
        
            
                
            
        

    


BEFORE
THE KILLING STARTS


 


 


 







James Harper


 


 


 


 


PUBLISHED BY:


James Harper


Copyright © 2015


www.james-harper.net


 


 


All rights
reserved.


 


No part of this
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in
any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher,
nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in
which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the
subsequent purchaser.


 


This is a work of
fiction. All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
















 


 


Chapter 1


 


The patrón finished his
cigarette and flicked the butt away. He watched dispassionately, bored now, as
one of the hired hands buried his heavy boot deep into the boy's midsection,
lifting him an inch or two off the ground. He couldn't think when he'd last
been so disappointed. And he'd had such high hopes when they'd set out that
morning. How long had it lasted? Twenty seconds? Thirty, at most. Not long
enough to smoke a cigarette, that was for sure; barely half a cigarette. He
thought these peasants were supposed to be tough. The one grunting and gasping
and flapping around on the ground in front of him, like a hitherto undiscovered
species of fish with vocal chords, blood and snot dripping from his nose into
the dust, looked tough enough in a wiry, under-fed sort of way; slim muscular
arms with ropey veins that would have looked blue if it wasn't for his dirty,
sun-darkened skin.


Perhaps his
embellishment of the original idea had been a mistake, after all. He tried to
bring a little something extra—a certain je ne sais quoi—to everything
he did, but maybe he'd gone too far this time. He knew that the man who was at
this very moment taking his turn at trying to eviscerate the boy—and he had to
stop thinking of him like that; he was a grown man after all—with the pointed
tip of his boot had thought so. He'd seen it in his face, an almost
imperceptible widening of the eyes, an is he serious? look, although the
man would never dare to say so. They'd all nodded so enthusiastically when the
patrón had suggested it, broad smiles displaying bad teeth, eagerly breaking
their beer bottles in their rush to do his bidding. Sycophants, all of them.


And would it really have
made that much difference? He doubted it. Sometimes movies pissed him off so
much. If he was in charge—and, who knows, one day he might be if his luck held—he
would pass a law that required them to be as accurate and factual as possible
at all times. You watched them in good faith and ought to be able to rely on
the veracity of what you saw. It was a contract of sorts; you paid your money;
you didn't expect to be misled. As far as the practicalities of imposing such a
law on films produced in Hollywood were concerned . . . he'd cross that bridge
when he came to it. 


He watched the old man
swinging gently in the breeze, blood and tar dripping from his bare feet and
pooling in the dirt below him. Urine too. He was really quite fat for a
peasant. But then he would be, wouldn't he, stuffed to the gills with stolen
pig like he was. The patrón wouldn't have been surprised to see the shape of a
pig's trotter poking through the grubby shirt that covered his distended belly.
The man's furious thrashing had quickly subsided into a spasmic twitching and
had then stopped altogether, the obscene (and irritating) gurgling sound in his
throat stopping too, thank God. Which one of the idiots had forgotten to put a
rag in his mouth? The patrón had been tempted to shoot him but that would have
defeated the object of the exercise as well as disappointing his men. They
liked their fun.


He lifted his face to
the sky, closed his eyes and took a deep breath, hoping some of his irritation
would ease away. It was quiet now, almost peaceful, apart from a rhythmic
thumping as four pairs of booted feet did their worst. He opened his eyes again
and watched the men, fascinated, as they crowded around the semi-conscious boy,
legs swinging relentlessly in and out, in and out. It was as if they were
choreographed. A couple of them, the older ones, were grunting with the
exertion, sweat flicking from their hair, but the boy wasn't making a sound now
and the patrón could see a dark stain spreading out from his crotch. Like
father, like son.


He took a step closer.
The men stopped as one and stepped away, glad of the temporary respite. One of
them pushed his hat back on his head and scratched his scalp, another spat
noisily into the dust and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Disgusting.
The patrón tried to imagine the thoughts of men like these. They'd already
consumed a number of cold beers. No doubt, more of the same was right up there
as a good idea after a successful morning's work. He snorted. Successful for
them maybe, but, as he'd already said, he was extremely dissatisfied with his
own morning. He turned the boy's head with his boot, careful to avoid the worst
of the blood. The flesh was spongy, like a steak that had been tenderized for
too long; it made his skin crawl. Jesus Christ, the boy's own mother
wouldn't recognize him now.


He glanced briefly at
his wristwatch and did a double take; how had it got so late? He had to get
going. His wife would kill him if he was late for lunch again. He'd have
preferred to stay a while longer but he'd been married long enough for him to
know what was good for him. He turned and headed back towards the new '68 Chevy
C-20 pickup sitting at the top of the rise, next to the old heap that the hired
help were driving. Its previously gleaming paintwork was already covered by a
thick coating of dust. He ran his finger through it and shook his head. It was
a constant battle. He hated this country some times. 


But then a brighter
thought bubbled up and made him smile: I wonder what's showing at the movie
theater next week, he thought as he climbed in. Hopefully something else
with Charles Bronson.


 
















 


 


Chapter 2


 


Evan had just taken a
mouthful of beer when he felt the soft touch of a woman's hand on his arm. 


'Evan?' a voice he
vaguely recognized from the past said.


He turned to look at the
woman standing next to him at the bar and just about managed to stop himself
from spitting the beer all over her. It went up his nose instead and set him
off on a coughing fit. She waited patiently, a hint of a smile on her cushiony
lips, as the other drinkers at the bar looked on. It had been a quiet night so
far.


'Jesus Christ,' he said,
giving her an awkward, mismatched hug, 'Ellie?'


She smiled properly and
sat down next to him as the other drinkers shifted along and made room for her.
He sat and stared at her a few beats. She didn't look as good as she used to,
that was for sure, but still good enough for some of the drinkers to look her
up and down as if she were hanging naked in a butcher’s window. He remembered
she always liked to think she looked like Michelle Pfeiffer—which she did in a
way—except her nose was longer, but you knew what she meant, although it wasn't
as if people stopped her in the street and clicked their fingers and said: Hey,
you look like . . . Haggard was probably the best way to describe how she
looked now, but, then again, he didn't suppose he looked as happy and carefree
as he had the last time he saw her.


Ellie Martin had been
best friends with his wife, Sarah, ever since high school—until Sarah
disappeared five years ago, of course. Ellie had been the first person he'd
talked to when Sarah disappeared but she'd been as mystified as he was. He
hadn't heard from her since. Just another one of the many people who'd faded
away, like Evan wasn't a person in his own right, just half of Sarah and Evan.
The lesser half, apparently.


'What are you doing
here?' he asked. 'How did you know I'd be here?'


'I called in at your
office—the guy downstairs said I'd probably find you here.' She made a point of
looking at her watch with a slight raise of her eyebrow. Evan thought that was
a bit rich—for one it was gone five thirty, but apart from that, in the good
old days nobody had been able to keep up with Ellie's drinking and she'd led
Sarah astray more than once. On the few occasions he'd argued with Sarah, it
had been after she'd crawled home drunk from a night out with Ellie. As a
result, his relationship with Ellie had always been a bit delicate—as in,
liable to shatter into tiny pieces at the slightest knock.


'Anyway, aren't you
going to buy me a drink?' she said, leaning forward so her forearms rested on
the bar, her cleavage leveraged against her arms, her breasts pushed upward.
Evan didn't think the display was for his benefit and neither did the other
drinkers along the bar, but that didn't stop them all staring.


Evan ordered her
something with an umbrella in it, got another beer for himself and asked her
again what she was doing looking for him. She took a sip of her drink and
looked down at her glass. Evan could see a slight tremor in her hands. She
swallowed nervously.


An awful thought
suddenly pushed itself into Evan's mind. He felt as if somebody was working an
ice cold knife into his stomach and twisting it just for fun.


She was here with
news of Sarah—bad news.


She looked across at
him. He could see something in her eyes, but it didn't look like concern for
him or his welfare, more like an overarching commitment to self-interest. Then
again, she'd always been a selfish bitch; Sarah had said as much many times. In
fact, now he thought about it, he realized he hadn't minded her fading out of
his life. Hadn't even noticed, in fact.


'I'm in trouble. I need
your help.'


Evan relaxed and let out
a long breath, pinching the skin between his eyes and the bridge of his nose.


Thank God for that.
Nothing to do with Sarah. 


He put on his best,
concerned expression and invited her to tell him all about it.


'I can't really go into
the background details—' 


He nodded, thinking good
start to himself. Full and open disclosure from the get-go. He seemed to
remember she'd been devious as well as selfish.


'—but there's someone I
want you to find for me.' She looked at him expectantly, as if she needed
confirmation from him that he'd got his head round the task ahead, before she
gave him any specifics—like a name.


'Uh huh,' he said and
nodded intelligently. He took another pull on his beer. She'd hardly touched
her drink.


She didn't say anything.
Was she just expecting him to say okay?


'Why do you need me to
find him—it is a him isn't it—for you? I get the feeling this isn't a
missing person case.'


'You're right,' she
said, nodding, 'it's a guy and I suppose it's not so much find him as
get a message to him.' 


'But you can't tell me
what it's about?' Or don't want to.


Ellie looked at him as
if she was seriously considering telling him all about it, but she wasn't of
course.


'Can't you just do it
for me without asking a ton of questions?' She tried another smile, but it
didn't really work.


Evan thought it was like
being in a time machine—he'd been taken back five or six years in time, back to
the same old manipulative Ellie. She probably couldn't remember the last time
the world didn't work out for her. At least she hadn't said for old times'
sake.


She put her hand on his
arm again and he laughed silently to himself; here it comes, the emotional
blackmail.


'I know we didn't always
see eye to eye,' she said, surprising him with her unexpected honesty, 'but I
really do need your help. I'm in serious trouble.'


He laced his fingers
together, pushed the hands out until the knuckles cracked. He hoped the gesture
implied a degree of tiresomeness; made it clear how little that meant to him.


'And you don't think it
would help if you told me about it?'


She looked down and
shook her head sadly, her hair falling forward, obscuring her face. He leaned
forward and towards her but she didn't look at him.


'Why me?' he said. 'How
did you know I'm working as a private investigator?'


'I didn't—'


'Then why?'


'—but I didn't have
anyone else to turn to.'


Evan knew that was a lie
to begin with. She'd just decided emotional blackmail was the best approach to
use on him. Obviously he looked like a soft touch.


'That's worked out well
then,' he said, 'seeing as I am a private investigator. And putting
those investigative skills to work right now—'


She looked up at him
now, almost as if he was about to deliver the answer to her problems already.


'—makes me think there's
something you're not telling me. In addition to the stuff you've told me you're
not telling me.'


He looked at her for
confirmation and got a don't be ridiculous look back.


'Like it's dangerous.'


She held his gaze and
shook her head. 'Not really,' she said.


Evan's brain did the
translation without him having to think about it: Yes, very.


They sat staring at each
other without talking for a moment. Evan finished his beer and ordered another.
She still hadn't made a dent in her drink. He decided he wasn't going to just
say yes without her giving him something more—some explanation as to why
she needed to get the message to the guy or at least some proof that it wasn't
dangerous. For all he knew the guy might be a drug dealer or a homicidal
maniac.


'There is another reason
I came to you,' she said eventually. 


Evan allowed himself a
small smile as he watched her inching her way cautiously towards the truth. Not
that he expected she would actually get anywhere near something as alien as the
truth, but a little closer would be nice.


'Uh huh.'


She put her fingers
between her eyebrows as if stanching a headache. 'You're right, I could have
gone to any PI and asked them to do it. But there's something I can do for you
in return. Something that would only be of interest to you.'


She sat back in her seat
and finally took a big gulp of her drink. 


Thank Christ for that, Evan thought. But if she thought
he was going to bite, she was wrong. He was sure she was only saying it to get
his interest, get him to agree to do what she wanted. She probably didn't even
plan on paying him for his time, let alone do something for him in return. If
he looked manipulative up in the dictionary he'd see her face smiling
back at him.


Then she sat up and
leaned in towards him and the smug, almost sneering look in her eyes that said you
have absolutely no idea what is going on turned into a cold hand that
gripped his innards and twisted and told him he was wrong. That he could not
have been more wrong.


'I can help you find
Sarah,' she said. 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 3


 


It's just a question of
finding the right button and pushing it. Evan's button wasn't hard to find—it
was practically sticking out of the top of his head, and Ellie hadn't so much
pushed it as hit it with a sledgehammer.


That's what he felt had
happened anyway. If Babe Ruth had come charging into the bar, swinging his bat
wildly and caught him round the head with it, he would have been hard pressed
to tell the difference between that and how he felt now. His hands began to
sweat and the back of his neck went cold.


He'd come in for a quick
after-work beer just like any other day and now this. He wasn't sure he'd heard
her correctly. He was vaguely aware that she was still talking—he could see her
mouth moving, going ten to the dozen like all women's do, the vocal cords
twanging away tirelessly, but he couldn't hear anything apart from a roaring
silence, his blood a steady pounding of fists against his ears. He thought his
own mouth was probably hanging open, catching flies.


His head started to
clear. It felt as if it had expanded and snapped back into place like a rubber
band. He could hear Patsy Cline singing I've Loved & Lost Again in
the background, which was some sick coincidence if you asked him. The song
ought to be banned. Ellie was saying something to him.  


'Evan! Have you heard a
word I'm saying?' She took hold of his arm and shook him.


'I'm not sure I heard
you right,' he said. It came out more like a croak than his voice, hollow
behind the blood in his ears.


'I said I can't
guarantee anything, but I think I can help.'


He grabbed hold of her
arm more roughly than he meant to and squeezed. 'Where is she?' Five years'
worth of pain and hurt crammed into three little words.


She slapped at his hand.
'You're hurting me.'


He let go and slumped
down into his seat. 'Sorry.'


'You have to help me
first,' she said.


It took a moment for her
words to sink in. He stared at her open-mouthed. Did she think this was some
kind of game and he'd pulled the short straw? But there was obviously something
in the way he was looking at her that made her realize she'd strayed into
territory where anything could happen. Her face softened and she put a
conciliatory hand on his arm. Her voice took on a calm, measured tone, as if he
was a patient waking from a coma and she had to give him some important, but
bad, news: Sorry, we had to amputate your legs; deal with it.


'If I tell you what I
know now, you'll be out that door'—she nodded her head towards the door which
had just opened behind them—'faster than a scalded cat.'


Evan nodded several
times, his breath exiting through his nostrils. He had to admit—to himself at
least—that she was right about that.


'Also,' she said
squeezing his arm in a patronizing way so that he knew something nasty was on
its way, '. . . and there isn't any nice way to put this, but you've been waiting
five years already. Another day or two won't make any difference.' 


He felt as if he'd been
slapped.


Had she really just
said that? You've been waiting five years already.


'I need help right now.
If you don't help me, I probably won't be around in five days' time, forget
about five years.'


He didn't believe a word
of it—she was being melodramatic. But he was back where he seemed to spend most
of his life—between a rock and a hard place. He was going to have to do what
she wanted if she was going to help him. Unless he took her outside and beat
the crap—and the information—out of her. That idea was currently a very
close second. It wouldn't take a lot to move it to the head of the line. He
stared at his reflection in the mirror, his eyes never blinking, and almost
prayed for her to give him an excuse to erupt.


