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Chapter 1




Working on a case for Stacy North would have
probably been the last item ever on my agenda. Stacy had
been my best friend and roommate in college. My best friend, right
up until the day she eloped with my fiancé, Brad North. Although I
came to realize later that it was all for the best, such situations
do tend to put a damper on a friendship.

Brad went on to become a personal injury
attorney, one of Albuquerque’s most, shall we say, aggressive. They
live in Tanoan, the new upscale community in town.

Now Stacy stood in my office with all the
calm of a cat at the dog pound. She looked every bit of fifteen
years older, a pity because it was only eight years since the last
time I’d seen her. She wore a tailored linen dress the color of a
fresh lemon, with black trim around the neck and down the front.
Gold buttons trailed along the trim, buttons that looked like
they’d been custom made to match the earrings that peeked demurely
out of her elegant blond hairstyle. A black ranch mink contrasted
strikingly with her hair and with the dress, creating an elegant
picture of black and gold. For just a second, I wondered why I felt
sorry for her.

It was something in the eyes. And in the
mouth. Those eyes, which had sparkled with clear blue fun in
school. The mouth, always ready to laugh. Stacy had been the
practical joker, the whimsical elf among us. All traces of that
were gone now. Dull blue eyes, rimmed by puffy lids, darted around
the room nervously. Once clear skin was now covered with layers of
makeup to conceal the woman inside. Or perhaps to present an image,
the image of a woman someone else wanted Stacy to be.

“Charlie, I need your help.” The voice was
low and cultured, and it only broke slightly on the last word.

A rush of ambivalent feelings flooded through
me. I’d spent ten years making myself not care about Stacy, and I
wasn’t sure I wanted to start again now. She and Brad had hurt
me—deeply. My first instinct was to toss her out of my office. The
desperation in her eyes pulled me back, though.

“Sit down and tell me about it,” I offered
grudgingly. I gestured toward the room at large, giving her the
choice of taking the side chair beside my desk or the sofa on the
opposite wall. She chose the sofa.

She perched on the edge of the cushion making
little adjustments to her skirt and coat before speaking.

“A valuable item has, ah, been lost. I have
to recover it.”

“I’m an accountant, Stacy. Unless it’s your
tax return we’re talking about, I think you should be telling this
to Ron. He’s the investigator around here. I can have him call you
when he gets back to town next week.” My brother, Ron, and I are
partners in RJP Investigations. Although I watch the cases that
come through the door pretty closely, I prefer to stay with the
accounting and let Ron do the dirty work.

“Oh, no. I can’t wait until next week.” Her
eyes had grown wide, her breathing rapid. “I have to get this item
back before tomorrow night.”

“What’s the item, and why the urgency?”

She squirmed in her seat a minute before
answering. “My Rolex watch,” she said.

“Was it lost or stolen?”

“Lost. No, I think it was stolen … Um, well,
I’m not really sure.”

“Couldn’t it have been misplaced around the
house somewhere?”

“No. It’s not around the house somewhere.”
Her voice was firm, but her eyes wouldn’t meet mine.

“Where did you last see it?”

“Umm … I’d really rather not say.”

“Stacy!” I was losing patience fast. “How do
expect us to find it? Give me some help here.”

She stared at her hands, suddenly finding a
cuticle that needed attention. I got up and closed the door softly.
Pulling the side chair around to face her, I sat with my hands
between my knees and waited. When she looked up, her eyes were
moist.

“I first noticed it missing from the house.”
She gazed out the window as she spoke. “Someone must have broken in
and stolen it.”

“Did you report it to the police? To your
insurance company?”

“No!”

“Why not?”

Her eyes touched mine for the briefest
second, darted to the bookshelf, then the far wall. I waited.

“I don’t want Brad to know. He already thinks
I’m careless. I can’t let him know I’ve lost the watch. It was a
Valentine gift. I’ve only had it two weeks.”

“Stacy, to put it bluntly, that’s bullshit.
How can Brad blame you?” I waited another long minute while she
fidgeted some more.

“Well, um, it wasn’t exactly a burglary,” she
said finally. “A man had been there that day, uh, doing some work.
I think he must have picked up the watch from my dresser.”

“Did you report this to the company he worked
for?”

“No.”

“Why not!” I felt like shaking her.

She pulled the edges of the mink together,
retreating like a turtle into its shell. I reached out, laying one
hand on her fur-clad knee.

“Stacy, come on. We used to be able to talk
about anything.” Before she and Brad eloped right under my nose. I
realized I was feeling sympathetic toward her and pulled my hand
back. I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to rebuild a friendship with
her at this point. However, her fear was evident. “I can’t help you
if I don’t know the whole situation,” I finally said.

I could almost hear her thoughts churning.
After she sifted through the entire thing, I wondered what little
sprinkling she’d give me. She worked again at the errant cuticle
for a couple of minutes.

“The man’s name is Gary Detweiller. He wasn’t
at the house doing work.”

This time her eyes met mine firmly. I felt my
mouth open, but it closed again.

“Can you help me, Charlie?”

“Brad’s coming home tomorrow night, and you
need to be wearing the watch, is that it?”

“Yes.”

“Stacy, can I be blunt? Why would you want to
tell anyone else about this? I mean, you obviously have plenty of
money. Why didn’t you just go out and buy another watch?”

She gave a short humorless chuckle. “For one,
I don’t personally have any money. I get a hundred dollars a month
cash spending money. Over several years I’ve been able to
stash away a little. Everything else is in joint accounts, which
Brad monitors like a hawk. The clothes, the furs, the jewelry—he
bestows them like rewards. Secondly, the watch was half of a
matching pair. Brad bought himself one at the same time, and he
made a big point of telling me how they matched exactly, down to
the color of the watch face and the size of the little dots that
indicate the hours. I’ve only worn the thing two weeks. What if I
picked out a new one, and some little detail was off. He’d know in
an instant.”

What a mess.

“What can I do, Charlie?”

“You want to hire a private investigator to
find the watch. Right?”

She nodded. I sucked on my lower lip.

“Like I said, Ron’s gone until next week.
Could you tell Brad you took the watch in for cleaning?”

“It’s only two weeks old,” she sensibly
pointed out.

“Repairs?”

“Maybe, if I had to. I’m just worried that he
might call the jeweler to find out what the problem is.”

This poor woman really did live under the
gun.

“Let me see what I can do,” I said, wishing
I’d gone out of town, too. “Can you tell me anything about this
Detweiller? Confidentially.”

“Not much. I met him at the club. He flirted,
talked me into letting him come over for a drink.”

“He’s a member of the country club? Does Brad
know him?”

“I don’t think so. I’d never seen him there
before last week.”

I wanted to ask whether having a drink was
all they’d done, but didn’t figure it was any of my business. I did
ask for a five hundred dollar retainer, though. She could explain
it at home any way she wanted.

