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“I don’t get it, Jones.” George Strange, Big George, to his employees, was no stranger to Florida. He and his wife, Imelda—no relation to the shoe lady—and sometimes his mistress, Christie, when his wife was busy with her charity crap, spent a lot of time in Florida, when he wasn’t busy running his scrap business empire from that giant scrap heap that was Detroit.

Sure, he loved the town—he’d been born there—but it had seen better days. Hell, he loved the Detroit Lions—owned a premium suite at Ford Field and was a member of the MGM Grand Tunnel Club—and the team never even had better days. Not in his lifetime anyway.

Sure, Florida was weird. Everybody who’s been here knew that. But this was the strangest thing he had encountered yet.  

“How’s that?” asked Todd Jones.

“We’ve been all over this property,” George continued, his fleshy pink lips and tongue a sharp contrast to his mahogany tan. “And I’m sweating like a pig on a rotisserie.” He yanked off his dark shades, wiped them on his shirttail then thrust them back on his squat nose.

“It is a beautiful day,” remarked Todd, ever the real estate agent. Always show the client the good side of anything no matter how bad it really is. Always make a positive out of a negative. That was just basic good salesmanship.

But inside he was sweating. Over the weather and over the deal. Dying to get out of this heat and indoors where he could wrap his hands around a chilled margarita. 

“Yep. Gorgeous Florida weather.” If you were an iguana. They thrived in this climate. Those midget dinosaurs were taking over the lower half of the state.

While George Strange, the client, was taking life easy in a loose cotton shirt that looked like an advertisement for Christmas candy canes, baggy blue shorts and leather sandals, Todd was all business, occupying a once-crisp, now soggy white button-down dress shirt, cuffed dress slacks and Hugo Boss shoes. In deference to the heat, his summer wool sports coat remained in the car. 

The two men couldn’t be more different. A real study in contrast. Todd, in his early thirties, stood just under six feet, possessed seagrape green eyes, bleached-blonde hair and a slightly bent roman nose earned from his days of college boxing. He was meticulous of both personal hygiene and dress.

George Strange, on the other hand, in his late fifties, stood maybe five-five, possessed very little hair and plenty of shiny dome covered in a close-shaven carpet of black hair. He had squinty brown eyes and a full goatee speckled with gray. His body type was pudgy going to fat and, if he had any sense of style at all, he kept it well hidden.

And that pig remark of his struck a little too close to home for Todd. 

Todd’s mom’s pet porker, Mr. Squeals, was a permanent houseguest in his luxury condo. His once private sanctuary was now home to the pig, his mother and the stray his mother had picked up at the local grocery mart, a young Russian woman named Irina Sokolov. 

Todd had tried, unsuccessfully, to get the condo board to ban the malodorous pig, Mr. Squeals, but his mom must have had something on a board member or two, because his request had been denied. Twice.

How he’d love to see that potbellied nuisance lazily rotating on a stainless-steel rotisserie over an open pit fire.

George Strange tugged at the cotton shirt sticking to his hairy chest. The Florida heat and humidity are a brutal cocktail. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s very nice and all but you advertised five point eight acres. I’m not seeing anything near that.” 

The house did have a great kitchen. The wife would like that. One wine fridge, two commercial ovens, two dishwashers. Not that she’d ever load the damn things. There were people for that. She loathed the scrap business he ran but loved the money it made them. And loved spending it even more.

Personally, George especially liked the forty-foot, outdoor, heated swimming pool and the exercise room, fully-equipped with every dumbbell and high-tech workout gizmo a body could yearn for. Not that he believed in exercise or even swimming. 

Oh, he didn’t mind standing around in the shallow end of the pool, slurping a fizzy pink piña colada through a plastic straw, but that was about it. What the pool was best for was seeing Christie splashing around in it. 

With no close neighbors on either side, this property offered plenty of privacy, except for the boats going by. But Christie wasn’t shy, he could probably convince her to go topless. Ditto the exercise room, he could watch her work up a sweat in one of those skintight, sexy little leotard thingies that she was always buying with his money. 

After her workout, he pictured them working up a little sweat together on the king-sized bed in the master wing overlooking the dark blue waters of the river.

“Is that what’s bothering you? The missing land?” Todd flashed a smile. ‘Trust me, George’ it said. “Let’s walk over to the edge of the river. Let me show what the lucky buyer of this estate gets.”

The two men moved to the rear of the property and stood shoulder to shoulder at the edge of the slow-moving water. A warm breeze washed over them. “You get all this acreage here surrounding the house, plus all that.” Todd waved his arm. 

“Yer waving at water.”

