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Chapter One







It was still dark
 outside, after the second ring Heidi pulled the pillow over her head. She elbowed me on the third and finally kicked me after the fourth. I got the message and stumbled out of bed in search of my cell.



I found my jeans right where we left them on the kitchen floor, pulled the cell from the front pocket and said, “Haskell Investigations.” I figured if I could just keep my eyes closed and lean against the counter I might be able to sleep standing up.



“Dev Haskell?” a woman asked.



“Yep.” I was almost back asleep.



“Mr. Haskell, I hope it’s not too early to call, but I think my friend might have been kidnapped. She said to call you if anything ever happened to her.”



“Kidnapped? Did you call the cops?” I kept my eyes closed trying to find a happy medium.



“The police? Probably not a very good idea right now. Besides, she said she knows you.”



“Knows me?” I broke back through the foggy surface of sleep and slowly came awake in Heidi’s kitchen.



“Yeah, I’m supposed to say you knew her as Twink.”



My mind drifted back in time to high school. Twink, aka Zoe Lawlor and my first one night stand. She was a year older than me and the hottest girl in the senior class with pink hair. She asked me to prom, I learned years later that she’d done it on a dare. She left town forty-eight hours after our date and I hadn’t seen or heard from her since.



“Could we get together? I’m really worried.”



“I’m sort of in a meeting right now,” I said, there was barely a sliver of gray signifying a potential sunrise on the distant horizon.



“You are? Well, would you be free later this morning?”



“I think I might be able to fit you in around noon. Does that work?” I could feel myself heading toward a place I didn’t want to be, awake.



“Noon?”



“Yeah, how about Nina’s?” I closed my eyes again and tried to find that sweet spot between sleep and making sense.



“You mean that coffee place, right?”



“Mmm-hmm.”



“Okay, noon, I’ll be there. Bye, bye, bye,” she said and hung up.



I stumbled back down the hallway into Heidi’s bedroom. The hall was dark and I ran my hand along the wall so I didn’t bump into anything. There was just enough moonlight drifting into the bedroom to make out the gentle curve of Heidi’s hip and the rise and fall of her chest. Even though her head was buried beneath a pillow I could hear her Prosecco induced snore. I stared for a long moment and thought it might be worth the chance.



I climbed back into bed and snuggled up against her. I ran my hand slowly down her shoulder, along her side toward her hip then back up toward her shoulder. Each time I ventured just a little further down her hip. I kissed her shoulder softly moving my fingers as I continued to gently caress.



A minute or two later Heidi rolled onto her back and sighed from beneath the pillow.



‘Here we go’
 I thought as my hand began its final approach, softly launching off her shoulder and heading for the goal line.



She suddenly raised her arm and gave me the finger, then rolled onto her side with her back to me and head still under the pillow. She kicked her heel into my shin for added emphasis, not that I needed any.



I waited for a minute just to see if she would realize her mistake. She didn’t. Eventually I rolled over and went back to sleep. I drifted back in time to prom night and my one and only date with Twink. I was sixteen and she drove her father’s ’95 Cadillac, a silver Fleetwood Brougham with a V-8 engine. After the dance all the senior class kids were invited to a chaperoned party at some girl’s house.



Twink had more exploratory ideas and drove us to a secluded overlook along the Mississippi River Boulevard. She parked in the far back corner. We had the night prearranged; she would bring the beverages, a four dollar bottle of New York State champagne and a fifth of root beer flavored Schnapps. I was in charge of the entertainment and brought a deck of cards for strip poker.



I had cleverly prearranged the cards so I would be dealing myself nothing but winning hands. Somehow, I miscalculated and dealt all the winning hands to Twink. I vaguely remember being reduced to wearing a pair of black socks and a smile as Twink made me down yet another shot of root beer Schnapps, all the while marveling at her good luck with the cards.



I rolled off the back seat and landed on top of her the moment the tow truck lowered her father’s Cadillac. She blinked her eyes awake and then we both stared into the faces of a surprised tow truck driver and two guys on the night crew staring back through the window.



Her father kicked me out of his car just outside the gate of the impound lot and yelled at me to walk home in my rented tux. Twink was sent on an extended European tour for the entire summer and then off to some college out east. I hadn’t heard from her since.



Heidi’s voice drifted into my semi-consciousness, “Dev.”



I flashed awake and thought,
 ‘It’s about time’
 .



Then she said, “I’ve got an early meeting, coffee is on, let yourself out.” She sort of blew me a kiss and was out the door before I could open my eyes. I drifted back to sleep.



While in the shower I was thinking about Twink, which led me to remember the early morning call and the noon meeting I scheduled. I had thirty minutes.











