


STRAIGHT RAZOR

CENTRAL DIVISION SERIES

BOOK 2

A novel written by

Mark S. R. Peterson

––––––––

Copyright 2015 © Mark S. R. Peterson

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This ebook may not be re-sold

or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person,

please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you’re reading this book and did

not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to

the vendor and purchase your own copy.

Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

DEDICATION

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION


[image: ]


To my children,

for dreaming with me.

And to all 9-1-1 emergency dispatchers,

who are always ready for hell to break loose,

and being the calm voice of reason when it does.

For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson
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Peter Jensen nails the shingle in place, then tosses the empty bundle wrapping into the half-full dumpster.  He contemplates grabbing another bundle—the more I get done now, the less I’ll have to do tomorrow—but thinks better of it when he notices the time.  It’s Kelsey’s birthday, and she’d be mighty pissed if he was late for their supper date tonight.

Besides, we’re a few days ahead of schedule.  We should get the roof finished tomorrow and the sheetrock should be ready by the end of the week.

“Let’s call it a day!” he yells down to his twin brother, Frank, who’s inside insulating.

Peter climbs down the ladder, lays his tool belt in the back of his black Ford F-150.  He turns to the house.  He frowns.  “Where the hell is he?  Frank!  Let’s go!”

He walks towards the house.

Peter and Frank Jensen are the co-owners of PFJ Construction in Fargo, North Dakota.  They’re also the sole employees, save for a half-dozen summer workers.

And right now they’re split between two other job sites.

Peter mounts the front steps, two at a time.  He pushes the door open and stands in the threshold.  With the lack of sheetrock on the interior walls, he’s able to see the entire floor.  All of the outer walls are insulated, save for the south and east walls.  There’s no sign of Frank anywhere.

“Maybe he’s downstairs getting more insulation.”

As he heads downstairs, he hears the radio.  An old Nickelback hit is playing, something about life as a rock star.

The basement has no interior walls, and much of their supplies, like insulation and lumber, are piled up here and there.

“Stupid shit probably can’t hear me.”

His brother is sprawled out on the floor, next to a large stack of insulation bales.

“What the hell?  Frank!”

There’s blood pooling around his brother, pulsing from a wide slash in his brother’s throat.  As he kneels down, he’s struck in the back of the head.  Blinded by the sharp pain, he brings a hand up to block a potential second blow.  This time, he’s struck in the side of the ribs and his back, forcing him to slide sideways through the blood, right into Frank.

Peter gazes up at the attacker, his vision blurry.  In the attacker’s hand is a hockey stick.  But not just any hockey stick.  A goalie hockey stick.

He wipes a hand across his eyes.  Far above him, dangling from a long nail driven into the exposed floor joists, are . . .

What are those doing there?

“W-Who are you?” Peter asks.

The attacker drops the stick, grabs him by the back of the head, and flicks open a straight razor right in front of his face.

A wave of understanding overcomes him.

It was just a prank.  Kids stuff.  Why kill over that?

Gasping, Peter asks, “W-Why?”

The attacker chuckles.

Then brings the straight razor right across his throat.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Simon Templeton snaps off his gloves, tosses them in a red medical waste bag set up just outside the door, and says to the Forensics team, “Two bodies in the second floor bedroom.  Top of the stairs, first door on the left.  Murder weapon is in the male’s right hand.  Beretta 9mm, from the looks of it.  Female has two rounds in the chest and the male one, also in the chest.”

His investigations partner, Kolin Raynes, follows him outside.  “Why would he do that?  Kill her, then kill himself.  And why a chest shot?  Why not in the head?  Yeah, I know, I know, I heard the divorce was getting pretty nasty, but it seems to me he was the one making it nasty.  God, I’ll miss hearing her at MECC.  I heard once that she was in line for Eva Rosen’s job when she retires.”

MECC is the Minneapolis Emergency Communications Center, responsible for coordinating emergency calls throughout all of the suburbs in the Twin Cities area.  Eva has been working as a 9-1-1 dispatcher for over forty years, half of that time in a mentor capacity for all trainees.

Grinning, Simon says, “I don’t believe Eva will ever give up her post.  Even when she’s ninety, she’ll still be taking 9-1-1 calls.”  His cell rings.  “Great.  The boss.”  He brings the cell up, plugging the other ear with his thumb.  “Yes, sir.  Yes, murder-suicide, just like we thought.  What was that, sir?  Gary worked for Dope?”

“You’re kidding,” says Kolin.