Stacy left a few minutes later, the worry
lines around her mouth only slightly less pronounced than when
she’d walked in here. I picked up the phone book and looked up Gary
Detweiller. There was only one listed. The address was in a
low-to-middle income area, a place I didn’t imagine produced many
Tanoan Country Club members. I decided to take a drive over
there.

Outside, the weather was nearly balmy—bright
blue sky, temperature near sixty. Spring is an unpredictable time
here. Tomorrow could very well be thirty degrees with wind, rain or
sleet. In the car, I shed my jacket, debating the quickest route to
Gary Detweiller’s neighborhood.

Albuquerque has become a sprawling city,
thirty miles in diameter, something the Spanish conquistadors
probably never imagined back in the 1500s. Early city planners
divided the town into quadrants -- north valley, south valley,
northeast heights and southeast heights, as they are commonly
called today. As the population approaches the half-million mark,
the outlying towns—Tijeras and Cedar Crest to the east, Bernalillo
to the north, Rio Rancho on the west side, and Belen and Los Lunas
toward the south—have become suburbs with thousands of daily
commuters. Very few of us ride horses, wear spurs, or carry pistols
on a daily basis. We do speak English and we consider New Mexico
one of the fifty states, although it seems outsiders have to pause
to remember this sometimes.

I left the peacefulness of our
semi-residential, semi-commercial office neighborhood and joined
the flow of traffic on Central Avenue. Opting to bypass downtown, I
cut over to Lomas and headed east. The Sandia Mountains stood out
in high relief on this clear day, like a guardian sentinel
protecting the city from the ravages of the eastern plains.

Detweiller’s address was in a quiet
residential neighborhood between Lomas and Central that had boomed
in the late fifties. Some of the places were occupied by their
original owners while others had been sold and resold and converted
to rentals. The condition of each house and front yard generally
indicated which were which.

Detweiller’s house was a stucco box placed in
the middle of a gray river-rocked square of land wedged between two
other similar squares of land. This one had benefit of a few
shrubs. Junipers that looked like they hadn’t been trimmed in a
dozen years lined the empty driveway. Scraggly pyracantha flanked
the front porch. Two windows faced the street, each curtained in a
different color. Brown paint peeled off the front door and two
newspapers lay on the step. The whole place exuded emptiness. I
rang the bell anyway and was almost glad when no one answered.

If Gary Detweiller had stolen a Rolex watch
yesterday, he’d obviously used the proceeds to go elsewhere. I
pictured a quick transaction at a pawn shop, with the next stop
Vegas.

I wasn’t far off the mark. Detweiller’s house
was two blocks off Central Avenue, the famed old Route 66, which
used to be the main drag through Albuquerque. Now it’s lined with
seedy motels, mobile home dealers, and plenty of pawn shops. I
started with the closest one. The third one yielded the Rolex,
easily identified by the serial number Stacy had given me. I choked
a little at the price I had to pay to get it back, but figured
Stacy would find a way to come up with it.

When I called her scarcely two hours after
our first meeting, she was astounded. We met, exchanged watch for
money (she gave me an inch-high stack of tens and twenties), and
that should have been the end of it.

In fact, I’m sure that would have been the
end of it, had it not been for the news item three days later
announcing that Gary Detweiller had been murdered.


Chapter 2

 


Thursday started off normally enough. I
awakened about seven, fed Rusty, my rust-colored Labrador-sized
mutt, and ate a bowl of granola with yogurt while Rusty crunched
down a bowl of some yummy doggy nuggets. By eight o’clock, we were
traveling from home in the old country club area to our office near
downtown. The office, which I share with my older brother, Ron, is
in an old Victorian with gray and white exterior. A driveway runs
down the west edge of the property, leading to a detached garage
out back and generous parking for the three of us who work there.
Besides Ron and myself, we employ a part-time receptionist, Sally
Bertrand.

Ron and I started the agency three years ago
at a turning point in both our lives. Ron had gone through a rough
divorce, and found that his security guard salary wasn’t quite
making the child support payments on three kids. Bernadette had
wiped out their bank account, taking the boys and everything else
of value. For Ron, starting out again in a one-bedroom apartment
with old cast-off furniture was a blow. He needed a purpose and a
better income.

In my case, I’d finished college with an
accounting degree, taken the CPA exam, and gone to work in one of
the city’s largest accounting firms. Two years of corporate
politics, water-cooler gossip, and general backstabbing had made me
more than ready for freedom. Ron and I put our skills together,
along with some of my inheritance money, and started RJP
Investigations. Ron’s good at his work. He has connections in the
police department, and the patience for surveillance work, much
more necessary attributes in the PI business than a trench coat, a
smoky office, or a babe on the arm.

Sally and I keep the wheels running smoothly
here. She comes in from nine to one, answering phones and typing
letters. I consider Sally a friend as well as an employee, although
our styles outside the office are totally different. She’s an
outdoor type who spends her weekends with her husband, Ross,
trekking from one remote mountain top to another. Their idea of fun
consists of stuffing the barest necessities of life into
forty-pound backpacks and toting this burdensome load off to
someplace with neither toilets nor fast food restaurants. My idea
of roughing it, on the other hand, is black and white TV in a motor
home.

At work we mesh well, though. Having Sally
around frees up my mind for working with numbers, something I don’t
do well with three phone lines ringing and the front door to
attend. I handle the billing, the bill paying, the taxes, and most
importantly, the paychecks. Once in awhile, I get called upon to
help Ron with some detail of an investigation, usually an errand to
the county courthouse to look up a copy of someone’s marriage
license. Exciting stuff.

My Jeep was the first car in the parking area
today. Sally would be here in another half-hour or so. Ron was
still out of town—gone until Monday. Rusty bounded out the minute I
opened the car door and proceeded to sniff the perimeter of the
yard for possible overnight intruders. Since the neighborhood is
still partly residential, an occasional cat wanders across our
property. It’s Rusty’s job to assess this situation. I unlocked the
back door and stepped into the kitchen. We haven’t changed the
layout of the old house. The original parlor is now our reception
area, the dining room a conference area. Upstairs, two bedrooms
facing the street became Ron’s and my offices, while a third
bedroom is now a storage room. The only bathroom is also up there,
and has to serve both boys and girls. How did these
Victorian families manage?

I set my briefcase on the kitchen table,
leaving the door open for Rusty while I made coffee. I hoped Sally
would bring doughnuts. We leave that part informal. Whoever has a
craving that day will usually show up with treats. Rusty trotted
in, his nails clicking on the hardwood floor. I closed the door
behind him and we headed toward the front, leaving the coffee to
hiss and sputter to completion. The answering machine on Sally’s
desk showed no messages. I unlocked the front door and proceeded
upstairs with my rust-colored shadow close behind.

My office is my second home. As such, I like
it comfortable. I’ve chosen good wood furniture, hanging ferns in
the bay window, and soft pastels for the upholstery and art.

