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Chapter 1

It had been a large, sad funeral. People loved Howard, yet he was alone mostly. His ex-wife, Myra, was wearing the oversized diamonds he bought her. A cotton, full-length black dress wrapped her body, the short brim pink hat, with the red ribbon thin so as not to disguise the grief underneath, made her look dignified. Colette was there too, his girlfriend for the past 8 years. She should have looked out of place but didn't.

The gunshots rang out, just before David fell to the floor of the church, his head bursting on three dark-suited men with their sunglasses on. The echo in the church sanctuary added to the drama, and produced a chill, no, a tingle that spoke of irony, resentments, and love. The air stilled, and no one panicked, as if disbelief were suspended, and everyone wanted to view who would move first, and where. Detective Harris, Howard's best friend from high school, not sober today either, didn't react to the second or third shots, as they splintered the mahogany benches behind and in front of Myra. No one else was hit. Now, panic, screams, rustling feet, and laughter, six hundred people beginning a slow stampede; you could hear the sound made by light shoes, heavy shoes, expensive shoes, and old shoes against the wooden floor. The carpet muffled most of the noise, as the gunman, outside, walked to his car, tossed the rifle on the passenger side seat, got in, and drove down Meadow’s street at 35 miles per hour.

*
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"The kitchen window worked best in late summer," Howard thought, as he ate his raisin bran sitting at the kitchen table. The full west view was protected by white oak leaves, and the overhang of pine limbs just over the back deck. The red tipped leaves of the trees, which were at twenty-two feet high, and fifteen yards back from the deck, provided a wall, so he never thought to ask his neighbor to cut them back. To the left and right, the space between houses offered comfortable reassurance, "we can leave each other alone, yet speak as we go about our lives." 

As Howard sat there, the 6 am darkness agreeing with his first cup of coffee, a squirrel could be seen perched on the middle railing of the deck, crouched low, he thought of the first time he made love to Myra, and how easy and simply it had come together, she refusing three date offers by him, as would a person when you meet someone on the bus. Myra gave in, though, stating she wanted to be sure she could handle dating again after so many failures. Howard had borrowed his mother's car and arrived at 7 pm as agreed. Myra met him at the door of her quite modest apartment, dimly lit, with a somewhat musty odor salient, despite the burning incense. Myra could feel herself moisten immediately, Howard hardened, she smiled a wet smile of acceptance, he smiled a conquest. She led him to a seat, as they both smiled on. The conversation was not awkward, nor rushed, though when he moved to kiss her she responded with passion. The bed was soft, her bra disappeared, his shorts were no longer, and he entered her with care. The juices flowed, a special warmth, a jerk, a stop, another kiss. Her grapefruit-sized breasts delighted him so, his member a size she honored, as her experience guided him forward and back beyond, a pleasure intense, and raw with power. He humped and grabbed her, his weight now full, she smiled and sang a low refrain, "do it, do it, do it now."

The squirrel moved, and Howard returned to present time. The phone rang, he answered after the second one, and said "hello," and a quick hang up again. This was the 15th in two days, and this one unnerved him. The squirrel adroitly scampered away, Howard poured another cup of coffee and sat at the window again. Colette had bought him the round, hard pine table he used here in the kitchen, though somewhat weathered from the month outside, it offered a rustic, mature something to the breakfast area.

Colette Hammond is tall, cultured, has a master’s in counseling, yet she works as the head of strategy for Darwin Industries, a local phone service company. She wouldn't marry him, but they shared residences, after he and Myra split. She loved to get away to his house thirty miles east of the city, and he enjoyed her loft downtown. They could walk to dinner, the theater, or an opera, as he loved to mix and mingle on his terms. She enjoyed the openness of Lithonia, and Howard's half an acre of land. Howard felt comfort and ease with Colette, and their love was solid. They rarely disagreed, least where one would notice, so accepting of each other as they were. The phone rang again, disturbing his other where experience.

"Hello." 

"May I speak to Myra Tatum?" a voice, direct and foreboding.

"She doesn't live here anymore."

"Is this Mr. Tatum?"

“Yes it is.”

"I don't understand."

