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This book is dedicated to Aretha Franklin,


the Queen of Soul (1942-2018).


 


She belonged to the world, but mostly to Detroit.
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Chapter 1

 

 


Detroit, October 2007


Friday


 


Charlie and Gil had an appointment with Bruce and
Brenda Ferry in their Palmer Woods home. They perched on Queen Anne chairs in a
little-used parlor with heavy drapes and delicate, antique furnishings. A
uniformed maid brought crystal glasses of lemonade on a silver tray. Given the
circumstances of the meeting, Charlie thought the setting pretentious.


Bruce, a judge on the Michigan Court of Appeals and
grandson of one of Detroit’s African-American, old-money families, worked hard
at keeping up the appearances of his social status. He was a solidly built man
with trimmed gray hair and a matching mustache. His suit was dark, his tie a
conservative maroon, and his white shirt complete with amber cuff links. His
polished shoes caught the glint of the Tiffany lamp next to him. Mrs. Ferry was
tall and slender—delicate like the furniture. She wore her silver hair pulled
back in a bun complementing patrician cheekbones and pearl cluster earrings.
Although her plain navy skirt and white blouse gave her an almost schoolgirl
innocence, she exuded the fortitude required of the wife of one of the city’s
prominent judges. Brenda warmed quickly to Gil, but Judge Ferry—diligent in his
homework—had learned of Gil’s recent difficulties with the police.


“Are you predisposed to championing prostitutes, Mr.
Acosta?”


Ferry, who insisted on being addressed by his title,
was as fastidious in diction as he was in grooming. When he spoke, his full
baritone voice occupied the room.


“I beg your pardon?” Gil responded.


“My sources tell me the police were perturbed by your
interference in one of their cases last year when you defended a transgender
woman involved in the sex trade.”


Bruce and Gil stared eye-to-eye for ten seconds before
Brenda interjected. “Dear, you don’t have to be rude. This man is going to help
us with Jason . . .” She stopped speaking under her husband’s glowering stare.


“For the record,” Gil said without flinching, “we had
a case that involved a dirty cop. The woman I tried to help was one of our
informants. With her assistance, we identified that cop as a serial killer.”


“Be that as it may, I need assurance that your
inclination to assist vulnerable women will not affect your diligence in
investigating the girl making accusations against Jason.”


Two weeks ago, the Ferrys had hired Mack
Investigations to dig deeper into the first-degree sexual assault charges
against their only son. Jason was one of four men charged in the rape of a
college freshman at a university in western Michigan. 


Charlie didn’t wait for Gil to reply to the demand.
“As I’ve told you, Your Honor, I believe we should concentrate on proving
Jason’s innocence rather than bashing the victim.”


Bruce slammed his sweating lemonade glass onto the
fragile side table with just short of shattering force.


“An aggressive approach is required to contest these
false allegations, not political correctness. Jason appears before a
grand jury in three weeks. Maybe you’re not the right investigators for us.”


Brenda was on her feet dabbing with a napkin at the
wet ring on the cherrywood table. She placed a coaster under the glass and
settled a hand on her husband’s trembling shoulder.


“Ms. Mack,” she said “you came highly recommended for
your discretion and honesty. Frankly, with no offense meant to Mr. Acosta, we
hired your firm believing our son’s defense would have your personal, full-time
attention. We hoped you’d be our point person in this work.”


“I understand that but it can’t be helped. I’ve been
selected for jury duty on a case expected to take two weeks. Therefore, I’m
assigning the case to Mr. Acosta. He’s been fully briefed, he’s a licensed
attorney, and he’s very capable.”


“You might have mentioned my name to be excused from
your jury obligation,” Judge Ferry muttered. He was still agitated but Brenda
had calmed him a bit. His suggestion was offered at lower decibels. Charlie was
taken aback.


“I didn’t think it appropriate, sir.” 


The judge looked contrite. 


“Are you absolutely sure your focus on Jason, and not
the girl, is the best strategy?” Brenda asked.


“You’ve told me your son is innocent of the charges
against him.” Charlie took in both parents with narrowing eyes. “Is that still
your belief?”


