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Smiling faces, smiling faces sometimes

They don’t tell the truth

“Smiling Faces Sometimes”

Norman Whitfield and Barrett Strong
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Chapter 1

Charlie’s chest clenched. Her lungs fought violently for air.

Can’t breathe.

She shook her head, causing a cascade of pain.

Oooh . . . my head. What’s happened? Where . . .?

Trying to remember, she reached for the ache but her bound hands thwarted the effort.

Shit. It was Barnes.

Cold crept along her hip bone, shoulder and ankle where the ground touched her. She felt a slight vibration accompanied by a faint sound. She strained to hear.

A truck . . . maybe a car. Must be near a road.

She swallowed hard, then let out a yell but her taped lips sent the scream ricocheting inside her throbbing head. A spasm of dread raced down her spine.

Oh God, help me.

With numbing fingers, she clawed at grass, mud, but nothing to grasp onto. Suddenly aware of her damp jeans and t-shirt, she hoped it wasn’t blood.

Can’t panic. Must focus.

Charlie tensed her body then relaxed, the way she’d taught others to do, and concentrated on what she could smell: earth, mildew, rust?

What is this place? How will anyone find me here? Mandy will find me. Oh, Don. Don will look for me. He’s too pig-headed to give up.

Cold and unconsciousness threatened her.

“Ms. Mack, I see you’ve taught karate,” Don Rutkowski announced to the class of new agents at the Immigration and Naturalization Service in Detroit. “So why don’t you join me in a quick self-defense demonstration.”

Charlie’s self-assurance lagged behind as she trudged to the front of the room, the eyes of the other recruits crawling her back. She wore the trainee uniform: a white polo shirt, beige belted trousers, gray cotton jacket and steel-toed shoes. Not the best gear for sparring.

“The most common mistake rookies make is to misjudge the potential of violence in our day-to-day work,” Don began. “It’s true, most of our field work will involve routine investigation but we must be prepared for the person who becomes aggressive. So Mack, let’s see your close-combat technique. You take the offense.”

Charlie picked up a long-handled flashlight from the equipment table and faced off with Don. The arrogant smirk on his face pissed her off. She lunged, swinging the light at Don’s knee, but he deftly pivoted away from the blow, pulled the tail of her jacket over her head, and slung her to the floor. The room erupted in laughter. Charlie leapt to her feet, untangling from her jacket, and stood, red-faced, in front of her classmates.

Don smiled and invited her to try again. Charlie clamped the flashlight under her arm to zip up her jacket, then purposely dropped it at his feet. When Don glanced down, she swept her foot into his left leg, catching it with the steel toe of her shoe. He buckled, tried to steady himself, but it was too late. Charlie had him in a choke hold and he slumped to the floor. The room hushed.

“Okay,” Don said catching his breath. “What we learned here is never underestimate a smaller opponent.” He stood, giving Charlie a look of appraisal, and smirked again. “Mack, let’s do one more. Here’s the scenario: you’re going door to door trying to find a witness, and I answer. So let’s go,” he ordered.

Her confidence restored, Charlie got into the role: “I’m looking for a Mr. Patel. Does he live here?”

“No, Patel here, lady.” Don lifted the handgun from his holster and pointed it at her solar plexus. “Just Mr. Ruger.”

Charlie had frozen in place along with everyone else in the room.

“So what does a black belt do in this situation?” Don had asked sarcastically.

Someone reported his unorthodox lesson to the higher-ups, but Charlie never complained. A few days later, Don pulled her to the side to give her his highest compliment: “I’ll say one thing for you, Mack. You’re no crybaby.”

Yes. Don will find me, but first I have to stay alive.

Charlie flexed and released, concentrating on keeping her muscles warm and trying to loosen her bindings.

Mustn’t fall asleep . . .




Chapter 2

The bank clerk wanted a second piece of ID before Charlie could deposit the check made out to C.A. Mack Investigations. Deposit, mind you.

“I’ve had an account with this bank for years.” Anger sprouted in the pit of her stomach.

“Well, I see you do have a long-standing account with us,” he peered at his computer screen. “But it’s at our West Grand Boulevard branch, and it’s our policy to verify account information. We’re just being prudent, ma’am,” he said as an afterthought.

It was the word “prudent” that slowed the rise of her blood pressure. Three hours ago she’d prudently affixed an anti-theft bar across her steering wheel before entering Reliable Restaurant Supply’s warehouse in Delray. She’d also clicked the car’s audible alarm, twice.

Charlie shoved her investigator’s ID across the marble threshold of the teller window. The teller studied the laminated card displaying her PI license number, her company name and the embossed seal of the State of Michigan under her photograph.

“Is it exciting being a private investigator, Ms. Mack?” he asked as his hands moved rapidly across the keyboard.