“Yep, all this beautiful, pristine water.” Todd wouldn’t so much as stick a toe in that water. He’d heard it was polluted beyond belief due to all the motorboats spewing fossil fuel and the homeowners’ spilling pesticides into the river from the zealously manicured lawns every time it rained. 

Runoff was one of Florida’s many afflictions, be it pollutants or elections.

“Plus that property on the other side. See?” An impassable tangle of shrubs, grasses and palm trees stood on the opposite shore. Not even Tarzan could fight his way through that jungle.

“All I see is a lot of weeds.” George tossed his cigar in the river and watched it float away. “I don’t get it.”

“Let’s add it up, shall we? On this side, you’ve got about two acres give or take, figure another acre and a half for the river span, plus another two acres or so across the way. Add it up and you get—”

“Let me guess, five point eight acres.” George took a step back. “I’ll be damned. You mean to say, they count the water here?”

Todd shrugged. “It’s deeded. It’s all yours. Common practice.” Truth was, Todd had sold worse. Up in Boca Raton, he’d actually been involved in the sale of some Intracoastal home lots that were completely underwater and offered at over a million bucks a pop. It was going to cost a lucky owner that much again to truck in enough landfill to get the property up high enough above water to then build their palace atop. 

The lawsuits surrounding the deal still dragged on—and were dragging him down with them.

“Not yet it ain’t.” George dragged a fresh cigar from the cargo pocket of his baggy shorts and lit up.

“Why don’t we step back inside? I can show you the actual boundaries of your property survey.” 

“If I buy the place,” George said, ambling along behind his real estate agent. “And that’s a big IF.”

“You know, I probably shouldn’t be saying this,” Todd said, steering his client into the expansive kitchen, an explosion of marble and top-of-the-line restaurant-grade stainless steel appliances. The digital thermostat read a cool sixty-eight degrees. “But I feel honor bound to tell you, George, I do have a very interested client from up in Palm Beach. The wife wants to be closer to her mother. Can you believe that?”

“No.” George Strange frowned. “Palm Beach, huh?” He hated Palm Beachers. So full of themselves. Stuck up bunch of asses. “Old money probably. Probably never worked a day in their phony lives or ever got their hands dirty.”

“The oldest,” Todd said as if that was a bad thing. In that ticking muscle called his heart, of course, he’d have given a kidney to have been born into Old Money. Instead he’d been raised in a two bed, one bath, single carport tract home by his cigarette- and pot-smoking, alcohol-swilling hippie mother. His father was out of the picture. Lucky him.

George tapped his chin with the damp end of his cigar leaving bits of tobacco leaf in his whiskers. “Three million, huh?” 

That was a bit more than he’d paid for his two-level Book Cadillac condo and that was smack downtown Detroit. Close to his offices. It didn’t hurt that the residences occupied the top floors of the downtown Westin none either. Always handy to have a hotel nearby when guests or the girlfriend were in town.

“That’s cheap, trust me. The sellers are anxious. You get this 7,000 square foot house, four-car garage, 200 feet of river frontage, ditto on the opposite shore.”

“The roof looks shot to me.”

“I’ll bring it up with the sellers. I’m sure we can get them to make an accommodation.” He was representing both sides of this deal. Not quite ethical, perhaps, but it was quite profitable. “Besides, at the bargain price you’re getting this one-of-a-kind estate for, what’s one little roof?”

“Little? You could land a Cessna on top of this house!”

“Yes, isn’t it magnificent? Like I said, nicest property in the area. By a long shot.” Of course, it needed, at minimum, a half-million bucks worth of updates and renovations just to get it up to code but George could afford it. Todd had checked the man out thoroughly. Strange Scrap, Inc. did business all around the world.

“Well...”

“Don’t forget, you’re getting that state-of-the-art dockage.”

“And the boat?” George licked his lips. He’d been drooling over that boat. A 48-foot Hatteras Convertible sport fishing boat. Twin staterooms, two heads. A real dream. 

Any boat, actually. Imelda hated boats. Claimed she got seasick. That meant he wouldn’t have to drag her along on any outings and she wouldn’t even gripe about it.

“And the boat,” Todd promised. “I’m sure I can work my magic.” 

“See that you do.”

“Hey, I’m here for you. We Detroit men have to stick together, am I right?” Hoping to earn some brownie points with George Strange, he’d told him that he was from Detroit originally too. The funny thing was, it was true.

As for the Hatteras, at three million, he could eat a little of his commission. If the sellers balked at throwing in the boat, he’d offer to pay for it out of his own pocket. 