Judge Ferry leaned forward in his seat, no longer
shaking and fully in control again. He fixed a glare on Charlie that probably
made inexperienced courtroom lawyers cower.


“I’m one hundred percent certain of my son’s
innocence, Ms. Mack. Jason would confide in me if he’d committed the crime with
which he is charged.”


Charlie and Gil shifted in their chairs. Teenaged boys
always had secrets from their parents. But so far, Charlie’s inquiries about
Jason Ferry had turned up only a couple of youthful indiscretions—nothing
criminal, nor sinister. Which was more than she could say for two of his
codefendants. Charlie silently signaled that Gil should respond to Bruce and
Brenda.


“Mr. and Mrs. Ferry, I’m well versed on the case, and
the information that’s available to date,” Gil said. “Our continued strategy is
to acquire evidence that Jason was not an actor in the sexual assault.
The young woman—her name is Maya Hebert—was given a date-rape drug. Whatever
else is in her background is superfluous to that fact. I know your family
attorney, and others, are pursuing a blame-the-victim line of inquiry, but we
decline to do so. If that means we’re the wrong investigators for you, so be
it.”


 


# 
#  #


 


It was nearly three o’clock when Charlie and Gil left
the Ferry home, but it had been a good investment of time to ease the concerns
of these top-paying clients.


“You handled yourself well in there,” Charlie said,
tilting against her Corvette. “They’re good folks, just frightened for their
son.”


“Judge Ferry is pretty much a pompous ass.”


“He’s a piece of work, all right. But I agree with him
about Jason. I don’t think he participated in the rape.”


“I’d like to go up to Kalamazoo to see the boy, and
judge for myself.”


“Fair enough,” Charlie agreed. “Let’s get back to the
office.”


 


# 
#  #


 


Judy’s color-coded filing system was lost on the temp
from the employment agency, and the girl’s face held a panicked grimace.
Charlie had insisted on bringing someone in to help around the office during
her two weeks at jury duty. She signaled a “have patience” look to Judy, who
answered by rolling her eyes. The girl sighed, audibly, when Judy said she
could leave early.


The Mack partners gathered in their bullpen to map out
the fortnight without Charlie. It was space they’d shared for almost four years
in a downtown office building that had been restored to its original
architectural splendor.


“How did you even catch a jury trial?” Don raised an
eyebrow. “Didn’t you tell them you run a private investigation firm?”


“I did. I even told the defense attorneys I have a law
degree, work with a former police officer, and quit Homeland Security. Still
here I am. Juror number 540704, sitting on a criminal case involving conspiracy
and bribery.”


Charlie tucked her juror ID into her purse, leaned
back in her chair, and took in her partners’ stares with resignation.


“Well, at least you’re taking on your civic
responsibility,” Judy offered.


“The courts really do need people to show up for jury
duty,” Gil agreed.


“I’d go crazy sitting around for two weeks,” Don
stated.


“Yeah. That’ll be a challenge,” Charlie said.


“What do you think of the temp?” Gil asked Judy.


“Oh, she’ll do just fine. But she won’t be touching my
files.”


“That’s because you’re OCD.”


Don’s statement hung in the air like a giant fart. The
others watched now as he engaged in the twice-a-week ritual of cleaning his
guns. He disassembled his two pistols onto a canvas cloth, unpacked an array of
bottles and tiny brushes onto his desk, and used what looked like a short
knitting needle to shove a cleaning cloth through the muzzle of his Ruger. He
was oblivious to the similarity between Judy’s incessant file organization, and
his obsessive gun maintenance.


Charlie took advantage of Don’s busywork to control
the portable whiteboard. She drew a four-cell matrix and labeled each square
with a case name. Two of their current investigations were simple domestic
surveillances. Charlie hated these “cheating husband” cases, and they had been
outsourced to two freelancers under Don’s supervision. The third case was work
for the office of the Wayne County Supervisor, doing background checks on two
incoming director-level staffers. Gil had been the lead on that work, but Judy
would now handle the required phone calls and document gathering. 


“How did the Ferrys handle turning the case over to
Gil?” Judy asked.