Chapter Two







As I rushed into
 Nina’s stylishly late it dawned on me I didn’t know who I was looking for. An attractive woman with dark hair in a sort of pageboy cut sat a couple of tables in from the door. She waved and called, “Dev?”



“Hi, thanks for saying something. Nice to meet you.”



“Collette,” she said extending her hand. She had brown eyes and a firm grip. “You want some coffee?”



“No thanks, I’m already at my limit for the day.” I pulled a chair out and sat down.



“Wow, you look just like Zoe described,” she said.



“Zoe, we called her Twink in high school. I think she was actually the one who came up with the name.”



“Sounds like something she’d do,” Colette nodded then sipped whatever frothy thing she had in her cup.



“So tell me about Twink. I don’t think I’ve seen her since high school. As a matter of fact we only had one date before her father sent her out of town for the rest of the summer. God the stupid things we did as kids,” I said and laughed.



“Yeah, she told me. She’s still the same,” Collette said.



“What pink hair?”



“Well no, not that, actually I have a photo of her here.” She began to rummage around in her purse. She placed her cell phone on the table, then her car keys, a compact case, half a Snickers bar, a watch with a broken band, some receipts, gum wrappers and finally a folded number ten envelope. She pulled a photo out of the envelope and slid it across the table to me.



The image was a blonde woman standing in front of a large mirror holding a cell phone. A selfie. There was a piece of paper taped just below the woman’s shoulders.



“Did you tape this on here?”



“I wanted you to focus on her face.”



It was Twink all right. Her hair was shorter, barely touching her shoulders and no longer pink. It was blonde, so blonde it looked almost white. But it was her, the cheekbones, the nose, her smile. I lifted up the taped piece of paper, wow. If anything, the years had made her even more beautiful. As small as the photo was, I could still sense the energy just beaming out of her, well and then she was naked and gorgeous.



“You said you haven’t contacted the authorities?”



“Actually, the police are looking for her.”



“Oh, so you did contact them?”



“Well no, see they’re sort of looking for her on another matter.” Collette shrugged, squinted her eyes and wrinkled her nose suggesting it was just one more little imperfection that helped make Twink perfect.



“Another matter?”



“Yeah, I guess she sort of assaulted our landlord.”



I nodded like this made perfect sense, just an everyday occurrence. “So what makes you think she was kidnapped?”



“Well, she left two days ago to do a photo shoot for Tom Cruise. And when she didn’t…”



“A photo shoot? With that movie star guy? I’ve always wanted to punch that twerp.”



“Well, it gets kind of weird. See, that’s what she thought at first, that it was the Hollywood movie star. I think she hoped it might be her big modeling break. Turns out it was Tom Kruise, K-R-U-I-S-E. He’s just some St. Paul guy with a bunch of car dealerships, you’ve probably seen his ads. ‘Kruise on down’ then there’s all this secret agent sort of movie music and a car screeching around an empty parking lot. He’s currently under investigation by the State Attorney General’s office for unfair practices, high interest rates, false advertising and a bunch of other stuff. The limp little creep wouldn’t take my phone calls.”



“And she was going to do a photo shoot?”



“Yeah, she sort of models, sometimes.” Collette’s term ‘models’ seemed to cover a lot of territory.



“And what? Did she go to this photo shoot and not come home? Did this guy send a ransom note?”



“Yes, she went to the photo shoot. No, she hasn’t come home. Nothing like a ransom note, but suddenly her cell is off and she never, ever let’s that happen. We dance at Nasty’s eight to close and she’s missed the last two nights. Something ain’t right.”



“What if she’s just enjoying herself someplace and taking it easy?”



“Yeah, but in the past when that’s happened we’ve let each other know. If that was the case I get it, but we sort of look out for one another. She would have contacted me.”



“So you would like me to…”



“Well, to find her I guess.”



“Besides your landlord, is she in trouble with anyone else? Money, alcohol or maybe a drug problem?”



“No, wow you really haven’t been in touch with her. She’s working on her doctorate and…”



“Doctorate?”



“Yeah, Elizabethan Literature. That’s why she’s been dancing, why we both dance. The money is just too good to pass up and she’s in an eighteen-month program over in England starting this fall, University of Bath or someplace. Anyway, she was planning to have the program, housing, everything completely paid for upfront. Course then this thing happened.”



“And the last time you saw her she was going to do this modeling gig?”



Collette nodded then said, “Yeah, and I haven’t heard from her since.”



“Any idea when her phone went off?”



“Two nights ago. I tried to call her about midnight and it was turned off. I got a recording.”



“She pay her bill?”



Collette nodded again. “Yeah, she’s really good about that stuff. I’m not kidding, Dev, it ain’t right, something is very wrong.”