Then again, the sellers had told him in confidence that they’d be happy to clear two-point-five for the house, so he didn’t expect any complaints when he threw a full-price offer-to-buy at them and all they had to do was throw in a 30-year-old boat that they’d never miss. After all, the house and boat had been their mom and dad’s. The kids just wanted their money.

Todd extended his right hand. “Do we have a deal? Or do you need to talk to your wife first?”

“You gotta deal, Jones.” George stuck out his damp palm and the two men shook. “When can we close?”

Todd suppressed a grin. That crack about checking with the wife worked like a charm more often than not. “How soon do you need the place?”

“Yesterday soon enough for you?”

“I’ll see what I can do to speed things along.”

“You do that.”

“Great.” Todd rubbed his hands together. “I’ll write up the contract and send it over for your signature.”

“Oh, there is one little thing.”

“Just name it.” Todd folded up his paperwork and threw it in his leather briefcase resting open on the kitchen island. That island was a real monster. He’d seen smaller whales at the Miami Seaquarium.

“Imelda’s gonna want one of her interior design freaks to do the place over on the inside.”

“Sounds good.”

“Sounds expensive. Ditto a landscape architect. You ask me, you throw down some grass seed, watch it grow then hire some schmuck to mow it once a week. Who needs landscape architects? Am I right?”

“You’re right.” Todd was only barely listening as he added up the dollars this easy sale was going to reward him with.

“I’m making you responsible for the roof.” George thumped Todd in the chest with his middle finger.

“Me? What do I know about roofs?” Todd took a step back before the Neanderthal could thump him a second time.

“You’re a realtor. You must know people.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

“Of course, it’s true. So you find me one of those people. One of those roof people. Not just anyone. The best. George Strange only gets the best. You get the best roofer in South Florida and you get him over here pronto. The day we close on this house, I want his ass over here on top my roof. Got it, Jones?”

“I’ll do what I can.” For six percent of three mil, Todd was prepared to put up with George Strange being a pain in the ass himself.

“What you can?” George’s creased and well-fed face clouded over. “There’s hurricanes brewin’ out there, Jones. Get me my roof.”

“Absolutely. You can count on me, Mr. Strange.”
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The South Florida sun raked over the green going brown St. Augustine grass and over the flesh of the two men standing next to each other on the driveway of a typical South Florida ranch house. 

Hot and muggy. Count on it. Like the coming of the New Jersey-New York crowd each winter. There wasn’t a suburb in South Florida that was exempt. Not from the snowbirds. Not from the meat. 

Muggy plus heat equals meat—which was what a person would become if a person stayed out in the sun too long here. Meat. Medium rare.

Ronald Patton, Ron to his friends, Raunch to his best friend, was proud of that one. He’d coined the term himself.

Sadly, it had yet to catch on with the natives. Or the tourists, or the snowbirds. But what did they know?

Not much. But that was the way he liked it.

He was an Arizona boy himself.

And St. Augustine grass? Where did that one come from? Sorry, Augustine, the best we could do is name a grass after you? That cathedral you wanted? That mountain in the Alps? Not going to happen. 

Sure, you had some good ideas, some excellent ideas but the human race is running out of things to name. There are only so many unnamed things to go around, you know, Augie?

Philosophy aside, and Augustine had some interesting ideas about things, Ron, himself, pretty much agreed with Augie that time was merely a human concept. Subjective, really. 

How could it not be? Just look at the difference between him and his wife? Ready in a minute, dear? Sheesh. For him, that minute was more like time to watch six innings of a ball game. Which he’d been able to do on more than one such occasion. Talk about your proof of concept.

Speaking of time and waiting, Ron Patton softly closed his eyes. Why should eyelids be exempt from sunburn? He waited. Knowing that eventually, once his customer, Mr. Taderuski, got over the shock, he would speak.

“Fifty grand?” The fat man leaned back, scratched his belly, scratched his head. His belly was too big for his striped polo shirt and his flip-flops too small for his feet. His shorts were just plain ugly, like he’d skinned a bushel basket’s worth of eggplant and sewn ’em together. 

“That’s how the numbers add up.” Ron Patton tapped his pen against his tablet. This wasn’t one of those fancy electronic gizmos. Those things cost too much and he found them finicky. Not good for fieldwork at all. No, this was an old-fashioned clipboard with a yellow legal pad clamped to it.

Ron swept back a lock of greasy black hair, practically melting in the sun. No matter what he did to try and rectify that hair, it always seemed to hold more grease than the rear axle of his van. He was well aware that his eyes were the dullest green imaginable. He was average height, average looks and average abilities—and he knew it too. 

That was why he chose to make a living doing what he liked to call a non-average profession.