“Gil did a good job of answering their questions, but
they didn’t totally buy into me stepping away from the day-to-day work. Judge
Ferry was clearly irritated.”


“You have jury duty. Plain and simple,” Don said
peering into the muzzle of his pistol. “He’s a judge; he should understand
that.”


“Maybe he could use his influence to get you off the
jury,” Judy lobbed.


Charlie shook her head. “He actually suggested that,
but I wouldn’t want to do it. The last time I served was eight years ago. The
courts are always chronically short of African-American jurors. I just want to
serve and get it over with.”


“What time do you report Monday?” Judy asked.


“We’ve been told to be ready to work by 8:30 a.m. The
good thing is I can park at the office and walk over to the courthouse.”


“I’m out Monday, too,” said Gil. “I’m driving to
Kalamazoo to meet Jason Ferry. I’ve confirmed it with him.”


“Well, I’ll be right here,” Don said. “Holding down
the fort.”


“And you’ll be well-armed,” Judy mocked.


Chapter 3

 

 


Monday


 


Gil arrived in Kalamazoo at four o’clock and checked
into an all-suites hotel that had free parking, a gym, and room service. Jason
Ferry was to meet him at six-thirty. The hotel was far enough away from campus
that other students, and Jason’s fraternity brothers, would not easily run into
him. The plan was to order dinner and go over the specifics of the case and the
crime. Gil hoped the informal, comfortable atmosphere and the food would put
the boy at ease. 


Gil reviewed the background information Charlie had
compiled. It suggested that even if Jason hadn’t participated in the assault of
Maya Hebert, he might have been a not-so-innocent bystander. Gil considered
himself a good judge of character, a skill honed by years of work as a car
salesman at his uncle’s dealerships, and he wanted to give the young man a
once-over to decide for himself whether the boy was innocent, or guilty, of the
rape.


When Jason called from the lobby, Gil provided the
room number and then stepped into the hallway to peer down into the atrium. He
watched the twenty-year-old depart from the registration desk and move to the
bank of elevators. He could tell a lot about a person from their stride. Jason
walked slowly, but deliberately, and with confidence. He stood at the room’s
door to watch Jason step out of the elevator, pause to read the brass sign
pointing the way, and move up the hall with the sureness of an athlete. Gil
waved, and Jason reciprocated with an upheld hand and a tentative smile.


“Hi.” Gil extended his hand, and the boy gripped it
firmly. “Come on in.”


Jason surveyed the suite with a swivel of his head. He
walked to the small sleeper-sofa and lowered his six-foot-seven frame into the
soft cushions. He wore expensive sneakers and nylon sweatpants with a matching
jacket. His hair was cut short on the sides in a modified mohawk popular with
young black men, and he wore small diamond stud earrings and a large sports
watch.


“Nice room,” Jason said with a nod.


“Thanks. I wanted to have enough space for us to eat
and talk. You want to find something on the room service menu?”


After Gil phoned in the dinner order, he turned the
desk chair toward Jason, crossed his legs, and leaned back. Jason already
seemed relaxed, but Gil hoped the boy would really let his guard down.


“So, tell me about what happened at the fraternity
party . . .” Gil looked down at the paper on his lap. “On February 18, where
Maya Hebert was assaulted.”


“What do you want to know?”


“Tell me all of it. Everything you can remember.”


“I think it’ll be easier if you ask me questions.”


Jason’s demeanor was cool and unflustered, but Gil
could tell he was also concerned about making a mistake. He’d seen the body
language a hundred times before when a customer walked into an auto dealership
wanting to buy a new car, but needing to be persuaded she or he was making a
good decision. 


“Okay. How did you sleep the night before the party?
Were you excited about the initiation?”


Gil let Jason wind up with the softball questions. He
listened intently, prompting a bit at first, then allowing the silences to feel
comfortable by smiling and nodding. Gil nonchalantly pulled a bag of Gummy
Bears out of his backpack, put one in his mouth, wiggled the bag invitingly,
and poured a handful into Jason’s waiting palm.


