside.

No one Trip recognized, but he looked like he belonged dead center within Eddie’s tribe of gear heads. 

Trip stepped out of the car. Was a head shorter than the man and could smell old sweat. He kept his hands poised to block a blow.

His voice was a low growl. “You’re Trip.”

“And you must be one of Eddie’s thugs.”

This earned Trip a half-smile. “Heard you were a smartass. What are you doing here?”

“The hospital has a decent breakfast sandwich.”

“You think what happened is a joke?”

“I think you and your crew following me is going to be trouble for both of us. And if you don’t back off, I’m calling the cops.”

The man stepped back and appraised Trip. Body language didn’t hint he was going to take a swing, but Trip had been surprised too many times to let his guard down.

The big guy surprised Trip when he said, “I wasn’t one of the ones harassing you. If Eddie wanted me to hurt you, I would have, gladly. But I was just inside the hospital with Eddie and heard you came to the ICU. He’s alert enough after last night’s operation and asked to see you.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You coming or not?”
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THE ICU HEAD NURSE scowled. “Five minutes. Then you leave.”

Eddie’s friend smiled warmly. “Thanks, Patricia. Five minutes. I promise. Then I get him out of here.”

“I mean it. If he’s asleep, don’t wake him. And if he starts coughing, call me.”

“Will do.”

Once she left, the man’s smile vanished. They stood next to the ICU bed where Eddie Benjamin lay. 

His face was pale, his dark hair combed back. His eyes were shut and his mouth was slack. Crust lined the edges of his lips. Intravenous tubes and sensor lines ran from his limp left arm to the machines next to the bed. A thin blanket was pulled up to his chest and he wore a green gown. 

Trip stepped next to the bed. Didn’t have words.

“He’s out again,” the big man said. “Probably for the best. Last thing he needs is to get worked up at the sight of you.”

“What’s the prognosis?” 

“He’ll live. Could have been worse. But he’ll have some fighting to do before he gets better. Let’s let him sleep.”

“You said he wanted to talk.” Trip placed a hand on Eddie’s shoulder. “It’s Trip. I’m here.”

“This is a mistake.”

“Par for course for all of us these past months.”

Eddie’s eyes drifted open. His hand raised. Trip took it. Clammy fingers wrapped around his. Squeezed. 

When Eddie tried to speak, his mouth made dry smacking sounds. “Water.”

Trip looked for a water cup or pitcher. 

The big guy said, “Nurse said he gets nothing.”

Eddie rasped, “Heard you were here. Why?”

“To find out what happened,” Trip said.

“Already told you.”

“No, you said Rose did this. Rose was with me all day yesterday.”

A half grin dissolved into a wince of pain. “You always were an idiot. Get out of here.”

“You heard him,” the big man said. “Time to go.”

“Wait,” Trip said to Eddie. “You asked to see me when you heard I was here. Maybe you changed your mind.”

“Maybe it was the drugs.”

“Possibly. It wasn’t always like this with us. What happened to Quint was a tragedy I relive every day. I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. You and him, that was my world.”

“You want peace? Go shoot yourself.”

The big guy looked like he was ready to grab Trip.

“I’m not here to get you into trouble or to get you to confess anything. I want to know what happened.”

“Why aren’t you asking your sister?”

“She’s on the run and I don’t know where she is.”

When Eddie laughed, the chuckle devolved into a wince of pain. 

The big guy clamped a hand on Trip. “All right, let’s go.” 

“Wait,” Eddie said. “It’s okay, Foster. Cops put you up to this, Trip? You think I have something to say?”

Trip showed his phone. “I’m not recording this. I don’t care about anything your guys were doing to me. This is about understanding what happened. You told me Rose is involved. How?” When Eddie only stared, Trip added, “Why did you warn me about her?”

“Because I knew it would make you crazy. Here I am, fighting for my life, and you once again have your head up your ass about your sister. It’s always been that way with you. You never had your own life. You never will. I’m sick of you. Get out of my sight.”
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“Those go in the yellow envelopes, the last batch in the blue.” 

Parker, Diana Ramierez’s office manager, dropped the stack off on Trip’s desk. Late twenties, neck-breaker heels, and her hair worn up in a tidy, fixed swoop with blue highlights. 

He recognized the names on the sheets, along with the case number. His. The past weeks’ business reduced into a thick gravy of legal work, digitally scanned, filed, and on hand for whatever loose ends landed in the firm’s lap from the Reggie Ennice case.

