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  Chapter One


  BETTER TRY


  LESS SPEED PER MILE


  THAT CAR


  MAY HAVE TO


  LAST A WHILE


  —Burma-Shave


  Louie Stella’s voice chugged like a Model T Ford. As it choked and sputtered, its owner going on about the virtues of the old classics over the newfangled, high-technology, electronic look-alikes, Jeff Talbot parked the phone between ear and shoulder and allowed his mind to wander.


  He’d had his ‘48 Chevy Fleetmaster, with its splintered wood, caved-in fenders, and buckled chrome bumpers, towed to Louie’s Retro Resto and Chop Shop several months earlier after a killer had run him off the road one dark and stormy winter night. Since then, Jeff had survived another Pacific Northwest plaid flannel season, laughed as the rest of the country put so much store in a groundhog, and seen the schools release masses of students from their chalky walls for another summer.


  It was high time he got his car back. “So,” Jeff prompted Louie, when the grease monkey’s motor ran out of gas, “any chance I can pick up the woodie before football season starts?”


  “You can pick her up now, if you’ve got the money to bail her out.” Louie chuckled, then the half-lurching noise in his throat sputtered to a stop.


  “Now?” Why hadn’t Louie said so when he’d called and woke everyone up fifteen minutes earlier?


  Jeff should’ve remembered what conversations with Louie were like. He blamed his lapse in memory on the fact that it was morning, early morning, and he’d just gotten started on the pot of coffee that Greer brought in with the cordless phone and the Post-Intelligencer.


  He wouldn’t give Lowe any grief over the wasted time. Jeff was an antiques picker now, but back when he was with the Bureau, Louie was one of his best informants, if Jeff needed a lead on a classic car that had been stolen, Louie was his first contact. If an antique Duesenberg had been lifted from an auto museum as easily as a thumbprint from glass, Louie was as likely as anyone to have gotten wind of the transaction. Jeff’s own vintage car was a bonus, kept his visits to Louie’s from drawing attention. The primo woodie got the curious stares, not the U-man.


  The auto shop had always been a gathering place for all sorts of people from all walks of life, and Louie had created an atmosphere where car people relaxed. If Louie hadn’t heard scraps of info about the cars that had disappeared, he knew enough about the whole classic auto world to point Jeff in the general direction. It just took him longer than most to spit it out.


  “Sure,” Louie now said. “She’s all dolled up and ready to go. Better than new, in fact. And the place is like a morgue today, so you won’t have to wait. We’ve been working our butts off to get all the jobs done so’s people can squeeze every minute out of showing off their babies—summer cruise nights and car shows are hotter than ever, you know.”


  Jeff didn’t know, but he could trust Louie to. It was no secret that Louie, his two sons (who worked with him), and the other two men he employed were not only passionate about their work, but about old cars, period. Any number of the crew—if not all of them—participated in every auto show and cruise night that came down the pike.


  Cars got into people’s blood, Jeff knew, much like being a cop did. Having been with the FBI for several years before throwing it all over for the antiques world had taught him that. He didn’t miss those days, necessarily, but he recognized the obsessions. To Louie, he said, “What’s the damage?”


  When Louie rattled off the long string of numbers, Jeff was grateful that he was sitting down. He had insurance—paid more than most because he used his classic car on a daily basis—but this blow would likely raise his premium. “I’ll bring a check with me. Should be there in—” Jeff glanced at his watch—”about forty-five minutes.”


  “Sounds good.”


  As Jeff started to hang up the phone, he heard Louie’s voice calling his name.


  “Yeah?” Jeff parked the phone back in the crook of his shoulder.


  “I damn near forgot. Tony said tell you he’s got a surprise for you when you get here—found a piece of nostalgia while he was working on the left rear door panel.”


  Tony was the older of Louie’s two sons (the other boy, Michael, worked in the shop, too, doing grunt work while he learned the finer points of restoration) and had overtaken his old man in skill as far as restoring vehicles was concerned, especially woodies. Tony could turn timber into art on wheels. “Nostalgia? What is it?”


  “Damned if I know. He said tell you he put it in the—hang on.”


  In the what? Jeff waited, heard voices on Louie’s end of the line, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying.


  Finally, Louie’s voice was in Jeff’s ear again. “Gotta go, Talbot. Kid dropped a transmission.” He hung up, leaving Jeff to learn later about what Tony had found.