Dope is the nickname for the Minneapolis PD’s Narcotic Enforcement Unit, housed in the same building as their department: Violent Crime Unit.  Kolin had the unpleasant experience of working with an infamous Dope sergeant Jim Brandt—AKA Dope Jim—six months back when his daughter Claudia was kidnapped by the serial killer Marie Holter.

AKA The Video Slayer.

Simon nods.  “Yes, sir, we’ll contact them.  Not sure how much they’ll tell us.  I’ll keep you informed.”  He disconnects, then rubs his ears.

“Is your hearing ever going to be back to normal?  I mean, I’ve been to a few rock concerts in my day, and I still have near-perfect hearing.”

During Claudia’s rescue, Simon was forced to shoot his way out of his car which had plunged into a river, causing much damage to his hearing.  He’s currently doctoring at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester—the result of a second opinion when the first doctor he consulted said nothing could be done and wanted to fit him for a hearing aid—and has seen tremendous improvement.

They walk out to the car.  “Captain said Gary worked for Dope,” says Simon.  “Been working for them at least a year.”

“Why would the PD promote a drunk like that?”

“Kolin, Gary was good at his job.  You know that.”

“Of course, but after his seventh or eighth DUI, you’d think the department would strip his license.”

Simon sighs.  “Gary was two years away from putting in his twenty.  He’s not the first cop to get arrested for drinking and driving.  Nor the last.  Certain cops just have skills that aren’t easily replaced.  And when that’s the case, the higher-ups have a tendency to look the other way.  It’s not right, but that’s just the way it is.”

“Now what?”

“We talk with someone from Dope.  Just in case this isn’t a murder-suicide.”

“You and I both know this is a murder-suicide.  Hell, the world knows it is.”

“Just need to cover the bases,” says Simon.  “Boss’s orders.”

* * *
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With rare exception, most of the victims they come in contact with are unknown to them.

Today, of course, is one of those exceptions.

At three this morning, a neighbor called 9-1-1, saying they heard gunshots.  Prior to the shooting, they heard a great deal of yelling—a common occurrence in the Hutchinson household, many told them—but no one bothered to call the cops until shots were fired.

Sitting inside a little donut shop along Hennepin Avenue called The Donut Hole, Simon chats with a secretary at Dope, to see if a face-to-face meeting can be arranged.  By a stroke of luck, Kolin is in possession of Dope Jim’s cell number—only a select few are privy to that knowledge—but has yet to take advantage of it.

He almost did so this morning, but Simon talked him out of it.

“Let’s try the front door approach first,” he told Kolin.

Kolin comes to the booth with three large coffees, a box of assorted donuts, and today’s edition of the Minneapolis Times.  “Any luck?”

Simon disconnects.  “Ten minutes, right here.”  He peers outside.  A group of three women in their late twenties are walking across the parking lot, each carrying a box of donuts and a large coffee.  When they reach their mini-vans, a horde of young boys and girls pop out, lugging around athletic bags and hockey sticks.

I remember those days, Simon thinks.  Although it seems that parents are doing more and more now.  Not that my parents didn’t when I played hockey in high school, but I did a lot on my own.  Today, kids have hockey camps and workshops in the off-season and practices all seven days of the week during the season.  God, I miss putting on the old skates.  Don’t have much time now.  Or money.  I hope my kids don’t get into hockey.  There’s a few in the office who literally have to take out a loan at the beginning of each season, just to pay for hotel rooms and equipment.  I think the parents are more into it now instead of the kids.  We just did it for fun.  He grins.  And we were good at it.

“Who coming?”

“They didn’t say,” says Simon, “but it could be  . . . our friend.”

Kolin’s cell chimes, indicating a text message.

“Your wife or Dexter?”

Kolin sets his phone on the table, his hand over the display.  “Whoever is wrong pays for lunch.”

Simon grabs a powdered donut.  “Deal, as long it’s someplace with a drive-thru and a dollar menu.  I’ll say wife.”

“Dexter, then.”  Kolin lifts his hand.  “Ha, you’re buying, big guy.”  He expands the message.  “Persistent little shit, isn’t he?  I swear he has bugs everywhere.  He’s asking me about the Hutchinson case, if I have anything he can blog about.”

While investigating The Video Slayer, they came upon a possible suspect by the name of Dexter Louis Grant.  He had an alibi, and it was also revealed that, not only was he studying journalism at the U of M, he was the Twin Cities Crime Blogger, a popular local crime blog.