While the young man was back home and safe, with his land inheritance to be managed by a new lawyer not divulging privileged information to Reggie’s family, it was all too fresh to feel finished. Yet here it was, bound, correlated, and about to be digitized and filed.

“Do I need to repeat the instructions?” Parker asked.

Trip shook his head. “It’s clear enough.”

“I know it’s scut work, but Amy won’t be in today because of a doctor’s appointment and, well, Sebastian said he didn’t need you this morning. You okay? You get your tea or whatever?”

“I’m fine. Is Diana going to have a few minutes where I can talk to her?”

His boss had been in her office since he arrived and hadn’t come out. Occasionally, he’d hear her talking on the phone with a raised voice.

Parker took on a conspiratorial tone. “Our most recent case is looking a bit more complicated than she expected. She’s on the line with the California Secretary of State’s office. Who would have thought two merging law firms would be a complicated business?”

“It’s why she’s the boss, right?”

She shot him with a finger gun. He kept an eye on Diana’s door as he got into the rhythm of his task. 

When Parker swung by with another armload, she said, “I can hand her a note if it’s urgent. She can usually text while talking, although in her current mood, I wouldn’t risk it.”

“I can wait. It’s just there’s an additional matter I wanted to run by her.”

“Fresh business? Hmm, this probably isn’t the day. You going to tell me what’s up?”

The only other two in the office were a pair of temps in the conference room. They labored on their own project that Parker managed. 

Trip said, “Eddie Benjamin was stabbed last night.”

“That’s awful. What happened?”

“He was attacked at his shop. But the tricky thing is it went down just a little while before Rose and I showed up to talk to him. I found him. Now the police are involved and Rose is on the run.”

“That explains the bags under your eyes. You just got out of jail with your Reggie Ennice case. Did Diana know about you wanting to meet with Eddie?”

“I was going to tell her.”

“But you didn’t. You want to bring this up today? Your funeral. She’s really up to her eyeballs in this merger she’s managing. Do the police suspect you of doing something?”

“They grilled me last night for a couple of hours. Considering Eddie and my rocky past, I’m supposed to stay in the area. Rose slipped away instead of coming in for an interview.”

Parker raised a hand. “You probably shouldn’t tell me more. I’m not a lawyer and some of this could become a new hairball. But promise me you didn’t do it.”

“We were on the road from Silver River and went straight to find Eddie to get the conversation over with.”

She looked at him in disbelief. “This isn’t something you could have done with a phone call?”

“We weren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

“Then I won’t need to state the obvious. I was there for enough of Diana’s calls with you. She’s told you what you need to know in situations like this. I took notes. Literally. But unlike our boss, I won’t roll my eyes because I understand things happen beyond our control.”

By the sincere look in her eyes, he sensed she did. “Then you know I’ll do what I have to for Rose.”

“You really think she’s in trouble with this? On top of whatever outstanding warrants they have for her?”

“I do. I don’t imagine Eddie staged this all for a frame-up job. Rose could have gotten out of there without having to cut me off. Which means there’s something she’s tangled with that she’s kept to herself since we reconnected.”

“I’m guessing you have things you’d rather be doing than filing.”

“It feels like there’s a fuse burning, and I’m not sure what’s going to blow up when it reaches its end.”

She struck a pose, one hand on a hip. “So besides you walking out of this office, our dinner is once again postponed.”

He had promised to take her out for her help with his previous case. “Parker, I appreciate everything you’ve done. And I want nothing more than to have a quiet date.”

She scoffed. It earned her a curious look from the temps. “It won’t be a date. But I assure you, it will have cloth napkins involved and someone playing live music.”

“Deal.”

“So what did you need to ask Diana? Maybe I can help. But keep it vague so I can answer in generalities.”

“Okay. Let’s say the cops were investigating a violent assault and they told a witness to stay in town.”

“They can’t force that person to do anything, as long as they cooperated with their interview. Which, as a reminder, you should never do without counsel present.”

“Does that make this witness a suspect?”

“It makes them a name on a detective’s list. Nothing more, nothing less. They have no obligations to let you know what they’re thinking. If they had evidence, they’d hang onto you. That could still happen. If they call, then answer. Stay available, and if they want you to come in, bring a lawyer. But this isn’t legal advice. Speaking of advice, your phone is ringing.”  