“Sounds like the first thing I should do is check out her pal, Tom Kruise.”



“Thanks, I really appreciate it. God, I just hope everything is okay.”



“She’s probably just having a good time and forgot to call you, Collette.”



She shot me a look like she didn’t believe me.











Chapter Three







I wasn’t sure where
 to begin so I thought I’d start at the top and work my way downhill. Tom Kruise Motors was located just out of town on the interstate. It looked like a ten acre lot crammed full of cars and had a three-story sign out front touting loan rates at two percent higher than all the competition, very strange.



“Mr. Kruise, please.”



“Do you have an appointment, sir?”



The receptionist cracked a piece of gum and stared up at me from behind sky blue eyelashes. She was sitting at a wood grain Formica counter with a white headset pulled over her dishwater blonde hair. A thin microphone ran along her right cheek. She wore a navy-blue T-shirt that read Top Gun across the front in gold letters and her nametag identified her as Melody.



“No, I don’t have an appointment.”



“Perhaps one of our sales associates might be able to assist you.”



“I don’t think so, it’s a personal matter.”



“Your name sir?”



“Dev Haskell.”



“Are you with the Attorney General’s office?”



“No.”



“The IRS?”



“No.”



“The St. Paul Police?”



“No, interesting bunch of customers wanting to buy your cars. Actually, like I said, it’s a personal matter.”



“Personal matter?” she repeated, then just sat there and seemed to ponder that for a while.



“You might suggest to Mr. Kruise it’s a personal matter regarding a recent photo shoot, Melody.”



That seemed to kick start something. She pushed three buttons on her keyboard then focused somewhere over my shoulder and off in the distance. I turned and stared at a half dozen movie posters, framed and hanging fifteen feet up on the showroom wall. All Tom Cruise movies; ‘Top Gun’, ‘Risky Business’, ‘Mission Impossible’, I was getting a headache after the first three and turned around just as Melody spoke.



“I have a gentleman to see you, Commander. A Mr. Den Hassle. He says he’d like to do a photo shoot or something.” She stared at me with a blank face then nodded at whatever response she was hearing. She pushed a button on the keyboard, looked up at me and sighed like she was wasting her time.



“We really don’t need anything at the moment. If you’d like to leave your card someone will contact you if we have need of your services.”



A guy in a light blue shirt with rolled up sleeves stepped out of the rest room behind her and walked across a small lobby toward a door labeled ‘office’.



“Thanks, Melody, it’s been educational, mind if I use your rest room?”



“Help yourself,” she said then cracked her gum and indicated the general direction with a nod of her head before she refocused on the movie posters.



I walked back toward the rest room then made a quick turn and entered the door labeled ‘office’. There were two rooms on either side of the hallway with too many desks crammed in them and a bunch of harried looking employees. At the far end was an office with floor to ceiling windows. Heavy red velvet curtains were drawn across the windows like some sort of theatre stage. As I approached, I was able to read the blue name plate on the door, ‘Commander’. Below that was a red nameplate with white letters instructing everyone to ‘Knock & Wait’.



I just opened the door and walked in. There was a high back office chair on the far side of a massive desk. The chair was turned around facing the wall. A plaintive voice drifted over the top of the chair and back toward me.



“I’m sure this is just a matter of a simple misunderstanding, there must be something we can do, some sort of mutually satisfactory agreement we can reach.”



The office walls were littered with framed photos of a short, bald, overweight guy shaking hands with a variety of individuals, some of whom I even recognized; a former governor, a couple of baseball players, Mickey Mouse, a Minnesota senator, the mayor. As I approached the desk I caught the glow off the top of his head. I quietly slid into a chair and waited.



The voice continued to whine and grovel, ineffectively from what I could pick up eavesdropping on the one-sided conversation. Finally he sighed and said, “Alright, I’ll instruct my attorney’s to be here tonight for that six o’clock meeting. I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with them. I’ve attempted to…Hello, hello? Jesus Christ, the damn…” He was just building up the rant as he spun his chair around then half screamed and threw his phone on the desk, startled to see someone sitting across from him in his office.



“Arghhh, oh God. Just who the hell are you and how did you get in here?”



“Mr. Kruise?”



“Are you with the police?” he whined.



“No, sir, and I’m not with the IRS or the State Attorney General’s office, either. I’m here on a more personal matter.”



He had beady eyes and they moved quickly from side to side like he was checking for someone else lurking behind the drapes or maybe just an escape route. “Exactly what do you mean a more personal matter?”



“My client was scheduled to do a photo shoot with you. She hasn’t been heard from for the past couple of days. A number of people are getting concerned. Important people,” I added hoping to add some pressure.