  Jeff showered, shaved, and dressed in record time, then grabbed the tray and telephone that his butler had brought up and headed down the service stairs that led to the kitchen.


  “Breakfast will be ready in two minutes,” Sheila announced as she removed a pan from the oven.


  “Sorry, hon,” Jeff said, kissing the nape of her neck below the blonde ponytail, “but I don’t have time. The woodie’s ready, and I told Louie that I’d head on down.”


  “Ten more minutes won’t make that big a difference.”


  Jeff’s jaw tightened. He’d waited months for this day, and on top of that, had agreed to pay extra so he wouldn’t have to wait even longer. Now, the thought of tacking on ten minutes seemed too much to ask. He was debating how to explain this to his wife when his stomach growled. He dropped the issue.


  “What’s in the pan?”


  “Dutch Babies,” she said, looking at him as if his sanity were questionable. “I’ve only made them for you every Friday morning since the moment I moved in here. Well, except for last winter. Still, it looks like you’d remember.”


  “Chalk my failings as a husband up to distraction. I hadn’t realized how much I missed that car till I heard it’s ready to go.”


  “Come on, then. The quicker we start, the quicker you can leave.”


  They sat in the breakfast nook slathering the cakes with butter before pouring hot syrup on them (and balancing the indulgence with turkey bacon and fresh cantaloupe), and Jeff tore into his food as if he were bound for the wilderness. “Where’s Greer?” he asked around a chunk of melon.


  “Washing the car.”


  “What?” His shoulders dropped, causing the butts of his knife and fork to strike the table. “We don’t have time for that.”


  “He said it wasn’t acceptable to drive a dirty vehicle to a restoration shop.” Sheila eyed her husband. “He’ll be finished before you are—if you eat like a normal person, instead of inhaling everything.”


  “Sorry.” He took a deep breath. Sheila was a chef, and Jeff knew the importance of appreciating the creative efforts she put into everything she prepared. He brought the next forkful toward his mouth more slowly, then paused midair. “I should’ve checked with you first. Will you be okay while Greer drives me down to Louie’s shop?”


  “Would you stop asking me that every time you set foot out the door? I’m fine. Anyway, I’ve got a busy day planned, and it’ll help to have the place to myself for awhile. After I list another two dozen items on eBay, I’m packaging the week’s sales. After that, I’m providing a Labor Day menu and recipes in a chat room for my agoraphobic chefs’ group.”


  Jeff shook his head. “Always surprises me there’s more than one of you.”


  “Obviously, you mean agoraphobics who are chefs, but I don’t know why. We have to eat. And, besides, I spent a lot more time in the kitchen before I started our on-line auction business. Some agoraphobics are into the food and nothing else, which is understandable if you’re not into arts or crafts. At least I paint some—or, I did before eBay. Besides, I get some good recipes in our recipe exchange.”


  Well, Jeff thought, at least she back into her old routine. He listened as she talked animatedly about her plans, thankful that she’d overcome recent traumas, then advanced even further to overcome their physical effects. While holed up in their bedroom for over a month just prior to the previous Christmas, she’d gained fifteen pounds and lost all semblance of normalcy. Now, seven months later, the extra weight was gone (he didn’t care about it, except that it had depressed her), and her muscle tone was better than ever. She was all but obsessed with working out. He joined her in the basement’s workout room a couple of times a week, and it helped marginally to keep him from gaining weight. Additionally, he’d noticed that a typical flight of stairs no longer left him winded—all a plus, since his “thirty-nine and holding” birthday was only a few months away. He admitted to himself that he’d missed the workouts, which had been a regular habit when he was an agent, but he didn’t let on to his wife. Although the euphoria of exercise was addictive, he wasn’t about to match her schedule. Besides, he had a decade on her.


  Sheila reached over and tugged a lock of his hair. “Weren’t you going in for a haircut this morning? You’ve been putting it off all week.”


  He waved her off. “I’ll have it done on my way back from Louie’s.”


  The back door opened and closed, followed momentarily by Greer approaching the breakfast nook with the coffeepot.


  “Greer, can you spare the time to run down to Louie’s with me?”


  “I’m looking forward to it, sir.” Greer poured warm-ups in the cups. “The men over at Woody’s Car Wash were asking when you’d be back with the forty-eight. They’ve missed seeing her.”


  “That’s good of them to say, especially since they don’t make any money off the deal.” It was company policy that bona fide wooden-bodied cars went through for free.