“I asked you to gimme a quote on repairing the roof. Not,” Taderuski told the contractor, “build me the freaking Taj Mahal.”

“Sorry,” replied Ron. “That’s the going rate. The best I can do.”

“But fifty grand?” His mouth hung open big as his garage door.

“What can I say? Materials, labor. Prices just keep going up. Up and up and up. Know what I mean?” Ron aimed his eyes heavenward, well, at a passing cloud to be precise but he was sure Taderuski got the drift.

Mr. Taderuski, aka The Fat Man, pointed at his neighbor’s house. “Wayne across the street got a quote for nineteen-five.”

Ron thrust out his lower lip. “That’s not bad. Not bad at all.” He took a couple of steps sideways and pretended to compare the two houses. “Not quite the same configuration though.”

“Not quite the same configuration? It’s the same damn builder. Same damn house.”

“Huh.”

“Huh? Is that the best you can do?”

“’Fraid so.”

“Fine.” Taderuski’s head shook so hard, so fast, side to side that Ron feared it might come unscrewed. “You take credit?” He unlocked the arms he’d been wrapping across his chest.

“’Fraid not.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Taderuski whipped out his checkbook, signed furiously and tore out the check. “I can’t believe I paid you three hundred bucks and all I get is a crazy high estimate.”

“Thank you.” Ron looked the check over carefully. Everything seemed in order—one couldn’t be too careful these days—then pushed it into his pocket. He wouldn’t wait too long to deposit it though, maybe stop at the bank on his way home. Then pick up some takeout Chinese. He was in the mood for moo goo gai pan.

“I’ll be honest with you, Patton, I won’t be hiring you.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Ron tried to look sorry. He was shooting for dejected, downhearted, despondent. It was a face he’d practiced lots in the mirror but he wasn’t very successful at it. 

At least, that’s what his wife, Elaine, told him. She told him at best he looked like he’d stubbed his toe on the corner leg of his La-Z-Boy chair. She told him lots of things. She was a real complainer. She’d be happy today though. He’d had a good day today. Over a thousand bucks good.

“I don’t know how you can even begin to make a living!” Taderuski shouted as Ron backed his white van—with the blood red Ronald’s Roofing name and telephone number airbrushed on its sides—out of his driveway.

Ron waved and drove off.

This latest hustle was working out great. Roofs were big ticket items, much bigger than the plumbing and electrical scams he’d run before. Those were peanuts compared to this. 

What the hell did he care if Taderuski or anybody else hired him? He was making money, good money, thank you very much, charging for writing estimates.

If the roofing market ever fizzled out, he was considering becoming a pool contractor next. Another big-ticket item. And everybody in South Florida either had a swimming pool or wanted one.

One more stop and he’d be done for the day. This next place was supposed to be a big one, too. He’d GoogleEarthed it. One of those castles on the water. Ten million at least. That was a lot of shingles.


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



3


[image: image]





The silver Audi A6’s tires screeched and shivered as Todd hit the blacktop and sped off. That George Strange was one strange bird. But, then again, the rich usually were. Coddling to them was a real pain in the butt. People complain about real estate agents and their commissions. As far as he was concerned, he earned each and every penny of his.

And then some.

And now he had to find Strange a roofer of all things. He’d have to ask around. While he had a file with numbers for a few willing-to-look-the-other way home inspectors and the occasional plumber or electrician, he’d had no experience with roofers. Maybe he’d ask Irina to call a few companies and send them out to the property. Line up some quotes. That ought to satisfy Strange. 

Get him off his back until he had his signature on the contract. That was the only thing that mattered—a signed contract.

A white van with a couple of aluminum ladders strapped to its roof shot in front of the Audi from a cross street. Todd slammed on the brakes. “Watch where you’re going, moron!” he called uselessly through the windshield. 

The white van pulled into the forecourt of a whitewashed, Spanish-tiled palace, coming to a stop at the entrance. Todd made out the lettering on the side of the van: Ronald’s Roofing.

“Well, well.” Todd drummed his fingers across the steering wheel. “This is my lucky day.” Any roofer working in this neighborhood had to be good.

He pulled off to the side of the road and killed the engine.

Ron Patton gulped down the last bits of a cheese, lettuce and mayo sandwich, dusting off the crumbs as he stepped down from the van.

Todd sauntered up the drive. “You got a card?”

“Is there a problem?” Ron squinted. Was this yahoo gonna call the cops on him for cutting him off? The rich could be touchy about such things. Liked to throw their weight around.

“I need a roofer.”

“So?”

Todd nodded toward the van.