“Heard about his book deal?” asks Simon.

“Yeah, wasn’t it something like fifty or sixty grand?  If I was him, I’d bank most of it and pay for schooling.”

“I believe that’s what he’s doing.  Also, I think it was more like seventy-five grand.  Whatever it was, it’s a lot of dough.  Beholder’s Eye, the book is called.”  Simon removes the local section of the newspaper.  “Come tomorrow, the Hutchinson case will be headline-”  He stares down at the paper, a piece of his donut plopping into his coffee.  He makes no move to take it out.

“You okay?”

Simon sighs.  He sets the paper down, gesturing to one of the columns along the side.  “Looks like the Fargo PD have their hands full.  Here, check this out.”

The headline reads:

DOUBLE HOMICIDE

BAFFLES

FARGO POLICE

After Kolin reads the article, he grabs a glazed donut.  “I imagine Fargo doesn’t get very many homicides.”

“You know the victims, this Frank and Peter Jensen?  I played hockey with two brothers by those names.  Twins.  It’s weird, I was just thinking of hockey too.”

“Think they’re the same ones?”

Simon shrugs, then notices a older cherry-red Ford Mustang pull into the parking lot.  He recognizes the driver immediately.  “Who knows, they’re pretty common names,” he says.  “We have company.”

Kolin turns.

It’s Dope Jim.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Since most officers never get to see the person behind the voice over the radio, officers pictured Angela Seaver from MECC as a five-foot, one hundred and ten-pound, late twenties spitfire.  In reality, she was six-foot eight, weighed two hundred and ninety pounds, and was just north of forty-years-old.

A few years ago, at the insistence of both her doctor and Eva Rosen, she joined a gym.  One day, as she climbed down from the treadmill, a guy barged right on it, shoving her into the next machine.  She looked around.  There were six or seven available treadmills nearby.

“Sorry, sweetie, I didn’t know you two were married,” she said.  “Just gotta jump right on.  Can’t even give ‘er a little foreplay, huh?”

The guy slipped, nearly falling off the machine.  He looked over at her, his eyes wide.  “What did you say?”

She crossed her arms.  “He’s deaf too.  I said I didn’t know you two were married.”  She eyed him up and down, noting he was close to her own weight.  “Must not have been for very long, from the looks of it.  I sure hope you have a long honeymoon planned.  You’re gonna need it.”

“MECC dispatcher oh-nine?”

She smiled, chuckling.  “Now how’d you guess?”

“I recognize your voice.”  He gave her his officer number.

“Sweetie, I’m in contact with . . . hey, I think I remember you.  You assisted the State Patrol on a two-car hit-and-run yesterday, didn’t you?”

He beamed.  “That’s right.  I’m Gary Hutchinson.”

Three months later, Angela Seaver became Angela Hutchinson.

* * *
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Dope Jim sits across from Simon and Kolin.  He glances around and says, “Heard you two are investigating Gary and Angela’s death.  Once again, VCU is asking for my help.”

“Gary worked for you.  That’s why we-”

“He’s been with us for about a year.  That’s it.  I may have been his ranking supervisor, but that didn’t mean I was his babysitter.  Gary rode around with me for four days in the beginning, to learn how we do things.  Honestly, it was probably three and a half days longer than I needed him to.  He was great.  I wanted to make him the best.  Like me.  He could’ve, you know.”

“Did you know about his drinking problem?” asks Kolin.

Jim grabs the third cup of coffee from its holder.  “You don’t expect me to fucking answer that, do you?  Does VCU blindly promote someone without a proper background check?  I don’t think so.”  He sips his coffee.  “Then again, maybe you do.”

“Was Gary working on something that a perp would wanna take revenge upon, to make their deaths look like a murder-suicide?” asks Simon.

“We all work on cases that shitheads would like to kill us over,” Jim says.  He flips open the box of donuts, then snatches the powdered donut sitting in front of Kolin.  “So do you.  And so does every cop on this entire fucking meatball planet.  I will tell you this though: there’s no way Gary killed Angela and then himself.  No fucking way.  You guys are on the right path.  For once.”

“So help us,” Kolin says, folding his hands in front of him.  “We need to know what he was working on.”

“How about their personal life?” asks Simon.