“I wouldn’t have the foggiest idea who or what you’re talking about,” he said flashing his eyes at anything but me and looking extremely guilty. “Besides all our advertising is handled by the Ross Agency. But just a moment here, let me see if I can get someone who might be able to help,” he said and punched a couple of buttons on his desk phone.



“Sir,” a voice came over the speaker a moment later.



“Carl, I have a gentleman in my office with some questions. I’m wondering if you might be able to help. Do you have a moment?” He smiled and nodded at me as he spoke.



I felt our conversation was suddenly going a lot better than I thought it would.



“Be there in just a moment,” the voice crackled back.



“Carl should be able to deal satisfactorily with this and get you pointed in the right direction. I think you’ll find, that…Ah, Carl thank you, just in time. Mr., I’m sorry I don’t believe I got your name?”



“Haskell, Dev Haskell.”



Although I’d never met Carl, I recognized him. A local thug, wanna-be criminal mind and in general an abject failure. Carl appeared to be a Johnny Cash fan, a big Johnny Cash fan. He stood about six-foot-four, maybe two-hundred-and-fifty pounds and had probably been hiding behind the door when they were handing out a sense of humor. He was dressed in black jeans with a black T-Shirt stretched taught across his muscled chest and what appeared to be his six-pack stomach. He had a tooled black leather belt sporting a large brass belt buckle in the shape of a sheriff’s badge. A silky black sport coat was draped over his T-shirt. His biceps made the sleeves of the coat look like stuffed sausages and did little to hide his shoulder holster. Apparently he didn’t need a nametag.



“Mr. Haskell, if you would follow Carl. I’m sure he’ll be able to answer any questions you may have on the way out. Carl, if you would please.”



Carl placed his hand on my shoulder. At this point Tom Cruise the movie star probably would hire a stunt double to flip Carl onto the desktop of Tom Kruise the jerk. Then he would stand there and smirk, looking like he’d done the work and take all the credit. Under the circumstances I figured this wasn’t the time to not follow directions.



We walked out past receptionist Melody who seemed to still be staring off into her own little world. As we exited the showroom and ambled alongside my car I turned to Carl and asked, “So what can you tell me about the photo shoot?”



Carl glanced around like he was considering an answer, but apparently he was a man of few words. He slammed his fist into my solar plexus lifting me off my feet. My first thought was I would die, that was quickly replaced by the fear that I wouldn’t. Carl grabbed me by the shirt and slammed me into the side of my car. Then he opened the driver’s door and lowered me onto the front seat still grasping my shirt in his right hand. I was fighting for breath and attempting to get the air back into my lungs. I laid on the front seat of my car with my legs hanging out the door and my feet on the parking lot asphalt.



Carl leaned in and hovered over me like some sort of cat examining its next mouse meal then said, “Nice chatting, I don’t expect to see you around here again, ever.”











Chapter Four







“That’s what he said,
 ‘I don’t want to see you around here again?’ That doesn’t help. What good does that do?”



I was lying on my living room couch with an icepack on my forehead and a cold beer in my right hand. My left hand held the cell phone. Collette was on the other end apparently having some difficulty grasping my near death experience.



“Doesn’t help? Collette, that thug almost killed me. These are some bad dudes.”



“What did they say about Zoe?”



“Zoe? They didn’t say anything about Zoe. To be honest, I never even mentioned her name, I never got that far. Next thing I know there were maybe three or four guys wrestling with me.”



“I thought you said it was just that one big guy?”



“Well, yeah, I mean he was the biggest, but then there were a number of others to back him up,” I lied.



“Whatever,” she said sounding like she didn’t believe a word. “So now what?”



“I know Kruise has a meeting tonight at six. I plan to, I don’t know follow him or something afterwards. See where he goes. We do a lot of that, follow people,” I said hopefully putting her at ease.



“That’s it?”



“Well, no of course not. Umm, I think I’ll check with the folks over at the Ross Advertising Agency. See what, if anything they know.”



“Hmm-mmm,” she said, not sounding all that sure about the direction I was heading.



“I’ll call you if I learn anything.”



“God, I don’t know, everything just all of a sudden seems to be getting worse,” she said, not adding ‘since you became involved’.



The Ross Advertising Agency was on the third floor of the old Samaritan Insurance Building located in the Lowertown District of the city. Samaritan Insurance went out of business in 1932, but the building remained and was renovated about fifteen years ago. It was filled with a number of offices, most of which appeared to be occupied.



As soon as I told the receptionist I was involved in an investigation I was ushered in to see the president. Carolyn Ross’s office sported three side-by side windows with round tops that looked out through the trees onto Mears Park. There were a number of framed awards hanging from the wall and no pictures of either Mickey Mouse or thankfully, Tom Cruise. I was seated across the desk from her.