Ron turned and looked. “Oh, sure.” He wiped a couple bits of cheddar from his lower lip. “This your place? Sorry, I’m running a couple minutes behind. Busy busy busy. You know how it is. When you’re the best, it’s hard to keep up with the requests.”

“Right. No, this isn’t my house.” Todd stuck out his hand. “Card?”

“Sure thing.” Ron opened the door to the van and dug around in the center console for a relatively clean business card. He handed it over. “You live around here?”

“No. I’m an agent. I’ve got a buyer lined up on a place down the street. 302 Vizcaya Lane.”

“And he needs a roof?”

“Between you and me, the guy needs a lot of things. His name is George Strange, and is he ever.” Chuckle chuckle. Todd tucked the business card in his wallet. “Think you can handle it?”

“That’s what we do.” Ron Patton deliberately tossed in the word we. This gave customers the idea that he actually employed a real team of workers, diligently slapping down roof tiles in his wake.

“Great. I expect a quick closing. Ten days or so.” George was a cash buyer. The best kind of buyer there was. “I’ll give you a call and let you know the day of closing.” 

An elderly gentleman, and what appeared to be his wife, stepped off the portico of the home. “Mr. Patton, I presume?”

“Be with you in a minute!” Ron said with a supersalesman smile.

“Think you can get the matter taken care of right away? Strange is really anxious. Worried about hurricanes.”

“You’re not giving me much notice, but I’m sure we can squeeze him in.”

“I’m counting on you.” A wealthy man like George Strange could lead to more referrals to more wealthy buyers, so long as Todd kept the man happy. A bad word from Strange could wreak havoc on his reputation. And a real estate agent lived and died by his or her reputation.

“Don’t worry,” promised Ron. “I’m as good as my word. You can count on it.”

Todd slogged down the drive. 

Ron went to greet his newest customers, sizing them up quickly. They had to be pushing 85 or 90 and, despite the heat, dressed like it was winter in Buffalo, New York. 

In a hurry to get home, he quoted them sixty grand for the roof plus materials, with a ninety-day limited warranty on the materials only. Labor would be an extra charge.

The cheapskates balked, wasted about twenty minutes of his time as the wife struggled first to find her checkbook then even longer as she struggled to hold her Bic pen steady and fill out the check to pay him for writing the estimate. 

Ron Patton folded the check and stuffed it in his pocket along with the others as he sped away.

Life’s filled with suckers and he was licking them all—all the way to the bank.

Life was good.
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Precisely ten days later, George and Imelda Strange pulled up to a somewhat dilapidated but exclusive South Florida home on the river, a 48-foot Hatteras Convertible sport fishing boat big enough to hold any fish he was likely to catch—and still have room left over for his mistress, Christie—and one leaky roof. 

The closing had occurred two days ago and George and Imelda had flown into Fort Lauderdale International Airport this afternoon.

George Strange stared forlornly at the brown stains surrounding the two-tiered Lalique chandelier in what he’d described to Imelda as ‘the grand entryway.’ A pair of Louis Vuitton suitcases stood at attention on the ground beside him. Tomorrow, the movers would come hauling a truckload of furniture and personal belongings. 

His assistant, Bogdan Kowalczyk, known familiarly as Bogs, followed the movers in Imelda’s Jaguar XJ because she didn’t want it hauled inside a transporter.

“It’s not so grand now, is it, Georgie?” Imelda tapped the heel of her foot against the marble floor. “You promised me a mansion.”

“It is a mansion. Ain’t you seen this place? Wait’ll you get a look around. It’s humongous. You can host all those society charity things you always get so worked up about.”

“In this dump?”

“We’re gonna fix it up. What about that designer you hired?”

“That reminds me, Pamela’s in town. She’s dropping by with some sketches tomorrow.”

“Can’t wait,” mumbled George. Pamela Watkins was Imelda’s overpriced interior designer with offices in Beverly Hills and Miami. At her prices, she could have had an office on the moon. “We even own a piece of the river, remember? How great is that?”

Imelda rolled her eyes. “Right. This realtor of yours sell you the Brooklyn Bridge, too, Georgie?” She figured he must be good. Her husband wasn’t usually taken in so easily.

“It’ll look better in the daytime. A little patented Florida sunshine, that’s all this place needs,” he said, struggling to keep a straight face.

“Yeah, right. Bedroom’s over there, correct?” Imelda pointed to the left. The realtor had sent them a link with a video and about a million photographs of the house and grounds. So far, Imelda stated she was withholding judgment.

No surprise there. Imelda withheld a lot of things.

“There’s more leaks in here,” Imelda pointed out, although pointing out to George the blotch on the twenty-two-foot bedroom ceiling was hardly necessary considering the rusty brown blotch had to be six feet in diameter. 