Jim finishes the donut.  He wipes his hands on a napkin.  “Sure, they had problems.  Tell me a cop who doesn’t.  They were scheduled for a bankruptcy hearing in two days.  That’s why they put the divorce on hold, to give their marriage another chance.  Sounds like they were close to eighty grand in debt, from loan shark payday lenders to a whole shitload of credit cards.  In one day, they each got served papers from three separate collection agencies threatening to sue and garnish their wages.  Not a good feeling as I’ve been through that myself.”  He leans across the table and jabs a finger at each of them.  “That goes no farther than this fucking table.  You hear me?  I will fuck you two over if I catch wind you spread that gossip behind my back.”

If only you knew what was said behind your back, Simon thinks.  I know how it feels to have collection agencies calling multiple times a day.  Honestly, Bonnie and I thought about going the bankruptcy route too, but figured we’d tackle it head-on instead.

“Anyway, I gave them the number of a bankruptcy attorney in Edina,” says Jim.  “He owed me a favor and said he’d help out Gary and Angela.  Keep in mind, I loved Angela like a kid sister.  Everyone did.  Gary was a fucking asshole.  And a drunk.  The pure opposite to Angela.  But Gary was great with the perps.  He had skills.  Skills they don’t teach you in school.  You say it wasn’t a murder-suicide, I believe you.  You’re on the right path.  For once.  No way Gary would do that.”

I wonder what he’d think of his friend if he found out about their little yelling spat just before they were murdered?

Jim slams the rest of his coffee.  “I’ll go through Gary’s caseload.  If anything stands out, I’ll contact you.  If I were you—and thank God I’m not—I’d go back through his old cases at the PD and find out who he locked away and who may have recently gotten out.  Someone who goes to all this trouble isn’t looking to stop a current case.  It’s revenge.  A slow burning one.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Dope Jim’s probably right about it being someone who may have just gotten out,” says Kolin.  “We may even have a name to go with that too.”

Simon and he are sitting at their cubicles, pouring over the preliminary ME and Forensics reports.  Despite the popularity of the 9mm back in the eighties—thanks to the Lethal Weapon movies—most cops, including the federal government, prefer the stopping power of the .40 caliber.  Gary Hutchinson, on the other hand, loved his Ruger P90 .45.

“I prescribe to the notion that a bigger hole leaks more,” he’d tell anyone who asked why he preferred to carry such a cannon.

Gary didn’t even own a 9mm, let alone the one found at the scene, and the concealed carry Angela had in her possession was a Glock compact .40, still tucked away in her purse.

“Gary put away close to a thousand in his career,” says Simon.  “How could we know who it is?”

Kolin points to his laptop screen.  “On a hunch, I started going through the browser history on Gary’s cell.  Less than twenty-four hours before his death, he was on the Minnesota DOC website and searched for a Dean Stanley Baker.  Looks like Baker was convicted of possession of a deadly weapon and second-degree assault against a peace officer, and sentenced to seventy-two months.  I’ll bet my pension that peace officer was Gary.  His incarcerated status is listed as supervised release.”

“When was he released?”

Kolin crosses his arms.  “Five days ago.”

* * *
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“He’s probably just getting off of work,” Dean Baker’s Probation Officer says, then gives them the address to the half-way house where he’s residing.  “He works the eleven-thirty to eight shift for Target at one of their warehouses.”

“Do you know if he was there last night?” asks Simon.

“Call and find out.  It’s not my job to babysit every single one of the two hundred and twelve people I supervise.”

But isn’t that the job of the PO? he oh so desperately wants to ask, but doesn’t.  “What kind of supervision is he on?”

“Intense.”

“And-”

“Look, out of the two hundred and twelve, forty-three are on intense supervision.  And for him, it’s only due to the nature of his crimes.  Honestly, while he was incarcerated, he didn’t have a single infraction.  He was a model prisoner.  Now, I’m scheduled to see Dean tomorrow morning.”

“You know he was convicted of assaulting a cop with a deadly weapon, right?” asks Simon.  “Gary Hutchinson, to be exact.  Guess what we found this morning?  Gary.  Dead.  Shot with the same caliber pistol he arrested your boy for.”

“Then do your job and find him.  If he did it, that’s one less I need to deal with.”

The line goes dead.

Simon fills his coffee cup.  VCU Investigator Phil McDonald is also there, yawning between sips of coffee.

“Late night?” Simon asks.

Phil nods.  “Working on this slashing over by Beck’s Pub a few nights ago.  Around ten thirty that night, the victim walks out and runs into someone wearing a dark Under Armour sweatshirt and a Monster baseball cap.  They chitchat for a couple minutes, then the Under Armour guy pulls out a straight razor and slashes the guy’s throat.  Nothing was taken, which pretty much rules out a robbery.”