“So how can I help you, Mr. Haskell?” she asked then looked up from my business card.



“I was hoping you might be able to answer some questions I have about Tom Kruise Motors. I…”



“Let me stop you right there. I’m sure you have the best of intentions, but I would recommend, based on both personal and professional experience, that you break off your relationship with that crook and just send him an invoice. Then you can wait in line to get paid just like the rest of us.”



“Actually, he’s not my client, but thanks, based on my very limited experience that seems like pretty sound advice. I’m more interested in a photo shoot that would have been scheduled for a couple of days ago. My client was…”



“As much as I’d enjoy helping you, I can’t. Other than arguments over outstanding invoices and their discriminatory corporate policies, I haven’t had a civil conversation with anyone over there for close to six months. We’re in the process of taking them to court to try and get paid.” She shook her head then added, “Not that it will do much good.”



“You handled all the advertising for them?”



“Up to a point, yes and if your next question is ‘What were we thinking?’ let me stop you there. Mr. Kruise unfortunately considers himself very clever. Good lord he’s lucky he hasn’t been hit with a cease-and-desist order followed up by a lawsuit from the real Tom Cruise.”



“Would it make sense to you that he was involved in some sort of photo shoot with a model?”



“No, it doesn’t make sense. Unfortunately, that probably means it’s true because he’s an absolute sexist idiot. If there was a problem, let me just suggest it wouldn’t be the first time. We had to have him chaperoned whenever we used models. He always insisted on being at the photo shoot. I don’t know, maybe it’s the small man’s personality. Maybe it’s because he’s so course and crude. Maybe it’s because he’s so revolting and just plain stupid. Are you sensing a pattern here in my descriptions?”



I nodded.



“The man is his own worst enemy. Why he isn’t out of business just based on sexual harassment lawsuits is beyond me.”



“I’m looking for a model that was supposedly going to do a photo shoot for him a couple of days ago.”



“I wish I could help you, but I don’t know anything about that. Now that you mention it he always wanted to do a photo shoot at his home. There was no way we could justify that. God, I can’t even imagine the potential liability, but it might be something. Maybe she met him there, at his home?”



“Think he’s capable of foul play?” I asked.



“Not intentionally, but he’s such an idiot, anything could happen. Drugging some poor woman, too much alcohol, some stupid promise about a break into show biz, those are some of the better options, after that it all goes down hill. I hope things turn out okay for you, well and your client. Like I said, we’ve had no real contact with Mr. Kruise for quite some time, and virtually all of it has been through our attorneys.”











Chapter Five







I was parked outside
 of Ross Advertising drumming my fingers on the steering wheel and thinking. Carolyn Ross’s description of Kruise as a course, crude, revolting and just plain stupid sexist idiot seemed to dovetail with my limited interaction. Then there was his friend, Carl.



I shook my head as I placed the phone call thinking there has to be a better way, but I couldn’t come up with any other options and Kruise’s meeting with whoever had been on the phone was supposed to start in about an hour and a half.



I listened to the phone ring a half dozen times before a deep voice answered, “Mmm-mmm.”



“Luscious?” I said.



“That you, Dev?”



“It is, sorry for the short notice, but I wondered if I could buy you dinner tonight.”



Luscious Dixon had been a defensive end on three different NFL teams, all during the same preseason. He never played as much as a minute in any game which seemed in itself to be an NFL record of sorts. He had a number of issues, apparently one of them being anger management which helped to explain the felony convictions and his habit of quickly becoming a marketing liability to whatever team he signed with. If I remembered correctly I think his record was seventy-two hours with the San Francisco 49ers. Ultimately it was deemed Luscious drew the sort of attention the entire league was better off without. The anger issues, felony convictions and the bad boy profile made obtaining regular work somewhat difficult, which seemed to make him a perfect fit for my plans.



“Dinner? You ever hear me say no to dinner? Just name the time and place and I’m there.



“I’ll go you one better, I’ll pick you up. How’s forty-five minutes sound?”



“Sounds perfect. I’ll be waiting on the front steps.”



Luscious was out on the front steps of his building eating a candy bar when I pulled up. He looked a lot larger than I remembered. He was leaning against a hand rail that was about to pull away from the building at any moment. He gave a wave, stuffed the remainder of the candy bar in his mouth and headed toward me.



My car groaned heavily to the right as he climbed in. He moved the seat back as far as it would go and he still looked like ten pounds in a five pound bag. He had to lean slightly forward because his head rubbed against the roof of my car. He turned toward me and looked down when he spoke.



“Good to see your worthless ass again, man,” he said.