  Jeff swigged coffee, said, “Well, that’s one more reason to go get the car,” then kissed his wife before hurrying out the back door.


  Chapter Two


  LAWYERS, DOCTORS


  SHEIKS AND BAKERS


  MOUNTAINEERS AND


  UNDERTAKERS


  MAKE THEIR BRISTLY BEARDS


  BEHAVE


  BY USING BRUSHLESS


  —Burma-Shave


  Louie’s garage sat just off an isolated stretch of road southeast of Renton between communities dotted with strip malls, Laundromats, and tire stores. The exterior of the large building from which emerged gleaming works of pricey auto body art looked as if it hadn’t been painted in thirty years. The once-white structure was grungy, and nearly half its milky coat was worn away, revealing weathered gray boards. Beyond the building was the graveyard: acres and acres of salvage vehicles—everything from rusted-out shells gutted for parts to panel wagons whose sides bore the faded names of businesses that had also faded from the landscape, to pickup skeletons that had given up either their cabs or beds or both.


  As Jeff pulled the PT Cruiser off the state road and down the slight incline toward the parking area, Greer said, “Sir, the place looks abandoned.”


  “Yeah. Louie told me they were pretty much caught up on their work, and most of the cars were picked up last night. Maybe the guys pulled their own vehicles inside to tinker on them.”


  “True, but why would they have all the doors closed?”


  The closed doors—three oversized panels designed to slide to the side, thus allowing room for pulling vehicles in and out—did make the place look abandoned. Beyond them, near the end of the long building, was an entry door with a small window near the top. This door led to a reception area that fronted Louie’s office. It was also closed.


  Jeff pulled to a stop. “They’ve probably got the back doors open, so they can keep these closed. You know, make it look like they’re not open for business so they can take a breather. Louie sounded beat. He said they’d been working around the clock.”


  “Yes, sir. Should we park around back, then, in order to keep the ruse going?”


  Jeff considered the question. “Nah,” he said. “If Louie wanted me to do that, he’d have said so.” Jeff parked the Cruiser near the entry door.


  “May I join you, sir? I’d like to see what else they’re working on.”


  “Sure.” Jeff hid his surprise. Although Greer had shown great skill in maintaining the woodie—keeping it waxed, changing the oil, replacing the plugs and, well, whatever it was he did toward the car’s upkeep—Jeff thought he was more likely to show interest in HGTV than in STP.


  Greer opened the door for his employer. Chemical fumes hit both of them in the face.


  Jeff coughed. “I’ll never get used to the smell. How on earth do they work in this and keep from passing out?”


  Greer fanned the air. “It’s typically not this strong, sir.”


  Jeff studied his butler as they stepped inside and thought, How would you know from smells in a garage? He had to agree, though. “Usually Louie’s coffee is worse than the paint fumes and Bondo.”


  Jeff squinted as his eyes adjusted to the dim garage. The place was gray, for the most part, with glowing dots here and there where trouble lights hanging on latches of open hoods illuminated the guts of vehicles, and naked bulbs shed weak light on worktables crammed with wrenches, distributor caps, tailpipes, ratchets, oil cans, and a hundred nondescript items, most of which were coated with a mucky layer of grime.


  To the far left was a large, partitioned segment that Jeff knew as the dust-free paint room.


  “Louie?” Jeff called out, his voice echoing in the cavernous building. It had been laid out with enough right angles so that those working in the smaller rooms weren’t visually distracted by those in the main room.


  “Perhaps they’re taking a coffee break.” Greer pointed toward a cubicle in the corner opposite them. He pulled a white handkerchief from his hip pocket and covered his mouth and nose.


  Jeff nodded, and the two men walked that direction, the echo of their footsteps bouncing off the rafters. A bright light caught Jeff’s attention.


  He stopped short. There, in an area spotlighted like a showroom floor, was his car.


  This setup was new. Jeff walked toward the showcased vehicle. The varnished ash and mahogany glowed warm and golden next to the Lake Como Blue body. Jeff had instructed Tony to paint the car its original factory color rather than the black that his grandfather, Mercer Talbot, had switched to years before. The chrome replating was the best he’d ever seen, the windows shone like a bartender’s polished glass, and new whitewalls all around completed the picture. Jeff was sure she was better than when she’d rolled out of Detroit under Truman.