It was a question she answered often. People believed a PI’s life was dramatic because of the depiction on TV. Sometimes she played up the misconception, but it had been a busy Monday morning and she was hungry and grumpy.

“No. We usually just ask people a lot of questions.”

The teller pulled a receipt from the printer and smiled. “Thank you for your business, ma’am.”

Detroit was having one of its marvelous summer days, warm enough to put the top down on the two-seater. The sun was steady but subdued and made the reds, yellows, and oranges of the trees sparkle with short-lived vitality. The air was mostly fresh today—just a hint of the enterprise along the river—and this small corner of Delray held court like a European grand dame. But two blocks away the grandeur gave way to decay. Now the autumn glow revealed steps, roofs and people down on their luck.

Charlie sped east, heading downtown. Fort Street was wide, made for lanes of big, gas-guzzling cars. To the left was Mexicantown, on the right the expanse of the Ambassador Bridge connecting Detroit to Canada. When she crossed Trumbull Avenue she peered toward the old Tiger Stadium. There were rumors developers would convert the former home of the Detroit Tigers, as well as the apocalyptic shell of the old train station on Michigan Avenue, into a bustling shopping complex with condos and resident amenities. But, as with so many plans for Detroit, probably nothing would come of it. In the last three decades, Detroit’s decline had been tragic and highly public with a broad array of factors to blame. Bad policies, bad leadership, bad tax base, bad race relations, but through it all Detroiters maintained a scrappy determination to see their city reclaim its legacy of innovation.

She had a taste for a Greektown lamb gyro and called the office to take lunch orders. She skillfully maneuvered the one-way streets named after dead white men from Detroit’s past, then avoided the bottleneck at Campus Martius Park by jogging right to West Larned Street and veering up to Monroe Avenue. When she spotted an open meter just a half block from the Pegasus Restaurant, she parked the roadster with one fluid motion. Thirty minutes later, she balanced her oversized purse and three bags containing Greek salads, gyros and an order of spanakopita and walked into the office.

Gil and Don were waiting for her. They hovered over Judy’s desk in the reception area and grabbed the bags out of her hands.

“Hey wait, some of that is for me,” Judy yelled from her position over a file drawer.

“And the spinach pie is mine,” Charlie said.

Charlie surveyed Judy Novak’s large, steel desk. One third of it was covered with a half-dozen, silver-framed pictures of Judy’s kids, husband and pets; the rest was claimed by pyramids of file folders.

“Where shall I put your lunch?”

“You can put it there, thanks.” Judy pointed at her empty in-box. “At least somebody appreciates me,” she said loud enough to be heard in the adjoining room.

Don and Gil had retreated to their desks in the bullpen to devour their Greek delicacies. Charlie dropped her purse and lunch atop the desk that had once been her father’s and pulled out her chair. The office floor plan was open, with four desks arranged in a square, facing each other. A small, interior conference room with a frosted glass wall provided space for a private conversation or phone call.

The eating was done in complete silence until Judy began humming the signature song from Oliver: “Food, glorious food, marvelous food, fabulous food.” Charlie noticed Don wiping at his mouth with a piece of his lunch bag and momentarily paused in her feast to drop a handful of napkins on his desk.

“Anybody ever mention to you that you’re a control freak, Mack?” Don asked.

“Only you, Rutkowski,” Charlie replied, stabbing her plastic fork into a section of creamy spinach and feta.

She was quite aware of her Type A personality and had made an effort to tone it down since forming the agency with her two partners. On the face of it, the three seemed an unlikely trio but working together for eighteen months at the INS and then at the newly formed Homeland Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement Unit had forged a trusting bond.

“Thanks for the grub, Charlie,” Gil said, packing up his trash. “It hit the spot.”

Ignoring the napkins on his desk, Don again swabbed the greasy paper bag across his lips, stood and swished it into the wastebasket. “Yeah, thanks.” He took up position in front of the giant white board he’d insisted they buy. “Okay, Mack, give us the rundown on this restaurant thief case,” he ordered.

Judy rolled her eyes and Gil leaned back in his chair, putting one foot up on his desk. Don was a graduate of the men-should-drive-meetings-and-cars school and the team usually deferred to him in those tasks. Charlie was chief investigator and president because it was her money they’d used to open the agency. That’s why her name was on the door. Charlie gulped down the last piece of spinach pie and retrieved her notebook from her purse. “I’ve known the owner, Leonard Abrams, a long time,” she began. “He and my father served on boards together and he was a mentor to me when I was just out of college and doing public relations work. He’s Canadian and his family has owned Reliable Restaurant Supply for more than forty years.”

“Well, as long as he doesn’t try to pay us in Canadian dollars,” Don interrupted with his attempt at a joke.

Judy piped up. “I guess you haven’t heard about the weak U.S. dollar, huh?”