I had no sooner parked my butt in the chair
than I heard the front door. We have a ding-dong type bell rigged
to ring upstairs for those times when Sally isn’t on duty. Like
now. I pulled myself back up, trying to remember if we had any
appointments on the book. I didn’t think so. It’s usually pretty
quiet when Ron isn’t here. Maybe a salesperson or a delivery. Given
a choice, I would opt for the latter.

Stacy North waited in the foyer. Today she
wore no makeup and her designer jogging suit looked slept in. Her
feathery blond hair hung limp. Her lips looked thin without
lipstick, her face grayish. I motioned her upstairs, watching her
feet drag upward at each step. I offered coffee. She nodded. I
trotted back down the stairs and came back with two mugs. The
social formalities accomplished, I looked at her inquisitively. She
handed over the morning paper tentatively before taking a seat on
the sofa. The paper was folded so that page A-4 faced me. A
captioned photo told me I was staring into the face of Gary
Detweiller. The headline told me he’d been killed in a shooting. I
read the rest of the article while Stacy perched on the edge of the
couch. She was motionless except to raise the coffee mug to her
lips occasionally.

Detweiller had been sitting in his car in his
own driveway when an unknown assailant shot him at almost
point-blank range, the article said. I pictured the heavily
overgrown shrubs that bordered the drive. The victim was survived
by his wife, Jean, and son, Joshua. No leads had yet been found in
the case. I laid the paper on my desk and looked up at Stacy.

“This is the guy of our former
discussion?”

She nodded tiredly.

“And?”

No response.

“Stacy, I assume you didn’t just come by to
share this with me,” I said, holding the newspaper up. “What do you
want?” I had a feeling I knew the answer, and I wasn’t going to
like it.

“I need help again, Charlie.” Her voice came
out thickly.

“Stacy, I told you, I’m not an investigator.
Besides, aren’t the police handling this?”

Her blue eyes widened slightly. “That’s what
I’m worried about.” She reached for her bag. “Do you mind if I
smoke?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.” It probably came out
sounding harsh, but dammit, I have to live in this office after she
leaves. “Stacy, you were never a smoker.”

A trembling hand covered her mouth. “I know,
Charlie. I only do it now and then.”

“Stacy, what’s really the problem here? Are
you worried that the police will dig up your connection with
Detweiller?”

“Of course I am!” She stood up and paced to
the opposite end of the room. “Charlie, do you have any idea what
Brad will do if he finds out about this?”

Truthfully, I didn’t. But I also wondered
aloud why she hadn’t worried about this before getting seduced into
the situation.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice hopeless.
She dumped herself back onto my couch, and rubbed at her temples
with both index fingers. “It was stupid. I can see that now. I
guess I just fell for the ... uh ... positive attention.”

“I’m not sure what to tell you.” I wanted to
tell her about paying the consequences for our actions, but somehow
I got the feeling she already knew about that.

She stared at a spot somewhere near the
corner of my desk, and her face became even more pale. A long
minute passed.

“Stacy, what do you want from me?”

“I’m not sure, Charlie. I guess I’m grasping
at ways to keep my name out of this.”

“Have you talked to a lawyer? Sounds like
this is more a matter of needing legal advice than investigative
work.”

“I wouldn’t know who to turn to. Our family
lawyer intimidates me. He’s so chummy with Brad I don’t think I
could trust him. I guess I was hoping that you could find out who
really killed Gary before the police come asking questions of
me.”

The messes people get themselves into never
cease to amaze me.

“Stacy, I’ll tell you straight out. This is
out of my league. If you can wait until Monday, I can set an
appointment for you to meet with Ron.”

Her eyes glistened moistly and a red rim
formed around her upper lip. The hands shook as she reached for her
purse. “That’s four days away,” she whispered. “I hope it’s not too
late.” She walked toward the door.

“Stacy, wait.” I knew this was foolish, even
as I said the words.

She returned to the couch, perching
expectantly on the edge.

“Tell me everything you can about Gary
Detweiller,” I said.

She stared blankly at me for a good half
minute.

“Does he belong to the country club? What
does he do for fun? Sports? Clubs? Hangouts?”

“I really don’t know.” Her palms fluttered
upward. “I met him at Tanoan. He never talked about himself.”

A man who never talked about himself?
Please.

“Stacy, think about it. He must have said
something. Surely you didn’t hop into bed with someone who never
said a word.”

“Well, of course he talked. But mostly he
talked about me.” Her eyes turned dreamy. “He told me how beautiful
I was, how sexy. Stuff I haven’t heard in a long time.” Her
once-vivacious voice broke a little.

I let the silence stretch out a bit, hoping
she’d come up with something more.

“I went to his house once,” she
remembered.

“That might be a start. Tell me about
it.”

“It was a depressing place. Of course, this
was after he’d wooed me with a nice lunch out one day and he’d
gotten a room at the Marriott that afternoon. I guess I wasn’t
thinking too straight.”

“Then he invited you to his house?”

“Oh, no. I just showed up. I’d seen the
address on a business card he gave to some guy in the Marriott bar.
I remembered the street, so about a week later I looked it up and
drove over there.” She looked up at me briefly. “It had been a bad
day.”

“Tell me more about the house. He was home, I
assume.”

“Yes, he was home. Although not exactly
thrilled to see me. He was jittery the whole time I was there,
which was maybe ten minutes. I didn’t realize at the time that he
had a wife, one more thing he failed to mention. He couldn’t wait
to steer me out of there. We went to The Wine Cellar for a drink,
even though it was only three in the afternoon.”

“Okay, you were inside the house, right? Try
to remember everything you saw.”

“The place was a dump, actually. I mean, not
just that it was small, but it was dirty. It smelled, and there was
clutter everywhere.”

“I’m trying to get a feel for the guy’s
lifestyle, what he did with his spare time.”

“Well, he didn’t clean house, that’s for
sure.”

“Did you see any magazines laying around, any
sports tickets, anything like that?”

Her eyes gazed upward, as she recreated the
picture in her mind. “Newspapers,” she said finally. “There were
newspapers scattered everywhere. I just can’t think of anything
else.”

It wasn’t much of a start and I finally let
her go, realizing that I wasn’t getting much out of her. She seemed
relieved, having dumped the burden of her secret in my lap. There
was still a certain wariness, though. For a minute there, I
wondered if she could have had something to do with Detweiller’s
death and was using me to find a way to cover for her.

I filed my paid bills while I tried to think
what to do next. I could try to dig up some background information
on Gary Detweiller so I’d have something for Ron to work on when he
got back to town. I walked across the hall to Ron’s office and
located his Rolodex behind a tall stack of file folders. Ron isn’t
exactly negligent in his office duties, he just has a different
system. Very different. His contact at APD is Kent Taylor in
Homicide. I looked in the Rolodex under A, then under T, then under
K. C for contacts didn’t yield anything, either. Finally I found
Taylor under P, for police. Naturally. Where else?