Adding insult to injury, its ugly reflection shimmered across the shiny marble floor.

George frowned. That was bigger than it had been the day that dumb realtor had shown him around the place. “Where is that realtor, anyway?” He tugged at his Patek Philippe watch with its genuine alligator skin strap. “I’m gonna give ’em a call. He promised to get somebody working on this ASAP.”

“Maybe he’s taking you for a sap.” Imelda looked at George in that cold, condescending way of hers.

“By the way, Georgie, you notice there’s no bed here. There’s no furniture. Period. Where are we supposed to sleep?”

“Crap. I forgot about that. I guess when the movers called to say they were running a day behind, I didn’t think this through.”

“No kidding.” Their voices echoed in the emptiness.

It was all George could do not to ball up his fists and punch a hole in the wall. The house needed enough work as it was. If he had a sledgehammer in his hands, he would have gotten started on the demo right then and there.

“So where are we supposed to sleep? I’m tired. It’s been a very long day. And there’s lots to do tomorrow. Even more, now that I’ve laid eyes on this dump.”

“Now, now, dear.” George patted his wife’s hand. “That’s no way to think of this.”

“Do you have a better way?”

“Don’t think of it as a dump.” Which it was beginning to look like.

“No?”

“No, think of it as a diamond in the rough.” George spread his hands in the air. “Think what you can make this place. You and that wonderful imagination of yours.” And his money. Lots of his money.

“I suppose you’re right.” Imelda rewarded him with a peck on the cheek. “But where are we going to sleep?”

George chewed on that a minute. He glanced out the floor-to-ceiling bedroom windows. Nearly dark now. “How about the boat?” he said, spying the Hatteras nestled at the dock.

“The boat?”

“Sure, that baby’s got everything. It’ll be just like home.”

“I’m beginning to wish I was home.”

“Come on, what do you say? Give it a try?”

“You know how I feel about boats, Georgie.”

“It’s only one night.”

Imelda turned on her heels. “And I’m spending it at the Ritz-Carlton. You coming?” she called from the foyer. 

“Yes, dear.”

“Grab the luggage, Georgie.”

George threw the suitcases in the back of the leased Bentley and fumed. “I’m gonna kill that fuckin’ realtor.”

“Don’t talk like that, Georgie. You know I don’t like it. It’s crass.”

Yeah, and it embarrassed her around all her high society types, thought George. The type she, a girl from the slums of Quezon City, wouldn’t be hanging around with if it wasn’t for him and his money.

He backed the Bentley out of the garage and told the Bentley to direct him to the Ritz-Carlton. 

“Soon as we get to our room, I’m gonna give that Todd Jones a piece of my mind.”

“I’m very tired, Georgie. Can’t we just relax tonight? A nice quiet dinner and a bath?”

“Well...”

“You can give me a massage.” Imelda rolled her shoulders. “I’m tight.”

George pictured a warm bubbly bath and his soapy hands working their way up, down and all around Imelda’s naked body. “Fine. First thing tomorrow, that realtor’s gonna hear from me.”
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Todd rolled out of bed ready to start the day. Things were good. Life was good. 

But instead of his feet hitting the soft lining of his comfy Rockport slippers, his toes alighted on Mr. Squeals’ warm, clammy snout.

“Oink,” said the pig, looking up at Todd with those big dumb black eyes of his. Eyes like the Devil’s. Two black stones of death.

“Out!” barked Todd, wiping disgusting potbellied pig drool from his toes to the rug.

Mr. Squeals scrambled out and Todd shut the bedroom door, locking it. Crossing to the bathroom, he turned on the rain-head shower, letting the water build as hot as he could stand it, hoping to wash off the pig drool and drown out the noise.

That caterwauling leaking through the wall came courtesy of his mother, singing along to Fleetwood Mac’s live concert version of Rhiannon, performed at the 1982 US Festival in San Bernardino, California—a concert which she claimed to have attended although her memories were vague at best. She also claimed to have slept with one of the Talking Heads that weekend. Which member, she couldn’t recall.

Todd was convinced she’d bedded David Byrne. He was further convinced that Byrne’s tune, Burning Down the House, planted some sort of subliminal message in his Mom’s brain. That message had popped to the forefront of her impressionable cranium on at least two occasions. First, when she’d ‘accidently’ burned down her own condo. Second, when she’d nearly converted his condo to a pile of ashes too.

Rosalind Jones was fanatical for all things Fleetwood. She especially adored Stevie Nicks, whose looks she copied from the hair down to the clothes.