'Evan?'


He rubbed his eyes with
the heels of his hands, his jaw moving tightly, as another hateful hypothesis
intruded into his mind; did she really know something or was she just pulling
his chain, pushing the right button to make him help her? There was only one
way to find out and he hated himself for being so easy to manipulate. He threw
his hands up in the air, unable to put his frustration into words. 


'So, what's this guy's
name?' he said eventually, sucking air up from the floor.


He saw a flash of
triumph in her eyes.


'Dixie.'


He pulled a face.
'That's it?'


'No, his full name's
Richard LaBarre, but everybody calls him Dixie.'


'Why? Is he from down
South?'


She shrugged. 'I don't
know—it doesn't matter anyway. I know he spends a lot of time in a bar called
Kelly's Tavern. That'd be a good place to start looking for him.'


Evan knew the place; it
was probably the roughest dive in the whole city. No danger, my ass.


'What do you want me to
say to him if I find him?'


'Just ask him to call
me.' She handed him a piece of paper with her number scribbled on it.


'Nothing else? What if
he asks why?' His voice had taken on a long-suffering tone. He wondered if this
is what his life would feel like after a few more years if Sarah ever did come
home. A life of summary orders handed down to him without explanation or the
possibility of non-compliance: do this; don't do that; do this chore now;
what the hell are you doing that for? until he wished that she'd never come
back. If only he knew, because if that's what life was going to turn into, he'd
be out the door right now and Ellie could shove her problems up her (shapely)
ass. 


'I might be prepared to
do everything you ask without a word of explanation,' he said, 'but not
everybody's so amenable. Some people want a reason before they hop to it.'


'He won't,' she said,
ignoring the jibe, the smug confidence in her voice irritating the hell out of
him.


Everything she said made
him realize there was a lot more going on that she wasn't telling him (all the
important bits) and here he was about to walk into it all blindfolded. If it
wasn't for the carrot she was dangling . . . Christ, how many more times did he
have to think it before he got up and walked out and hoped next time she left
it ten years before she came looking. In fact, make that twenty.


Talk about a prisoner
of hope.


'Have you got a picture
of him?'


She fished in her bag
and pulled out half a photograph. It had started out as a photograph of two
people but one of them had been cut out. It looked as if it had been taken
somewhere hot and sunny and he could see a woman's arm but that was all. He
wondered if Ellie was the other person and she didn't want him—or anyone else—to
know it. 


'Was that you who's been
cut out?' he asked. 


'No.'


'Really?' He leaned away
from her and studied her for a moment. 'Because that'—he pointed very carefully
at the dimples of cellulite pocking the white flesh under the woman's arm in
the photo—'looks like your arm.' He chewed on the inside of his mouth to keep a
grin from breaking out. 


Her self-satisfied smile
evaporated and was replaced with a look like she’d sat on a hot coal. She shot
him a look of such hatred and contempt, it gave him goosebumps. At least she
had the presence of mind not to glance down at her arm.


He gave a small it
was worth a try shrug and topped it off with a smug smile. He felt much
better. 'Do you know who it is?'


'No.' She shook her
head. Not no, sorry, just no.


He smiled again as if to
say he'd have been surprised and disappointed by any other answer. He'd find
out who it was if he needed to, but the cellulite would never go away. Ha,
ha, ha.


'There's no risk of me
drowning in a sea of facts then.'


She climbed off her
stool and picked her bag up off the bar, ready to go. That suited Evan just
fine; he hadn't been about to offer her another drink anyway. He gave her his
number and she punched it into her phone as if he'd given her the number for dial-a-cockroach.
He watched her in the mirror behind the bar as she walked back towards the
door. He was pretty sure she stole a quick look at her arms in the mirror as
she went. A number of the other guys were watching her too, all sitting in a
line at the bar like grinning idiots. One of them picked up his beer bottle and
blew a hollow toot with it. You couldn't blame them—she was good to look at
after all, in a selfish, manipulative bitch sort of way.


He ordered another beer
and sat staring into the distance, wondering how likely it was that a person,
even one as narcissistic as Ellie, would wait five years before telling her
best friend's husband what she knew about her disappearance. Unless the best
friend had asked her not to, of course . . .


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 4


 


Dixie didn't say anything. He just sat
quietly and waited for Chico to finish. The way things were looking, he should
probably have brought a pillow. 


Chico was an evil son of a bitch,
although you couldn't really blame him for turning out that way. He'd been
unlucky enough to be born in 1951 which meant that he was seventeen years old
in 1968. That was the year the movie Once Upon a Time in the West was
released and the patrón of the local Hacienda—José Salgado—went to see it in Mexico City. It would have been much better for the young Chico and his family if the
patrón had visited when Planet of the Apes or Bullitt was
showing, but that's the way it goes sometimes. Shit happens, as they
say. 


The patrón was an
impressionable man despite his standing and he came away from the movie with
his head full of ideas. Unpleasant ideas, as if there weren't enough of those
in there in the first place. Chico's father wasn't to know any of that, of
course, when he stole a pig that year.


So it was that when the
patrón and his men turned up at the shack where Chico lived with his family and
took Chico—the eldest son—and his father out into the desert, the patrón had
something very specific in mind. Under the branches of a Desert Ironwood tree, Chico's hands were bound behind his back and his father stood on his shoulders, also bound,
with a noose around his neck, the rope looped over one of the branches.


If Chico had been born
in, say 1959, he would only have been nine years old in 1968. Unless he'd been
an unusually big and strong boy for his age—which would have been unlikely
given that he spent his whole life hungry—he wouldn't have been suitable for
the role that the patrón had in mind for him. At age seventeen he was just
perfect (although the patrón ended up being very disappointed nonetheless).


Dixie had heard the
story many times but he could never remember whether the young Chico had cussed the patrón or whether the patrón simply saw himself as an innovative sort
of man, but, whichever it was, he added an extra touch. A certain je ne sais
quoi. Before standing Chico's father on his shoulders, they tarred his
feet. Then they broke a couple of beer bottles into small pieces—the men had
been enjoying some cold beers while they had their sport—and pushed the pieces
into the tar. It made Dixie shudder to think about it. Who knows whether it was
the pain of the glass shredding his shoulders or his legs giving way, but he
didn't suppose Chico could have taken it for long. Twenty seconds? Thirty, at
most.


Dixie seemed to remember
that the patrón had gone for lunch—he'd never bothered asking how Chico was supposed to know that detail; people always got irritated if you questioned
their stories too closely—his men staying behind and severely beating Chico. When they'd finished, they'd gone on their way, leaving him to die in the desert.
Somehow he'd managed to drag himself to the nearest road where he'd been found
by a pack of roving Jesuits. Unable to get any sense out of him, they'd taken
him with them back to the seminary where they put him to work to earn his keep.



Chico had stayed with them for three
years, the last two as a noviate, hoping to find the elusive state of grace in
the ranks of God's Soldiers. But the state of grace did just that—eluded him—perhaps
because there was a part of him that nobody could reach and nothing could rid
his mind of thoughts of revenge. So, after two years he left the seminary,
roman collar tucked away in his bag.


It took him six months
to get close enough to the patrón. The patrón was a careful man with a lot of
enemies and it would have taken a lot longer except for the fact that nobody
suspects a man wearing a roman collar in a Catholic country like Mexico. A bit like a man with a clipboard; he can't possibly be up to any mischief. Chico caught up with him in a hotel in Mexico City and, after putting the fear of God into
his whore, set about the process that left the patrón in need of the last
rites.


Chico had studied diligently in the
seminary and although he wouldn't have said he went hunting for the means of
his revenge in the scriptures, he knew it when he saw it. So it was that the
patrón went to meet his maker in the manner of Saint Bartholomew the Apostle
and Chico liked to say that at least his chosen method had better provenance
than a spaghetti western starring Charles Bronson and Peter Fonda, however good
a movie it might have been. He also said he wore his dog collar the whole time.


Dixie believed most of the story, subject
to a certain amount of artistic license (such as the patrón's lunch appointment
and maybe the dog collar) but there were other aspects that he wasn't so sure
about. Foremost amongst these was Chico's claim that he'd kept a large piece of
the patrón's skin and found a man in the city who had made it into a wallet for
him. Ignoring any questions about the suitability—mainly the durability—of
human skin for an item that is going to go in and out of your pocket all day
long, Dixie doubted this was true. Not only that, but Chico was always careful
to ensure that nobody ever got too close a look at it.


Dixie was pulled from
his reverie by the realization that Chico had stopped pacing up and down, his
ranting and raving finally running out of steam. He looked at the trim,
sixty-something man opposite him, his hair still without a hint of gray, and
smiled.


'You shouldn't get so
uptight, Chico. You'll give yourself a heart attack,' he said, settling back in
his chair and crossing one leg over the other.


'Three million dollars
go missing and he tells me not to get so uptight.' Chico shook his head in
amazement. He took a sip from the glass of Tequila in his hand. Dixie had a glass of coke in front of him. With ice and a slice of lemon, as if that made
it any more palatable. The last bartender who'd asked, with a mocking smile on
his lips, what color bendy straw he wanted with it had got a sharp poke in the
eye with a cocktail umbrella.


'Easy for you to say,' Chico continued. 'I knew I should never have sent the stupid bitch with them.'


'You don't know it's her
fault.'


Chico wasn't listening to him. 'This is
what I get for giving a woman a man's job. For all I know she left it sitting
in the car while she went to fix her makeup in the bathroom.' He looked down at
the floor and Dixie was sure he was about to spit. 'I should have sent you.' 


Dixie shrugged. Chico walked over to the
window and looked out, resting a hand on Dixie's shoulder as he passed.


'Tell me again what
happened,' Dixie said.


Chico took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. 'I sent the three of them. That retard Ricardo'—Dixie just about
managed to stop himself from laughing out loud—'with that bitch and one of the
other guys, Domingo.' 


Ricardo was Chico's son. Dixie picked up his drink and took a sip to hide his face. Luckily Chico was still looking out the window and couldn't see the smile on his lips. 


'That should have been
enough.'


Chico gave an irritated head shake. 'Tell
me about. On the way back they had to stop for gas. Ricardo went to the
bathroom. Probably to play with his pecker or comb his hair, who knows? Every
time I look at that boy I know God holds a grudge against me, you know that?
Anyway, Domingo's filling up; the bitch stays in the car. When Ricardo gets
back from the bathroom Domingo's taking an unauthorized nap and bleeding all
over the place on the ground and the car and the girl are gone.'


'And the money,' Dixie
said helpfully, as if Chico needed reminding.


'And the money,' Chico said with some feeling to the window.


'So, either the girl got
out of the car and snuck up on the guy while he was filling up—'


'Or somebody else snuck
up on him and brained him with a baseball bat.'


'And you think it must
have been her.'


Chico turned to look at Dixie and shook
his head vehemently. 'I didn't say that. But whatever happened, she
drove off with the money and we haven't seen her since.'


Dixie rubbed his jaw with his palm, the
sound of bristles against rough flesh loud in his ear.


'If it was somebody
else, they must have known about the deal.'


Chico let out a short bark of a laugh and
turned away from the window. 'No shit? Either that or it was a damn good guess.
A random mugger's three million dollar lucky break. Somehow I don't think so.'


'Who else knew about
it?'


'Alvarez and his guys of
course.'


'What? You think they
did the deal, lots of big smiles and back slaps all round, then followed them
and stole the money back again.'


Chico waved that away. 'Who knows?
Somebody's got it.'


'Anyone else?'


Chico gave him a pained look.


'If I knew all the
answers, I'd have the money back by now,' he said in the quiet, measured voice
of a disappointed parent.


'I suppose so.'


'I need you to find out
what happened,' Chico said.


'I thought you already
sent a couple of men.'


'Men!' Chico snorted.
'You see any men around here; you point them out to me. I might as well have
sent my mother-in-law. They caught up with her but she got away from them.'


'You still don't know
it's anything to do with her,' Dixie said again.


'So where is she? Why
did she run?' Chico said crossing his arms and sticking his thumbs in his
armpits.


'You have . . . a
reputation. I'd probably run.'


Chico crossed the room and sat on the
corner of his desk and smiled for the first time that morning. He shook his
head. 'Not you. Cojones the size of a bull.'


Dixie smiled at the compliment.


'She's probably scared.
Even if she hasn't got the money herself, she's the one who lost it. Maybe she
hasn't heard about Chico's legendary leniency. Just because you
wear a dog collar doesn't mean you forgive people.' 


Chico actually laughed out loud at that. Dixie started laughing too.


'Why can't you teach
Ricardo to be more like you?' Chico said, the laughter fading, a rueful smile
taking its place. 'Kick him into shape like he's your kid brother.'


Dixie studied his shoes for a moment;
they could do with a shine and he rubbed the toe of the left one against his
right calf. It didn't make a lot of difference so he didn't bother doing the
other one. He really didn't want to get into all this now. Sure, he'd like to
kick Ricardo, but not into shape. He knew Chico and his son had their
problems. Ricardo's resentment of his own relationship with Chico was one of
them; the only one as far as Ricardo was concerned. For Chico it was more to do
with the fact that his son was an idiot. He got his brains from his mother,
according to Chico.


Dixie stretched his arms above his head,
then laced his fingers behind his head. 'What do you want me to do?' he said,
getting the conversation back on track.


'Go and talk to Alvarez
first. See what he has to say. Then find her. One of them's got it.'


'Or somebody else
altogether.'


'Or somebody else altogether,'
  Chico agreed without much conviction.


Dixie nodded. 'At least you're prepared
to consider other possibilities. That's a move in the right direction.'


Chico considered him carefully, his eyes
clear and cold. Dixie shifted in his chair. Sometimes he saw his grave in those
eyes, heard the shovels in the dirt.


'I don't know why you're
so keen to put the blame on somebody else—you're not sticking it to her, are
you?'


Dixie forced a laugh so
that Chico understood what a ridiculous notion that was and shook his head,
although he didn't exactly straight out deny it. 


'Leave it with me. I'll
make a start tomorrow.'


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 5


 


The talk of kid brothers
and kicking them into shape brought back some memories that Dixie didn't want
to think about right now. About the day his own kid brother killed himself. But
he couldn't blame Chico, he wasn't to know about that. He'd been working
ridiculous hours—nothing new there—and hadn't been back to his apartment for a
couple of days, just grabbing a few hours sleep wherever and whenever he could.
And when he'd finally got back home there were two messages waiting for him on
the answering machine.


Hey, it's Remy. I
need to talk to you. Want to get some breakfast this morning?


And then, the voice a
little more strained:


Me again. I guess
you're really busy. How about a beer later? Call me.


But Dixie never got to
make the call, because by then he already knew his brother was dead. If only
he'd called him on his cell? Why call the house for Christ's sake?