I phoned Taylor and got him to agree to see
me at two. I didn’t say why. This was an active police
investigation and I knew he’d cut me off immediately if he knew I
was snooping. Besides, I have much more winning ways in person than
over the phone.

Sally Bertrand was at her desk when I went
downstairs again for a coffee refill. She wore a pair of gray wool
slacks and a blue and gray sweater. That’s about as dressy as she
ever gets. Usually it’s jeans and plaid flannel. We run a casual
operation here since Ron and I are both firm believers in jeans
ourselves. Sally’s shaggy blond hair was recently trimmed but not
by much. I think she does it herself, probably without benefit of a
mirror. She smiled at me with her wide grin, reminding me of an
extra large six-year-old. She has square straight teeth, honest
blue eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles across her un-madeup
face.

“Who was the lady?” she asked.

“Old school friend,” I answered. “You haven’t
seen her before because we haven’t exactly been friends for about
the last ten years.”

“Oh.” She didn’t ask, and I didn’t
explain.

I refilled my coffee mug and carried one up
front for Sally, too. She hadn’t brought doughnuts, but I decided
my waistline was better for it. I’ve been lucky all my life to
never have a weight problem, but I could see that subtly changing
now that I’d reached thirty. Given the facts that I love to eat and
hate to exercise, something was going to have to give. When it
began to give too much, I’d have to face a lifestyle change. Why
don’t our bodies just stay twenty-five forever?

Back in my own office, I finished up a few
odds and ends. Rusty waited patiently, stretched out on a small
Oriental rug near the bay window. He hadn’t budged during Stacy’s
visit, probably thinking he’d rack up some good behavior points
that way. I know the mutt. He was probably hoping for a trip to
McDonalds at lunchtime. No such luck.

I worked until one, then made him stay behind
when I left for my appointment with Kent Taylor. APD’s headquarters
is downtown, only a few blocks from our office. Getting there takes
maybe ten minutes, finding a parking place, another twenty. Even
so, I’d allowed myself enough time to stop along the way and
indulge in a fast hamburger and Coke. In a burst of health
consciousness, I skipped the fries.

Kent Taylor’s office is accessed through a
rabbit-warren of cubbyhole-sized spaces separated by carpet-covered
dividers. Each housed a desk, chair, and wastebasket. I’d been here
once before with Ron, but doubted I could find my way through the
maze again. I didn’t need to. I asked for Taylor at the front desk,
and he came up.

Kent is a forty-ish man, dark hair thinning
on top, a thick roll of extra weight around the middle. The
well-fed, cared-for look of a married man with a stay-at-home wife.
His pale blue shirt was neatly pressed, no spots on his tie, slacks
had probably been picked up from the cleaners yesterday afternoon.
I followed him back through the labyrinth to his office.

A glass wall separated his eight-by-ten space
from the main room. I hadn’t given much thought as to how I was
going to approach him, and suddenly felt a little nervous.

“How’s Ron these days?” he asked, giving me a
little time to work into my story.

“Fine. He’s at a firearms show right
now.”

“The big one in Dallas?”

I nodded. I’m uneasy about guns. Ron knows
better than to push the subject with me. The gun control issue is
one on which we have an ongoing debate.

The conversation with Kent was dwindling
fast. If I didn’t jump right in with my real question, I was going
to be escorted out the door with a “nice to see you.”

“What can I do for you, Charlie?” he
asked.

My stomach fluttered a little. “It’s about
the Gary Detweiller murder. I saw the article in this morning’s
paper.”

“Yes?”

“Well, a friend of mine knew him. He’s
wondering if you have any leads in the case.” I don’t lie easily,
and I half expected Taylor to tell me so. Surely he could see the
little words “Liar, Liar” popping out on my forehead.

“We have a few leads,” he said. He leaned
back in his chair, his fingers drumming on the arm of it. “You know
how it goes, an apparently senseless killing, guy has no known
enemies. But there’s always a motive. Always more to the picture
than the eye first sees.” He fixed a direct look at me. “Why? What
do you know about it?”

“Nothing, Kent. Really. I just had this
friend who was concerned. Thought I’d see what I could find
out.”

The look of skepticism on his face stung.
“Charlie, don’t get involved with this. If you have a client, let
Ron handle it. If your client is directly involved in this case,
you better let me know all about it.”

I stood up. “No, this person isn’t involved
with any murder,” I said staunchly. I hoped it was true.

Walking the four blocks back to my Jeep, I
kicked myself in the butt all the way. That had been a foolish
move. All I’d accomplished was to make Kent Taylor suspicious of
me. I hadn’t found out a single fact about the case. And I’d come
off as a meek little twit, trying to stick her nose in where it
didn’t belong. I felt like calling Stacy and telling her to count
me out. After all, I didn’t owe her a thing. She and Brad North
could rot, for all I cared.

Then I remembered the look on her face, the
fear that had been palpable in my office this morning. Back in our
high school and college days together, Stacy and I had been close.
The best of friends. We’d slept over at each other’s houses almost
every weekend, setting each other’s hair, listening to Three Dog
Night albums, giggling over boys. She’d been the only person I’d
told when I lost my virginity. I’d been staying at her house the
weekend my parents had flown to Denver, the weekend they never
returned. Stacy’s parents had been the ones to break the news of
the plane crash to us. They’d held me close and taken me into their
home for those first confusing weeks until my life took on some
order again. The friendship with Stacy was probably what kept me
from going off the deep end.

I’d been angry with her for ten years now.
Losing one’s fiancé to one’s best friend is, if nothing else,
humiliating. It was interesting, though, that in her time of need
Stacy had turned to me. I wanted some time to sort this all out,
but didn’t have that luxury. Stacy’s fear was immediate. The least
I could do was try to find a few answers for her.

The past would have to be shoved into a back
compartment somewhere until I could work on it. For now, I had to
decide on a course of action and follow it—a more prudent course
than I’d taken so far. This much intense thought called for a hot
fudge sundae.


Chapter 3




Thick gray clouds hung low over the Sandia
Mountains. The air felt chill and smelled of moisture. Yesterday
had been sunny with a sky of lapis. I was glad for my thick down
jacket as I walked back to the car. A favorite memory from my high
school years is hot fudge sundaes at Big Boy. With the past
crowding suddenly back into my psyche today, the old craving came
back. I turned east on Central Avenue.