Sebastian was calling. Trip answered.

“Where are you at right now?” Sebastian asked.

“In the office filing paperwork.”

“Good. I thought I was going to take you away from something important. Put it down and come help me. I’m surveilling a place down in Rancho Cordova, and I need to take a break. Grab some gear from the back room and get on the road. I’ll ping you the location.”

***
[image: ]


SEBASTIAN SPOKE AS Trip drove. His voice sounded fuzzy over the phone’s speaker. 

“One law firm buying another. Like sharks feeding on their elders. Makes you feel all fuzzy inside, doesn’t it?”

“I hadn’t given it much thought.”

“Leave the details to our boss. But the partners at the firm doing the eating want to know more about the lawyers coming on board who didn’t take their golden parachutes. That’s our job. You have the address. Set up shop and watch everything and everyone.”

“Am I looking for something in particular?”

“We’ll know it when we see it. Sit tight and I’ll join you later.”

Trip guessed the clients needed information on their new hires that didn’t show up in interviews. With the big bucks Trip knew were involved in such a buyout, Diana sending in her investigators was due diligence. 

Sitting still and watching a parking lot near the business park made Trip’s skin crawl. He had a camera and a tablet on which to log which cars came and left, and when. 

But Trip needed to be somewhere else. As his mind wandered, he realized he wasn’t sure what his next step needed to be. Eddie wouldn’t tell him more. Rose could be anywhere. And investigating the stabbing remained in the lap of Detective Soto.

He absent-mindedly smacked his steering wheel as employees, lawyers, and partners from the firm departed the office and made their way to their cars. Some carried briefcases, and almost all had boxes. A few made a second trip.

Ten minutes to noon, and their workday was finished. Camera in hand, he snapped shots of each of them, noting that no one looked happy. No one stuck around. No hugs or waves goodbye. The lot closest to the office was now empty.

For good measure, he got out of his car and went to the office door. Confirmed the lights were out and the place locked. 

He emailed the photos to Sebastian. Sent a text and summed up what he had seen. No response meant his partner was catching up on sleep. The expectation was that Trip would return to Diana Ramierez and Associates to await further instructions. Instead, he headed for the body shop.
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QUINT’S AUTO REPAIR and Body Work. 

The place was named for Eddie’s brother. Now it had police tape around the entrance and across the rolling garage doors. An unmarked van with Sacramento County parking stickers and an SUV with the Sacramento Sheriff’s Department logo were parked street side. 

Trip drove slowly past, but couldn’t see anyone through the shop’s tinted windows.

He wasn’t sure what he was expecting to find. If the cops weren’t present, would he have dared enter the building? His hands were clammy. He drank some water to wet down his throat.

The cars parked in the fenced-off service yard caused a stir of nostalgia. He had worked for a short time with the brothers before they had expanded to a second location. A couple of mustangs, a Trans Am, and a Honda minivan with its front end off were all current projects. 

Quint’s motto? Make enough money to work on the fun stuff. And in the cash flowed. Everyone’s car got dinged up eventually. Like cancer, Eddie had quipped while drunk and in a dark mood. Trip recalled not disagreeing.

He parked in a red zone by a corner mailbox. 

Across the street in a spot beneath an elm tree, a blue and white International Travelall stood parked in the shade. The big guy from the hospital got out and headed for Trip. Eddie had called him Foster. He motioned for Trip to roll down the window. Trip hit the toggle, but the electronics in the door clicked obstinately as the car refused to cooperate. He got out.

“What are you doing here?” Foster asked.

“I could ask you the same question.”

“You really are begging to get your ass kicked, aren’t you? This is Eddie’s shop. He made it clear he doesn’t want you anywhere near him. You have no reason to be here.”

“All right, I get it. This is where I say it’s a free country, you get huffy, and then there’s a fifty-fifty you take a swing at me. But you probably heard from Eddie’s other guys I’m no slouch when it comes time to throw hands.”

“Let me guess. You talked them to sleep before you attacked them.”

Trip fixed his jaw. “Your gang was harassing me. And let me remind you that the police are right over there.”

“Don’t include me with the rest of Eddie’s crew. I had no part in what they were doing. If I wanted to break your head, I would have shown up at your front door.”

“How refreshing. Eddie send you here?”

“That’s hardly your business,” Foster said. “You’re some kind of detective-in-training. You figure it out.”