Jason was talking freely now, leaning against one of
the sofa pillows. He had been one of seven initiates for the local fraternity.
The year before, the university had cracked down on hazing violations, so the
ceremony itself was sober, but the celebration that followed was something
different. Drinking and soft drugs were a mainstay at campus parties, and by
midnight the revelry was in full swing. Four hours later, only a few guests
remained among the fraternity members. One of them, Maya Hebert, had been
drinking heavily all night along with her two girlfriends. Jason had watched
two of his fraternity brothers, one on each of Maya’s elbows, hoist her up the
stairs. Her limp legs and feet never touched the steps.


“Why didn’t Maya’s girlfriends intervene?”


“They were passed out on the couch. A bunch of people
were out of it and sleeping all over the room.”


One by one, the new initiates were summoned to the
bedroom where the barely conscious Maya was repeatedly raped while a half-dozen
onlookers lined the walls. A few of the bystanders videotaped the attack with
their cellphones.


“What did you do, Jason?”


The boy shifted position on the sofa, grabbed one of
the cushions, and held it tightly against his chest. He began to perspire, and
finally buried his face in the cushion. His head bobbed and his shoulders
jerked as he cried. Gil looked away when Jason finally lifted his head and
wiped away tears with the tail of his jersey. 


“When they called me upstairs, I pretended I was too
drunk to . . . well, you know. I hung against the wall for a little while, then
played like I was about to throw up. I went back downstairs where Maya’s
friends were still passed out on the sofa. I knew what was happening upstairs,
but I didn’t know what I could do. I just knew I didn’t want to be a part of it.
When her friends started to wake up, I told them Maya had already gone home.”


“Jason, why did you say that?” Gil tried to keep the
tone of judgment out of his voice.


A knock, and the call “room service” cut short the
interrogation. Gil bounded from the chair and moved to the door. He glanced
over his shoulder to make sure Jason had regained his composure before allowing
the server into the room.


They ate steaks with red potatoes and mixed
vegetables, and shared a dinner-sized Caesar salad. Gil had ordered a large
bottle of sparkling water, but Jason requested a beer. Gil hesitated only a
moment before retrieving a Bud from the minibar. The two enjoyed a discussion
about basketball while they ate. When Jason picked up his fork to attack a
piece of chocolate cake, Gil picked up where he’d left off.


“Why did you send Maya’s girlfriends away?”


Jason had shaken off the premeal conversation and was
caught off guard by the question. He swallowed the huge piece of cake in his
mouth in one hard gulp and looked up at Gil with annoyance. He pushed the plate
away.


“I thought if they stayed around, the same thing might
happen to them,” he said angrily. “I wanted to get out of there myself, so I
walked them to Maya’s dorm. When I got back to the fraternity house, everybody
was gone or asleep.”


“Where was Maya?”


“I don’t know. She wasn’t there.”


“Did you tell the police your story?”


“Yeah. I told ’em what I’m telling you, but all they
keep asking is, if you didn’t rape that girl, then who did?”


“And you won’t tell them.”


“Man, I ain’t no snitch.”


 


# 
#  #


 


Gil sat at the desk, punching the keyboard of his
laptop. He had preferred not to distract Jason with a lot of notetaking while
they talked, but now he rapidly recaptured their conversation. When he was
done, he had twelve pages—general thoughts about the case, observations about
Jason, answers to verify, and other revelations he was still curious about. He
was disgusted by the things Jason had told him. When had it become a spectator
sport to watch a young woman being raped? At what point had the reflex to help
a person in trouble been replaced by the reflex to record that trouble on a
phone camera? 


Gil dialed Charlie, who picked up on the third ring.


“Did I catch you at a bad time?”


“No. Mandy and I just got back from walking Hamm.
How’d the meeting go with Jason?”


“Good. He’s smart. He has a jock’s cockiness but also
a sensitive side. A typical young man trying to figure things out for himself.
He ate a whole lot of food.”


“We’ll charge the meal to his parents,” Charlie said,
laughing. “So do you think he was involved in the girl’s assault?”