All Remy had wanted was
a quiet drink with his brother; maybe ask his advice on something that was
bothering him, who knows, but his brother was busy—nothing new there. What are
you gonna do? You can't find anybody to talk to about your problems, you might
as well make them go away for a while—so he'd had a drink with Charlie instead,
because Charlie was always there for you. 


The medical examiner
said there was no evidence of long-term abuse—it was just one of those things.
Apparently you didn't need a history to choke to death on your own vomit. Like
that made it easier to accept.


He still saw Remy from
time to time. He'd be sitting up at the bar and see a movement out of the
corner of his eye. He'd turn to look and there would be Remy turning away,
disappearing into the crowd. The first times it happened he'd jump up and chase
after him, but he'd be gone, of course. He'd push his way through a crowd of
people and then stand there in the middle of the floor, head frantically
turning, everybody staring at him, their faces softening as he changed from a
rude drunk into an object of pity.


It didn't happen so
often now and he never tried to catch him up anymore, but every now and again
he'd sense movement . . .


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 6


 


Evan pushed open the
door to Kelly's Tavern and stepped inside. He'd spent a lot of time in
different bars over the years and, like anyone else who's a regular bar-goer,
it didn't take any longer than that for him to get the feel of the place.
There's a difference between a tough, blue-collar bar and a white-trash dive
and although he'd never been in the place before, Evan knew he was in the
latter. Maybe it was the clientele—men with too much time on their hands and
too little money in their pockets who came in to try to forget about what
they've lost or never had in the first place. Men who feel comfortable in the
knowledge that they're unlikely to come across reminders of all the good things
they've been missing, all the things they can never have. Or maybe it was that
indefinable smell—a subtle mix of strong beer, sweat and stale cigarettes with
an aftertaste of vomit. Whatever it was, you couldn't miss the fact that the
place was a dump.


The bartender looked up
briefly as Evan came in and went back to watching the TV. They probably got a
lot of people come in, take a quick look around and head straight back out
again. Evan would normally have been one of them. Coming in from the bright
sunlight outside, it took his eyes a minute to adjust to the darkness. It was
still early and the place was almost empty. There were three inbred-looking
guys at the end of the bar drinking beer, talking and laughing loudly, another
two shooting pool in the back and a couple more sitting at a table who somehow
didn't look quite so much like losers as the rest of them. Maybe they weren't
regulars.


The inbreds stopped
talking and laughing and watched Evan as he walked up to the bar. Evan would
have liked a few more people in the place, perhaps some loud music to drown out
his questions. As it was the whole bar would be able to hear every word he
said. Somehow he didn't get the impression that more pairs of ears meant more
chance of somebody being able to help him. One thing was for sure—he knew why
Ellie hadn't wanted to come to the place herself. Why she wanted to find somebody
who chose to come here on a regular basis was a different matter.


The bartender turned his
back to get a better look at the TV as Evan sat down on a stool at the bar.
Evan was surprised by his sudden interest in world affairs—he looked like the
kind of guy who's normal attitude to anything going on in the outside world was
who gives a shit? He was heavyset with a crew cut and even though he was
in his fifties you could see he still thought he had it in him. Maybe he did.


Use short words, Evan
thought.


He gave it a minute and
then ordered a beer from the bartender's back. With an exaggerated sigh the guy
turned away from the TV and pulled Evan's beer. Then he walked down and started
talking to the three guys at the end of the bar. That sort of put an end to
Evan's plan of having a quiet word in his ear. He might as well jump up onto
the bar, clap his hands and ask for everyone's attention. 


He heard the rattle of
ice cubes in a glass beside him and turned his head. One of the guys from the
table behind him had come up to the bar and stood a couple of feet away,
swirling the last of his drink before tipping it down his neck. The bartender
came back down and started serving him and Evan took the opportunity to get a
better look at him. He was tall and obviously Hispanic, and Evan knew his first
impressions were right; he definitely wasn't one of the regulars—one, he wasn't
a loser and two; this place was strictly white trash. You could feel he was
confident walking into a dive like this knowing there was nothing in here that
he couldn't deal with. If the guy had bottled it, Evan would have bought some.
The guy looked across and gave him a small nod, then carried his drinks back to
his table.


The bartender was about
to rejoin the guys at the end when Evan called him back. Automatically he
picked up Evan's glass, then saw it was still half full. He looked at Evan with
an aha look on his face: now we'll get to the real reason . . .


'I'm looking for
somebody,' Evan said.


'Uh huh.' He cocked his
head like he didn’t understand what that information had to do with him. 'Isn't
everybody?' 


'I think he comes in
here.'


The bartender gave what
he probably thought was a smile, his bright, mean eyes crinkling at the
corners. 'I suppose there's more chance of me knowing him than if he'd never
set foot in here in his life.'


The inbreds at the end
had stopped talking again and were paying close attention to the conversation.
The bartender looked down at them and winked. They grinned back. They looked to
Evan like they'd have trouble spelling gum and chewing it at the same
time.


'His name's Richard
LaBarre.'


The bartender creased
his forehead and tugged his chin as if he was giving it some serious thought;
his eyes flicking sideways to the inbreds, then shook his head. 'Never heard of
him.' 


There was a titter of
laughter from the end of the bar. The bartender gave Evan a big up-yours smile.


'Everybody calls him Dixie,' Evan said, feeling stupid as he said the name.


The bartender gave a
half-hearted nod. 'That's nice. Still never heard of him.' He started to move
away.


'I've got a photo of
him.'


The bartender made a big
fuss of stopping in his tracks and turning around. He came back and stood in
front of Evan and spread his hands on the bar. He wore a couple of heavy rings
on each hand, the knuckles criss-crossed with faded, and not-so-faded, scars.
Evan assumed the display was for his benefit and felt like pointing out that
the liver spots that were starting to appear spoiled the effect somewhat. He
got a powerful draft of stale cigarettes. It made him think, between the guy's
fists and his breath, he'd go for the fists every time.


'I've got you,' the
bartender said. 'His name's Richard something, everybody calls him Dixie but I'—he jabbed his thumb at his chest—'might know him as Bill or George?' He looked
at the inbreds at the end of the bar and got a bunch of you-tell-him head
nods.


Evan wanted to come back
with some equally smart ass reply but it wouldn't get him very far. Not that
being nice as pie was getting him anywhere, either. The bartender was just one
of those guys who wouldn't piss on you if you were on fire.


'Just take a look, will
you?' he said wearily, pulling the photo out of his pocket.


The three guys at the
end were really paying attention now. Evan couldn't blame them—in a place like
this, when somebody puts their hand into their pocket it normally comes out
with a switchblade.


Evan put the photo on
the bar top. The bartender looked at it as if Evan had placed a steaming dog
turd on his nice clean bar, but then his curiosity got the better of him.


'It's been cut in half.'


Evan slapped the heel of
his hand against his forehead. 'I was wondering what happened to it.'


The bartender looked up
from the photo and gave Evan a withering look. 'No need to be a smartass.'
Clearly that was his job.


'Do you recognize him?'


The bartender took
another quick look and pushed the photo towards Evan. 'Sorry.' Evan didn't
think he looked sorry at all. 'Why do you want to find him anyway? You don't
look like a cop.'


'No, I don't suppose I do,'
Evan said. All your customers would be long gone if I did. 'I'm a
private investigator.'


The bartender nodded as
if that explained a lot. 'You working for his wife?'


'No, just someone who
wants to find him.' Evan got out his wallet and pulled out one of his cards.
'Can I leave this with you?'


Evan could see him
thinking it looked a bit small and inflexible to wipe his ass with but he
didn't say it.


'What? In case a guy
I've never heard of or seen in my life just happens to pop in one day?'


Evan looked around the
bar and smiled. 'Who knows? Even if he doesn't, one of your customers might
want to hire me.'


The bartender walked
away and laughed over his shoulder. 'I think you'll find the people who come in
here have their own way of dealing with problems.'


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 7


 


Evan sat at the bar and
wondered what to do next. He picked up his glass and was just about to down the
rest of his beer when a shoulder slammed into him, sending the glass flying.
One of the inbreds from the end of the bar continued on his way to the men's
room without looking back. Behind him, Evan heard the others laughing. He
turned to look at them and one of them raised his glass in an up-yours cheers
towards him. He felt a hot little worm of excitement in his gut and reckoned he
had about a minute—long enough for the guy to take a leak but not long enough
to wash his hands—in which to decide what to do. He only really had two
options; he could get up and leave or he could wait and deal with what happened
when the guy came back. 


The bartender walked
slowly down the bar making a tut-tutting sound and made a big point of bending
over and picking up the broken glass. He straightened up and his gaze snapped
back toward Evan, his lips curled into a smile, eyes full of gleeful
anticipation, like a fat, spoiled kid on Christmas morning.


Evan decided to stay; he
didn't want to disappoint the guy. Apart from the damage to his pride if he got
up and left with his tail between his legs, they might decide to stop him from
leaving anyway. Besides he'd never been one to let prudence or reason cloud his
judgement.


He kept his eyes
straight ahead as he heard the door to the men's room open and swing shut.
Along the bar, the remaining inbreds had stopped laughing, although they still
had the stupid grins plastered across their faces. The pool players in the back
had paused their game. The two Hispanic men sitting at the table weren't paying
the slightest bit of attention.


Evan took his right foot
off the rail and placed it squarely on the floor, bracing himself. He could
feel the adrenalin sledding through his blood as he locked his right arm solid
on the bar and tensed. The guy walked up, an ugly smile on his lips, and swung
his shoulder into Evan on his way past. Or that's what he tried to do, because
this time, instead of knocking Evan into the bar, he bounced off and stumbled
against one of the tables. The shock on his face turned quickly into anger as
his friends sniggered again, but this time at him. What a fun afternoon it
was turning into.


Evan sat on his stool
staring ahead as if nothing had happened.


The guy looked over at
his friends—for moral support, presumably—then stuck his face into Evan's
personal space. Evan kept his eyes front, the smell of beer and potato chips on
the guy's breath washing over him.


'What the hell do you
think you're doing?' the guy said.


Evan ignored him. He
didn't want to antagonize the guy unnecessarily by pointing out that he was
having a beer. Or had been.


'I said, what do you
think you're doing?'


Evan knew it wasn't going
to end well; maybe he'd made the wrong call. The guy was getting more confident
now, taking Evan's lack of response as fear.


'Look at me when I'm
talking to you,' the guy said and poked Evan with his finger. 


Evan tried not to dwell
on where that finger had just been—the guy definitely hadn't had time to wash
his hands. 


The guy jabbed again. 'I
said look at me.' 


Evan took a deep breath
and swivelled on the stool to face the guy. He had long, greasy, dirt-blond
hair and smelled of beer and body odor and something else Evan couldn't and
didn't want to place. There was a dark smiley face of perspiration under his
left armpit, but not on the other side, as if he'd run out of deodorant half
way through his morning ablutions. That must make him left-handed if he sprays
his right armpit first, Evan thought as he lowered his left foot to the floor
so that he had both feet firmly on the ground. 


'You were in my way,'
the guy said, jabbing Evan with his finger for a third time. Whatever might
have been left on his finger was now transferred to Evan's jacket. He looked
down at it but couldn't see a visible stain. That didn't mean every dog in the
neighborhood wouldn't be sniffing around it.


'Don't do that,' Evan
said pleasantly enough.


The guy smiled like he'd
finally got what he'd been after. 


'Or what? You want to
make something of it?'


Evan shook his head.
'No, I just want you to stop doing it.'


The guy turned round to
his friends, a massive grin on his face. 'D'you hear that? The big tough
detective wants me to stop, but the pussy's too yellow to do anything about
it.'


Evan raised both hands
in appeasement. 'Okay, okay, it's my mistake; I shouldn't have been in your way—'


'Ha. Will you listen to
this yellow . . .'


'—but I didn't know you
were going to the men's room.' He shrugged an apology. 'I couldn't see your
momma here to hold your little peepee so I thought you were going to wet your
pants like you normally do.'


The guy's finger stalled
on its way for another jab and his mouth dropped open in astonishment. It opened
and closed a couple of times but nothing came out, his eyes bulging in their
sockets, like they were trying to escape.


At the end of the bar
his friends howled with laughter.


Evan grabbed the finger
in mid-air (he'd been right, the guy was left-handed) and bent it sharply
backwards, snapping it cleanly at the knuckle. He felt a hot, mean satisfaction
right in his belly as he heard the sweet crack of bone followed by a loud
scream. He jerked his hand downwards feeling bone grate against bone in the ruined
finger. He kept pushing down forcing the guy to lean in. 


The guy was making an ah,
ah, ah sound, but a lot louder than that. Evan grabbed his chin with his
other hand, digging his nails in and squeezing the flesh along his jaw to draw
his face close. He let go of the finger and hammered the heel of his hand down
onto the bridge of the guy's nose. Bang. Bang. Bang. Same as the number of
finger jabs. Fair's fair, after all.


He stood up, feeling the
pull of something sticky on the seat of his pants, and snapped his arm out
straight sending the guy staggering backwards into the tables and chairs behind
him. Funny how he couldn't hear the inbreds laughing any more. He looked at the
guy in front of him, trying to disentangle himself from the furniture.


Enough now?


Not a chance.


He bent and picked the
heavy stool up by its legs, spun around and swung it through the air, catching
the guy solidly on the side of the head, sending him sprawling into a heap on
the floor. He kept the spin going like a hammer thrower in a track and field
competition and let it loose at the remaining two inbreds. It missed by a mile
but you can't win them all. He'd never been any good at track and field.


Behind him, one of the
pool players was coming on fast, the pool cue reversed in both hands. Before
Evan had a chance to react, the Hispanic guy who'd nodded to him at the bar
stuck his leg out and tripped the guy, sending him crashing headlong to the
ground. The cue flew out of his hands and clattered across the floor, coming to
rest by Evan's feet. The pool player tried to get his legs under him but the
Hispanic guy jumped out of his chair and kicked him hard in the balls. Game
over. He looked round at the second player and wagged a finger at him. The guy
showed him his palms and backed away.


Evan bent and picked up
the cue and backed towards the door but nobody else was up for it. He got to
the door, pushed it open with his butt, slipped out and pushed the cue through
the two door handles. It wouldn't hold up against a good kick but it was better
than nothing.


Way to go, Evan, way
to go. 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 8


 


Dixie was just about to get in the car
when his phone rang. On the other side of the car standing by the driver's door
was the guy everybody called Crispy. Dixie hadn't met his mother but he felt
sorry for her even so, because Crispy was the size of something you’d normally
climb with rope and pitons, not give birth to. His head sloped straight down
into his shoulders like a lamp shade. They called him Crispy because his
parents had named him Chris and then either been stupid or unkind enough
to give him the middle initial 'P'. Dixie didn't know what his last name was
but if there was any justice in the world it would be Bacon. 


Crispy was a butt-ugly
recidivist who killed as if it were a reflex action. Nestled somewhere between
the too-small ears that perched on his head like warts on an egg his brain was
solely occupied, as far as Dixie could tell, by thoughts of the different ways
of hurting people. He liked to tell anyone who would listen that the real
reason he was called Crispy was because he'd set a guy on fire one time and
watched him burn to death. Ordinarily Dixie managed to keep out of his way but Chico had insisted he take him along him and that they take Crispy's car.