He turned to wait for a van to pass. Was crossing the street back to his Travelall when Trip hurried after him.

“If Eddie won’t talk to me, maybe you will.”

“I have nothing to say.”

“Then you can listen, can’t you? I don’t recognize you. Maybe you were up in Silver River with the others. Maybe not. But the fact you were at the hospital means Eddie has you as an emergency contact, right? Because he doesn’t have any immediate family.”

“Look at you so smart.”

“I need to know what happened here. Me and my sister are involved. I don’t know Eddie’s crew personally, but you seem to. So unless you’ve completely got Eddie fooled, he trusts you. Which means we can help each other.”

“Is that why you’re here? To help Eddie? Or is it to clear your name with the Sac PD? Eddie said you were always great at looking out for yourself.”

“As a matter of fact, the cops had me in for a long chat last night. Of course they would. You know I found Eddie. And I did everything in my power to save his life.”

“That’s one narrative. Or maybe you assaulted him and got cold feet. Or you came to confront him and your psycho sister attacked him. Because once again, she’s on the run.”

“Once again? What else do you know about Rose?”

“Done talking to you.”

He got into the Travelall and drove off. Trip snapped a picture of the vehicle as it sped away.
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Parker sat just inside Diana’s office with a laptop propped on the corner of their boss’ desk. Diana sounded like she was dictating or on speakerphone. Inside the conference room, a third temp had joined the other two, with papers spread everywhere. 

Trip slinked in behind his work station. The stack of forms to be scanned and filed had grown. It leaned next to the monitor. Two more piles stood next to it. He logged onto the terminal. 

Access denied.

Typing slower, he put in his password and struck the Enter key. 

Same result.

Sebastian emerged from the break room with a bottle of kombucha. His hat and duffel bag rested behind the corner desk. 

“There you are. We have a bunch of subpoenas to generate.” 

“Why can’t I log in?”

“Oh, yeah. We were long overdue for a password update. I’ll give you access so you can reset yours. What are you working on?”

Trip didn’t want to lie. “I have a license plate I wanted to look up.”

“And I’m guessing this has nothing to do with our merger.”

“It’s to a vehicle that belongs to one of Eddie Benjamin’s guys. Eddie was attacked last night.”

Sebastian’s face darkened. “Look, man, I know you just got done with your last thing. What happened to Eddie?”

“Someone stabbed him in his garage. Rose and I showed up last night to talk to him. We found him bleeding on the floor.”

“Do the cops know?”

“Yeah, he was in bad shape. We called 911.”

With a sigh, Sebastian took a seat. “Have you pissed off a higher power lately? What’s wrong with you?”

“What do you want me to say? I didn’t ask for this. Helping Eddie was the right thing to do. And now I need this license plate. Rose is on the run because she’s still wanted by the cops. Before he got carted off by the ambulance, Eddie said she was involved but wouldn’t tell me anything else.”

“I’m going to regret asking, but whose car are you looking up? You said one of Eddie’s guys. Is this a suspect?”

“I don’t know. But when I confronted him, he let slip he knew something about Rose.”

Sebastian rolled over to Trip’s desk, logged in as admin, then moved aside so Trip could enter a new password.

“Everything else on our server is as it was before,” Sebastian said. “I suppose if I ask how long this thing is going to take you, you’re either going to not know or you’re going to lie.”

“Which would you prefer?”

“The lie.”

Trip said, “I know we have a lot of work to get done. I’ll help with it the best I can. But I need the wiggle room to chase this down.”

“Fair enough. Run your plate. Do what you have to do. But know damn well that when Diana asks how things are going, she’s getting the full report.”

***
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THE INTERNATIONAL TRAVELALL belonged to Warren Foster. Trip’s search found a residential address and a commercial property owned by him. The house was up in Folsom. Not a far drive, so he went.

Trip pulled over long enough to take in the place and snap a few pictures.

Big home with a double garage and doors too narrow to accommodate Foster’s big vehicle. Manicured landscaping, immaculate walkway and front porch. Doubtlessly expensive. It stood in sharp contrast to Eddie’s rundown place and not what Trip was expecting.

Was the body shop business doing this well?

Trip visited the commercial address next. 

It was a roadside bar in El Dorado Hills off Highway 50. The Pony Express, the neon window sign read. A weatherbeaten banner promised Live Music. The blue-and-white Travelall was parked in the faded asphalt lot. A few swimming pool service trucks, all from the same company, lined the street out front. 