“No. I think he’s telling the truth about that. But he
witnessed a portion of it. Didn’t try to stop it. Lied to Maya’s friends and
didn’t report any of it to the police. I’m pretty pissed off about his
inaction.”


“He doesn’t want to inform on his friends.”


“So he said.”


“That’s also what he told his father, and why they
want us to find another way to prove his innocence.”


“I don’t know, Charlie. It feels like there may be more
to it than that. Not wanting to be a snitch, I mean.” Gil let that idea hang in
the air. “Did you ever speak to Maya’s girlfriends?”


“No,” Charlie said. “I hadn’t done that yet. They’re
minors. Friends of hers from the local high school and weren’t listed in the
police report. Did Jason give you their names?”


“Yes, I have their names, and I’m going to try to
track them down tomorrow. I looked them up on Facebook. I’m thinking about
hanging outside the high school to see if I can spot them.”


“If I didn’t know better, Mr. Acosta, I’d say you were
a letch. Stalking high-school girls is bad business.”


“The things I do for Mack Investigations,” Gil joked.


“Did you get to speak with the local police?”


“No time today,” he said, turning serious again. “But
I will tomorrow. I also plan to visit the library and check what the local
papers are saying about the case.”


“That all sounds good.”


“Say, how was jury duty?”


“The things I do to be a good citizen.”


“That bad?”


“White-collar crime doesn’t make for much excitement.”


“That’s true. You back at it tomorrow?”


“Yep. So, keep me posted. I’ll check messages during
one of my breaks. Don’t get arrested slinking around the high school.”


“I’ll be careful. Say ‘hi’ to Mandy for me.”


“Will do. Also hello to Darla from us.”


 


# 
#  #


 


Darla Sanchez wasn’t like any other woman Gil had
dated. Like him, she was a third-generation Mexican-American. She was devoted
to her family and proud of her heritage, and as laid-back as one of his
basketball buddies. In fact, she loved basketball and most other sports—and
cars. He’d met her two summers ago when she drove her 2005 Jeep Cherokee to his
uncle’s dealership for a tow package. They started dating after that. She
wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d hooked up with, but Darla was pretty,
funny, independent, and confident. He really liked her style. He realized he’d
fallen in love with Darla this past summer when they’d taken a long weekend
trip to the U.P. Gripping the wheel with determination, she had navigated her
Jeep over the Silver Lake Sand Dunes in Western Michigan. Her tanned, muscular
arms glistened with perspiration, her raven-colored hair blew around her head
with abandon, and she laughed with the delight of a child flying a kite.


“You done working for the day?” Darla asked now.


“Uh-huh.”


“How’s your hotel room?”


“Lonely.”


“I bet you’ve used that line before.”


“Maybe I have.”


“You’re back tomorrow though, huh?”


“Yes. But late. How was your day?”


Their nightly conversations were catch-ups on the day,
check-ins on family, and a ritual of the growing connection they had. Gil had
witnessed this kind of fitting together only a few times in his thirty years.
First, in the forty-year relationship of his mother and father, and more
recently in the relationships his two business partners enjoyed with their
significant others. He’d begun to believe that this kind of love would elude
him. Then Darla drove him across the dunes, and he saw her for the first time.


“Charlie and Mandy said hi.”


“Are they doing okay?”


“Yes. They have a new dog.”


“Wow, they’re really becoming domestic.”


“Maybe it’s about time for us to be domestic.”


There was a long pause on the line until Gil said:
“Crickets?” 


Darla laughed. “Good night, Gil Acosta. I’ll see you
tomorrow. Love you.”


“Love you, too.”


 


# 
#  #


 


Charlie and Mandy had discussed the pros and cons of
getting a dog for months before they brought Hamm into their lives. Charlie
hadn’t grown up with pets, and her dander allergies kept her at arm’s length
from most cats, even the irresistible kittens Judy had brought to the office a
few weeks ago. Don had adopted one kitten for his son, Rudy. Two of the other
tenants in their building had scooped up a couple of the furry balls of
adorable. But Charlie’s watering eyes kept her from succumbing to their
cuteness.