Dixie checked the screen and the name he
saw raised an eyebrow: Dave the bartender from Kelly's Tavern. He walked out of
earshot and answered the call. In the background he could hear country and
western music playing on the jukebox and the sounds of a bar starting to fill
up.


'I thought you'd want to
know there was a guy in here asking about you,' Dave said.


'Did he leave a name?'


'He left his business
card. Hang on a minute.' Dixie heard Dave put the phone down as he went to
fetch the card. Anyone with half a brain would have picked it up before making
the call, but anyone with half a brain wouldn't be working at Kelly's in the
first place. It was probably the worst bar Dixie knew, but it served a purpose
for certain people to get in contact.


'His name's Evan Buckley,'
Dave said. 'He's a private investigator.'


'Never heard of him.'


'That's what I said when
he asked about you.'


'That's the way I like
it, Dave,' Dixie said in an encouraging tone. 'Did he say what he wants?'


'No. Just that he wants
to find you.'


'He didn't say why?


'Uh uh.'


'Did you ask him?'


There was a long,
uncomfortable pause. Behind Dave's breathing Dixie could hear the music in the
background. It sounded like some idiot had put the same track on again. He
didn't think he was going to get much more out of Dave, who wasn't the sharpest
tool in the box. Face to face, Dave liked to watch your mouth in case there
were any difficult words, which put him at a disadvantage on the phone. Dixie often wondered who tied his shoes for him in the morning.


'He said he wasn't
working for your wife,' Dave said suddenly. He sounded pleased that he'd
remembered something else.


Dixie closed his eyes and let out a God
give me strength sort of sigh.


'I don't have a
wife, Dave.'


'Right.'


'There's probably a
whole bunch of other people he's not working for either. The President,
the Pope, Father Christmas . . .'


'Right.' 


That short word conveyed
a lifetime of put downs by people who were smarter than he was. Dave's
temporary enthusiasm had pretty much run its course. 


Dixie looked up at the sky in
frustration. 'There's nothing else you can tell me about him?'


'He had a photo of you.
Well, half a photo.'


Dixie was tempted to
point out that you couldn't have half a photograph, just like you couldn't have
half a hole or half a piece of string, but he knew it wasn't worth the effort. 


'What do you mean?' he
said, trying to keep the growing irritation out of his voice.


'It was a photo of you
cut in half. It looked like you and a woman and the woman was cut off.'


That was more interesting.
'Okay,' Dixie said, stretching the word out a couple of extra syllables as he
took the information on board. 'That all?'


'Yeah . . . Apart from
the fact that he broke Charlie Watson's finger and busted up his nose pretty
bad. I gotta say I was impressed.'


Dixie laughed. 'Charlie's an inbred who
doesn't know his ass from a hole in the ground. He probably deserved it. I bet
he started it, too.' He heard Dave grunt in agreement. 'I think I like Mr
Buckley already; my kind of guy. Give me the details on his card.'


Dixie took down the address and cell
phone number and ended the call. He walked slowly back to the car turning it
over in his mind. Where had the guy got his name? More importantly, how had he
known to start looking at Kelly's Tavern? And what the hell was that about a
photo?


He got back to the car
but didn't get in. He stood and drummed his fingers on the roof as he tried to
think it through. It came to him like a mini epiphany and he smiled to himself.
It was the mention of the woman cut out of the photo. Ellie. It had to
be. She must have asked Buckley to find him. She gave him the photo, told him
where to go. The question was, why? Well, at least it made his job of
finding her a whole lot easier. He'd worry about the why later.


The smile slipped off
his face. Before he did that, though, he had to go and talk to Alvarez. He knew
it was a pointless exercise. It was all very well Chico saying talk to
Alvarez. What was he going to say? Hey Alvarez, Chico wants to know if
you took the drugs but kept the money for yourself. It was going to take
some careful phrasing to avoid a slap, that was for sure, and there wouldn't be
much help coming from Crispy's corner unless there were some heads needed
punching.


He rubbed the back of
his neck and rolled his head, feeling the vertebrae pop, hoping to ease out the
tension. It actually made it worse. Finding a diplomatic way of asking Alvarez
if he was a double crossing, cheating beaner wasn't his biggest problem,
either. He opened the door and climbed in. Getting rid of the idiot sitting in
the driver's seat was. He couldn't be one hundred per cent sure, but he
reckoned Chico had insisted he take Crispy along because he didn't trust him. 


He could hardly blame
the guy.


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 9


 


Out of the frying pan and
into the fire was a phrase that crossed Evan's mind as he walked away from
Kelly's Tavern. It appeared that he'd exchanged one barroom brawler with a pool
cue for two serious looking Hispanics with . . . he didn't like to think what.
As he'd suspected, one good kick had snapped the pool cue in half and the doors
had burst open. Looking over his shoulder he'd been surprised to see it was the
Hispanics who'd followed him out of the bar and not the inbreds. They were
about fifty yards behind him. 


At first he'd been
surprised—and grateful—when they'd helped him in the bar, but now he wasn't so
sure. Their interest must be to do with him asking about Dixie, and he couldn't
help but wonder if their concern to stop him being beaten up was driven by the
desire to do a better job of it themselves. They didn't look like the types to
use something as prosaic as a pool cue, either. 


He reached his car,
jumped in and pulled out into the traffic. Behind him on the sidewalk the two
guys started to run back to their car which was parked directly outside the
bar, but facing the other way. It gave Evan a few seconds head start but
traffic was light and in his rear view mirror he saw them make a u-turn before
stamping on the gas.


Evan accelerated until
he was alongside a semi-trailer truck lumbering along. He looked in his mirror
and saw the two guys right behind him. He saw a turning on his right just up
ahead. He waited to the last second and wrenched the wheel hard, swinging the
car in front of the semi-trailer and into a narrow side street, missing the
truck's fender by inches. There was a blast on the horn and the angry squeal of
rubber as the truck slammed on its brakes and the two guys shot past it. Evan
glanced in his mirror again and saw the side of the semi-trailer completely
blocking the entrance to the street. He was in the clear.


He goosed the gas and
shot forward between the cars parked either side of the narrow street. Another
quick look in the mirror and he was still in the clear. Eyes snapped front
again, he did a double take and stamped on the brakes. He couldn't believe his
eyes. In front of him a Fedex delivery truck had reversed into the street and
was coming towards him. He twisted in his seat and looked over his shoulder.
Behind him the semi-trailer was on the move again. He hit the horn but the
truck in front of him kept on coming. He leaned right into it and the truck
stopped. The driver jumped down from the cab and made his way round to the
back. Evan hit the horn again and the driver held up his hand, fingers splayed—five
minutes.


He turned in his seat
again and saw the back end of the semi-trailer clear the end of the street and
disappear from view. Behind it, the two guys had reversed and were waiting as
it finally got out of their way. They pulled into the street and stopped. Evan
was boxed in. 


In front of him the
delivery driver had opened up the back of the truck and was climbing out again,
a stack of boxes in his arms. He looked towards Evan, smiled apologetically at
him, and then looked past him. Evan watched him go rigid for a split second, an
incredulous look on his face, then throw the boxes away from him as if he'd
just been told they were radioactive. Then he turned and ran.


Evan looked behind him
and saw the two guys were out of their car and striding towards him, guns in
their hands. The driver made it to the cab and scrambled in, dropping the keys
in his panic. He half jumped, half fell out and snatched them up again. But he
didn't get back in. He looked back at the two guys, then at Evan and then the
two guys again. He was wasting too much time. Evan knew he was thinking of
forgetting the truck and making a run for it. 


He pulled forward until
he was almost under the truck's loading ramp. He couldn't see the driver any
more. There was a sudden cough of black smoke as the truck's engine fired. It
jerked forward and stopped again. The idiot had stalled it. The engine turned
over and over but it wouldn't catch. Evan looked in the mirror—the guys had
quickened their pace and were only yards away. The truck's engine fired again
but still it didn't move. 


What the hell was the
guy doing? Finishing up his paperwork? 


Evan hit the horn again
and the truck started to crawl forward. The two guys broke into a run. Evan
inched the car after it, his palms slick on the wheel. The truck made it to the
end of the street and stopped, waiting for a break in the traffic.


Too late.


Evan's door flew open
and the guy who'd helped him in the bar leaned in and tried to pull the keys
out of the ignition. Evan knocked his hand away. Then the passenger door opened
and the other guy threw himself into the passenger seat, his gun trained on
Evan's chest. The first guy stepped back and motioned for Evan to get out. In
front of him the Fedex truck started moving again, made a right and was gone.
The street ahead was clear, but the truck might as well have still been parked
in front of him for all the good it did him. There was no way he could drive
off without getting shot.


Evan climbed slowly out
of his car and wiped his hand on the side of his pants, his heart banging away
in his chest. The second guy came around the front of the car and stood behind
him. He was trapped between them. He took a closer look at the guy in front of
him. He was heavyset and a couple of doors down from good looking with a
bandit's mustache and the sort of eyes you didn't want to catch if you knew
what was good for you. 


'Thanks for stopping
that guy in the bar,' Evan said and grinned nervously.


'No problem,' the guy
said and grinned back, not so nervously.


'I don't suppose you've
chased me because I forgot to say thanks,' Evan said hopefully.


The guy dropped his eyes
and worked a small, sad smile onto his face. 'It was quite rude,' he
said, 'but, you're right, there is something else.'


Evan nodded. 'I thought
so.'


'Why are you asking
about Dixie?'


'Why don't you tell me
who you are first?'


The guy smiled. 'Sure.
I'm Juan and this is José,' he said with a sweep of his arm towards his friend.
José gave a slight nod of his head.


Evan looked past Juan to
where their car was parked. Juan saw him looking and shook his head. 'Don't be
silly.' He needn't have worried. Evan wasn't about to put himself at risk. He'd
already done more for Ellie than she deserved. He wasn't thinking of making a
run for it anyway; he just wanted to get a look at their license number.


'So, now you know who we
are, why are you looking for Dixie?'


'A client asked me to
try to find him.'


Juan nodded. 'What are
you? Some kind of investigator?'


Evan nodded back.


'So who's your client?'


'You probably wouldn't
know them.'


Juan smiled again. 'Try
me. I know a lot of people.'


'His name's John
Thomas.'


Juan cocked his head at
that, his eyes diminishing to slits as he gave it some thought. 'You're right—I
never heard of him. If he exists that is.' 


He nodded to José
standing behind Evan who stepped up and slammed the barrel of his gun into the
side of Evan's head. Evan let out an involuntary gasp and staggered sideways
against one of the parked cars. A trickle of blood wound its way down the side of
his face. 


Wrong answer,
obviously.


'Let's try another one,'
Juan said as if nothing had happened. 'Why does this John Thomas want to find Dixie?'


Damn. Evan knew another bang on the head
was on its way whatever he said. Should he make something up? The truth—that he
didn't know—was guaranteed to annoy them.


'He didn't say,' Evan
said, glancing round at José behind him. 'That's the truth, by the way. Said I
didn't need to know.'


There must have been
something about the resignation is his voice that stopped them from hitting him
immediately. Juan cocked his head to one side again and studied Evan's face,
trying to make up his mind whether further motivation was called for. It didn't
take long. He nodded and José obliged with another clout on Evan's ear.


'That might teach you to
take a fuller brief from your client,' Juan said. He grinned again and José
chuckled.


'Thanks for the advice.'


Juan gave a no-problem
flick of the hand. 'My pleasure.'


He didn't say anything
more for a moment. Maybe he was all out of questions.


'Well, if that's it, I
think I'll run along now,' Evan said, and gestured with his chin towards his
car.


José stepped forward and
drew his arm back to give him another whack when a noise in the distance made
them all freeze. The sound of police sirens. The delivery driver must have
called it in. Evan managed to keep the grin off his face but Juan saw it in his
eyes nonetheless.


Juan gave a small shrug
and pointed directly at Evan's face. 'You're a lucky man. If I were you, I'd
drop this.' 


The sound of the sirens
was quite close now. They couldn't be more than a block away. It didn't seem to
worry him. 


'Tell your client that
you couldn't find Dixie. Give him his money back. Whatever. Just drop it,' he
said and patted Evan's face a couple of times.


Then the two of them
turned and jogged back to their car. They reversed out into the main street and
drove off just as the first police cruiser pulled across the other end of the
street. Evan got another look at their license plate then turned towards the
police and raised his hands above his head.


The police didn't take
long with him. With the delivery driver's story to back him up, he managed to
convince them it had been a mugging that went wrong. They probably didn't
believe him but they let him go anyway, which was the main thing, with a
promise to come in and give a full statement in the next couple of days. 


As soon as they'd gone
Evan got back in his car and made a couple of calls.


 
















 


 


Chapter 10


 


Ellie rested her head on
the steering wheel and tried to think what to do next. 


She'd followed Evan to
Kelly's bar and waited in her car to see what happened. She didn't know what
she'd expected but it seemed like Evan must have stirred things up in there.
She'd watched him back out through the door, ass first, before jamming a pool
cue through the handles. A couple of seconds after that the doors had bulged
outwards, the cue had snapped and two beaners had come rushing out and chased
after him. She'd felt an adrenal spike of fear quickly followed by a sweaty
giddiness as relief flooded her body. Thank God she'd sent Evan in there. To
think she might have just walked in herself, straight into their hands.


Evan had made it to his
car and taken off, making the two guys double back for theirs. She'd lost sight
of them all after that.


Her phone rang. She
fished it out of her bag—it was Evan. 


Looks like he must
have got away from them.


'Where are you?' he
asked without bothering to say hello. He sounded pissed, but that was hardly
surprising—not that she was supposed to know anything about it.


'What's wrong?' she
said, trying hard to get the right balance between concern and surprise.


'I'll tell you when I
see you,' he snapped. 'Where are you?'


She had no idea where he
might be and she didn't want him to know that she'd followed him. In the phone
she could hear a siren in the background wherever he was. Then she heard it
faintly through her window. She wound it down and listened. The two sounds were
perfectly synchronized; they had to be the same, That meant he was still
somewhere nearby. How far did a siren carry? Two blocks? Three? She had no
idea. She turned away from the window, towards the sidewalk, and hunched over
the passenger seat as if she'd dropped something on the floor.


'Ellie?' He made no
effort to conceal his irritation.


'I'm . . . at my hotel.
Why?'


'What's that noise? I
can hear sirens. Are you sure?'


She felt a rush of
panic. 'Of course I'm sure. I've got the window open. Hang on a sec.' She wound
the car window up. 'There, is that better?'


'Okay' He didn't sound
convinced. 'Stay there. I'm coming over. We need to talk.'


'You can't,' she said,
the words bursting out of her mouth a little too quickly. She didn't know if he
was two or three blocks closer or further away than she was? He might get there
first.  'I'm just about to go out.' It sounded so lame in her ears. He was
bound to be suspicious now. But it seemed his annoyance was getting in the way.