“You too, Luscious, it’s been too long. Maybe tilt the seat back as far as it can go and you won’t be bumping your head on the ceiling.” I urged the car forward and cranked the wheel a quarter turn to the left just to stay in my lane. The car drove like it was pulling a semitrailer. “What’s your pleasure Big Mac’s, Whopper’s, slider’s or we could…”



“Don’t make no difference to me. Whatever one is closest, I’m starving, man. Feel like I haven’t eaten in days.”



Based on the load the car was carrying I didn’t think that was the case. His thighs oozed across the console and I was afraid the back of the seat might snap with all the weight.



Forty minutes later Luscious was spitting bits of double cheeseburger toward me as he spoke. “So anyway, my lawyer is gonna try and get me off using the anger management bullshit as my disability.”



We were across the street from Tom Kruise Motors leaning against my car finishing dinner. Well, actually I had finished some time ago, Luscious seemed to still be going strong. He reached into the car and grabbed another double cheeseburger from one of the three bags. He unwrapped the thing in a practiced motion and crammed it effortlessly into his mouth. He tossed the wrapper into my back seat then grabbed a shake, his third and sucked on the straw until it gurgled empty.



From where we were eating we could see the visitors parking area in front of the showroom and four shiny foreign cars parked close to the door. Attorneys I guessed. I hoped to follow Tom Kruise when he eventually left. In the event he’d already departed I had his home address in my wallet. I could only hope he wouldn’t travel at a high speed, with Luscious in the car we couldn’t do much over forty.



Two guys with what looked like computer bags over their shoulders walked out of the showroom about 8:45. They appeared downcast and the taller of the two kept shaking his head. They exchanged words and glanced back toward the showroom a couple of times which caused the shorter guy to join in and shake his head disgustedly. Eventually, they climbed into their respective vehicles and beat a hasty retreat.



They had barely begun to roar up the interstate when two more suits walked out, got into their cars without exchanging so much as a word and raced away. A few minutes later a large, dark SUV with chromed wheels pulled up in front of the door and sat there idling. Five minutes later, paunchy, balding Tom Kruise waddled out and said something to the driver before he went back inside.



“That’s our guy, Luscious. Looks like we might be moving pretty soon,” I said.



With that, worthless Carl stepped out of the SUV and walked into the showroom. A moment later, Carl and Kruise came back out. It looked like they were carrying a roll of carpet. Well, except for the pair of feet wiggling out one end over Carl’s shoulder.



“You gotta be kidding me. Okay, Luscious lets go, we’ll follow those fools,” I said.



Luscious crammed the rest of an apple pie into his mouth and opened the rear door. “I’ll be a little more comfortable back here, Dev. I can sort of stretch out if you’d just pass me that other bag back here, the dessert one.”



I did as instructed and then waited for the SUV to pull out while Luscious began to work his way through over twenty bucks worth of artery clogging desserts. The SUV drove across the parking lot toward us, slowed to let a couple of cars pass before pulling out and heading for the interstate. They didn’t appear to notice us.



I had the car nearly floored and we were gradually falling further behind. They took the second exit and unless I missed my guess, they were heading for Kruise’s home not too far away. Luscious had just finished eating a crme-filled chocolate cupcake thing and was licking his fingers when I spotted the SUV parked in a circular drive next to the front door of a fancy house. Carl and Kruise were standing at the rear of the vehicle as we drove past.



“I think I’ll pull over up here and we’ll walk back to that house and see what we can see.”



Luscious nodded then rustled around in the apparently empty dessert bag. “Guess we might as well, don’t seem to be much left to eat back here.”



“Did you get enough?”



“For the moment.” he said.











Chapter Six







Tom Kruise’s home was
 a red brick affair with dark brown trim. The brick and timber second floor sported three peaked roofs with brown shutters on either side of the windows. There was an attached three-stall garage at a right angle to the house. We stood in the dark on a manicured lawn beneath a large maple tree about fifteen feet from the SUV. The large living room windows were dark, but we could see light drifting out of a doorway toward the rear of the house.



“Let’s walk around and check the back. I’m guessing that light is coming from the kitchen or a den. Maybe we can see something.”



“In the back?” Luscious asked, not sounding too sure.



“Yeah, come on lets see what we find.”



“It’s dark back there, Dev.”



“That’s ‘cause it’s close to ten at night, but because it’s dark maybe we can get a closer look if we peek in a window.



“I don’t do dark.”



“What?”



“The dark, I don’t really dig it, if you catch my drift.”



“You’re kidding. Luscious, if it’s dark, that only helps us because they won’t be able to see us, but we can see them and…”



“I ain’t going,” he said then seemed to lean forward and glare down at me.