A chill runs down Simon’s spine at the mere mention of a straight razor.  Haven’t heard of one of those since . . . well, since high school.  “A straight razor?  Aren’t those things only found in like antique shops?”

Phil sips his coffee.  “That’s what I thought.  Until I started digging around.  There’s been a surge of orders for them ever since one of the last Bond films came out.”

“How do you know it’s a straight razor?”

Phil pulls out his phone.  He scrolls to a series of pictures, one showing a close-up of the killer’s hand, gripping a straight razor.  “Got this from a surveillance camera outside.  Am I right that you and Kolin got picked for the Hutchinson murder-suicide?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The small sign posted next to the front door of Delany House reads:

Bringing Hope to the Hopeless

The lawn surrounding the long, two-story brick structure is trimmed to precision—it wouldn’t surprise Simon and Kolin if someone sat on their knees and clipped the grass along the edges with a scissors.  There are batches of colorful flowers planted next to the house.  There isn’t a single weed to be found, and the dirt is so black you’d swear it was just recently added.

They ring the doorbell.

“Help you?” a tall black woman asks upon opening the door.

Simon holds up his VCU badge and introduces themselves.  “Ma’am, we were wondering if Dean Stanley Baker is here.”

Next to the door is an old music stand with a notebook laid out on top of it.  She runs her finger down the page.  “Good timing.  He arrived back fifteen minutes ago, from the looks of it.”

“How long has he been out?”

“Since ten-fifty last night.  I give Dean no more than forty-five minutes between his start and ending time.  It’s different with each resident, depending on where their employment is located.  And if they’re one minute late, I call the cops and kick ‘em out.”

“No second chances?” Simon asks.

She crosses her arms.  “Honey, this is their second chance.”

“May we speak with Dean?” asks Kolin.

Pointing to the stairs behind her, she says, “Be my guest.  Second floor, door right at the top.  Room 2A.  You let me know if he’s done something though.  Got me a waiting list a mile or two long to get in here.”

The walls and floor are just as pristine as the outside lawn.  The beige walls glean as if they were freshly painted and the matching tiles shine like a hospital floor.

Simon knocks on Room 2A.

A short, bald man opens it.  “Oh, I thought you were Miss Charity.  Newbies?”

They each flash their badges.

Dean drops his hands to his sides and he seems to shrink an inch or two.  “What do you want?”

“Can we come in or do you want us asking you questions out here so everyone can hear?” asks Simon.

Dean motions them inside.

The rooms are no bigger than the average cell.  The furnishings are sparse: a neatly-made bed along one side, a simple set of drawers, a desk, and a standing lamp along the other.

“Impressive, how neat you keep it,” says Kolin, noting the absence of a TV, radio, or even a computer.

“Christ, we all have to,” Dean says.  “If we make a mess, we clean it up or we’re sent back.  I gotta stay out of prison though.  This is my only chance.”

“Isn’t their mission statement here to bring hope to those who are hopeless?” Simon asks.

Sighing, Dean says, “Crock of shit, if you ask me.  I was in the Army for three years, and in all that time I’ve never had to keep my place as clean as this.  There are twelve guys in here.  We all have our chores.  We’re responsible for cleaning and washing dishes and doing laundry and mowing and trimming and keeping the weeds outta the flowers.”

“How often do you mow?” asks Kolin, circling around the small room.

“Every other day.”

“What does Miss Charity do, if you guys do all that work?” Simon asks.

“Enforces curfew and the rules of the place, and cooks.  Damn fine cook though.  Not real creative, but her mac and cheese and tater tot hotdishes are to die for.”

Simon crosses his arms and says, “And you haven’t even been here that long.  I understand you work at a warehouse for Target.”

Dean nods.

“Where were you last night?”

“Working the eleven-thirty to eight shift.  It’s my third night working.  Gotta keep it too or I get sent back.”

“What do you do there?”

Dean sits at the desk.  “I unload pallets and sort them into the proper bay.  Randy, my supervisor, says he wants to start training me on the forklift, seen as though I already have experience while I was in the Army.”

“How well do you know Gary Hutchinson?”

Dean frowns.  “No offense to you two, but that fucking son of a bitch shouldn’t even have a badge.”

“But you shot at him with a Beretta 9mm.”

Hanging his head, Dean asks, “Why are you asking me about that fucker now?  I did my time.  I just want to get on with my life.”

“Can I get the name of your supervisor at Target, to verify the time of your arrival and departure?”