'Ellie,' he snapped,
almost shouted, 'this is important . . .'


'What do you need to say
that you can't say over the phone anyway? If it's that important, tell me now.
If not, it can wait.'


She allowed herself a gotcha
smile. There wasn't a lot he could say to that. On the other end of the line
she heard him take a couple of deep breaths. Take as many as you like.


'Evan?'


'Yeah, I'm here.' That
was more like it. There was a satisfying amount of defeat in his voice. 'What
time will you be back?'


She relaxed a little. 


'Why don't you come over
around six?' she said in an encouraging tone, like she was offering him the
last slice of pie.


'Okay. See you then.'


The phone went dead. He
really was pissed. With any luck he'd have calmed down by the time he
came over—another reason not to meet him straight away. She didn't want to be
on the receiving end of all that testosterone. She dropped the phone back in
her bag and straightened up. She better get back to the hotel just in case he
went there anyway, the suspicious prick. A movement registered in the periphery
of her vision. She turned and looked out the window and her hand flew to her
mouth, an involuntary shriek escaping through her fingers.


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 11


 


'Talk about a lucky
break,' Juan said to José, shaking his head as he backed the car out of the
narrow side street. There was a screech of tires and a long, indignant blast on
a horn as the car they'd backed out in front of made an emergency stop. He
raised his arm lazily and gave the driver the finger in the rear-view mirror as
he straightened up. Asshole shouldn't have been driving so fast in the first place.


'So what are we going to
do now?' José said.


The car behind jerked
into life, pulled around them and drew up alongside. A large guy with a very
red face waved his fist and shouted abuse at them through the window. Specks of
spittle spattered the glass.


José leaned forward in
his seat and the two of them turned to see what all the fuss was about. Oddly
enough, the guy had a quick change of attitude. Something about the sight of
the two of them staring back at him, their dark eyes predatory and mischievous,
made him remember what a hurry he'd been in. He stopped shouting like somebody
had pulled the plug, snapped his eyes front and did his best to put his foot
through the floor. The car shot forward and disappeared down the road.


'How about we go after
that asshole,' José said. 'He called you a wetback.'


Juan turned towards him
and wagged his finger as if to say: liar, liar, pants on fire.


'How d'you know. You
couldn't hear him.'


José grinned. 'I read
his lips.' He mouthed the word a couple of times putting the emphasis on the
'w' and the 'b'. 'You can see it a mile off.'


Juan laughed. 'Yeah, if
you're looking for it. Anyway, we haven't got time—we've got to get back to the
bar.'


José twisted in the seat
and pulled his head back to get a good look at his partner; make sure there
wasn't something he was missing.


'What for? The guy's not
going to go back there—not ever. Not if he's got any sense.'


'Doesn't matter,' Juan
said. He had that smug look on his face that José always wanted to punch; the
one that said that's why I'm the dog who eats first. 'He left his card
with the guy behind the bar. If it's not already in the trash, I'm sure he'll
be happy to give it to us.'


José grinned back at
him. 'Don't you just love it when people make it easy for you?'


But Juan wasn't
listening to him any more. They were almost back at the bar and he'd been
looking for somewhere to park when his head had snapped around like somebody
had slapped him.


'What is it?' José said,
trying to follow his eyes.


'It's her!'


'Who?' José said,
craning his neck to try to see what his partner was so excited about. 


'It's that bitch Ellie.
I can't believe it. She's sitting right there in her car across from the bar.
Look, there.' He leaned across José and pointed. 'She's hunched over but you
can see it's her. It looks like she's on the phone.'


'So what's she
doing there?'


'I reckon she must be
the guy's client. She sent him after Dixie and then followed him.'


'Like she doesn't trust
him, you mean? Maybe it's him she's on the phone to.'


'Doesn't matter. Here's
what we're going to do.'


Juan carried on past
Ellie's car and stopped for a second to let José out. Then he made a U-turn and
drove back the way he'd come while José doubled back on the sidewalk. About ten
cars behind her, he made another U-turn and drove slowly forward timing it
perfectly so that he pulled up alongside her, boxing her in between the parked
cars in front and behind her, just as José got to the passenger door.


He pulled gently to a
stop and looked across at her through her driver's window. She was turned away
from him, hunched over and talking on the phone. She finished her call, dropped
the phone in her bag and sat upright. Then she turned and looked straight at
him. She let out a startled shriek as he gave her a massive grin and José
climbed into the passenger seat.  


 
















 


 


Chapter 12


 


Ellie twisted round at
the sound of the passenger door opening, and saw José's greasy face leering at
her. Her bag was sitting on the passenger seat. She made a dive for it, but she
was way too slow. She got a hand on the strap but José wrenched it out of her
grip, dropped into the seat and started rooting through it. A couple of seconds
later he pulled out a Kahr P380. The five-inch long pocket pistol almost
disappeared in his large hand.


'Nice toy,' he said with
a grin. He dropped the gun in his pocket and carried on digging through the
bag. Next out was a can of pepper spray. That went in the pocket too.


Behind her, Juan opened
the driver's door and leaned in and grabbed her by the collar of her jacket. 


'Out you get,' he said,
and hauled her out of the car. José leaned across and pulled the door shut
behind her.


 Juan looped his arm
round her neck and they shuffled backwards in the narrow space between the two
cars like some strange dance move. He tightened his thick forearm across her
throat, choking her. The more she struggled, the tighter he clamped it. Her
head snapped from side to side as she tried to see if anyone was watching, but
there was nobody around to help. 


She bent her head
forwards and threw it sharply backwards but he moved easily out of the way. He
clamped his other hand over her mouth and nose, holding her head into his body,
squashing her nose against her face, cutting off her air—but not the stale
smell of cigarettes on his fingers. How is that possible? The callused
skin of his palm on her flesh made her shudder. His mouth was less than an inch
away from her face; she could feel his mustache like a hairy spider's leg and
smell his lunch on his breath. In her mind she imagined little brown pieces of
refried bean caught in the gaps between his teeth and her stomach gave a salty,
burping lurch. She grabbed the hand over her mouth and tried to work her
fingers under it, clawing with her nails in an attempt to prise it away. He
just squeezed tighter.


But she'd achieved
something at least—with no hands left to open the car door he called for José
to stop picking his nose and get his sorry ass around this side of the car and
get the door open. He hadn't expected her to struggle so violently. Thinking
about it now, he should have pulled up next to her facing the other way—it
would have made much easier to get her from one car to the other.


Ellie had to do
something before José came round. She felt light-headed from the lack of air.
She couldn't budge his hand, so she stopped trying to pull it away and jabbed
her elbow backwards into his ribs. It was like elbowing a brick wall. He didn't
even flinch. She lifted her foot and stamped down onto his instep as hard as
she could.


He let out a surprised
yelp of pain. That was better. His hand dropped away from her mouth and
she felt the grip round her neck loosen. She stamped down hard again, driving
her elbow backwards and twisting violently at the same time. He lost hold of
her completely. It was all the chance she was going to get. She lunged forward
down the narrow space between the two cars. On the other side of her car she
was aware of José moving fast, trying to get around the front of the car to cut
her off. Behind her Juan had recovered. He threw out his arm, catching nothing
but a handful of air, and started after her.


She was so close but she
wasn't going to make it. She made it through the gap at the exact same time as
José rounded the front of the car. He didn't even try to grab hold of her, just
kept on going and plowed into her, sending her flying backwards across the hood
of their car. She lay spread-eagled and winded, José sprawled across her,
pinning her down. He looked like he was enjoying every minute of it. She was
sure he was rubbing himself up and down against her. Juan got there a second
later, grabbed hold of her jacket collar again and pulled her out from under
José, who stood up and winked at her, massaging his crotch provocatively.


'I was just starting to
have some fun,' he said.


Juan said something
under his breath which sounded a lot like pervert.


She didn't have the
strength to struggle any more. He dragged her backwards, her heels bumping
along the floor as she tried to stay upright. José slipped past them and opened
the back door and Juan bundled her onto the back seat and climbed in after her.
José slammed the door shut after them and went round and got in the driver's
seat.


Ellie rested her head on
the headrest and closed her eyes. She felt sick and giddy and needed to pee.
Her chest was heaving so hard she thought she'd pop the buttons on her blouse.
She was glad José was in the front where he couldn't see. At least Juan's
breathing sounded worse than hers; the painful, wheezing breath of a heavy
smoker. Just like a pair of lovers after an energetic sex session, she
thought before she could stop herself. 


'You need to get down
the gym a bit more,' she said, once she'd got her breath back. 'Give up the
smokes, too.'


He snorted and it turned
into a coughing fit. 'I should've just given you a slap, more like.'


'You're right. That
sounds like your style.'


If she thought she was
going to get a rise out of him, she was disappointed.


'Whatever.'


'So, where are we
going?'


He twisted in his seat
to look at her and coughed a wet laugh. 'Well,' he said, 'we've got quite a
busy schedule.' He held up his hand and flicked out a yellow-stained index
finger. A shiver sliced through her. She could feel and smell it on her mouth.
She imagined him pushing it between her lips, forcing her teeth apart, pushing
her tongue down her throat until she gagged. Where the hell did that come
from?  'First stop, we've got to pick something up from the bar.' He
flicked out a second finger, the middle one. 'Then it's back to your hotel.' He
gave her a small smile and flicked out a third finger. 'Then, as a special
treat, you've got a little chat with Chico.'


In the front José
sniggered.


'Are you going to tell
us where you're staying,' Juan said, 'or do you fancy getting in the trunk
while we drive around all day looking for it?'


She knew there wasn't
any point in not telling them—they'd get it out of her in the end. She might as
well just avoid all the unpleasantness that would entail. On top of that, an
idea had just come into her mind. There was no way she could escape from these
two on her own, but if she could delay things long enough at the hotel, they
might still be there when Evan turned up. Not that she thought Evan would be
able to deal with these guys, but any chance was better than nothing. Trouble was,
it was another two hours until he was due to get there.


Unfortunately for her,
it didn't pan out the way she was hoping. It only took five minutes to pick up
Evan's business card. When they told Dave the bartender what they wanted his
face lit up. He fished it out of the trash where he'd thrown it after giving Dixie the details on the phone with an expression on his face that told them the more
trouble he could cause Evan, the better.


'Who's this guy Evan
Buckley?' Juan said, turning the card over in his fingers.


Ellie gave a small
shrug. 'No idea.'


'Really?' He raised an
eyebrow. 'It's just that he was in the bar asking after Dixie, and then here
you are, sitting outside the exact same bar.'


'We thought maybe you
sent him in there,' José said from the front seat. 'We don't believe in
coincidences.'


Ellie shook her head.
'Sorry. Never heard of him.'


The pair of them nodded
like they would have been disappointed if she'd said anything else.


'Hey, José,' Juan said
with a grin, 'I just had an idea. You wanna bet I can't find this guy's name in
her phone?'


José grinned back and
shook his head. 'No way, man—it'd be like throwing money away.'


The two of them laughed
and Ellie could have kicked herself for being so stupid. They wouldn't have to
look very hard—Evan's number would be at the top of the call list. She placed
the side of her head on the window and closed her eyes, the glass cool against
her skin.


'Don't worry,' Juan
said, putting his hand on her knee and giving it a friendly squeeze, 'lying
about him is the least of your problems.' He lifted his hand and put it back on
her thigh as if they were on a date, on their way back to his or her place in
the back of a cab.


Ellie shuddered and kept
her eyes shut and they drove the rest of the way to her hotel in silence. There
was nobody on reception when they got there. Juan caught her looking hopefully
and smiled as he pushed her up the stairs. That's what you get for staying in a
dump. It didn't take more than ten minutes to turn the room over. It wasn't a
large room and there weren't many hiding places. They looked in the closet and
pulled out the dresser drawers, but she knew that they hadn't expected to find
anything in the room—who would be so stupid, after all—but they had to do it
anyway, because Chico would ask.


'We didn't really expect
to find anything,' Juan said with a shrug.


'But we had to do it
anyway,' José said. 'In case Chico asks.' He took a step towards her and pushed
her backwards onto the bed, then sat down beside her. The ancient springs, worn
out from too much abuse sagged under his weight, and they ended up pushed
toward each other, arms and legs touching. She could feel the heat coming off
him through his sleeve and forced herself to sit still, tried to ignore him,
knowing any attempt to move away would only encourage him.


'So, what shall we do
now?' he said, winking at her. What was it with men and winking? It was as if
they thought they were doing you a favor: hey, little lady, this is your
lucky day. What it actually did was make her skin crawl. She swallowed
nervously and looked away so she didn't have to watch him staring at her boobs,
his tongue hanging out. Who knows what he'd do if he caught sight of the
contempt in here eyes. He bounced up and down a couple of times, the springs creaking
obscenely. 'We could try these springs out. Feels like they've seem a bit of
use.' His voice was thicker now; she could feel his growing excitement. He
lifted his hand and started to stroke her hair, as if a little tenderness to
begin with made it all okay when he raped her.


'Come on, there's no
time for that,' Juan said, breaking the tension, although it sounded to her as
if it wouldn’t take much to persuade him to find five minutes or so.


She didn't need to be
told twice, even if he wasn't talking to her. She pushed herself off the bed
giving José the perfect target. He gave her a hard slap on the ass, the sound
of it loud in the small room.


'Ow, that hurt,' he
said, shaking his hand, but he was laughing at the same time.


'I felt that,' Juan said
and grabbed her by the arm. He pulled her roughly towards him, shook her and
pushed his face into hers. 'I ought to slap you around a bit,' he told her,
'make you tell us where the cash is, but I can't even be bothered.' 


'Even though she
deserves it,' José added from behind her. She didn't need to look at him to
know he'd have given it a go. Just to pass the time, if nothing else. Sick
little pervert.


'Even though you deserve
it,' Juan agreed, nodding.


She looked back and
forth between the two of them, but had the sense to not say anything. There's a
time and a place for a smart mouth and this wasn't either.


'It's not a problem,
though,' Juan said and took hold of her cheek between his thumb and forefinger.
'Hi Ho, Hi Ho, it's off to see Chico you go,' he sang, not caring that the
meter was all wrong and it just didn't sound right. Stupid beaner.


José jumped up off the
bed and sniggered. 'Hey, Juan, you wanna bet she tells Chico where it is,' he
said.


Juan laughed. 'No way,
man—it'd be like throwing money away.'


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 13


 


Dixie had only met Enrico Alvarez once
before and that was enough to last him a lifetime. He also knew the current
meeting was a pointless exercise—he was only going through the motions to keep Chico happy but obviously Chico didn't know that.


Alvarez was built like a
medium-sized outhouse and didn't smell much better. Dixie drew in a deep breath
to stop his chest from collapsing completely as Alvarez clamped him in a hug
and pounded on his back as if they were long lost brothers. It made him feel a
little light-headed and he was pleased he'd skipped breakfast. Crispy stood
just inside the door and one of Alvarez's men, Miguel, leaned against the wall
behind Alvarez eyeing them carefully. It seemed to Dixie that Miguel was paying
a lot of attention to his hands as he hugged the big man back. Maybe he was
watching in case Dixie tried to grab his boss by the throat and throttle him.
He'd have had a better chance trying to strangle a utility pole. 