Charlie continued before the two started sniping at each other. “Abrams brought in auditors after he got calls from several customers saying they had been shorted on their orders. Turns out one of his veteran account executives had set up an elaborate plan to steal inventory from big orders they thought wouldn’t be missed. The scheme went on for at least nine months before the sales exec,” Charlie flipped through her notebook, “the name is Stringer, just disappeared. The auditors estimate the loss at more than a hundred thousand dollars.”

“Wow, that’s lot of money,” Gil offered, “a Class D felony with a lot of jail time.”

Don turned to the white board. He’d already written: Client-Abrams. Workplace theft. Missing person-Stringer. Who else involved? $100,000+. “Yeah, the guy’s got some real balls. Does Abrams want us to find him?”

“Yes. And it’s her, Don.” Charlie said.

“What?”

“It’s Joyce Stringer.”

“Betcha didn’t see that coming,” Judy quipped.

Don ignored Judy, turning to write: WOMAN!!!

“Where do we start?” Gil asked.

“Abrams wants us to find Stringer. We can start by interviewing his employees, maybe a few of his restaurant customers and anybody else who can give us a sense of who Joyce Stringer is and where she may be. Don, I want you to join me on these interviews. Any reason we can’t start tomorrow?”

“No,” Don said, adding Rutkowski and Mack to his white board notes.

“I’ll set up the case file on your desktops,” Judy said, making notes. “Have you deposited the retainer, Charlie?”

“Yes, it’s in the bank and we’ll have expenses, so please track this one as a separate account.”

“How long do you think the investigation will take?” Gil asked.

Charlie thought a moment. “I told Abrams it might take a week or two but it could take longer. There was a bookkeeper in the scheme who’s cooperating with Abrams. We’ll need to speak with her. The police did routine interviews with Stringer’s clients and neighbors, but they don’t have the manpower to do more than issue warrants and put out a BOLO alert for Stringer.”

Don still had connections with the metropolitan police from his days wearing the uniform. “I’ll check in with a couple of detectives at Metro, get a copy of the warrant and see what else they have.”

“There also had to be restaurant kitchen staff involved to carry out something like this. Someone accepting orders and ignoring the discrepancies,” Gil said. “And people on the other end of the supply chain, in Abrams’ warehouse.”

“Right,” Charlie said. “Abrams does suspect a warehouse worker’s involvement, but Stringer seems to be the mastermind.”

“I like the way you always see the openings, Gil,” Judy said. “Does that come from being an athlete, a car salesman or a lawyer?”

Gil sat up straight in his chair and blushed from Judy and Charlie’s admiring smiles. “Maybe from all three.”

“So what about our other cases?” Don asked, changing gears. “Acosta, how is the malpractice investigation going? I hope that bloodsucking insurance company is going to have to pay?”

“They probably will,” Gil said, continuing with his report while Don drew a shark on the white board.

Judy glared at Don. The office phone rang. “It’s your line, Charlie. You want me to take a message?” she asked.

“No, I’ll grab it. I’m already up to date on the malpractice case. I’ll be back.” Charlie headed for the conference room.

“Hello. This is Charlene Mack.”

“And this is Mandy Porter.”

“Hold on a moment.”

Judy was looking her way, so Charlie closed the door and turned her back to the bull pen.

“Hi.”

“Last night was great.”

“It was, wasn’t it?”

“Are you free to get away this weekend? I’m off duty.”

“Aww, probably not. We just got a new case. I’m sorry.”

“No need to be sorry.”

Even on the phone, Mandy’s voice flowed like maple syrup. Charlie sat on the corner of the conference table. The comfortable silence was finally broken by Mandy.

“Well, just wanted you to know I was thinking of you. Call me tonight?”

“I’ll be sure to call.”




Chapter 3

Charlie and Don arrived at Reliable Restaurant Supply on Wednesday morning at nine o’clock. It was their second visit in as many days and they headed immediately to a small storage room adjacent to the warehouse floor to conduct more staff interviews. Yesterday they’d spoken to Leonard Abrams, his executive assistant and the manager of human resources. The company had thirty-eight full-time staff including administrative, warehouse, delivery and sales personnel.

Abrams considered his employees extended family, many of them had worked at the company all their lives, including Joyce Stringer. He spoke of her nostalgically.

“One morning she just walked in the warehouse door with her little brother in tow. They attended the Catholic school up the street and had just gotten out for the day. Joyce climbed the stairs to my office, looked me right in the eye and asked for a job. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen, even at that age she had spunk.”

Joyce had worked part-time for a year stocking shelves and after graduating high school worked on the administrative side of the business for four years. It was Abrams who’d encouraged her to try her hand at sales, and over fifteen years she had become his top account executive. She knew the restaurant supply business inside and out and that was presumably how she managed to keep the inventory scheme under wraps for so long. Abrams wanted to make an example of Joyce. Not because he was angry but because her betrayal had broken his heart.