Simon jots the name down.  “So, you worked eleven-thirty to eight last night, correct?”

“Yup.”

“Who’s car did you use to drive over and kill Gary?”

“I- . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  Dean starts shaking, and he folds his hands together.  His eyes dart back and forth.  “I never shot Gary.”

Simon and Kolin close in on him, standing on opposite sides so Dean has to twist his head in order to look at either one of them.

“I never said Gary was shot,” says Simon.

Kolin hooks his thumbs into his pants pockets.  “Where’s the gun?  As conditions of your probation, we can search your premises at anytime.  We don’t even need a warrant.”

Dean clutches his chest.

“Stop faking a heart attack, Mr. Baker,” says Simon, pulling open a dresser drawer.  “Right now.”  Finding nothing, he opens the next one.  And the next.

Dean lowers his hands, taking deep breaths.

“Did your supervisor let you go for an early lunch?” Kolin asks.  “Is that what happened?  Figured you could whack him while you’re supposed to be at work?”

Simon pulls open the last drawer.  “Just make this easy on yourself and tell us.  We know Gary was a son of a bitch—even his wife could tell you that.”

“Who’d ever marry that asshole?”

Kolin and Simon glance up at each other.  They’ve been friends for so long, they’re able to share a near-psychic connection.  The look each gives the other conveys one thing: he didn’t even know Gary was married.  “But you killed her too,” says Simon.

Struggling to get to his feet, Dean stands, bracing himself on the desk.  “Search everything I own.  I have nothing to hide.  But I did not kill him.  And from what happened before, I was drunk and he was an asshole.  I was going for my wallet and I accidentally grabbed the pistol I had on me instead.  I know, I know, I shouldn’t have had it anyway.  I learned my lesson.  So why would I want to kill him now?  It won’t bring back those years I lost.  And I certainly didn’t kill his wife.  She should get a medal for putting up with that prick.”
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The chubby security guard manning the gate outside the Target warehouse, with more facial hair than he has on his head, examines their VCU badges with obvious lust.  “You’re the real deal, huh?  Wow.  If there’s anyway I can help, just say the word and Morgan Smith will be there, day or night, holidays and weekends.  Even if I have to take time off from here, I’ll do it.”

“That won’t be necessary,” says Simon, glancing at Kolin who has to turn away to keep from bursting out with laughter, “but we’ll definitely keep you in mind.  It’s always good to know there’s good people like yourself out there.”

The guard pushes up his glasses, his hands shaking, and thanks him.

“Do you know if Randy Scott is here?”

“The kid?  He’s a warehouse supervisor who works the night shift.  What he do?”

Here we go again, Simon thinks.  Everyone is going to assume Randy is some kind of murderer or something.

“Just need to ask him about one of his other employees.  Sorry, we have to keep it confidential, you know, ongoing police investigation and all.  I hope you understand.  You’ve been most helpful.”

“Mr. Corvette is here, if you want to speak with him.”

“Corvette?” Simon asks.  Nice name.  Does he have a few siblings, Mr. Lamborghini and Mrs. Porsche.

“Mr. Corvette’s the manager here.  I’d personally escort you to him, but I can’t leave my post.”  He cracks open a bottle of Mountain Dew—the third one Simon can see from where he’s sitting—and explains where Corvette’s office is.

Once the guard opens the gate and Simon drives in, Kolin wipes his eyes.  “I thought he was gonna cream his pants the way he was talking to you.”

“Gotta love the wanna-be’s.  They can be annoying as hell, but at the same time very helpful.”

Mr. Corvette—WILLIAM CORVETTE, WAREHOUSE MANAGER, it says on his door—is over six and a half feet tall, with a thick Tom Selleck mustache, and probably weighs half of what the chubby guard does.

“The kid isn’t here,” Corvette says, shuffling through a stack of papers.  “Guard out front should’ve told you that.”

“Oh, he did,” says Kolin.  “We can come back tonight and talk to him.  Or it may be easier to talk to him at home.  We’re here, actually, about one of your other employees, Mr. Corvette.  Dean Baker.”

Corvette sets the papers down.  “Please,” he says, “call me Bill.  My employees call me Mr. Corvette.  Raynes, is it?  Aren’t you the one who’s daughter was abducted a few months back?  I thought your name was familiar.  Glad you caught the bastard.”

The office is about the same size as Dean’s bedroom at Delany House.  However, that’s where all similarities end.  There are stack of papers and boxes and piles of manila envelopes on every available
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