Alvarez released him and
 Dixie drew the air gratefully back into the whole of his lungs. Alvarez held
up a finger and Miguel hopped to it and produced a bottle of Tequila and a
couple of glasses. Dixie shook his head and waved it away.


'I forgot, you don't
drink,' Alvarez said and got Miguel to pour him a glass of water.


'We've got a small
problem, Enrico,' Dixie said, sipping his drink, wishing it was Tequila or even
a beer, anything with some alcohol.


Alvarez smiled and
opened his hands wide. It hadn't crossed his mind yet that Dixie might be
suggesting he could be that problem. 'We're happy to help, whatever it
is.'


Dixie swallowed nervously. 'A three
million dollar problem . . .' he said.


The room was suddenly very
quiet, the only sound a rhythmic lip-smacking as Miguel chewed gum with his
mouth open. 


'Ah,' Alvarez said,
nodding mechanically as the implications began to sink in. The smile had faded
although it hadn't mutated into anger yet. 


Dixie took a deep breath and ran a hand
through his hair. 'Somebody hijacked our people at a gas station. The woman you
gave the money to has disappeared. With the money.'


The last remnants of
Alvarez's smile had disappeared. 'And you were wondering if I'—he touched his
chest—'know anything about that?'


Dixie cleared his throat and shifted
uncomfortably in his chair. He felt as if his skin were two sizes too small.
Alvarez watched him, his eyes bright and mean, his breath exiting noisily
through his nostrils as his anger started to build.


'Is that what you are
asking?' Alvarez repeated with more of an edge to his voice.


Dixie showed him his palms in apology.
'Absolutely not,' he said and shook his head vigorously. He forced a strained it's
all a misunderstanding smile onto his face, although he knew it only made
him look as if he was constipated. 'We just want to start at the beginning and
take it from there. Can you tell me exactly what happened?'


Alvarez raised a single
eyebrow and looked at Miguel. They gave each other a he serious? look.
'What about that ret . . . I mean Ricardo? He was there. Has he disappeared
too?'


No, much to Chico's regret.


'No, he was in the
bathroom at the time,' Dixie said.


Alvarez grinned at that
and made a gesture with his hand as if he was shaking a charity collection can.
Miguel sniggered from the other side of the room. Ricardo's washroom habits
were obviously well known. 'And the other guy?'


Dixie shrugged in a resigned, you
can't get the staff way. 'Somebody laid him out with a baseball bat. When
Ricardo came back from the bathroom, the woman, the car and the money were
gone. That's all we know.'


Dixie swallowed. His throat was dry and
scratchy. He picked up his glass but it was empty. He wished he'd saved some
for now, even if it was only water. Nobody offered him a top-up.


Alvarez gave a small
shrug of agreement, one employer to another, as if to say such are the
trials and tribulations of your everyday drug dealer. 


'They gave us the
merchandise, we gave them the cash and they left. I assumed they were driving
straight back to you or Chico or whoever.' He gave a dismissive flick of the
hand and leaned back in his chair, his dark eyes drilling into Dixie, daring him to contradict him. 


Dixie wasn't sure what to say. He options
were, one, say okay, great, thanks for that and get up and go, or, two,
say I think you're a lying wetback bastard and see where that led. 


Alvarez took the
decision out of his hands. He leaned forward suddenly and slammed his open hand
on the desk, rattling the glasses and making everyone in the room jump. Dixie braced himself in his chair, ready in case Alvarez launched himself across the desk
at him.


Instead, his face split
into a massive grin. 'Miguel, make yourself useful and get us another drink,'
Alvarez shouted with a wave of his arm.


Dixie relaxed his shoulders and noticed
he was holding his breath. He let out a slow exhale and grinned back. It seemed
the right thing to do although he had no idea what he was grinning about.


'Luckily for you, we're
not as stupid as you think we are,' Alvarez said, getting up and walking around
to Dixie's side of the desk. 'Or as stupid as you are.' He jabbed Dixie hard on the shoulder with a meaty finger.


Dixie sighed and put the rest of the
water on the desk and waited for him to continue.


'We put a GPS tracking
device in the lining of the case containing the money. Simple, eh?'


The look of expectation
on Alvarez's face made Dixie think he was expected to clap or cheer. He nodded
instead. That was good to know. The thing that he wasn't so happy about was why
had Alvarez done it? So that he could send his men after the money later? 


Alvarez still had the
grin plastered all over his big face. He drained his drink and swirled the ice
cubes in the bottom of the glass. He was enjoying the fact that Dixie looked an idiot. Behind him, Miguel was smirking too.


'Have you got a Smartphone?'
Alvarez asked.


Dixie got his phone out of his pocket.
Alvarez turned to Miguel.


'Miguel, have you got
that number?'


Miguel fished a slip of
paper out of his wallet, unfolded it and passed it over. Alvarez leaned over Dixie's shoulder and laid it on the desk in front of him. Dixie smoothed it out.


'Put that number into
your phone,' Alvarez said, tapping the paper with his finger 'and don't call it
money.'


He slapped Dixie on the shoulder and roared with laughter. Miguel laughed too. Dixie would have laughed
if he hadn't been the butt of the joke. Crispy didn't get it. He had a look
that was a mix of confusion and suspicion that people get when they're not sure
if they're the butt of a joke. Dixie sat and waited until Alvarez stopped
laughing. In the scheme of things, he felt he'd got off pretty lightly if all
he had to worry about was this beaner drug dealer laughing at him.


They'd all see who
was the stupid one soon enough.


'It's simple,' Alvarez
carried on, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. 'You call the number; it
sends you a text message back with a link. Click the link and it displays a map
on your screen showing the location,' He sounded like he'd invented it himself.


Dixie didn't like to show it but he was
impressed. 'Really?' he said.


'Yeah, really,' Alvarez
said, 'and it only costs about a hundred bucks. Tell Chico he should get his
ass into the twenty-first century. And tell him not to be such a tightwad.' He
laughed some more but then he grabbed the back of Dixie's chair and spun it around.
Dixie started to get up but Alvarez pushed him back down and pointed his finger
directly at the middle of Dixie's face. 'But I don't want him getting any ideas
about putting one of those things in my merchandise.' 


Heaven forbid. Dixie thought it sounded a good
idea if Alvarez was going to put one in with the money, but he decided to keep
that to himself.


'Now ring the number,'
Alvarez said, spinning Dixie around to face the desk again.


Dixie rang the number and, sure enough, a
text message pinged back. He clicked the link and a map opened up on his
screen. He couldn't help but smile when he saw the location.


Alvarez took the smile
as confirmation of his own good sense and planning.


'There's your money,'
Alvarez said, leaning over and tapping Dixie's phone screen. 'Now all you have
to do is go get it, make sure it's not sitting in one of my'—he pointed at his
chest—'warehouses like Chico thinks, and everyone's happy.'


It seemed to Dixie that Alvarez was putting a bit too much faith in the technology. He was ignoring the
human element. Dixie didn't want to be negative, but what Alvarez seemed to be
overlooking in his enthusiasm was that what he was actually looking at on his
phone was a map showing the location of the tracker—and that wasn't the same
thing as the money. Not by a long shot. The thought set off a nasty niggling
doubt in the back of his mind.


Alvarez straightened up
and put a massive hand on Dixie's shoulder and gave it a bone-crushing squeeze.
'And you can tell that old bastard Chico there's no hard feelings because he
thought I cheated him.'


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 14


 


'I wondered why they
moved the money there,' Alvarez said to Miguel after Dixie and Crispy had left.
He had his feet up on the desk, his hands clasped behind his head, rocking
gently back and forth in his chair. 'Did you see the look on Dixie's face when
I asked him if he was accusing me of stealing it? I thought he was going to crap
himself.'


Miguel turned back from
the window where he'd been watching them drive off and laughed. He pulled a
chair up to the desk and sat on it backward. 'Looks like the woman stole it,
eh?'


'Looks that way.'


'She must have had
somebody else working with her.'


Alvarez nodded absently,
a distant smile on his lips. 'Probably. I wouldn't want to be in their shoes. Chico's an evil son of a bitch.'


'Do you think she's
working with Ricardo?'


Alvarez stopped rocking
and looked at Miguel, his eyes widening. Where the hell did that come from? 'What?
You think maybe the retard's trying to cheat his old man?'


Miguel shrugged. 'Who knows?
Everybody knows the kid hates the old man.'


'Do they? I didn't know
that.'


'Yeah. I think it's
something to do with Dixie as well.'


Alvarez raised an
eyebrow at that. 


'There's something else
not right,' Miguel said.


Alvarez swung his feet
off the desk. They landed on the floor with a thump. A frown creased his
forehead.


'Did you see the tattoo
on his hand?' Miguel said.


'Who? Dixie?'


'Yeah.'


Alvarez shook his head.
'I don't think so. Why?'


'It's not like anything
else I've ever seen before. It's not a prison tat. Guys like him normally have 666
or AB or the number 12—'


'That's Aryan
Brotherhood.'


Miguel nodded. 'That's
what I'm saying; it's not any of the normal white guy stuff—'


'So what is it?'


Miguel thought about it.
'It's like a triangle with a line across it and the number 29
underneath.' He picked a pen up off the desk and drew a picture. Alvarez looked
at the drawing.


'You're right, it's not
anything I've ever seen either. So what about it? The guy made up his own
tattoo.'


'It might not be
anything—'


'Just spit it out, for
Christ's sake.'


'—but, even though I've
never seen it before, I've heard about something that sounds like it.'


Not for the first time
Alvarez wondered if this was going anywhere. Miguel was a good man—if there was
any dismembering to be done, Miguel was the go-to guy—but he was also the sort
of guy who’d try to piss out a window without remembering to open it first.


'What did you hear?' 


'It's just rumors. You
know. Rumors about a couple of guys who both had a tattoo that sounds just like
that.' He jabbed his finger at the drawing on the desk and told him what he'd
heard.


 
















 


 


Chapter 15


 


The glass in Chico's hand exploded with a loud crack. He stared at his hand as if he didn't understand
what had just happened, then opened his fingers letting the shards of broken
glass fall to the floor. Tequila mingled with blood in his palm, the fiery,
stinging liquid seeking out the deepest cuts before dripping onto his pants. It
could have been water for all the pain he felt.


One of his men stepped
forward and offered a handkerchief but Chico shooed him away with a dismissive
flick of his hand, little droplets of blood and Tequila spraying across the
room. In his other hand the plastic case of his phone flexed and creaked in protest.


'What the hell was
that?' Alvarez said on the other end of the line.


'It's nothing,' Chico snapped. 'I broke a glass. Are you sure about this?' He extended his arm over his
desk and curled his fingers into a fist, clenching hard like he was trying to
squeeze the juice out of a lemon. He felt the pain now, sharp and bright, as he
watched his blood drip onto the desk. He could feel a sliver of glass caught in
his flesh and squeezed tighter still.


'Not one hundred per
cent, no,' Alvarez said. 'Miguel's a retard, a bit like . . .  but I thought I
should let you know. So you can make your own mind up.'


Chico closed his eyes
and breathed deeply, concentrating on the throbbing pain radiating out from his
hand, clean and cathartic, keeping at bay the other, far worse, torment that
waited its turn somewhere close behind.


'Chico?'


'Yes, yes, thank you
Enrico. That was the right thing to do.'


Chico heard Alvarez chuckle softly on the
other end of the line.


'Lucky you sent him to
see if I stole your money, eh?' 


Jesus wept.


Chico cut off a strangled groan in his
throat. He held his cut hand to his brow, felt the wetness of his blood on his
skin and counted to five in his head. No, make that ten.


'I hope he didn't give
you that impression, Enrico,' Chico said in a calm, measured tone. Where it
came from he had no idea. 'That was never a possibility in my mind.' He coughed
a cheerless laugh. 'Given what you just told me, I think we can assume he was
trying to cause trouble between us.'


Chico didn't really care whether Alvarez
believed him or not, but it never hurt to say what people wanted to hear.


'I'm sure you're right, Chico,' Alvarez said, managing to make it sound like whatever.


Chico cut the call and threw the phone at
the wall. Everybody in the room looked at their shoes, the damp patch on the
ceiling that always came back however many times they painted it, anywhere,
basically, apart from directly at Chico. He bent and picked up the jagged base
of the glass and threw that at the wall too and went to wash the blood from his
hand. 


In the bathroom he
picked a long sliver of glass out of the deepest cut and held his hand under
the water until it ran clear. He couldn't believe what he'd just heard. But
then again, it didn't surprise him. In the mirror his face looked resigned more
than angry, as if someone had finally told him something he’d never wanted to
hear but had always known was coming. In the end everybody disappointed you,
everybody let you down, it was just a matter of how long it took. 


We enter the world alone,
we leave the world alone. 


He could see a vein
throbbing in the center of his forehead, smeared with his blood. He put his
finger on it and held it down but couldn't find his pulse anywhere. He'd been
let down before and it would happen again, but this time it hurt more than he
could have imagined. And to think that not more than a few short hours ago, he
had wished to himself that Dixie was his son, rather than that . . . 


If he had been a weaker
man he suspected he would have wept but he hadn't wept since he stood in the
desert all those years ago, his father balanced on his shoulders.


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 16


 


As soon as he'd finished
on the phone with Ellie Evan put a call in to Ed Guillory. Guillory was a
detective with the local police department and they'd almost become friends
after the case that had thrown then together. Since then Guillory had helped
Evan out on a number of occasions, probably because he thought Evan was such a
nice guy. And—as Evan liked to point out whenever he got the opportunity—Evan's
taxes were paying his wages after all.


Unfortunately, it wasn't
Guillory who answered the phone; it was his partner, Ryder. Evan and Ryder had
got off to a bad start and it had gone rapidly downhill from there. Their
mutual animosity was a constant source of amusement to Guillory.


'How's the diet going, E-Z?'
Evan said when Ryder picked up. Evan knew they were never going to have a good
relationship, so he may as well have a bit of sport with the guy.


'Up yours, Buckley,'
Ryder responded with all his usual ill-humor. 'And don't call me that. Friends,
colleagues and all the other normal human beings I meet call me that. Last time
I checked, you didn't fit into any of those categories.'


'Is your boss there?' He
knew it wound him up when he said that.


'You mean the
lieutenant? No, he's not here.' Before Evan could think of anything else to
say, he carried on. 'And if you meant Guillory, he's not here either. So you're
going to have to look elsewhere for all the free help and information that
you're not entitled to.'


The phone went dead in
his ear. He called Guillory on his cell phone.


'I thought I told you to
burn this number,' Guillory said in his laid back tone. He was the most
unflappable guy Evan had ever met despite some of the patience-trying antics Evan
had got up to in the past.


'Having a nice, relaxing
day at home while poor old Detective Donut looks after the shop?'


Guillory laughed.
'Something like that. And I told you, don't call him that. It's disrespectful.'