The only thing she lacked, seriously lacked, was the sultry voice. Todd loved his mom dearly but she sang like there was a siamese cat trapped inside her throat trying to get out.

After a healthy shower, Todd was glad to hear that the singing had stopped. 

When he’d bought this twenty-second floor, luxury unit in Port Lauderdale Condominium Towers—one of Ft. Lauderdale’s newest and ritziest condominium towers, with valet parking and an understated Italian-marbled entry, he never dreamed he’d be sharing it with his mother, a girlfriend he hadn’t asked for, and a pig he desperately wanted rid of. Actually, being rid of all three would have been ideal. 

Little chance of any of those things happening.  

Todd supposed the fact that Irina had moved out of his office and into his bedroom could be considered a good thing. He had gotten his office back, which she’d been living in ever since Mom took it upon herself to invite her to stay. 

Mr. Squeals shared the second bedroom with his mother. Both bedrooms looked out over the Intracoastal Waterway, the homes, offices and hotels beyond and the Atlantic Ocean beyond them.

Irina stepped barefoot into the en suite bathroom doorway dressed in a skintight black one-piece leotard. He’d never seen her without the small white pearl dangling from a slender silver chain visible now against her pale skin due to the scooped neckline.

That explained the reason for the racket Todd had been hearing. Mom liked to workout with music. Irina was teaching his mom yoga and, in exchange, Mom was teaching Irina aerobics or vice versa. Todd couldn’t remember exactly who was doing what and could not have cared less.

Irina Sokolov possessed black hair and her bangs cut sharply across a pair of bushy eyebrows. She viewed the world through pale green eyes, shiny as sea glass. She was skinny as a carrot. A carrot with breasts. A cute little tush too. Though Todd never would have suspected it the first time he’d laid eyes on her. “Telephone, Todd.” 

Todd wasn’t surprised to see her there despite the locked door. She had a key. As for Mr. Squeals, how he always managed to unlock and enter was anybody’s, certainly Todd’s, guess.

“Who is it?” He splashed a dash of cologne under his collar and adjusted his silk tie. He had a good customer coming in today, flying down from Minnesota, looking to relocate with the wife and kids.

“Mr. Strange. I put him on hold.” She held up Todd’s smartphone so he could read the screen and see for himself.

“Strange?” Todd frowned at his reflection. “We closed on that deal a couple of days ago. I even sent him and his wife a basket of flowers and fruit. You did send it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Todd.”

“Huh. Did he say what he wanted?”

“He said he wanted your ass on a stick?” Irina blushed. “I am sorry, Todd. Those were his words.” She slid next to him and planted a kiss on his earlobe. “Good morning, my darling.”

“Good morning.” He was getting used to having her around. However, he still suppressed a shudder each time she added little words of affection. 

Nothing personal, he just hadn’t been ready for a relationship, let alone a live-in girlfriend. After all, he’d just broken up with his longtime girlfriend when she’d entered his life. But Irina’s cousin, a pawnbroker by the name of Yevgeny Stalin, had done him a big favor concerning a not-quite-legal matter. 

In return, Stalin—which was what he preferred to be called—and Irina had both somehow gotten the idea that he and she were a couple and that they were all in this crazy thing called life together.

This Stalin, like his namesake, was not the kind of guy you wanted to get on the wrong side of.

“What should I tell him?”

Todd motioned for the phone. “Good morning, Todd Jones here.”

He winked at Irina, who left him to do his thing.

“My house. Ten minutes,” demanded George Strange.

“Mister—” Through the wall, the hypnotic and pulsating drum beating of the song Tusk kicked in loud.

The line went dead. Todd stared at the phone. Strange had hung up on him.

“Damn.” What was he so damn mad about?

There was only one way to find out. Todd stuffed his phone in his pocket and sailed out of the bedroom.

“Good morning, baby!” shouted Rosalind Jones, swaying sort-of-rhythmically side to side in a purple leotard that sagged at the ankles. A lacey purple skirt hung from her waist.

“Mom. Mom!” He twisted the dial on the stereo counterclockwise. “How many times have I asked you to keep it down?”

“I was keeping it down, baby.” She leaned over the coffee table, bumped her coffee cup, sloshing cold coffee over the side, and reached for her open pack of cigarettes. “Whew, all that exercise has got me winded.”

She picked up her lighter and lit up, puffing hungrily. “That’s better.” She wiped her damp brow with the back of her hand.

Irina called from the kitchen. “Would you like your coffee on the deck, Todd?”

“No time.” Todd adjusted his tie once again. “I’ve got to go see George Strange, see what the trouble is. You know how these rich people are. Always complaining about the little stuff. Probably can’t figure out how to work a light switch or something.”