Charlie and Don arranged themselves at a rectangular banquet table in their makeshift interview room. The room was stuffy and they were surrounded by stacks of boxes on three sides. One of the fluorescent ceiling fixtures had a faulty bulb that buzzed at irregular intervals.

“How many do we need to interview today? This room is making me claustrophobic,” Don complained.

“I’ve got six more,” Charlie said checking the list of names on her writing pad. “We should be able to finish up before lunchtime.”

By 11:30, they’d interviewed five Reliable employees and hadn’t learned much that would help them find Joyce.

“What we know so far is she has never been married, has no kids, was known to drink at one of the local neighborhood bars and had a fondness for horses—the riding kind, not the betting kind,” Don said ticking off points.

Charlie shrugged. “Not much to go on. We also know the staff liked her. They felt she was still one of them.”

“We should start thinking about where we’re going for lunch.” Don was a tough guy from a large Polish family, a former police officer and Marine who got bored by investigative duties where there was minimal potential for action. But he was a good interrogator.

“Okay, we’ll eat after we talk to this Owens guy. He’s the other account executive and might have insights about Joyce the warehouse folks wouldn’t.”

“So far, Stringer doesn’t sound like such a bad person,” Don mused.

“Except she’s a thief,” Charlie reminded him. “But, I admit it’s hard to figure why she decided to scam Abrams after he’d treated her so well.”

Owens arrived looking like a 1950s Vegas headliner. His flashy plaid sport jacket was worn over a robin’s egg blue, open-collared shirt which showed off his fake tan. His newly-trimmed hair had a touch of gray at the temples, matching his steel-gray eyes. His teeth sparkled behind a huge “I want to sell you something” smile. He sported a gold signet ring on the pinkie finger of each manicured hand and his shoes were polished to a high sheen. Everyone shook hands, and Charlie gestured for Owens to have the seat across from Don so she could focus on sizing him up.

Assuming the man in the room had the power, Owens entertained Don with a story about playing golf at the Jack Nicklaus course in Benton Harbor. Charlie observed the conversation like an anthropologist on a field assignment. He had begun to weave a second yarn when she intercepted.

“So your name is Owen Owens?” Charlie wrote his name at the top of her tablet. It was an unnecessary task but it got his attention and he pivoted in his chair turning his imagined charisma on her.

“That’s right. As a kid I had hell to pay for that name, but when I got older I used it as a way to get a reaction. Especially with the ladies,” he said winking and offering a clownish smile. “You know, Owen Owens, a guy so nice they named me twice.”

He recounted a visit to Jamaica and the beautiful women who gave massages at the resort spa. Charlie gave no encouragement, but that didn’t seem to deter the man. Don saw Charlie’s spine stiffen and interrupted Owens for his own good.

“So what can you tell us about Stringer?”

Owens paused a moment to change gears then started an animated rant about Joyce beating him out for the top-sales bonus three years in a row.

“I always knew she wasn’t playing straight. She had the numbers but her technique wasn’t very good. I couldn’t understand how she managed to keep her clients happy. In my opinion, she got down to business too fast. You have to tell a little story. You know? Ask about the kids, make some small talk, break a little ice.”

“So, you didn’t like her much?” Don tried to pull more pertinent information out of Owens.

“No, I wouldn’t say that,” Owens spoke slowly. He was staring at Charlie’s notebook, testing his upside-down reading skills. “It’s just that she wasn’t really the right type. For sales. Know what I mean?”

“No, Owens. I’m not following you,” Don said leaning in. “What do you mean, not the right type?”

“Well, you know, women . . .” Owens looked from Don to Charlie’s sneer. “Well, women are great at some kinds of sales. I mean just great. But the restaurant business is cutthroat. I mean, what you see when you’re in the dining room drinking white wine and sampling tapas is the lipstick on the pig. You know what I mean?”

Charlie watched Owens calculate whether he was being sexist. His pea brain finally concluded he was not, and he continued. “Restaurateurs are a rough lot. Most people imagine an organic farmer or some eccentric genius when they think of a chef but the truth is, restaurants are run by ruthless men who have to be tough as nails. I just think Joyce was in over her head. Besides, doing business in Detroit isn’t easy.”

Charlie conceded Owens wasn’t all wrong about doing business in this city. Like Joyce, she’d been mentored by Abrams. She’d owned and operated two successful businesses—a PR firm and a karate school—and gained a reputation as a savvy entrepreneur who just happened to be a black woman. Now, at thirty-three, she believed she’d found her professional sweet spot. But it was a tricky balancing act in the socio-racial-political rubric of Detroit’s culture.

“Can you give us a specific example of how Ms. Stringer was at a disadvantage as an account executive?” Charlie opted to be formal with Owens, hoping it would keep him on point.