There was a sudden edge to his voice and I reminded myself about his potential anger management
 disability
 . “Okay, okay tell you what. How about you stay here, the porch light is on so it’s not too dark. You make sure no one gets in that SUV and drives away. Sound good?”



He nodded. “I can do that. Where are you gonna be?”



“I’m going to the back of the house and check things out. It’ll take me a few minutes so don’t worry. You just stay here until I come and get you. If I’m not back in ten minutes you ring that doorbell. Okay?”



He nodded and said, “Okay, but no longer than ten minutes.” Then he stepped closer to the tree like he might hug it for support. I went around the garage and hurried toward the back.



From what I could see, the backyard was fairly large and appeared to be surrounded by a high trimmed hedge. There were five large trees equally spaced across the width of the yard. A number of small solar lights were stuck in the ground against the house, none of them were bright enough to illuminate me.



Light from what I guessed were kitchen windows spilled out across a brick patio and then faded in the dark backyard. The patio had eight chairs placed around a rectangular table. The table sported an umbrella in the center which was down and wrapped up tightly with some sort of strap. A large gas grill stood covered along the dim edge of the patio. I could hear the buzz of voices coming through the closed windows.



On closer examination what I had thought were kitchen windows turned out to be a window on either side of a sliding patio door. I crept in a little closer and saw Kruise seated at a counter drinking from a tumbler. I figured he wasn’t drinking ice tea. The animated conversation was coming from someone else, but I couldn’t make out what was being said. I got down on all fours and began to crawl across the patio toward the sliding glass door hoping to pick up the conversation.



Halfway across the patio motion detector lights flashed on followed by the unmistakable sound of a round being chambered. The sound seemed to be close, very close and was followed by an unfortunately familiar voice.



“Twice in the same day. Who knew?” Carl growled.



“Just looking, say you haven’t come across a set of car keys have you? They’re on…”



“Shut up you idiot and crawl over to that door. Come on move your ass,” he said then kicked me hard in the butt to shove me forward.



I sped across the bricks on all fours thinking Luscious could overcome his fear of the dark anytime now and it would be alright with me.



“Close enough dumb shit,” Carl said, then rapped softly on the window.



Kruise oozed off his stool and slid the door open. What I thought had been an animated conversation continued to blare from the television. “To what do we owe the pleasure, Haskins,” he said then kicked me in the side of the head.



I didn’t black out, but I literally saw stars and was having trouble focusing. Then there was that nauseous feeling and I thought I might get sick.



“Don’t you dare,” Kruise yelled then said, “Drag him inside with that bitch. Damn it, now we’ll have to haul both of them out of here and we better do it tonight.”



A hand grabbed me by the collar and yanked me to my feet. The barrel of Carl’s pistol was jammed up against my spine just in case I got some stupid idea. Carl directed me through a door and into a dark room which apparently was the dining room. There was a large stone fireplace on one wall. What looked like a rolled up carpet was lying on the floor next to a long table. A pair of feet with red toenail polish and gold toe rings wiggled like they were waving at me.



“Get down on the floor,” Carl barked just as the doorbell rang. “What the…Kruise, get that.”



“Just ignore it and they’ll go away,” he called from the kitchen then followed up with what sounded like fresh ice cubes being tossed into a glass.



The doorbell rang two more times, whoever it was seemed determined.



“Kruise, get that damn thing.” Carl shouted, then leveled his pistol at me and said, “Don’t even think about getting cute.” He straddled me and pressed the pistol against my forehead.



I could hear Kruise stomping in the front hall as the doorbell rang and this time continued ringing. “Coming damn it, hold on, Jesus.”



“Will you answer that damn thing and get rid of whoever’s out there. God, that’s all we need, a damn audience.”



I heard the door open, Kruise said, “Whatever it is we don’t want any.”



A deep voice replied, “Watchtower.” Followed by a noise I didn’t recognize.



“Kruise?” Carl called. “Kruise, answer me. Kruise?”



He glanced quickly toward the front of the house. His pistol was still pointed at me and I was completely focused on the end of the barrel. It looked about a foot wide and probably held a mortar round, all of it directed toward the area right between my eyes. The light in the front room suddenly flicked on and Carl instinctively swung his pistol toward the doorway.



I swung my fist as hard as I could up between his legs then swung again.



Carl gasped, dropped to his knees and looked like he was about to throw up. I wrenched the pistol from his hand and hit him across the side of his head with the butt. He half slumped to the side so I hit him again just to be sure.



“Luscious, that you?” I called.



“At your service,” he said walking into the kitchen. He smiled at me from the doorway then stepped further into the kitchen. I heard the refrigerator door open a moment later.