“We divorced 5 years ago. I haven't heard from her since," he states, somewhat agitated. "Mr. Tatum, Howard is it?" she asks, as though she knew all about him. "Howard, my name is Leslie Powell, and I'm with T&F Collections, and we're trying to find your wife, er, ex-wife," spoken like a prison guard, no affect.

He began to feel curious but didn’t want to ask the obvious next question.

"What do you want with her?" he asks.

"Does she come there at all?" Leslie asks him rather curtly.

"No! wait a minute," he thinks.

"Mr. Tatum, I am authorized to offer you money if you can tell us where she can be reached." "Excuse me, ma'am, I said earlier I haven't heard from her, well, we divorced five years ago, but I haven't known where she was or what she's been doing for over four years. We talked some over that first year, she'd call my job at times, and I called hers at times, but our split was rather abrupt, and certain. "

"Sir, our agency is trying to find her to retrieve an original manuscript by Mr. David Franklin, a friend of yours, I'm told. I can offer you $250,000.00 if you tell me where to find her."

The squirrel returns to his post, looks at Howard, then darts off. Several big black birds, using their beaks, are punching holes in the fallen pears scattered on the ground.

Howard's interest is increased now, but he maintains a poker player's calm.

"Mr. Tatum ..."
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"Give me your name again please. Oh, I remember, Powell, Leslie." Howard jots it down on a slip of paper near the answering machine on the little black oval table that sits in the corner, under where the phone hangs on the wall. "Phone number where I can reach you, if I hear anything."
"Nothing you can tell me now?" she asks.

"Leslie, tell me about this manuscript?" he questions.

––––––––
[image: ]


Chapter 2

Howard, born and raised on the west side of Atlanta, near Hunter Street, was 18 years old in 1971, and began to shoot heroin. He did that for a year, went to rehab, never used it again, but made millions from 1973 to 1978 as a seller. No arrests, no violent behavior. He remained modest, and people thought he got drunk, and played horseshoes with his friends in the park most days. He rode public transportation mostly, usually wore jeans, various sports-type shirts appropriate for the weather, and rotated name brand sneakers. He generally conducted business only two hours a day. He drove a white Custom pickup truck, dented in several places. Myra had met him on one such business outing, when her boyfriend at the time, "Old Folks", had purchased three kilos. She thought they were there for money, Howard owed Folks. The apartment was small, yet decently appointed, felt comfortable, and one would not remember a thing about it, except maybe the abstract painting on one wall, its bright yellow and red figure reminded her of what a womb looks like, the brief white and blue tints obvious. She remembered Howard was cordial, but not too friendly. The men had excused themselves as she sat on a blue and peach colored sofa, fringes of wear showing on the arms, yet quite a soothing seat. They returned after a few minutes, Old Folks carrying a beige, cloth book bag, with two gardenia blossoms atop, white, with a tinge of dirty fringe, obviously not too long ago cut from the bush, yesterday perhaps. As goodbyes are said, Howard makes an appointment to see Folks in two weeks, on a Thursday night, about eight. A funny little song could be heard playing from a radio, instrumental, chirpy, with bass tones.

*
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David Franklin was almost too good to be true; people said that most of his life. He was not the best athlete on any team, but usually within your top five, not the best student, but in the top percentile, not the most handsome, or sexy, but you get the picture. Nature surely smiled on him. Born May 15, 1952, with two older sisters. His parents were decent enough, his father a waiter, a hyperactive, jolly fellow who earned good money, and his mother a part-time teacher, of fourth graders. Their home was comfortable, with the usual arguments, moderate alcohol use when the parents entertained, a high emphasis on educational pursuits, but not demanded. David, though youngest, was treated equally with his sisters, not spoiled, or pampered. David met Howard when they attended Day Camp during the summer of 1962, and competed at ping pong. They both shared a memory of becoming physically close during swimming once and smiling. Neither ever mentioned it again.
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Heritage Oaks was a subdivision of houses in the 320–360-thousand-dollar range, tall, well-kept Bradford Pear trees lined the entrance, just past the plot of begonias that were at the curb, 2' x 3', pansies would be planted for the fall. The guard shack seemed unnecessary yet was staffed 24 hours a day. Entrance controlled strictly, and unruly visitors were hauled off to jail. There were about six hundred homes, a homeowner's association, with appropriate dues, and generally the entire place seemed peaceful.
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