The dog debate had ended last month when a visit to
the local pet shelter put Mandy and Charlie in proximity to a lop-eared
mixed-breed who had a friendly tail, and soulful eyes revealing the rough times
he’d witnessed. The compromise on a canine name came by using their first
initials: MC—and, of course, Hammer had to follow.


Hamm lounged on a doggie bed across from the bedroom
door, his huge paws splayed on the soft corduroy rim. In his usual nighttime
pattern, he’d settled down to the soothing voices and soft laughter of his new
owners; then, moments later he assaulted the quiet with his old man’s snore.


“I don’t know why Hamm can’t sleep with us,” Mandy
said, adjusting the pillow under her neck. “There’s going to be a thunderstorm
tonight, and loud noises scare him.”


“He’ll be all right. I’ll put the protective blanket
over him before I turn out the lights.”


“If we let him get on the foot of the bed now, you
won’t have to get up again.”


Mandy’s dancing eyes flashed the love she felt for all
four-legged creatures. She’d considered a career as a veterinarian before her
brother’s death on 9/11 had set her on a different path.


“Tonight we’ll let sleeping dogs lie, shall we?”


Mandy punched Charlie’s firm bicep to acknowledge the
bad pun, then waited for an outstretched arm so she could snuggle against
Charlie’s breast.


“So, another boring day of jury duty tomorrow?”


“Yep. We’re being overwhelmed with documents. We only
heard three live witnesses today. The rest of the time we listened to audio
recordings, read along on transcripts, and watched a few video depositions.”


“All that sitting’s gonna get to you. Since your
morning workouts aren’t possible, you think you should go to the gym before you
come home?”


“I could. Or maybe I’ll just use our treadmill and
weights on the weekdays, and do the gym on Saturday. The one thing I absolutely
must do in the morning is prepare a thermos of coffee. The stuff at the
courthouse is horrible.”


“Well, don’t worry about walking Hamm. I can do that
before I leave.”


“You’re a good helpmeet.”


“What?”


“A Bible term for a partner who helps you meet your
needs.”


A flash of light careened beyond the edges of the
mini-blinds, followed ten seconds later by a clap of thunder. Hamm rose to his
feet, his ears morphing into antennae. He stared longingly at the human bed.
Charlie rose to get the flannel comfort vest and secured it around his chest
with the Velcro straps. The advertising said it was guaranteed to provide
well-being to thunder-afflicted pooches. Hamm licked Charlie’s face, and she
gave him a rub under the chin.


“Do you need a chin rub, too?” Charlie said, slipping
under the sheets.


“No, but I wouldn’t mind a little spooning.”


Charlie doused the lights and rolled over, pressing
her thighs against the back of Mandy’s. She draped an arm across her lover’s
torso and pulled her in tight. The storm’s light-and-sound show eventually
subsided, and the rhythm of their breathing, along with dog snores, lulled them
into a contented sleep.


Chapter 4

 

 


Tuesday


 


The morning was crisp, sunny, and the sky a robin’s
egg blue. Gil finished a thirty-minute workout in the hotel gym, then called
ahead to arrange a breakfast chat with Detective Candace Holt of the Kalamazoo
Police Department. They met at the front desk of police headquarters, and
walked a quarter mile to the Depot coffee shop.


Holt was tall, slim, with shoulder-length hair, and
skin the color of café au lait. She was self-assured and aware of her
attractiveness. The coffee shop was trendy—all chrome and dark wood, with a
dozen round tables and a half-dozen booths. A haphazard photo collage of
railroad cars, horse-drawn carriages, and buses dotted the walls of what the
designer must have imagined as a hipster hangout. In actuality, the Depot was a
stopover for a mix of city residents more concerned with convenience than cool
status. Early lunchers ordered sandwiches, salads, and lattes to go. The
decibel level rose tenfold when a group of chattering au pairs—charges and
strollers in tow—rolled in like a baby parade. Gil and Detective Holt took
their coffees and breakfast sandwiches to a window in the farthest corner of
the restaurant.


“We’ve seen the video. It does seem to show your
client in the room, but not active in the assault.”


“Do you know who took the video?”


“Not yet. We got a call. An anonymous one.”