  “Look at her, Greer,” he said, only vaguely aware that his throat was getting scratchy. “You can’t tell she’s ever been wrecked.” He coughed, called out Louie’s name again as he examined the left front fender, which had taken the brunt of the accident. He rarely referred to the woodie as gender-specific. That jargon was for the obsessed, the possessed, the men—and women (more and more females were getting into the old-car hobby)—who spent every free moment dressing up their toys and entering them in classic auto shows, parading them down the boulevards on cruise nights, vying for trophies and prizes, joining clubs. But the sight of his ‘48 Chevy back in working order had its effect. He jingled the extra set of keys in his jeans pocket, anxious to get behind the wheel.


  “Yes, sir,” Greer said, “but have you noticed that the back doors are closed as well? The fumes are too strong in here.”


  Jeff buried his nose in the crook of his elbow as he looked around. His eyes stung. He inhaled, coughed, then shouted again: “Louie?”


  No response.


  “Over there.” Greer pointed toward the end of the building farthest from the office. “Hear that hissing?


  Someone’s using a paint sprayer on one of those forty-nines, either the Chevy pickup or that Merc.” Greer started toward it, looked up. “That exhaust fan should be on.”


  Merc? Jeff wondered if Greer, too, had been caught up in the world of classics. The young butler rarely used slang.


  Greer walked toward some tanks hooked up to hoses near a paint station. “Hello?” he called.


  No response. To Jeff, he said, “The person using it must be wearing earplugs.” Greer paused at the tanks, studied the gauges, then flipped a wall switch. The exhaust fan motor started up, its tone raising an octave as it gained rpms and overrode the sound of the Mercury’s engine. Greer moved gingerly toward the far side of the car.


  Jeff followed, watching as Greer glanced between the two vehicles before moving on toward the far side of the truck.


  “Here he is, sir, on a creeper under the pickup.”


  “Give him a kick, let him know we’re here.”


  Jeff caught up, saw two denim covered legs and two scuffed brogan work boots extending beyond the wooden platform of the wheeled creeper. Greer gave the sole of one boot a slight kick, got no response.


  Jeff stepped forward, nudged the booted foot nearest him that stuck out from under the running board.


  The leg fell like dead weight to the concrete floor. Jeff dropped, grabbed the ankles, and pulled. The creeper rolled forward, carrying its cargo out from under the vehicle.


  The lifeless load was Michael Stella, Louie’s youngest son.


  Chapter Three


  ON CURVES AHEAD


  REMEMBER, SONNY


  THAT RABBIT’S FOOT


  DIDN’T SAVE


  THE BUNNY


  —Burma-Shave


  Jeff checked the Stella boy for a pulse. There was none.


  Carbon monoxide and paint fumes. That would do it, all right.


  Greer punched 911 on his cell phone, handed it to Jeff, then ran to the back of the building and started opening the large garage doors.


  “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” The voice was female.


  As Jeff jogged toward the partitioned paint room, he told the dispatcher that a body had been found at Louie’s garage.


  He held on the line, listened as the dispatcher gave the address to a paramedic.


  Finding no one in the separate room, he rushed to the break room.


  The dispatcher turned her attention back to him. “Has something happened to Louie?”


  Small community, Jeff reminded himself. “You know Louie?”


  “Sure. Everybody knows Louie. I’m not related to anyone down there, if that’s what you’re hesitant about, so give me what you’ve got, and do it fast.”


  “His youngest son is the one we found under the vehicle. I’m checking the rest of the building now.” Jeff gave her a play-by-play as he began his search. “Okay, I’m in the break room.” He circled the large, round table. “Got another one on the floor, Stan Baker.” The man’s grease-stained fingers were still curved through the handle of his coffee mug. Jeff squatted. “Checking for a pulse...” He sighed. “You better send two ambulances.” He stood, then added, “At least.”


  “What do you mean, ‘at least’? You got a third one in there with Stan?”


  “No, but I’m almost to the supply room in back. I’ll be surprised if I don’t find more. Hang on.” He stepped around the partially open door and scanned the room.


  A young man was seated on the floor at the far end, leaning against metal shelves that held corrugated boxes with smudged labels showing illustrations of fan belts, hoses, radiator caps, and dozens of other vehicle parts. The man had one ankle crossed over the other, and his chin was resting against his chest as if he were sneaking a catnap.


  “Tony?” Jeff called. “Tony, is that you?”


  No response.


  “It’s not Tony.” Jeff knelt beside him, and placed two fingers on his neck. “It’s that kid Louie hired fresh out of vo-tech last year.”