Remodeling has changed the building somewhat,
but the sundaes are the same as ever. I took a corner booth and put
my feet up on the opposite seat. A few minutes later, my sundae
arrived. I spooned whipped cream with a sprinkling of almonds into
my mouth. I pulled my notebook out of my purse and made a few
doodles in the corner. There would be something therapeutic about
letting all my old feelings about Stacy and Brad flow onto the
paper along with the ink from my pen but I wasn’t ready for that
yet. My mother had always cautioned me never to write down anything
I wouldn’t want to see in the newspaper. Consequently, I’ve never
been a diary keeper. I still harbor resistance to pouring my soul
out on paper. I decided to confine my notes to the murder case.
Perhaps writing a plan down would help solidify a course of action
for me.

Gary Detweiller. Seducer. Hangs out at
country club. Wife and son. Poor neighborhood. Steals Rolex. Needs
money. ???? The notes covered my small page.

I had to believe that Stacy wasn’t the first
woman Detweiller had seduced, probably wasn’t the first he’d stolen
from. His approach sounded pretty smooth, his routine well
rehearsed. Except for the time Stacy had surprised him at home.
Maybe his home would be a good starting place.

I scraped the last of the fudge from the
bottom of the cold metal parfait cup, left too large a tip, and
stepped out into the biting wind. Trotting out to the Jeep, I
pulled my jacket together in front with one hand and fumbled in the
pocket for my keys with the other. The clouds spat a few crumbs of
snow over the hood as I started the engine. I rehearsed my story as
I drove up Central, looking for the turn.

Detweiller’s house was no more inviting this
time, despite the addition of two cars in the driveway. A pale blue
Honda held the anchor position in front of the single car garage
door. The car was probably eight or nine years old, and the sun had
faded the paint on the hood to near-white. Obviously, the garage
held something other than the car. The second vehicle, a muscle car
from the seventies, had been left primer gray with chrome pipes
showing at the sides, and windows tinted so dark they were surely
illegal. Stickers with illegible words drawn in sharp diagonals
decorated the back window.

I pressed the doorbell, but it felt mushy and
dead. When I got no response to it, I tried knocking on the screen
door frame. It wobbled ineffectually, so I opened it wide enough to
get my hand through, and pounded on the wooden front door. Paint
flakes drifted downward.

A tired-looking woman opened the door. She
was probably in her late thirties, but the eyes were aged to
forty-something. Her medium brown hair was wound haphazardly around
pink sponge curlers, and she clutched a limp pink robe together in
front. She kept herself mostly behind the door, which she had
allowed to open only about six inches.

“Mrs. Detweiller? I’m Charlie Parker. I
wonder if I might speak to you about your husband.”

“He’s dead.” So was her voice.

“I know. I’m very sorry. I just have a few
questions for the investigation.” The half truths were beginning to
slip out more easily.

“You’d better come in,” she said impatiently.
“You’re freezing me out, here.”

She stepped back, pulling the door a bit
wider. I opened the screen and stepped into the gloom. She quickly
closed the door behind me. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that
she wasn’t wearing anything under the robe, which hung from her
thin frame like a sack.

“I had just stepped out of the shower,” she
said. “Can you give me a minute to get dressed?”

Without waiting for an answer, she turned
away. Picking up a lit cigarette from an ashtray on an end table,
she disappeared into a dark hallway leaving me the perfect
opportunity to check the place out.

The interior of the small house was about
what I’d expected, given the looks of the exterior and what Stacy
had told me about her one and only visit here. The living room
where I stood was boxlike and stuffy. A tweed couch with saggy
cushions, a peeling vinyl recliner, and a console stereo with a
nineteen inch TV on top seemed to fill the room excessively.
Decorator items were minimal—a framed print showing a dirt road
winding away into the woods hung over the couch. A lump of wadded
laundry, presumably clean, covered about a third of the couch.
Newspapers, magazines and unopened mail were stacked on the seat of
the recliner, while a couple of coats were draped over its back.
One of the jackets was a man’s sports coat. Hmmm...

Tentatively, I patted the pockets. A wallet
sized lump rewarded my little feel-up. My heart rate picked up as I
realized what I was about to do. I am not, by nature, a sneaky
person. Well, maybe sneaky but I’m not dishonest. Somehow this felt
dishonest.

I could hear Jean Detweiller in the bedroom.
She wasn’t a particularly quiet dresser. I only had a few moments,
and I could think of no plausible explanation should she walk in
and catch me with her husband’s wallet in my hands. My stomach felt
a little watery as my thumb and forefinger reached toward the
pocket.

Picking through someone’s wallet was better
than interviewing any day. The first thing I did was to memorize
Detweiller’s driver’s license and social security numbers. Ron had
at least taught me that much about investigation. Then it was on to
the good stuff. There was about thirty-five dollars cash and a
condom in the money section. My, how responsible. A little sheaf of
plastic windows held an insurance card, expired six months ago, a
picture of a teenage boy, presumably Joshua, a coupon for a free
sandwich at Subway, and some lined pages from a tiny spiral
notebook, covered with angular black writing and folded in half.
Somehow those leaped from the wallet to my coat pocket. In the
hidden away-from-wife’s-eyes section I found a small wad of four or
five hundred dollar bills, neatly folded. It would have probably
been better politics on Gary’s part to keep the money in the money
section and put the condom here. It didn’t matter now, anyway.

A noise in the hallway startled me. I dropped
the wallet back into the pocket, patted it shut, leaped the six
feet or so to stand beside the stereo, and picked up the first
newspaper my hand came to. I was casually glancing over it when
Jean Detweiller walked back into the room. My hands were hardly
shaking at all.

“There, that’s better,” she said. She wore a
pink and gray waitress uniform, the kind from the fifties where the
dress is one color and the cuffs, pocket, and collar are the other.
A perky handkerchief, folded to a point, stuck out of the pocket on
her left breast. She’d brushed out her hair and teased and coaxed
it into some kind of modified bubble. She looked ready to report to
the set of “Happy Days.” She glanced at her wristwatch.

“I’ve gotta be at work at four,” she
explained. “Now, who did you say you are?” She continued to bustle
as she talked, apparently realizing what a trash heap the place
was.

“Charlie Parker.” I avoided the real
question, figuring it was better not to tell her that I was here at
the request of her husband’s latest fling. “I was sorry to hear
about your husband’s death. Were you home at the time?”

“Nope. I work six nights a week, four to
midnight, at Archie’s Diner.” She gathered the heap of clean
laundry into her arms and headed back to the bedroom.

“Archie wouldn’t let you have a few days off?
I mean, considering what’s happened?” I raised my voice as she left
my sight.

“Oh, he would have. But what’s the point?”
She came back into the living room, eyeing the stack of mail and
papers. “What good would it do me to sit around here for a few
days?” Her voice was flat, resigned.

She picked up the mail, flipping through part
of it. Apparently it was all junk, because she carried it away,
presumably to the kitchen, where I heard it thunk into a trash can.
I glanced at the paper I’d picked up. It was a racing form from the
track down near El Paso. Quite a few entries were circled.

“Gary had been out of town, hadn’t he?”