“Did you know she had a brother?” Owens asked rhetorically. “A real loser, but she arranged with the managers at a couple of restaurants to give him a job. It was entry-level stuff . . . busboy or kitchen assistant, nothing that took more than showing up on time and doing what you were told. Well her brother blew both jobs. It made her look bad and reflected poorly on Abrams’ business. She should have known better. This isn’t a career for girl scouts or caretakers,” Owens said with conviction.
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A waiter wearing a paper cap, white shirt and white carpenter’s pants crammed their tiny table with chili dogs, chili fries and ice-filled glasses of cherry Coke. The dogs and fries were served in paper boats with the chili heaped so it spilled over like lava. Charlie and Don squeezed gobs of mustard on the dogs and ketchup on the fries. Then made quick work of capturing the excess ground beef, beans and diced onion mixture with plastic flatware, before picking up the dogs with greasy hands to bite into them.

“So what did Abrams say about Stringer’s brother?” Don said, chewing with enthusiasm. “Did he say he tried to find him?”

“Yep. He looked for Joyce and Paul. He went to the family house a couple of times and it appeared vacant. The mail was piling up and the grass hadn’t been cut. He finally spoke with one of the neighbors, who told him the family had moved in late July.” Charlie dangled a long, thinly-cut piece of potato over the ketchup puddle in her paper boat and gave it a couple of dips. Then tilted back her head and dropped it whole into her mouth. “I think he also said he gave Paul a job. I didn’t write that down,” Charlie wiped at stray ketchup on her chin.

“He did. Abrams gave the kid a job sweeping up and cleaning the washrooms but had to ride him all the time,” Don said. “One of the warehouse guys said he’d always find him out back smoking a cigarette.”

“Yeah, I do remember now. So Joyce seems to have a history of helping her brother with jobs. Let’s also talk to some of the people he knew and maybe find out where he’s working now.”

Charlie took a long sip of cherry Coke then reached for her cell phone. Don finished off his fries and started in on Charlie’s as he listened to her end of the conversation.

“Judy, I need you to find a social for me. Paul Stringer, it’s spelled like it sounds. He’s Joyce Stringer’s brother and a person of interest in this restaurant case. I’ll need a current address. Call me when you have it. Things okay?” Charlie laughed at something Judy said. “Right, I’ll see you later.”

Charlie snatched the last bite of her hot dog before Don got any ideas. “Oh, man these things are good.”

“Everything okay at the office?”

“Judy said to tell you she and Gil erased your whiteboard so they could play a game of hangman.”

Don was not amused. “So, what do we do this afternoon? More interviews I guess,” he said dejectedly.

“No. Let’s nose around in Stringer’s neighborhood. Maybe she told one of the neighbors where she was heading, or has been in touch with some of them.”

Don nodded. “I say it’s time for the bookkeeper. Maybe she can give us a lead.”

“Yes, but first let’s swing by Stringer’s neighborhood and then we’ll go see the bookkeeper.”

Charlie wiped her fingers on a napkin that was orange with chili grease and placed two dollar bills under the salt shaker for the guy in the paper hat. Then she and Don inched their way through the narrow deli’s lunch crowd. “Four to go, double chili, double onions,” the man at the cash registered called out as they pushed through the door.




Chapter 4

Joyce Stringer lived on a working class block of frame houses with small lawns, wide driveways and mature trees. Most of the residents were at their jobs on a weekday afternoon; those who were home responded to the knocks at their doors by pulling back the curtains, peering at the odd couple on their porch and ignoring them. After fifteen minutes of moving from house to house, a man in the middle of the block opened his door, accompanied by a snarling pit bull on a heavy chain.

“Yes, what can I do for you?”

The man was thin and fit with a closely trimmed beard. He wore red sweatpants and a sleeveless white t-shirt. He spoke with surprising gentility considering he was restraining his dog. Don had instinctively brought his hand to his waist to brush against the .38 revolver he carried on his belt.

“Quiet Pumpkin,” the man said to the dog. Pumpkin, who had the coloring of the gourd she was named for, whimpered once in protest then yawned, pretending she was totally bored with the two visitors.

Charlie did the talking. “We’re wondering if you can tell us where one of your neighbors might have moved.”

The man looked at Charlie but offered no response. Finally he blinked and for a moment Charlie thought he might match Pumpkin’s yawn.

Charlie tried again. “Ms. Joyce Stringer who lived at 2317. Do you know how we might get in touch with her?”

Pumpkin was now lying at her owner’s feet. She raised an eyebrow also awaiting his answer.

“No, I don’t know how you can get in touch with her,” the man said. Are you the cops?”

“No, we’re not cops,” Don answered. He was less worried about the pit bull but his hand remained near his waist.