“Can I get a copy?”


“I’m not sure about that.”


“Will you check to see if I can get a copy?”


“Sure.”


“Will you be the police witness at the grand jury
trial?”


“It’ll be me or Detective Stafford. Probably me though.”


“Got it,” Gil said, scribbling in his notebook.


“You have a rather interrogative approach to
conversation,” Holt said. “Sort of a Sgt. Friday ‘just the facts, ma’am’
style.” She smiled, lifting a flirty eyebrow.


Gil smiled back. “I’m sorry. I really am. I’m usually
a better meal companion. It’s just that I’m catching up on this case, and I
have two or three other things to do before I head back to Detroit. I
appreciate the cooperation you’ve given. We don’t always get help from the
police.”


“I did some research on your firm after I met with
your partner, Ms. Mack.”


“Oh?”


“She’s attractive.”


“She is. We’re good friends.”


“Just friends?”


“Yes. And business partners.”


“I couldn’t find any information about you having a
wife.”


“I don’t have one.”


“Are you seeing anyone?”


“I am.”


“Serious?”


“The most serious yet.”


Holt shrugged her shoulders. Her countenance changed
from flirtatious to c’est la vie. 


“What about you? Are you single?” Gil asked.


“Divorced. A year ago. My ex-husband still lives here.
It’s a small town, and there aren’t a lot of men of color who aren’t attached.”


“Maybe it’s time to move to the big city.”


“I’ve got a little boy. He’s three, and his father has
visitation rights.”


“I see. Well that makes things a bit more difficult.”


“Look. Here’s my card. That’s my cell number.”


“Here’s mine,” Gil said, sliding his business card
across the table.


Holt looked at the card, and stared boldly at Gil.
“I’ve got to get back. I’ll check on whether I can share a copy of the video
with you.” 


 


# 
#  #


 


 


The Canova trial continued into day two with a series
of police witnesses. After three hours of direct and cross-examination, the
judge, wisely, offered the jury a twenty-minute morning break. Most jurors
raced to lockers or cars to access their tools of communication, but Charlie
opted for the spacious jury room.


In the area nearest the door was a large modern
conference table with swivel chairs. A row of upholstered seats lined the wall
flanking the table on one side, and on the other side were two worktables and
folding chairs. The rear of the room had a couple of sofas, a few stuffed
chairs, and two cushioned window seats. Charlie sat at the window looking out
onto a small courtyard where the smokers gathered. A couple sat close together
on a bench, puffing and talking. A gathering of four people standing on a grass
border created a large plume of smoke that swirled around their heads. The
others stood in solo practice of their vice.


Charlie understood tobacco’s appeal. She’d been a
smoker for a few years when she owned her first business—a public relations and
marketing company. The high-pressure, long-workdays, no-weekends lifestyle
seemed more bearable with cigarettes. But because she was also a physical
fitness nut, she’d kicked the habit. 


Approaching footsteps made Charlie look over her
shoulder just as her jury-box seatmate, the retiree, joined her at the window.


“I used to smoke those cancer sticks,” he said,
staring down into the courtyard. “I was a pack-a-day guy until I came to my
senses.”


“Me too.”


He offered Charlie a stick of chewing gum. She
accepted the tiny wrapped rectangle and plopped it into her mouth. They both
watched as two of the single smokers, their fellow jurors, came together to
chat.


“Say, didn’t I hear you’re an investigator?”


“That’s right. A private investigator.”


“So, you like to hunt down missing people and spy on
cheating spouses? That sort of thing?”


“We get our share of the domestic snooping cases, but
we also do other work. It depends on what the client needs.”


“We?”


“I have a team I work with.”


“My name’s Fletcher. Richard Fletcher,” he said,
offering a handshake.


“Charlene Mack.”


“I didn’t know private investigators were so
attractive. You married?”


“No, but I’m in a relationship. I live with my partner
in the Berry subdivision.”


“Hmm. Lucky man.”


“My partner’s a woman, and I’m the lucky one.”


“Oh. Hmm.” Fletcher gave her an appraising gaze.
Charlie couldn’t read his expression.


The
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