“Yeah, I think so. I didn’t keep tabs on the
man,” she said wearily. “I tried that in the early years, but it’s
just too, you know, too draining. Gary gambled, he drank, he
cheated. Nothin’ I said or did was gonna change that.”

“Why didn’t you just boot him out?”

“I guess for Josh’s sake. Gary didn’t give a
lot, but having him around did help keep Josh under control. Do you
know what a single mother has to cope with these days? Especially
with a teenage boy?”

“I saw two cars out there. Is Josh home?”

“He’s asleep. Stayed home from school today.
He’s taken this pretty hard, and I don’t think he slept at all last
night.”

She had tidied up the room quite a bit while
we talked, but I imagined her son would return it to its previous
condition by the time she got home. I noticed that she avoided
touching her husband’s coat, which still lay across the back of the
recliner. She glanced at her watch again, giving me my cue.

I drove away wondering what, exactly, I had
learned. The thick gray clouds still blanketed the city, blending
with the streets, sidewalks, and barren trees. The effect was like
driving through a scene on black and white television where only
the cars and billboards have been colorized. The sleet-like
granules had disappeared. It would be rare to have any lasting
snowfall in town this late in the season. Afternoon traffic was
beginning to pick up, and it took me almost thirty minutes to get
to the office.

Rusty was waiting at the back door anxiously.
Sally had left hours ago, and with no one else there he had
probably begun to wonder if he was abandoned. His thick tail
whapped against the doorframe as I unlocked it. He took about ten
seconds to sniff my hands and give me a couple of doggy kisses
before racing to the back yard to avail himself of the
facilities.

I checked the answering machine and Sally’s
desk. No messages. My desk was similarly clear, so I closed the
shades, double checked the locks and left, guilt-free.

The stolen notes from Gary Detweiller’s
wallet were burning a hole in my pocket and I could hardly wait to
get a look at them. Fortunately, the traffic accommodated me. It
was considerably lighter this side of town. Unfortunately, my next
door neighbor was not quite that accommodating. She met me in my
driveway.

Elsa Higgins is eighty-six years old,
practically a grandmother to me. In fact, I call her Gram because
Mrs. Higgins seems too formal and calling an older woman by her
first name was unthinkable in my mother’s eyes. So, from my
earliest memories, Elsa has been Gram to me. She’s feisty and
opinionated and I want to be just like her when I grow up. We’ve
been neighbors all my life. She lives alone in the same house she’s
occupied for more than forty years, where she does all the cooking,
cleaning and gardening. She took me in when my parents died,
letting me live with her for probably the two most difficult years
in anyone’s life, age sixteen to eighteen. That’s when I decided I
was grown up enough to take care of myself, so I moved back into my
own house. I grew up here and my parents left the house to me, so I
found no reason to go elsewhere. I still haven’t.

The neighborhood is one of the older ones in
town, the Albuquerque Country Club area. It’s situated near Old
Town, the site of the original Albuquerque, now an official
historic district complete with adobe buildings, a town square and
tourist trap prices. Our residential area is just far enough away
to avoid the traffic and tourists. The homes are not elaborate by
today’s standards, but they have a certain charm, including tall
old trees and neatly clipped lawns. My place is typical, a
three-bedroom ranch style white brick with hardwood floors. I have
it furnished with oriental rugs and antiques. The back yard has
fifty-foot tall sycamores and my mother’s peace roses. No, I
wouldn’t trade it for a trendy little townhouse in Tanoan.

I pulled the Jeep to a quick stop in the
driveway, and Rusty and I both hopped out.

“Gram, you better get inside before you
freeze!” She was wearing polyester slacks and blouse, with only a
thin cardigan over it.

“Oh, I’m okay, Charlie. I only stepped
outside when I saw your car coming up the street.” She shivered
anyway, though, so I put my arm around her small shoulders and
guided her to the door. Inside, the heat was a welcome relief.

“Is anything wrong?” I asked. Meeting me at
the car in freezing weather was not exactly Elsa’s style.

“Paul’s coming,” she breathed.

“Paul, my brother? When did this happen?”

“He called me this afternoon. Said he
couldn’t reach either you or Ron, and wanted to be sure you’d be
home this weekend.”

“This weekend? Oh, boy.”

“Why? Will you be gone?”

“Oh, no, I’ll be here.” The enthusiasm in my
voice was about zero point one on the Richter scale. “I wonder why
he called you. I was at the office most of the day.”

She shrugged. She stands all of five foot
two, which puts her shoulders about chest-high to me.
Second-guessing Paul is futile. He’s not irresponsible, understand,
just unpredictable. Of the three of us, he appears to be the
most solid. Married to his original spouse, two kids, churchgoers
all, a respectable job with a computer firm. We don’t have a lot in
common.

Ron and I, on the other hand, tend to barrel
through life, seeking our own way. Although Ron did the marriage
bit once, and I never have, he and I have more of a kindred feeling
than either of us share with Paul. Like this making of weekend
plans on a Thursday, then going into a panic when he couldn’t reach
anyone. No doubt he’d left messages on both Ron’s and my home
answering machines, but did he think to call the office where we’d
likely be during the day?

I turned to Elsa again. “Would you like a cup
of tea?” I asked, deciding I could look at Gary Detweiller’s papers
later.

“Yes, that would be nice,” she answered.

She followed me into the kitchen, where I put
water on to boil and looked for cups. My mother’s collection of
delicate china teacups sits unused most of the time, so I chose a
couple of especially pretty ones, delicately flowered. There was
half a Sara Lee pound cake in the fridge, so I sliced it and got
out raspberry jam. We might as well make a real tea out of it. Elsa
doesn’t get out much.

“Will Paul’s family stay here when they
visit?” she asked, eyeing the pound cake slices even though the
water wasn’t hot yet.

“I guess so. Ron’s apartment has only one
bedroom. Usually Paul and Lorraine stay in my guest room, and we
make up pallets on the floor in my office for the kids.”

The image of letting two permissively raised
kids spend time in my home office made me think of all the stuff
I’d have to hide first. Annie and Joe aren’t purposely destructive,
just presumptuous. At home they have access to everything on the
premises without asking. I’m not that gracious with my things.

The water boiled and I went through the
ritual of preheating the teapot, steeping the bags precisely five
minutes, and pouring. I never do this just for myself, but I
enjoyed giving Elsa the extra attention. The stolen papers could
wait. I might not have Gram around that much longer. We each helped
ourselves to two slices of cake, and since there was an extra, I
coaxed her to take the last one. Thirty minutes later, I watched
her safely across the narrow expanse of yard that separates her
house from mine.

After checking the mail (two bills, eight
pieces of junk) and the answering machine (one message from
you-know-who), I finally sat down at the kitchen table with Gary
Detweiller’s neat little notebook pages. They were in some kind of
code.