Trip pulled in behind them and went inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior. A cigarette machine and a CD jukebox occupied the foyer. The pool guys, identifiable by their blue shirts and embroidered names, sat together at the bar. 

The bartender was watching a soccer game on the largest of the three TVs mounted on the walls. 

“Is Foster in?” Trip asked.

He was a skinny, sixtyish man with a ponytail and a black t-shirt. He raised an eyebrow. “Who’s asking?”

“Tell him it’s the private detective he spoke to earlier.”

“Let me check if he’s receiving visitors.” He got on his device and sent a text message. “Get you anything while you’re waiting?”

The place was clean enough, but it still smelled like a bar. The odd mix of cleaning products, sliced lemon, and old beer. 

“Herb tea if you have it. Something with mint.”

A moment later, the bartender turned on an electric tea kettle and fetched a mug off a hook. The bag went into the vessel. Soon, Trip had a steaming tea placed before him. 

The mirror behind the shelved bottles had gold leaf running through it. The dark wood paneling made the place feel claustrophobic, as if the walls were pressing in. Trip wanted to get back outside.

Foster emerged from a back room. His hard eyes locked on Trip. “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for my tea to cool down.”

“You’re not welcome inside my establishment.”

“I may have to leave a harsh Yelp review. But I come in peace. You want to help Eddie. I want to help my sister. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

Foster led Trip to a back room with a pool table. “Five minutes and then you go.”

“Like I told you before, my sister and I saved Eddie. If we wanted him dead, we would have left him to bleed out. The thought crossed my mind about how much easier my life would be right now.”

Arms crossed, Foster leaned on the pool table. “Maybe you wanted to ease your conscience. What else you got?”

“Why would he warn me about Rose? If he thought she was some psycho, he would have laughed in my face despite his injuries.” When Foster didn’t answer right away, Trip added, “You made it clear you’re not a member of Eddie’s crew, but a friend. So help me help him.”

“He doesn’t want help.”

“Is that you answering for him to get me to leave this or is that what he told you?

Foster deflated a little. “It’s what he told me.”

“And that has you upset. You like Eddie. Maybe you owe him something. But you’re not content to accept the fact me and Rose knifed him in his shop. Eddie is still in danger. Believe it or not, I want what you want.”

“Do you?”

“Let’s make sure he doesn’t get attacked again. We learn who really came after him.”

“Why would you do that?”

“That’s a complicated question and you’ve given me a five-minute time limit.”

A glass in the main room of the bar shattered. Foster didn’t flinch, only leaned to look before returning his attention on Trip. “I picked the wrong life to give up booze. Join me in my office.”

A desk occupied most of the space in the small room off the rear service corridor. Boxes of liquor lined one wall. The other had a white board calendar and a clipboard stuffed with invoices. Dark stains marked the yellow shag rug under Trip’s feet. 

With the blinds down and a hum coming from the air conditioning unit, the room felt insulated and a perfect place where Foster might murder him with no one noticing.

Foster squeezed into a chair behind the desk. It squeaked as he settled in. He plopped a set of keys into a green ceramic bowl. A token amongst the keys had a triangle in a circle and a date Trip couldn’t read. 

Trip unfolded a metal chair and sat down opposite of him. “How long sober?”

“Hit my tenth year this past March.”

“Congrats. Impressive, considering your line of work.”

“Former owner was looking for a partner and at the time I had some cash I needed to tuck into something.”

“They’re not around?”

“Not anymore,” Foster said. “But we’re not here to talk about the bar.”

“No, we’re not,” Trip agreed. “Does Eddie have any enemies?”

“Besides you? Nothing on this level. And it’s a question the cops tried to ask him before the ICU nurse shooed them away. But they’ll be back.”

“So, as Eddie’s closest friend, how would you answer that?”

Foster grimaced at the compliment. “Eddie’s a sharp businessperson with little patience for incompetence. He’s been sued by neighbors before. He’s fired plenty of guys from his shop who use while working or got into fights. But some of these same people he’s bailed out of jail or put their family up at his place while they were in the hospital. You don’t know Eddie anymore. That man’s got the biggest heart I know.”

“He helped you?”

“He’s the reason I’m clean.”

“Surely, not everyone Eddie’s fired stayed friends.”