The feet with the gold toe rings were wiggling wildly and I unrolled the rug, it turned out to be a large floor mat with the words “Kruise On Down!” emblazoned across the front. Zoe rolled out onto her stomach attired in a black lace sort of negligee thing and looked up at me. Her hair was the same color as the selfie Collette had given me, so blonde it was almost white.



“Oh my God, Dev Haskell? Is that really you? You gotta be kidding me. You’re working for this Kruise jerk, too?”



“No, Zoe, I’m here looking for you. Your friend Collette sent me.”



“I don’t believe it. Hey, no offense, but you kinda look like shit.” She indicated the side of my face where Kruise had kicked me which reminded me, Kruise. I handed Zoe a brass poker from the fireplace. “I’ll be back in a second, this jerk moves hit him over the head.”



“My pleasure,” she said then wound up in a batter’s stance and looked hopeful. I wandered out toward the front door. Kruise was there, lying on the hallway floor in front of a table. A half dozen unopened envelopes and a circular of some sort lay scattered around him. He wasn’t going anywhere. His head rested at an odd angle and his neck appeared to be broken. I checked for a pulse, but couldn’t find one.



Luscious was standing at the kitchen counter. He’d torn a drumstick from the platter of roast chicken he’d taken out of the refrigerator. “Pretty good, want some?” he asked then took a bite and chewed.



“No thanks. I don’t think Kruise is looking too good out there.”



Luscious just shrugged and took another bite.



I walked back into the dining room, Zoe still had that hopeful look on her face like she was just waiting for Carl to twitch and give her the go ahead to bash him across his thick skull. I did a quick frisk and found a small pistol strapped to his ankle that I slipped it into my pocket. I stuffed the larger gun in my belt then carefully pried the brass poker from Zoe’s hands.



“I think it might make sense for all of us to get out of here,” I said.



Zoe nodded.



“Luscious, we should probably leave,” I called.



A moment later he appeared in the doorway chewing a mouthful of chicken and holding a fresh drumstick in his hand.



“What about him?” Zoe asked looking down at comatose Carl.



“If he has any brains he’ll be fleeing the scene once he comes to. With his background and list of priors he doesn’t need this. They’ll automatically lock him up and throw away the key.”











Chapter Seven







We dropped Luscious off
 at a 24-hour grocery store near his house.



“Nice to meet you,” he nodded at Zoe. “I’ll send you my invoice, Dev,” he said then walked into the store and grabbed a grocery cart.



“He seems so sweet,” Zoe said.



“Until you get to know him,” I answered then pulled away from the curb and changed the subject.



“Zoe, did you think that Kruise guy was the movie star?”



“What? No, what makes you think that? I suppose that’s what Collette told you. Right?”



“Well, she sort of alluded to a modeling gig and I…”



“Modeling? Yeah, I suppose. I mean I get paid to do selfies and couples poses, if you get what I mean.”



I didn’t respond to that last part. Instead I asked, “What was with Kruise rolling you up in that floor mat?”



“That idiot, we were partying and taking pictures in his Jacuzzi when I saw something I shouldn’t have seen.”



“What are you talking about?”



“He got called away by that Carl jerk, said he’d be back in a minute. After about a half-hour I start exploring and ended up in his garage. There was this tarp covering something, naturally I was curious, so I pulled the thing off and there were all sorts of neatly stacked bricks of what looked like white powder.”



I glanced over at Zoe unable to hide the shock on my face.



“Yeah, I know, stupid me. Anyway, I thought maybe I would sample the product, you know, just to see, sort of. Course, about the time I’m doing that, the garage door goes up, I drop the brick, six mean looking guys who don’t speak English pull out their guns and there I am covered in white powder, wearing a smile and standing in skyscraper heels.”



“I told him I’d keep quiet, but he and that Carl creep weren’t buying it. They kept me overnight at the car dealership and I think they were going to take me up north to a cabin tonight. All I know is whatever they had planned wasn’t going to go my way. Jesus, the creep didn’t even pay me for doing the couple’s poses with his fat ass.”



“Well, under the circumstances Zoe I think…”



“I know, I know, look, don’t go there.”



I turned onto the River Boulevard. It was a curvy tree lined street with houses I’d never be able to afford on one side and the river bluff on the other. Hundred-and-fifty year old oaks hung over the street and elegant front lawns showing the mark of a professional lawn care service rolled out toward the granite curbs. I followed the road around a steep curve and passed the entrance to a secluded overlook.



“Oh God, Dev, remember?” Zoe said then followed up with, “Hey, I was just thinking, you got any root beer Schnapps and maybe a deck of cards over at your place? You know, just for old time sake.”







The End
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