Chapter 4




Neat rows of letters and numbers covered the
pages, written in bold black strokes. Entries like 3B5T-94-157,
3C4P-96-782, and 8T9Z-19-853 filled line after line. I poured
another cup of tea and stared at the numbers as if some magical
pattern might appear. There was a pattern all right, but I sure
couldn’t see the magic in it.

I tried to make them into dates and times.
The 94 and 96 might be dates, but 19? 157 might be a time, but 782?
On a yellow notepad, I rewrote them in other sequences, but didn’t
come up with anything that way, either. The letters could clearly
be initials, but finding BT, CP, and TZ in the phone directory
would obviously be futile.

The ringing telephone interrupted me just
about the time I was getting frustrated anyway.

“Charlie, I’m so glad I finally reached you!”
Paul sounded like he was about to impart some tragic news.

“Gram told me you’re coming to town this
weekend. Is there some emergency?”

“No.” He sounded puzzled. “Just wanted to let
you know we’re coming.”

“Driving or flying?”

“Driving.” That was okay with me. Flying
meant I’d have to pick them up at the airport. Of course, driving
meant they’d pull in late at night, so I’d either have to wait up
or leave them a key.

“Just you, or everyone?”

“All of us.”

“Great.” Great.

“Well, I’ll see you when?”

“Probably late Friday night.”

“Good, I’ll see you then.” He hung up.

Most of Paul’s conversations go this way.
With Ron, I seem to always have things to say. Maybe it’s because
we work together, I’m not sure. We’ve always been close, though.
Ron is the oldest; as a kid he was my protector. Paul’s in the
middle. Maybe there’s something to that middle child thing. I
should read up on it sometime. One nice thing about Paul’s
visits—he and Lorraine have plenty of old friends in town to see
besides me.

It was beginning to get dark outside, so I
turned on a few lamps and closed the drapes. I re-read the
newspaper article on the murder. The shots had been heard by a
neighbor around nine, and the police arrived at the scene about
nine-twenty. I studied the fuzzy picture of Detweiller, which,
judging by the hairstyle and clothing, had to be at least ten years
old. Longish dark hair and heavy sideburns past the earlobes framed
a boyish face. The lopsided smile exuded sex. Dark hair sprouted
from the open collar of his shirt. Even in the blurred photo a
cocky attitude came through. I honestly thought Stacy had better
taste.

Still full from tea, I decided not to bother
with dinner. I spent another hour staring at Gary’s numbers, but
gave it up in favor of a movie on TV. It’s an escape technique, I
know, but I still wasn’t ready to examine my own feelings about
Stacy, Brad and this whole situation.

My bedside clock said it was three-oh-eight
when I woke from an apparently sound sleep with the answer. The
codes were names and phone numbers. And it wasn’t even that tricky.
I pulled on a robe and went to the kitchen. Florescent light is
nearly unbearable at three a.m. but I couldn’t wait. I ripped the
top sheet off the yellow pad to expose a clean page. I wrote down
each of the numbers in reverse sequence and moved the letters to
the end. Sure enough, they were all Albuquerque prefixes. The
dashes had apparently been placed to confuse the casual looker. I
would bet money that I’d find each of these numbers when I checked
them tomorrow in our crisscross directory at the office.

Rusty had followed me into the kitchen,
worried that I might be indulging in a late-night snack without
him. When no food appeared, he satisfied himself by drinking about
a quart of water from his bowl, then dribbling half of it across
the floor. I wiped up the spots, then we both headed back to bed. I
slept like a dead person until seven.

By ten o’clock, I’d looked up all the phone
numbers on the code sheets. As I’d suspected, the two-letter
combination with each matched a name. I was feeling like quite the
investigator. All I had to do now was figure out whether this had
any relevance at all to Detweiller’s death.

I thought of the racing form I’d seen at the
house. Stupid of me not to steal that, too, as long as I was now
heavy into thievery. Detweiller obviously liked to play the horses,
and the fact that he carried a list of names and phone numbers
around in code made me think he might be doing a little bookmaking.
I’d written down complete names and addresses to go with the phone
numbers on the coded list. There was quite a variety here. Some of
the addresses were in very affluent parts of town. One of them
might even be a neighbor of Stacy’s. I’d have to check that out.
Maybe Gary’s chance meeting with her at the country club hadn’t
been pure chance after all.

“What’s up?” Sally stood in my doorway,
laughing at how she’d just about startled me out of my chair.

“I’m working on a case. For Stacy North.”

“A case? Isn’t that Ron’s department?” Then
my words really registered. “For Stacy North! As in Brad North? As
in heartbreak of the century?”

“Don’t over-dramatize. That was ten years
ago, my heart wasn’t broken, just mildly cracked, and from what I’m
learning now, I think I have a lot to thank Stacy for.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Unh-unh.” I began to realize that this
conversation wasn’t exactly discreet, so I busied myself shuffling
the papers around, covering up any vital evidence in the
process.

“Look, what I really stopped in for was to
see if you’d like to go backpacking with Ross and me this weekend.
We’re going down to the Gila.” She tried to make it sound like
Disneyland.

“Gee, I uh.. I can’t. Paul and Lorraine and
the kids are coming.” I hoped I sounded properly regretful.
Truthfully, I’d rather have a root canal.

“Well, maybe some other time.” She breezed
away, feelings apparently intact.

A pile of correspondence waited to be
answered, but I couldn’t get my mind off Detweiller. Who wanted him
dead? At this point I didn’t have enough information to hazard a
guess. I thought about interviewing all the people on my list.
There must have been forty names, an awesome task assuming that any
of them would even talk to me. I tried to think of a logical place
to begin.

Motive, means, opportunity. The three key
words in finding a criminal. What I needed at this point were more
facts. I called Stacy at home, suggesting lunch. She recommended
the club, and I said I’d come by her house to pick her up. She gave
me directions. I wasn’t sure what had prompted my offer to come to
her house. I’d never had the least curiosity about her life with
Brad but now I wondered. Maybe I’d gain some insight into the
friend I hadn’t seen in so long.

I organized my desk and watered all the
plants in the office before leaving. Rusty stayed behind to keep
Sally company. I dashed home to change clothes before starting the
trek to the far northeast heights. I’d never been inside the Tanoan
Country Club, and hoped that an emerald green dress with soft wool
draped flatteringly across the bodice would be appropriate. The
color set off my auburn hair nicely anyway. I chucked the down
jacket for a calf length wool coat that I hadn’t worn in ten years
and hoped it wasn’t too far out of style.

The temperature was in the fifties, with a
clear sky the color of a robin’s egg. I was no sooner in the car
than I decided the wool coat would have to go. I couldn’t handle
the bulk or the warmth. Outside, I could stand it but not in
here.