'So, what's happening?
You break a leg?'


Guillory snorted, the
sound loud in Evan's ear. 'I'll tell you later. What d'you want?'


'I was just calling to
see if I can buy you a beer some time.'


'No you weren't.'
Guillory laughed again. 'And I've told you this before as well, if I drank all
the beers you owe me, I'd be fatter than Ryder.'


Evan laughed with him.
'Yeah, I asked him about his diet.'


On the other end of the
line Guillory sucked in air between his teeth. Evan pictured him shaking his
head, the hint of a smile on his lips. 'I bet that didn't get you far.'


'Funny you should say
that . . .'


'Anyway, what do
you want?'


Evan could hear the
sound of a spoon stirring something, coffee or tea, and then a metallic rattle
as it was thrown in the sink. He could do with a good strong coffee himself,
right now.


'I could do with a nice
cup of coffee myself.'


There was a loud slurp
followed by a long aaaaaah. 'Sorry, that was the last of it.' 


'Some free information,
then, hopefully stuff I'm not allowed to have. You know the sort of thing.'


Evan could almost feel
Guillory's sideways grin coming down the line. 'The usual, you mean. What is it
this time?'


Evan gave him the
license plate of the two guys' car and asked him to find out who it was
registered to.


'Is that it?' There was
genuine astonishment in his voice. 'That's hardly going to be an inconvenience
at all.'


'Well . . . there is
something else.'


'That's more like it.'
There was another loud slurp. 'Good coffee, by the way.'


'I can hear you're
enjoying it. It sounds like a pack of thirsty bloodhounds. Anyway, have you
ever come across a guy called Dixie?'


'Dixie? I know a country
music band called the Dixie Chicks . . .'


'Well, that's useful.
His real name's Richard LaBarre—'


'But everyone calls him Dixie.'


'Damn. I can see
now why you're a professional detective and I'm just an amateur.'


Guillory let out a hoot
like he'd just won the lottery. 'Ryder would give his right arm to hear you say
that.'


'Ain't gonna happen.'


'Anything else you can
tell me about this guy, maybe help to narrow things down a bit?'


'I was told he hangs out
at Kelly's Tavern—although everyone in there denies ever having heard of him.'


Guillory snorted in
disgust. 'The low-lifes in that pigsty wouldn't admit to knowing their own
mothers.'


'You got that right.'


'You actually went in
there and asked for him?'


Evan shrugged, an
apologetic smile on his lips, even though Guillory couldn't see him. 'No point
in beating about the bush.'


'You never cease to
amaze me.' In his mind Evan pictured the slow head shake. 'So how did that pan
out?'


'I thought it went
pretty well, considering it was my first time.' He ran the morning's events
through his mind, felt and heard the satisfying snap. 'I broke a guy's finger
and squashed his nose a bit, then got chased and pistol whipped by a couple of
beaners. Just a normal day at Kelly's I suppose—the beer was awful though.'


'You know I'm going to
be genuinely upset the day I get called out to some bloody, broken body lying
crumpled in an alley and turn it over and see your stupid face looking up at
me. Probably with that stupid grin still on your face.'


Evan knew he meant it
too. Knew he honestly believed it was going to happen some day. 'You don't need
to worry about me.'


Guillory knew there was
no point wasting any more breath on that subject. 'Anyway, would these guys
happen to own the car we're talking about?'


'Uh huh. No flies on
you.'


There was an
exasperated, why do I even bother? sigh. 'Why do you want to find them?
You like being pistol whipped?'


Evan thought about
telling Guillory the real, underlying reason that was driving him. Guillory
knew his history after all, knew all about Sarah. He just didn't want to get
into it over the phone. He also didn't want him to tell him not to be so
gullible.


'I'll let you know right
after you finish telling me why you're not at work.'


'Like you taxpayers pay
me to be, you mean?'


'Well, I wasn't going to
mention it . . .'


They carried on the
inane banter for a while longer before Guillory ended the call, promising to
get back to him as soon as possible.
















 


 


Chapter 17


 


Jackson sat in the warden's office and
stared at a dirty stain on the wall while the warden droned on. Blah, blah,
blah, pom tiddly pom. He cocked his head and tried to work out what it was.
And why hadn't it been cleaned off? Another five minutes of this and he'd be
out. After two years he could wait a few more minutes. Behind the warden, a
clock ticked noisily, its hands jerking erratically like a cockroach that some
small boy had pulled most of the legs off. Then it clicked. That's what it was—the
warden had squashed a cockroach or a water beetle against the wall. Next to
that there was a rectangular outline where something had been tacked to the
wall. Jackson just knew it was one of those cheesy, motivational posters with a
bear or an eagle (never a cockroach) that said something like Believe in
Yourself: Because the rest of us think you're an idiot or perhaps Ambition:
The journey of a thousand miles sometimes ends very, very badly. He
stretched his neck out and glanced at the clock again. He didn't think he'd be
able to wear a wristwatch or hang a clock on the wall ever again. 


All the usual platitudes
washed over his head in the warden's soft, reassuring voice, the calm, measured
tones designed for talking at people of subpar intellect. The warden suddenly
stopped talking and leaned forward. He rested his elbows on his desk, palms
pressed together, like he was about to pray but his arthritic knees wouldn't
let him kneel. Jackson, aware of the sudden silence in the room and not sure if
he'd been asked a question, looked up into his earnest face. It was the sort of
face you wanted to punch, see if you could get rid of that patronizing smugness
that said I get to go home every night. Yeah, right, but having seen a
photo of the warden and his wife at a charity ball, Jackson thought he'd take
his chances in the shower block. Besides, today he was the one who got to go
home. Wherever that was.


'Look LaBarre, I'm not
stupid,' the warden said. 'I realize you're not the usual, run of the mill
prisoner we get in here.'


Jackson acknowledged the statement with a
small shrug. Did the guy really think he was about to explain everything now,
five minutes before he walked out the door forever?


'The other prisoners
knew it too,' the warden said. Jackson sure as hell couldn't deny that. 'What
you went through in here . . .' The warden trailed off and shook his head
sadly. 'I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy.'


Jackson nodded in agreement but didn't
really see what he could add. Maybe something like what doesn't kill you
makes you stronger seeing as platitudes seemed to be the order of the day,
or maybe something a little more pithy, but he couldn't think what.


'I don't know what
really went on here—obviously access to that information is above my pay
grade.' He gave Jackson a conspiratorial smile. A we're all running around
in the dark together sort of smile. What a crock. The guy was just pissed
because he didn't know what was going on in his prison.


'I'm not sure I
understand what you mean, warden,' Jackson said.


The warden sighed
heavily. Jackson could see from his expression that he knew he wasn't going to
get anywhere, but he wanted to say his piece anyway. Jackson knew he was
basically a decent guy and probably genuinely had the prisoners' interests at
heart. A regular churchgoer, most likely. Perhaps he'd loaned the motivational
poster to one of the inmates to put up in his cell. A coochy-coo picture and
some cute words always made you feel better as you nursed your sore ass and
contemplated another next ten years of the same.


'I know you had it hard
in here,' he said. 'You didn't go looking for trouble—you didn't need to—but
you didn't back down either.' He paused and looked away. Jackson followed his
gaze, through the window and to the world outside. The free world which is
where he'd be in a few short minutes. He looked back at the warden and half
expected to see him wringing his hands together.


'I suppose what I'm
trying to say is . . . I just hope it was worth it.'


Jackson let out a sharp laugh, almost like
a bark, not quite deranged in its intensity. He couldn't help himself. Even if
he wanted to confide in this man, he wouldn't know where to start. 


'Are we done here?' 


He put his hands on the
desk to push himself up out of the chair. The warden looked at his hands
resting on the edge of the desk and Jackson saw a quick flash of disgust—or
maybe it was just disappointment—cross his face.


'Whatever happened in
here, it's a pity you had to do something stupid like that,' he said, pointing
at the tattoo on Jackson's hand between his thumb and forefinger. 'Why in God's
name did you want to get a permanent reminder of all this . . .' He waved his
arm, taking in the whole of his office and everything beyond it and Jackson was
sure he nearly forgot himself and said all this shit, but the warden
didn't use bad language. 


'Why remind yourself,'
the warden continued, 'of what I hope, for your sake, turns out to be the two
worst years of your life?' There was something close to despair in his voice
that Jackson could relate to. He could imagine the guy getting up for work each
day, sitting in a bright, sunny breakfast nook with his (ugly) wife, eating a
big bowl of cheerios drenched with ice cold milk and feeling his heart sink as
he contemplated the impenetrable brick wall that he had to spend another eight
hours banging his head against, dealing with all the recidivists and perverts
and baby-rapers and the occasional garden variety murderer.


Jackson pushed himself to his feet and
smiled. 'Don't worry, I didn't get that in here, I've had it years.'


'I suppose that makes it
not quite so bad,' the warden said grudgingly, twisting his head to take a
closer look. 'What is it? It looks like the number 29.'


Jackson shrugged and looked at it himself.
He didn't really see it these days. 'Let's just say it's a private joke.'


The warden stood and
fired his hand into Jackson's, a little too eager perhaps and held longer than
was strictly necessary, but a firm grip nonetheless that surprised him. He
wondered idly if he'd open up the paper one day and read how the warden had
reached the end of his tether and used those strong, callused hands to strangle
his (ugly) wife as she prattled on incessantly in her whiney voice in the
bright, sunny breakfast nook, the fat that hung down from her arms like
pregnant bellies quivering as he squeezed the life from her and then buried her
in the garden before driving to work like normal. 


He'd always had an
active imagination and prison seemed to have made it ten times worse.


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 18


 


The reception desk at
Ellie's hotel was empty when Evan got there so he headed straight up to her
room. He was fifteen minutes early but he knocked on the door anyway and wasn't
surprised when he didn't get an answer. He didn't fancy going back down and
sitting in the depressing lobby if he could avoid it so he sat down and leaned
against the wall to wait. Half an hour passed and she still hadn't turned up.
He thought about asking if they'd seen her at reception, but, after the trouble
at the bar, he was getting a bad feeling about the whole situation. The less
people who saw him here, the better. He got up and paced up and down, then
tried the door handle and the feeling of unease intensified a notch as the door
swung open. He let himself in and closed the door behind him.


The room smelled of
stale bodies and unwashed sheets, and it was empty. The bed took up most of the
floor space. He took a step towards the bathroom and felt something sticky
under his foot. He pulled off his shoe and ran a finger through the tacky
liquid but he had no idea if it was blood or not. He took a couple of tentative
paces towards the bathroom, as if a dead body in the shower stall was something
you had to creep up on, and pushed the door open. She wasn't in there either.
He let out a long breath. At least she wasn't lying naked in the tub, her eyes
gouged from their sockets, legs bent at impossible angles.  


It was obvious the room
had been searched—there hadn't been much in the way of clothes in either the
closet or the dresser, but what there was had been strewn across the floor. The
mattress had been pulled off the bed and was leaning up against the wall. There
was a small suitcase lying open on the bed frame and a couple of pairs of shoes
kicked into the corner. It didn't look as if she planned on staying in town for
long.


What he couldn't know
was whether she'd been in the room when they were doing it. There was still the
possibility that she was out and about, aiming to get back for their meeting at
six and she'd been delayed. Or gone shopping or whatever else women do that
makes them late every time. The other alternative was whoever searched the room
had taken her away with them. All he could do was wait to see if she turned up.



The only other furniture
in the room was a threadbare armchair with a couple of suspicious looking
stains on the upholstery. It was that or the bed so he settled into it to wait.
Six thirty came and went, and by seven he knew she wasn't coming. He'd had a
vague, nagging suspicion ever since he'd spoken to her on the phone. There had
been something not right about the call. She'd sounded panicky when he said he
was coming straight over and he was getting the feeling now that she just
agreed to meet him to get him off the phone.


If it hadn't been for
what she said about Sarah he'd have dropped the whole thing right there. He'd
almost got beaten up and now she'd gone missing—it was more trouble than it was
worth. But—and it was a big but—she had mentioned Sarah and he knew he
had to follow it up.


He pushed himself up out
of the armchair and crossed to the bed and picked up the suitcase. It was a
regular, small carry-on suitcase with wheels and a telescopic handle. The sort
of thing that would be big enough for a week away for a man, or an overnight
stay for a woman. On the outside there was a small, zippered pocket with enough
room for your travel documents and a book to read.


He unzipped it and felt
inside and pulled out a slim diary. Did anyone still use a diary? Did anyone
under twenty-five even know what one was? It was strange that whoever had
searched the room had missed it. Maybe they hadn't but it wasn't what they were
after. 


He looked at the date—2007—and
was on the verge of putting it back when a sudden thought blind-sided him. He
felt his stomach flip, felt his legs go weak. The room was way too hot; he
needed some air. He crossed to the window and opened it and stuck his head out.
He breathed deeply, couldn't get enough of it, sucking traffic fumes and all
the rest down into his lungs.


He looked at the diary
shaking slightly in his hand, an up-yours buzz of anticipation taking
his breath away. Maybe he didn't need Ellie's help after all. He remembered
back to when he'd kept a diary, back in the day, before everybody lived their
whole life through their phone. At the back there'd always been a removable
section for names and addresses and phone numbers. Removable, so that you
didn't have to write them out all over again every year. You could keep on
transferring them for ten or twenty years, amending people's details as they
moved and changed phones until the whole thing was a mess of crossed-out
entries and new ones squeezed into every available gap until you finally bit
the bullet and got a new one and cleaned it all up.


He wiped his sweaty
palms on his pants and opened it up at the back. Sure enough, there it was. A
couple of loose pieces of paper fell out onto the floor. He ignored them and
pulled the address section free. He could see from the number of amendments
that it had been regularly updated over the years. He flicked through to the
B's and there it was—Sarah Buckley. His hands were shaking harder now,
but not so hard that he couldn't see, right there next to her name, the address
of the house they'd lived in together and a number for the house phone and a
number for her cell phone—a number he knew had stopped working the day she
disappeared. There were no crossings-out, no amendments, no new number or
address squeezed into the margins.


He took a couple of
paces backwards and dropped into the armchair. He flicked through the pages
until he got to the S's but he knew it was no use. Ellie was a surname person,
not a first name person. Sarah had been under the B's, she wouldn't be in the
S's as well. He felt numb. For one stupid moment he'd really believed that he
would find some new address or phone number for Sarah, neatly written under
their old details.


He felt so stupid. As if
Sarah, having successfully disappeared off the face of the earth, would have
given her best friend her new address and made sure she wrote it down in her
diary for the whole world to find.


He let the address book
drop from his fingers onto the floor and leaned back in the chair and stared up
at the ceiling. He closed his eyes and rested his arm across them shutting
everything out. Or keeping it all in. He sat upright and opened his eyes to try
to stop the images that he didn't want to think about crowding into his mind.
He got up and walked over to the bed. The two pieces of paper that had fallen
out of the diary were lying on the floor and he bent down and picked them up.