  “Oh, yeah, the VanDyke kid,” the dispatcher said. “Does he have a pulse?”


  “No. That’s three, and I haven’t gone to Louie’s office yet.”


  “I’ll radio for another ambulance.”


  He was vaguely aware of the dispatcher’s voice in the background as he made his way to Louie’s office. He dreaded going in there, knew what he was going to find. He was grateful that the third man he’d found who had succumbed to the fumes had not been Tony, but sorry that there had been a third victim of this freak accident. And he knew in his gut that there was a fourth.


  He stepped inside, scanned the room. First glance turned up no one.


  Louie’s desk, the size and color of an army Jeep, held a jumble of folders, receipt books, order slips, stained coffee cups, and cardboard take-out containers.


  “Well?” the dispatcher prompted as Jeff circled the desk.


  There, lumped in a heap on the floor, was Louie Stella.


  “Yeah, he’s here.” Jeff folded the phone, thus ending the conversation. His jaw clenched as he felt the man’s neck for a pulse. Nothing. “Damn it, Louie, we were talking to each other an hour ago. How’d you guys let this happen?”


  Jeff rubbed his stinging eyes as he stood and went to the window. He pulled the cord on the blinds, worked the latch on the small, dirty pane of glass, and left prints in the grime that coated the aluminum frame as he worked it open. There was no screen, so he stuck his head through the opening and sucked in air. He heard the sirens, checked his watch. He and Greer had been on the premises less than four minutes.


  He went back to the main area of the garage, where Greer had now opened the bay doors on the front of the building. Both men stood back as an ambulance rolled into the garage and pulled to a stop. One paramedic grabbed a large metal case and rushed toward Jeff and Greer, while the second medic went to the back of the panel wagon. That one retrieved a gurney and was wheeling it at the heels of his partner before they reached the location of the first body.


  Meanwhile, a sheriff’s unit barreled onto the scene, and two uniforms poured out. One loped toward the parking lot entrance, clearly to keep out curious bystanders, as the other, keg-chested and white-haired, lumbered into the building. He worked the leather thong from the trigger of his sidearm as he moved.


  “There are three more in back,” Jeff told the medics. “No pulses, though.”


  The first paramedic plugged a stethoscope into his ears, leaned over Michael Stella’s body, and worked intently at finding a pulse. He shook his head slightly, then stood. “Show me where the others are.”


  Jeff started toward the smaller rooms in back.


  The sheriff’s deputy—H. Cookson, Jeff concluded upon checking the patches and brass on his shirt—surveyed the scene, told Greer to come along, then used a shoulder-mounted radio and made a general announcement for everyone to “get a move on.” Finally, he told dispatch to get a detective from headquarters.


  Cookson carried on a brief conversation with Louie, much along the lines of what Jeff had said a minute earlier, before escorting Jeff and Greer back to the main room.


  Once there, he questioned the two, briskly taking notes as two more ambulances, a coroner’s wagon, five cop units, and, obviously, everyone remotely connected to law enforcement and/or rescue in the small community showed up on the scene and burst from their respective vehicles.


  Add to that reporters from four newspapers and three television stations, and, inside of five minutes, the place buzzed like a luncheon meeting of the local Kiwanis Club. Despite the sheer number of personnel, whose uniforms represented several different branches and departments, rank and file were quickly sorted out, and people got to the business of giving orders, taking orders, taking statements, giving hell, and, generally, working the process of due process.


  Amid all that, a very tall, very slender man who appeared to be the youngest of the whole brigade approached the deputy. Handing him a business card, he introduced himself as Detective Chris Fleming.


  Cookson then introduced the young detective to Jeff and Greer, relayed their statements, and wrapped up with, “No mystery here, really. They all dropped where they stood. They’ve been working day and night, probably got careless about ventilation. I’ve been pulling double shifts myself, so my lieutenant could take his family to Disneyland. Summer vacations kill our schedules.


  “Anyway,” he continued, “there’ve been so many cars in and out of this joint that if I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a front for something.”


  The detective stared at Cookson an extra second before turning to Jeff. “Were the doors closed on the other three areas?”


  Jeff mentally replayed his earlier movements through the building. “No.”


  “Were the fumes as strong in the smaller rooms?”


  “Hard to say. They were strong enough out here to permeate my clothes, probably my skin and hair, too. There’s no way of knowing whether they were throughout the building, or whether I was smelling what had already attached itself to me.”