Both the man and Pumpkin studied Don.

“We’re private investigators. We’ve been hired by Stringer’s employer. She used to work at Reliable Restaurant Supply,” Charlie said.

“I know where she worked and I told Mr. Abrams when he came by last month that we didn’t know where Joyce was.”

“We?” Charlie asked.

“Mother and I,” the man replied. “I went to Saint Joseph’s with Joyce. I used to hang out at her house. My mother and Miss Anna were good friends. That’s Joyce’s mother,” the man said in response to the question on Charlie’s face.

Charlie jotted a note and Don posed the next question, the neighbor and dog again looking at him in unison.

“Has Miss Anna been in touch with your mother since they moved?”

“No. Like I said, we don’t know where they’ve gone.”

“What about her brother, do you know him too?”

“Yes, I know Paul. Joyce babysat him while her mother worked, he tagged along behind Joyce everywhere she went. He was a pain in the ass,” the man added with feeling.

It was the only hint of emotion the neighbor had shown and Pumpkin rose to her feet.

“Well, thank you, uh. Mr. uh,” Charlie fished for the man’s name.

“You can call me, Hugh,” he said with a slight tone of flirtation.

Don was already turning to leave, closely watched by Pumpkin. “Thank you, Hugh,” Charlie said using the opening. “By the way, do you happen to know where Paul works?”

“I heard he worked at one of the casinos. I don’t know what he does there, but I’m sure they’re smart enough not to let him near the money.”

As usual, Don insisted on taking the wheel for the drive to Windsor, Ontario where the bookkeeper, Rona Dietrich, lived. Judy called while they were en route and Charlie engaged the speakerphone.

“I have that information you wanted.” Judy was resourceful and smart. A woman in her forties who did not suffer fools, lazy people or what she called drama queens easily; yet she exuded genuine empathy and people opened up to her. She was the middle child in a family of eleven kids and bragged she knew how to manage people up the food chain and down. Judy could also lie with the best of them, which endeared her to Charlie who considered herself a first-class fibber.

“What’ve you got?” Charlie’s pen was posed over the notebook in her lap.

“I have the brother’s last known address and the name of the company he works for. I’m also going to receive phone records for the address, but I’m not sure when I’ll get my hands on those. His full name is Paul Gillette Stringer, he’s thirty-five years old and has received some kind of disability check for a long time. I haven’t found out what that’s all about but I’ll track it down.”

Charlie had no doubt she would. “What’s the address?”

“2317 Hendricks Street. That’s on the east side.”

Detroit’s east side/west side dynamic was something only understood by Detroiters. The long-standing rivalry was steeped in class, race and history, with well-deserved bragging rights on both sides. Natives always told you if they grew up on the west side or the east side of the city. Charlie was an east-sider.

“Yeah, we just left there, that’s the family home but they’ve moved. What about the last place of employment?”

“Proleus Enterprises, Inc.,” Judy said, then spelled the name. “They own a couple dozen parking lots in the city and also have valet parking contracts.”

“We heard today the brother might be working at one of the casinos. Maybe he’s parking cars there. Track it down for me, Judy, will you?”

“I’m on it. Hey, can Don hear me?”

“I hear you, Novak,” Don said.

“I sent a picture to your mobile phone, check it out when you have time.”

“Don’t you have some real work to do, Novak?”

Charlie interceded. “We’re headed to talk to the bookkeeper, Judy, we’ll call in on our way back.”

Don eased the Pontiac forward in the customs line. Every day 40,000 commuters made the round trip between Windsor and down-town Detroit via the tunnel or bridge, and since 9/11, the crossing was more difficult. There were passport checks, more customs and immigration personnel on hand, and random vehicle searches. Don expected a delay because he had a gun to declare—he never left the office without one of his firearms. Charlie preferred to keep her gun locked in the office safe unless it was absolutely needed. Today they were in luck, the uniformed border guard was someone they knew.

“So what’s shaking Nelson?” Don asked.

It took Jack Nelson a moment to recognize Don.

“Well, I’ll be damned, if it ain’t Rutkowski,” he squinted through the driver side window. “And Mack,” he grinned.

“How’re you doing, Jack?” Charlie smiled back.

Nelson had lasted less than a year as a recruit at Homeland Security. In addition to classes in profiling, basic forensics, ballistics and negotiations, new DHS agents were expected to qualify in marksmanship and pass monthly physical fitness tests. Jack failed in all the above.

“So, I hear you two formed your own agency. How’s business?”

“Business is pretty good,” Don said. We manage to stay busy. Most of it is routine stuff, though.”

“You remember Gil Acosta, don’t you?” Charlie asked.

“Yeah, I remember him. Mexican guy, snappy dresser, right?”