“Eddie has a way about him. Firm lines not to be crossed, but when he gave them the boot, there was always hope and a generous severance, even for the assholes. He’d check in with them after. No one does that. Call up some guy you canned a week later to make sure they’re getting up on time to make it to a job interview? Direct them to online resources so they can get themselves found by legit employers not paying under-the-table? That’s Eddie. Sure, there were some sour apples that took it for granted. But enough to come after him? I don’t see it.”

“The cops will go through the shop’s employment records anyway.”

“That’s between them and Eddie. I don’t work at the shop. So what were you hoping to accomplish by visiting Eddie?”

“I wanted to put an end to him sending his people around. If he has a beef, I want him and me to settle it.”

“You’re a boxer.”

“Not for years. And he’s no slouch.”

“So what were you expecting? A few rounds in the ring and he forgives and forgets about what happened to Quint?”

“If it were only that easy. But something had to change. Eddie would know I’m not hiding.”

“Yet you brought your sister to this meetup at his shop.”

Trip met Foster’s unwavering gaze. “She wouldn’t take no as an answer. So why would he believe Rose had something to do with the attack?” 

“I don’t know.”

“Did he talk about Rose?”

Foster looked like he was deciding between answering and coming around the desk to snap Trip’s neck. Trip guessed neither choice would stir his icy demeanor. 

“The past couple of years have been busy for me,” Foster said. “Eddie and I didn’t hang out much.”

“Personal or business stuff?”

“My dad needed help dying. Cancer, and it took most of my time. Add running this place, and I had nothing left.”

“That doesn’t mean you didn’t hear anything. Eddie’s people your clients?”

Foster shrugged. “Half of the shop guys are on the wagon. The rest prefer a less structured social environment. My clientele are mostly working-class fossils who drink their lunch or delay going home over a few beers.”

“What about your live music nights?”

“Country western music draws the kids in these days. Like selling booze, I grit my teeth and take their money. Even hired an event manager. But Eddie’s people are a different crowd.”

“I faced down a few of them,” Trip said. “Any with violent records?”

“I don’t know. You have a way of finding out?”

“Give me a name and I’ll see what I can do.”
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The skinny guy with the foam ramen noodle cup in his hands stepped back from his door. Fear at seeing Foster. Surprised recognition upon seeing Trip. A TV inside the apartment played loud cartoons.

“What do you want?”

Foster walked in, brushing past the man. “To talk, David.”

“I’m not expecting company. Why is he here?”

“So you remember Trip. Trip, this is David.”

“I remember him too,” Trip said. 

David was one of Eddie’s goons Trip had confronted in Silver River. After they had been following him in shifts around the clock, Trip had backed into their vehicle and knocked the man to the ground. All to send the message to Eddie he didn’t like being harassed. And now, after Foster provided a few names of Eddie’s current crew, it took only a phone call and some luck that Parker at the office had a few minutes to do a records search.

David Fern, at the top of the list, with five counts of aggravated assault on his record.

A woman in her twenties wearing jean shorts and a t-shirt rose from the couch in the living room. “Should I call the cops?”

“No, babe,” David said. “They’re just here to talk. How about you go to the bedroom?”

After she shuffled away, David backed up until he bumped into the coffee table. “What’s the deal, Foster? Why are you here? With him?”

“We need to ask you some questions,” Trip said.

“I’m not talking to you.” David’s eyes darted between the two visitors. “Didn’t you hear what happened to Eddie?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Foster said.

David gestured helplessly at Trip. “Aren’t the cops looking for this guy?”

“No, they’re not. Trip may be one of the few people they know didn’t do it. Doesn’t mean he’s innocent. But we have to ask you a few questions.”

Trip’s face grew hot at the insinuation he had done anything. “You and I met just a few weeks ago up in Silver River. You were with the crew Eddie sent after me.”

“I’m not admitting to anything.”

“This isn’t a court case,” Foster said. “And we’re not cops. Answer the question.” 

If David retreated any further, he’d be in the kitchen. “Yeah, so?”

“How did you guys find me in the first place?” Trip asked.

“You weren’t hard to find.”

“That’s no answer. You guys were on my ass in no time.”

David set his jaw.

Foster said, “Eddie might still be alive because of Trip. This is to help Eddie.”

“If you say so. When you got out of prison and back to town, Eddie did everything to keep tabs on you. Each day, he sent us out when we weren’t working. Paid us. He didn’t have to do that. I would have done it for free after what you did.”

“Focus.”

“When we
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