The Tanoan community is just about as far
away as one can get from the side of town where I
live—geographically and mentally. Surrounded by white walls the
observer gets glimpses of what would probably be stately homes if
they weren’t packed so tightly together. From the outside the
impression is lots of earth tone stucco, windows, balconies, and
Spanish tile, jammed into a conglomeration that makes it difficult
to know where one house begins and the other ends. Each of these
architectural delights needs a minimum of two acres to show it off
properly. Instead, they are crammed onto regular city lots. And to
think they pay extra for this coziness.

I turned left at the first break in the big
white wall. A matching white guardhouse was planted into the middle
of the drive, with hefty-looking black iron gates on either side.
The gate leading in stood open, but a guard with folded arms
waited, daring me to drive through without stopping. On the other
side, the exit, fearsome tire spikes awaited any who might attempt
gate running through the “outie.” I wasn’t sure I wanted in at all,
certainly not badly enough to pay for four flat tires.

I pulled to a stop beside the guard. On
closer inspection, he was at least seventy, with a big toothless
grin that wasn’t the least bit scary. I told him where I was going
and he waved me through. His smile remained the same throughout,
and I wondered whether he even heard my words.

The North home was about three blocks into
the rabbit warren of curving streets. Stacy had given good
directions. I found the three story wonder, despite the fact that
style wise it was very much like three-fourths of its neighbors.
Light tan stucco, broken by two balconies across the front, long
windows, curved at the top, and a mahogany door inset with beveled
glass. Every window was curtained in white sheers, which appealed
to my sense of neatness, but they also gave the place a sense of
separation, of being locked away from the world. I tried to imagine
these people having a pathway through the hedge to the elderly
neighbor with whom they’d had a lifelong grandmotherly
relationship. But their hedges were made of unyielding block walls,
perfectly stuccoed to match their perfect houses. Most of the
people were high powered two-career families who worked ninety
hours a week to afford their affluence.

I touched a button beside the door, setting
off a pealing of chimes. Stacy opened the door moments later. She
wore white wool slacks and a turtleneck sweater that looked like it
was made of cotton candy. Her hair and makeup were perfect,
although her smile was a little stiff. I gathered that she had
completely recovered from Gary Detweiller’s death and now wanted to
pretend he never existed.

“Well, Stace, you guys have really made it
big.” I gazed around at the foyer. Apparently, it was the reaction
she expected. Her smile warmed up as she offered to show me around.
I oohed and aahed at the appropriate times as she led me through
eighteen rooms of mauve carpet, mauve wall coverings, and mauve
tile. The brag wall in the study was covered with framed
certificates proclaiming Brad the Outstanding Young Attorney of the
Year several years running. Photos of Stacy and Brad standing next
to various politicians and movie stars broke up the monotony of the
certificates. Wide smiles and cocktail glasses were the prevailing
theme and many of the photos were signed by the famous member of
the group, usually with some very sincere preface like Love Ya...
or Kisses... I found myself saying things like “Well, well,” and
“Would you look at that” over and over. We did about fifteen
minutes of this routine before I got a long enough break to remind
her about lunch.

To reach the Tanoan Country Club, we exited
the community through the guard post where I’d come in, onto
Academy Road. Less than a mile up the road another turn-in opened
past another guard gate onto a winding lane leading to yet another
stucco and red tiled structure. Inside, thick carpet cushioned our
feet as we made our way past a receptionist and up a wide staircase
to the restaurant on the second floor.

The maitre d’ greeted Stacy with just the
right combination of familiarity and genuflection. I stood by,
practicing Stacy’s slightly drooped mouth and half lowered eyelids,
wondering if I’d ever have a need to learn country club protocol.
We followed Andre, whose real name was probably Andy, to a
corner table where windows on two sides gave the full sweeping view
of the city. Right now it was a panoramic display of gray, topped
by a frosting of brown air. Well, maybe it was spectacular at
night.

We perused the menu and placed our orders
before I got a chance to get down to the real reason for the lunch
date.

“I guess you figured out that I wanted to
update you on the case,” I began. “So far, I haven’t learned a lot.
Apparently Gary was into gambling pretty heavily. I’m going to work
on that angle first.”

Stacy shushed me briefly while the waiter
brought our salads.

“I don’t want anyone here to connect me with
that man,” she whispered. “You know how staff people can be.”

I wanted to shake this uppity attitude right
out of her but I let it slide. “Do you know anything about Gary’s
movements on Wednesday?” I asked. “I’m trying to put together a
picture that leads to him sitting in his car in the driveway at
nine that night.”

“Absolutely not.” Her voice rose four notes.
“I had nothing whatsoever to do with the man after he took my
watch.”

“Okay, okay.” I patted the tablecloth near
her hand. “I just have to ask the questions. Stacy, where were you
at nine o’clock on Wednesday?”

“Charlie!” A couple of heads turned, and she
lowered her voice immediately. “What are you getting at?”

“Stacy, you better face facts. The police
might be asking that very question if they ever make the connection
with you. You better be ready with an answer.”

She chewed at her salad slowly before
speaking again. “That was the night Brad got home from his business
trip. I picked him up at the airport. The flight came in at
nine-thirty. That’s where I was.”

I fixed a long look on her. I wanted to
believe her, but it was entirely possible for a person to be at
Detweiller’s house at nine, then beat it to the airport by
nine-thirty to meet a plane. She sat up very straight and returned
my stare.

“Charlie, I’m telling you, I was at the
airport.”

“Okay.” I let it drop. We ate in silence for
a few minutes before changing the subject. When I dropped her off
at her house thirty minutes later, I couldn’t resist adding one
more word of caution.

“Stacy, if you have any proof at all to back
up your airport story, I suggest you get it ready. I have a feeling
the police are going to want to see it.”

I glanced back in my rearview mirror as I
pulled out of her circular drive. She stood on the front porch,
glued to the spot, her face pale.


Chapter 5


At the intersection of Academy and Wyoming, I
pulled into a grocery store parking lot. Pulling my yellow sheet of
notes from my purse, I reviewed the names I’d compiled this
morning. According to my city map, two of the addresses were in the
Tanoan Community. I headed east on Academy once more. This time the
guard waved me right on through with a little salute, like I was a
resident. I found the address for Charles Tompkins with no trouble.
The house looked like an elder sibling of Stacy’s place. Obviously
they’d come from the same gene pool. The place looked deserted and
the cascade of pealing chimes brought no one. I got the same
non-response at the second address I tried.

Still only two o’clock. I didn’t particularly
feel like sitting around another three or four hours until the
residents came home. Plus, I imagined anyone sitting in a car in
this neighborhood, day or night, would attract attention from the
roving patrol I’d seen cruising the area.

Detweiller’s place was sort of on my way back
to the office, so I thought I’d see if I could catch Josh
Detweiller at home. I got half-lucky. His mother’s car was also in
the drive. Jean was sure to question me more closely if I showed up
twice in two days. That wouldn’t do. I cruised past the place and
stopped about four houses away. Rearview mirror surveillance
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