“But you must eat.”

“Later. I’ll catch something at the officer later. Speaking of which, can you check with the Buckminsters for me? They’re flying in today and I’ve got an appointment with them at eleven.” He glanced at his watch. “I may be a little late.”

Irina smiled. “Do not worry, Todd. I will handle the Buckminsters.”

“Great.”

He started to the door.

“Uh-uh.” Irina tapped her lips with her forefinger.

“Oh, sorry.” Todd turned around and planted a kiss on her lips.

“That’s it?” hooted his mother from the living room. “Show the girl some sugar, baby!”

Todd cringed, picked up his shoes, tripped over Mr. Squeals, standing in front of the condo door hoping for somebody to take his fat butt for a walk, and ran to the elevator. 

On the ride down from the twenty-second floor, he rang up Carlos the doorman and asked him to bring his car around.
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Several smaller trucks flanked the big blue and white moving van blocking the length of the driveway at 302 Vizcaya Lane. Todd parked along the street and shambled up to the Stranges’ new house. 

“About time you showed up,” grunted George Strange from the front door, directing two burly men holding up opposite ends of a yellow leather sofa.  “Over that way. Near the fireplace.”

“I see you’re moving right in,” Todd said with a smile. “Congratulations, again. This is a great place you’ve got here. A great place.”

“What I’ve got is a money pit. And a leaky one at that.” George grabbed Todd by the shoulder and pushed him inside. “You see that?” he said to Todd, pointing to the ceiling. “Water damage.”

“Hmm.” Todd scratched his neck. “What happened to that roofer? What was his name?” He snapped his fingers.

“That’s what I want to know. I put you in charge of this, Jones.” George thumped his damp cigar against Todd’s chest. “Whoever he is, his name’s mud if he doesn’t show up soon.”

“Tell him about the leak in the bedroom, Georgie.” Imelda Strange strolled into the entryway from the kitchen where she’d been overseeing the arranging of the stemware. A wraparound seafoam-colored pareo dress danced around her slender ankles. 

Todd was impressed. George’s wife, while approaching fifty by his guess, was a beautiful woman. Maybe five-three, thick brown hair and soft brown eyes. Too much makeup. Filipino maybe. Not the woman at all he would have pictured for old George. He expected Mrs. Strange to be a female version of George himself.

“I think you just did, honey,” grumbled George. “Where’s Bogs? You seen him?”

“I asked him to help Esme carry her luggage to her room.” Friends since childhood, Esme Ocampo served as Imelda’s personal assistant. 

“He’s not your houseboy, honey.”

Imelda shrugged and sauntered off in a swirl of perfume. Her voice carried from the billiards room. “Oh, Cuddles. Where are you, baby?”

“Cuddles?” Todd inquired. “You have children?”

A fawn and rust colored Doberman pinscher exploded through the front door, bringing down two men hauling some ultramodern painting in a four-foot long by three-foot tall frame. The men spilled to the tile in a tangle of limbs and curses. The painting skittered to the wall of the dining room and came to a stop.

The dog bounced off the side wall of the foyer, started up the spiral staircase then turned and shot back down them as Imelda Strange called “Oh, Cuddles!” once more.

With a clatter like a herd of horses, the Doberman shot through the house.

“Watch it, you clowns. I paid good money for that painting!” George hollered at the workers.

“Cuddles, eh?” Todd said.

“Yeah. Came down with Bogs and Esme in the Jag.” 

“That thing could eat a Jag.”

“Tell me about it.” George hated that dog. The dog hated him too. “About that roofer.”

Todd scrolled frantically through his phone contacts. “I’ve got the number here someplace.” Scroll, scroll. “Got it!”

Todd pressed call and was immediately put through to voicemail. “Ronald’s Roofing, if we can’t do it, nobody can. Leave a number.”

“Ronald? Todd Jones here. You were supposed to come out to 302 Vizcaya. I expected you two days ago. The owner is very anxious. Call me back.”

“Give me that.” George yanked the phone out of Todd’s hand. “Get your dumb ass over here, Ronald! Muy yesterday!” He cut the connection with his thumb and thrust the smartphone back at Todd. “That’s the way you handle things.”

“Right.” Todd settled his phone inside his sports jacket. As for his shirt, it now boasted a wet brown cigar stain. He kept a spare shirt or two at the office and would stop in to change. “How’s everything else? Anything more I can do for you?”

George’s brow shot up. “You wanna dog?”

Todd opened his mouth but shut it again. What would be the point? Not even George Strange would be, could be fool enough to trade Cuddles for Mr. Squeals.
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