Charlie nodded. “That’s him. He’s the third partner in our agency. In fact, we’re working now.” Charlie wanted to get their business done in Canada so they wouldn’t get caught in the afternoon rush hour.

“So what are you up to today?” Jack asked.

“We’re doing an interview with a former employee of our client, she lives in North Windsor,” Charlie said.

“Look Nelson, I need to declare my weapon.” Don handed over the customs form and his concealed weapon permit.

The guard looked at the form. “Still carrying that Ruger, huh? I can recall the time you pulled it on Mack. Rutkowski, you were almost fired.” Jack laughed, remembering.

“That’s all water under the bridge.” Charlie said quickly. “And speaking of bridges, we figured the tunnel might be faster than the bridge crossing today. You think that’s right?”

Jack stamped Don’s customs form and returned it along with a brochure on the protocols on Canadian gun laws.

“Yeah, I always think the tunnel moves faster this time of day. But when rush hour begins that changes, so you might consider coming back over the bridge. Don’t forget to keep that form with you while you’re here.”

They thanked Jack, promising to call him for a beer in the not too-distant future. Don pulled into the two-lane stream of traffic into the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, which was seventy-five feet under the river. Charlie spotted a few missing tiles and water-stained concrete and took a deep breath. She leaned back in her seat and distracted herself by thinking about the gun incident Jack had mentioned. It had happened three years ago but pink rose on Don’s cheeks when Jack brought it up again today.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Don said.

Charlie opened her eyes, they were almost at the tunnel’s end. “Believe me, you don’t want to know.”

“Hey, Nelson looks pretty good, don’t you think?”

“Yeah he does. The work seems to suit him. We really should invite him out for a drink sometime,” Charlie said.

“So, what’s the game plan with Dietrich? Do you want me to take the lead?”

“Let’s play it by ear, Don. She’s a woman, so maybe it should be me.” Charlie checked her notes. “Abrams says she’s remorseful about her role in this thing and has returned all of the money she received. About five grand.”

It took forty minutes to arrive at the Dietrich house because they got lost and Don wouldn’t stop to ask directions. Judy had been after them for months to buy portable navigation units, but Don would have none of it. When it came to guns and cars Don was a geek, but somehow cell phones and GPS units got the best of him.

Rona Dietrich answered the door as they stepped onto her porch. She was attractive and would have been considered pretty except her nose was tilted slightly left. She wore a white blouse with a round collar, gray tweed slacks and brown slip-on shoes. Her brown hair was cut short with bangs that hung almost down to the rim of her tortoiseshell glasses. She offered coffee and Danish and Don accepted.

“Rona, I appreciate your seeing us,” Charlie said. “I know you’ve spoken to the police and we may ask you some of the same questions.”

“I understand,” Rona said, shifting her direct stare from Charlie to Don and back.

“So, our main goal is to find Joyce. Mr. Abrams wants to talk to her and he feels that she has to pay for what she’s done. I’ve known Mr. Abrams a long time and he didn’t deserve this.” Charlie was looking for a chink in Rona’s armor, but she didn’t flinch from Charlie’s gaze or judgmental tone. “You didn’t spend the money. Why?”

“I didn’t mean to hurt Mr. Abrams but Joyce asked me for a favor and I did it. I really like her. She understood what I was going through taking care of my mother; that’s something we have in common.”

Charlie jotted a note. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I didn’t really need the money. Mother has social security and Medicare and with my salary it was enough to take care of our needs. This house is paid for and my dad made sure we wouldn’t be burdened with a lot of debt.” Her eyes drifted to a photograph of a man and woman on a corner bookshelf.

Don rose to examine the photo and Rona watched as he held the framed picture. She returned her attention to Charlie.

“Joyce wasn’t so lucky. She never knew her father. Growing up, it was just her mother and her brother, Paul. Paul’s father wasn’t around either. I did it because Joyce asked me to. I feel bad about it now, but at the time I just wanted to help her out.”

“What kind of help did you give her, Ms. Dietrich?”

“You can call me Rona,” she said with a shy smile. “Well, there was some kind of family trouble. I never knew exactly what it was, but Joyce said her mother was depending on her to take care of whatever it was.”

“What Ms. Mack is asking is, what exactly was your role in this stealing business, Dietrich?” Don, who was still standing near the bookcase, decided to insinuate himself into the questioning.

Rona squirmed and looked at Charlie for help. When she didn’t get any, she turned back to Don, finally unnerved.

“I didn’t actually take anything.” She stared at her lap, wringing her hands. “Joyce warned I might spot irregularities between the 430 form—that’s a delivery document—and a few of the purchase orders for the downtown restaurants. She asked me to ignore the 430 and just invoice based on the purchase order. She said it was a family crisis and that nobody would be hurt. It only happened a few times and I looked the other way because, like I said, I like Joyce and I know what it’s like to have family rely on you.”