  Cookson broke in. “Like I said, Detective. Nothing more than a bizarre accident, by the looks of things.”


  “If that’s how it looks to you, why’d you send for me?”


  “Because things aren’t always as they look.” He fished a toothpick from his shirt pocket and poked it between his lips. “Besides, if I’ve learned anything in this business, it’s to cover my butt.”


  “Any employees not accounted for?”


  “Now that you mention it,” Cookson said, “Tony’s not here. Last name, Stella, oldest son of Louie Stella, the owner.”


  “And Louie Stella?”


  Cookson sighed. “Dead. You’ll find him in the office. His wife, Marie, keeps the books, but she’s done that from the house for about three years now.”


  The detective turned his attention to Jeff and Greet “Driver’s licenses, please.”


  After the two had relinquished their IDs, Fleming said, “Wait here.” He pulled a cell phone from his inside breast pocket as he walked to a vacated area of the garage. Jeff watched the man talk, listen, wait, look back at them a few times, and return.


  The detective studied Jeff. “So, you’re the former agent who bailed.”


  Jeff raised a brow, wondered how that information had been obtained so quickly. “Bailed. Is that your take on it, or is that the word they used in my file?”


  “I don’t hold it against you, Mr. Talbot. It’s not the life for everybody.”


  Jeff waited him out.


  Fleming looked over his notes. “Nearing thirty-nine, threw over the life six years ago for the calm world of antiques.”


  Jeff couldn’t draw a bead on this guy’s approach. Was the detective trying to stir him up? “I saw a lot less crime when I was with the Bureau.”


  “Right.” Fleming’s tone didn’t betray whether he doubted Jeff, or whether he knew all about Jeff’s recent knack for uncovering murder evidence while searching for antiques.


  “Fleming.” Cookson pulled the toothpick from his mouth, went to toss it, then obviously thought better of it, and pocketed the thing instead. “Word’s out that you’re looking into federal service.”


  Fleming looked at the deputy but didn’t respond. He turned his attention back to Jeff. “Spotless record, too. Same for your butler.”


  Cookson eyed Greer. “No kidding, you’re a butler?”


  “Cookson.” Fleming’s voice carried the full weight of the unspoken warning.


  The deputy’s irritation was obvious, but he kept quiet. “Everything checks out in relation to your business here. Give me a few minutes, and we’ll get you and your cars out of the mix.”


  “I’m surprised,” Jeff said.


  “That I’d give you that car?” Fleming nodded toward the woodie. “I have no reason to doubt the info given me by my sources. If they missed something, however, I’ll know where to find you.” His gaze went from Jeff to Greer. “One of you, anyway. You’re not likely to leave an agoraphobic woman on her own for very long, especially after her kidnapping last fall.”


  Jeff’s jaw locked. What at first felt like identity theft had escalated to voyeurism. He glanced at Greer. The butler, who rarely showed emotion, looked like a thermometer about to pop.


  A surprised expression crossed the detective’s face. “No offense intended, gentlemen. My mother is agoraphobic.”


  Chapter Four


  DON’T LOSE


  YOUR HEAD


  TO GAIN A MINUTE


  YOU NEED YOUR HEAD


  YOUR BRAINS ARE IN IT


  —Burma-Shave


  Fleming left Jeff and Greer to play Rorschach with grease stains on the concrete floor under the watch of a pimple-faced sergeant who’d approached to tell Cookson he was needed outside.


  When both Cookson and Fleming returned, the sergeant was dismissed, then Fleming said, “You’re right, Cookson. On the surface, this appears to be nothing more than a senseless mistake.”


  He started walking, summoned them to follow him.


  Cookson picked up the thread after they were on the move. “On the surface. Meaning you suspect that something below the surface will tell you it wasn’t a mistake?”


  “Suspect, no. Expect, yes. Better to anticipate the worst than get careless and corrupt a potential crime scene.”


  They stepped inside Louie’s office, and Fleming said, “It won’t bother you to be in here, will it?”


  Jeff read Greer’s expression, then said to Fleming, “We’re fine.”


  “Good. Don’t touch anything. It should only take a minute to square away your business.”


  The detective leaned over the desk and studied names on the jumble of folders, while Jeff tried to remember whether he’d touched anything other than Louie and the window when he’d been in here earlier.


  Something flashed.


  Jeff blinked, turned toward a motorized whir. Behind him, a large woman grabbed the square picture that her Polaroid spat out. A second camera was
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