“You did more than look the other way.” Don’s voice was raised and Rona shifted in her chair. “By knowingly charging those restaurants for items they didn’t receive, you were part of a conspiracy to commit fraud.” Don sounded like the police officer he once was.

Rona lost her reserve. She sobbed into her hands. Charlie looked at Don who gave her an “I couldn’t help myself” look. Silence filled the room until Rona could speak again. She turned toward Charlie and pleaded for understanding.

“I know it was wrong, and I’m tremendously sorry. I told Mr. Abrams, I’ve never done anything like that before. He fired me, but he said he wasn’t going to file a complaint against me and I’ve been helping the police with the case. I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to say it.”

Rona’s mother called out to her from upstairs and Rona took off her glasses and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her blouse, then excused herself.

“That was just great, Mr. Sensitivity.” Charlie glared at Don.

“Yeah yeah, well I’m getting tired of hearing about what a great gal this Stringer was,” Don huffed. “Anyway,” he said changing the subject, “did you hear what she said about the brother? He had a different father. Did Judy say he was using a different last name?”

“No, but it’s something we should check into. Look, when Rona returns I’ll ask her a couple of questions about Paul. I’d appreciate it if you would just observe.”

Don shrugged and reached for another Danish.




Chapter 5

Don and Charlie sped to the border. It was nearly rush hour, and if they could cross the Ambassador Bridge in the next half hour they’d get into downtown Detroit before the peak traffic.

“We need to give Abrams a briefing tomorrow and if the Alabama lead pans out, he’ll have to approve our travel.”

“You sure you want me to go and not Gil?”

“I think you’re better for this trip. You never know what we’ll run into in the South. We might have to work both sides of the street to get anything accomplished.”

Over the last few years, Charlie and Don had reached a pragmatic approach around race and gender, using their differences to full advantage. As a white male, there were doors Don could more easily walk through than Charlie. On the other hand, being a woman had often been the key to getting a recalcitrant witness to open up. When they dealt with law enforcement in other jurisdictions, Don always took the lead, not just because he had been a cop but because he fit most people’s idea of what an investigator looked like. But Charlie could visit any black business or organization, Don at her heels, playing up the “sister in charge” act and information would pour like syrup on pancakes.

Their song and dance had worked with Rona. She opened up to Charlie about the challenges of being her mother’s primary caregiver and Charlie shared information about her own sixty-eight-year-old mother, who had an assisted-living apartment in Detroit’s New Center area. They chatted awhile about the pros and cons of aging parents living at home, and agreed many boomers would have to face this decision sooner or later. When Don went out to the porch, pretending to need a smoke, Rona recalled the document Joyce had once asked her to notarize, giving her power of attorney to a mortgage company in Birmingham, Alabama. It was their first real clue to finding Joyce.

They reached the security checkpoint at the bridge and were cleared through without a hitch. Charlie began to strategize aloud to keep her mind off the water crossing.

“Let’s get Judy working on a number for the mortgage company Rona told me about. If there’s a power of attorney, we should be able to track down an electronic copy. If not, we’ll sic Gil on them.”

“Where is Paul Stringer working?” Don asked.

“Judy tracked him to the MotorCity Casino. I’ll go down there tonight, have dinner and nose around a bit.”

“Right, and get mugged by the one-armed bandits.”

“Okay, I might find myself at the quarter machines while I scope out the place.”

Charlie caught Don’s disapproving gaze; he knew of Charlie’s weakness for the slots. He would never be accused of being new age but he understood human behavior better than most.

“Well, I can’t just hover around outside, can I?”

“Whatever, Mack. Look, I’m not judging. I spend almost a thousand dollars every year to sit in a cold bleacher seat watching the Lions get their asses whipped every Sunday. So we both have some unconscious desire to be victims,” he said.

[image: ]

Charlie sat in a row of fifty-cent slots near the casino’s main entrance which allowed her a view of the comings and goings near valet parking. After an hour she took a break for a chicken Caesar salad and a glass of red wine. Forty-five minutes later, she returned to the same machine. She was down seventy-five dollars.

A well-dressed man was directing the four younger guys jockeying the cars at valet parking. She watched him schmooze with a high roller who had passed him a tip to skip the wait-line. Charlie slipped into her tangerine, all-weather jacket. She’d worn a tan turtle neck and matching slacks. In brown boots with a small heel she was just two inches shy of six feet. She stepped out the casino door and the wind blew across the crown of her neatly cropped, curly Afro. She approached the parking supervisor.

“How are you this evening . . .” Charlie looked at his name tag, which read Walter Barnes “. . . Walter?” She said his name using her flirty voice.

“How are you, miss?” He displayed a smile that made him look like the first bite of an Almond Joy.

“Well, I’d be doing better, but I’m down almost a hundred dollars.”

He nodded
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