One of them was a
photograph cut in half. It was of Ellie and he immediately knew what it was. He
pulled the photo that Ellie had given him of Dixie out of his pocket. The two
halves were a perfect match, but it was no big deal. He'd been pretty sure at
the time that the person who'd been cut out of the photo was Ellie. He had no
idea why she'd cut it in half—it was the most natural thing in the world that a
person searching for somebody might have a picture of the two of them together.


It looked like they'd
been on vacation somewhere. Somewhere hot anyway and they were smiling like
they were having a great time. Then something else caught his eye and another nagging
thought crossed his mind—a nasty idea about why Ellie might have cut the photo
in half. It wasn't about her at all.


There was another woman
standing next to Ellie on the other side to Dixie. All you could see was her
arm round Ellie's shoulders. But the photo hadn't been cut on that side—whoever
had taken the picture had either been totally inept with a camera or had
deliberately framed the shot so that only Ellie and Dixie were in it. He
couldn't stop looking at that extra arm. The way it was casually draped round
Ellie's shoulders. The slim hand wasn't gripping her shoulder so that you'd
only really see the fingertips. No, it was more like the arm was around her
neck and the hand was hanging down the front of Ellie's shoulder so you could
see the whole hand. And the wrist. And the bracelet on the wrist.


He felt fear spread down
through his intestines and up into his throat; fear of having what he'd
searched for these last five years suddenly in front of him; fear of finally
knowing the truth however ugly it might be. It flooded his brain until he couldn't
think straight, couldn't form a single, clear thought that wasn't distorted by
what he wanted to see.


There must be thousands
of bracelets just like it, but that didn't stop his legs buckling for the
second time in less than five minutes. Maybe hundreds of thousands of them, but
that didn't change the fact that he'd bought one just like it for Sarah's
twenty-fifth birthday and to the best of his knowledge she'd worn it every day
since.


Was that her hand? Was
that her wrist? Her arm? Surely it had to be. Now, more than ever he had to
find Ellie. Before he'd walked into this room the odds had been on Ellie
stringing him along to get him to help her, with the slimmest chance that she
was telling the truth. Now those odds were shifting and he knew he'd never be
able to tell her to take her story and stick it up her ass.


Something else crossed
his mind. There were three people in the photo, so who was the fourth person
taking it? Another girl friend? Another man? Two happy couples on vacation
together? His brain was exploding. He wanted to be sick. This wasn't how things
were meant to turn out. He didn't want to find Sarah to learn she'd left him
for another man. No mystery, no disappearance, just an everyday tale of finding
a guy with a bigger johnson. Or a bigger pay check. Or a smaller johnson. Or
anything that wasn't him.


He stuffed the two
halves of the photo into his pocket and looked at the other piece of paper that
had fallen out of the diary. It was just a plain sheet of paper from a memo
block. On it was a name—MacQuaid's—which he assumed was the name of a bar
rather than a person, today's date and the letter 'J'. He turned it over but
there wasn't anything else. Maybe Ellie was spreading her business around.
Perhaps she'd sent some other unwitting sap to a bar called MacQuaid's looking
for 'J'. He'd ask her about that too if he ever found her. He folded the piece
of paper and put it in his wallet, then put the diary back together, put it
back in the zippered compartment in the suitcase and got the hell out of there.


He came away feeling
like he'd got a lot more than he bargained for and a lot less at the same time.
He knew he wouldn't get a moment's peace until he managed to find Ellie and get
some answers. He also knew now that the bitch would make him work his butt off
for them.


It made him want to
punch the wall.


 
















 


 


Chapter 19


 


There was nothing Ellie
would rather have done than meet with Evan and explain everything to him.
Unfortunately that that wasn't one of her options at the present time. After they'd
finished at her hotel room Juan and José had put a sack over her head, tied her
wrists and stuffed her into the trunk of their car. It was a little
melodramatic, a bit of overkill, since she couldn't exactly see where they were
going from inside the car's trunk, so what was the point of the sack? 


To get her in the
right frame of mind,
she supposed. 


They'd driven across
town and hustled her into a building and one of them pushed her down a short
flight of stairs into a basement. She'd stumbled and slipped off the stairs,
fallen screaming through the air, unable to see where she might land or even
put out a hand to break her fall, but the other one had been at the bottom and
caught her. They thought it was hilarious. Pricks. They pulled the sack
off her head just long enough to stuff a dirty rag into her mouth and sat her
on a hard wooden stool. They tied her ankles to the stool's legs and tied her
thighs to the seat so the whole of her body below the waist was fixed firmly in
place. Then they tied another piece of rope to her wrists and threw it over one
of the exposed rafters above her head. They pulled the rope taut so her arms
were stretched out above her head and tied it off on a cleat fixed to the wall.
One of them had given the rope a quick tug which nearly jerked her shoulders
out of their sockets and looped the rope one more time around the cleat.


After they'd finished
trussing her up, Juan—she assumed it was him from the smell of cigarettes—stood
in front of her. She could feel his presence looming over her, hear his heavy
breathing, but what was he doing? She could smell damp and something else she
couldn't identify. Nobody said a thing or made any kind of noise. She could
hear the blood pounding in her ears, taste bitter bile in her mouth. She was
aware of a sudden shift in front of her. Pain exploded in her foot and screamed
up her right leg, flooding her brain with white light, as he stamped down
viciously on her instep. Her scream shattered the stillness even with the
filthy rag in her mouth. She tried to twist away but she was tied tight. The
stool flexed and creaked but didn't move. It was bolted to the floor.


'Hurts, doesn't it,'
Juan said with a laugh and stamped down again.


Through the blinding
pain she heard him say fair's fair, after all.  


'You just wait here, Chico will be here in a minute,' one of them said, she couldn't tell who.


They turned out the
light and left her alone in the darkness.


It was more like an hour
than a minute before anybody came back. As each minute dragged out her mind ran
through all sorts of horrible scenarios. By the time she heard the door open
and the light went back on her stomach was twisting like a worm on a hook, a
nervous spasm making her whole body twitch. She was in exactly the state they
knew she would be.


She couldn't tell how
many of them there were. Nobody said a word. She heard one of them walk across
the room and put something down next to her. It sounded like it was a small
table. Then a number of metal objects were dropped onto it. She was aware of
somebody standing next to her, looking down at her. She gasped as a hand
grabbed hold of the sack over her head and pulled it quickly off. Juan was
standing next to her with the sack in his hand. There was nobody else in the
room.


'Have a look on the table
before the sack goes back on,' he said.


Ellie closed her eyes
and turned her head the other way. She didn't want to know what was on the
table. She could imagine what it was; she didn't need to look at it as well.


'Go on, take a look,' he
goaded.


She clamped her eyes
shut tighter and tried to think about anything apart from what she knew was
sitting a foot away from her thigh. But the trouble with having her eyes shut
was that she couldn't see anything at all, couldn't see him raise his hand and
the first thing she knew about the vicious backhand slap he gave her across the
mouth was the stinging pain as her head snapped sharply to the side and her lip
split. She let out a cry but it was lost behind the rag in her mouth.


'That made you open your
eyes, eh?'


She looked up into his
leering face but still didn't look down at the table. She closed her eyes
again. She didn't want to look at his face either. She felt the sack land in
her lap and heard him walk round behind her. She felt one hand grip her chin tightly,
the other one clamped hard on the top of her head. He twisted her head towards
the table. His strong fingers dug into her flesh. She couldn't stop her head
from moving. He held her head still, facing the table.


'Take a look.'


She knew she was going
to. She couldn't help herself. She didn't want to know but not looking wasn't
going to make it all go away. And she knew the morbid curiosity that lives
inside us all—the sick thing that makes us want to look at a car wreck on the
freeway hoping to see some blood and guts and severed body parts—would make her
open her eyes. He didn't have to do anything. If he'd left her another two
minutes she'd have turned her own head.


She opened her eyes. 


And closed them again.
But it was long enough. A long, thin filleting knife—the sort of thing chefs or
fishermen use for gutting fish—sat on the table, and, next to it, a pair of
gardener's pruning secateurs, spring loaded for quick repeated cuts, red
non-slip plastic covering the ergonomically shaped handles.


'Good girl,' he said,
patting her on the head before pulling the sack back over her head. 


She listened to him walk
away across the room and turn out the light. Apart from the fact that her head
was in a sack, she didn't need any light to see what was now imprinted on her
mind.


They didn't leave it
another hour this time—they knew they didn't need to. Ten minutes max. The door
opened and the light went on. She could tell there were more of them this time.
There was a buzz of anticipation in the room. Somebody walked briskly towards
her. She could feel the spring in his step; almost imagine the twisted, eager
smile. He pulled the sack off her head. She blinked into the light. Juan was
standing in front of her, and José was there too, and of course, Chico. He was dressed in black pants and a black shirt—the sort of thing a priest wears—and
she could see the white square of his roman collar at his neck. She'd heard the
stories, she knew what that meant.


Juan went to stand with
José as Chico crossed the room and stood in front of her, smiling down at her.
She flinched as he stretched out his hand and touched the side of her face.


'Ellie, how nice to see
you again. What happened to your mouth? Somebody hit you?' He looked round and
Juan and José replied with it-wasn't-me shrugs.


She tried to say
something through the gag in her mouth.


'Shush,' he said,
stroking her face, 'save your breath for later.' 


Behind him, Juan or José
sniggered.


Chico let his hand drop from her face and
stepped away from her. 'Okay, who wants to start?' he said.


The two guys made a big
thing of you go first, no after you, I insist. José took a step back
with a little bow and a flourish, so Juan stepped up to the table. He took a
moment deciding before selecting the filleting knife.


'Be careful, that
thing's sharp,' José called out from behind him.


Juan grinned and leaned
in towards her. She tried to back away but her bottom half was rock solid on
the stool and any movement just increased the ache in her arms. Over by the
wall José told hold of the rope and pulled it taut. Ellie gasped into the rag
as her whole body was stretched tighter than a nun's chuff. Juan's grin grew
bigger still as he looked down at her breasts straining against her blouse, the
buttons stretched almost to breaking point. One by one he hooked the tip of the
knife under the buttons and cut them off with a quick flick of the wrist until
they were all gone, her blouse hanging open. He took hold of the material and
pulled it up around the back of her head and cut it away until all that was
left was the collar and a few tattered shreds around her outstretched
shoulders.


He stood back and
admired his work—and her breasts in her sheer brassiere of course. 'Mmm, mmm.
Nice. What a shame,' he said, shaking his head. He walked behind her and ran
the tip of the knife slowly down her bare back and all the way up again, up her
neck, coming to rest behind her ear. She saw Chico give a small nod and tried
to pull her head away but Juan took a great handful of hair at the nape of her
neck and pulled it upwards, forcing her head forward, exposing the back of her
neck. 


'Just a trim, madam?'
Juan said and sliced off the clump of hair in his hand before she knew what had
happened. Everybody laughed as he put the knife back on the table and dropped
the hair into her lap. 


She knew it was all just
to humiliate her and felt a strange thump of hope in her chest—maybe that's all
it would be. They weren't really going to cut her after all, they just wanted
to scare and humiliate her. 


Okay, job done, guys,
you can stop now . . . 


Then it was José's turn.
She didn't need to see the bulge in the front of his pants to know he'd have
liked to carry on what he'd tried to start in her hotel room. He circled round
behind her and she knew what was coming before she felt it, the repugnant
hardness as he rubbed himself against her back like a badly trained dog
dry-humping the pastor's leg. He bent over and reached round her and cupped her
breasts in his filthy hands. She felt sick and helpless, violated, and tried to
cling to the hope she'd felt a moment before: it's all about the humiliation;
all about them and their sorry, sad, misogynistic lives; you're just a piece of
meat and a piece of meat doesn't care.


She could think it all
she wanted, but she couldn't stop the shudder of disgust as he slid his hand
inside her brassiere, gripped her nipple in his fingers and squeezed it hard.
Really, really hard. She bit down on her tongue, determined he wouldn't
get the satisfaction of a cry or a gasp.


He put his mouth to her
ear. 'I'm gonna hang this on a chain 'round my neck,'  he whispered, the
loathsome piece of misogyny slipping from his mouth as if there was nothing
more natural, and gave her a last, spiteful tweak.


 He stood up and hooked
a couple of fingers under her brassiere between the cups and yanked hard. The
clasp at the back came apart and her breasts fell free, although they couldn't
fall very far, of course, since her arms were stretched so tight over her head.
He picked up the secateurs and opened and closed them a couple of times like an
alligator's jaws. Ellie's shook her head violently, her eyes bulging in their
sockets. She tried to scream but all you could hear was a desperate, muffled
noise in the back of the throat. José gripped the brassiere and pulled it so
that the shoulder straps pulled tight around the back of her arms, pulling her
forward on the stool, arching her back like she was offering herself to him. He
snipped first one, then the other cleanly in two, the straps putting up as much
resistance as a blade of grass. Her body snapped backwards again and he dropped
the secateurs back on the table and walked away.


'Do you like gardening?'
  Chico said to her, picking up the secateurs. He opened and closed them a few
times like José had done.


Ellie just shook her
head. She didn't even try to say anything. What could she say, even if she
didn't have a filthy rag stuffed in her mouth? And all she could think was: maybe
it isn't just about the humiliation.


'These are made in Switzerland, you know,' he said waving the secateurs in front of her face. 'The best you
can get. Used by professionals the world over because of their strength and
durability. See the shape of the handle'—he held them out for her to see—'that
spreads the force required evenly over all the fingers. Not that we're going to
be cutting anything that needs much strength today.'


There was an
appreciative murmur from behind him. The main event was getting under way.


He opened and closed
them a few more times. 'And see that'—he pointed to a groove on the blade—'that's
a sap groove so that the sap, or any other fluid for that matter, flows away
and doesn't gum up the blades. So you're ready for another quick cut.'


He turned to the guys
behind him. 'Anyone got a pencil?'


José fished in his
pocket and handed him one. She couldn't start to imagine why he was carrying a
pencil around in his pocket.


'Watch this,' Chico said to Ellie. He put the end of the pencil in the jaws of the secateurs and snipped.
The blade sliced through the wood like it wasn't even there, the end of the
pencil dropping to the floor. He made a couple more quick cuts, the blade
looking like it was eating up the pencil, little round slices dropping to the
floor one after the other.


'Impressive, eh?' He
smiled at her and she felt the whole of the bottom half of her body go weak.
She had a horrible tingling sensation in her bladder and knew she was about to
wet herself.


'What else have we got
that's about the diameter of a pencil?' he said, staring at her exposed
breasts. 'But softer.'


'Hey, Chico,' Juan
called from the other side of the room.


Chico pulled his eyes away from Ellie's
breasts and turned to face him. He raised an eyebrow as if to say: this
better be important.


'You're never going to
get a good grip on those nipples. They're way too soft.'


Chico made a show of taking a closer
look. 'Damn. You're right. What are we going to do? You need to get a good firm
grip if you want a nice, clean cut. We don't want any ragged edges.'


'Leave it with me,' Juan
said with a grin.


He disappeared out of
the room for a minute. Ellie heard a faucet running and then he came back in
with a paper cup full of water.


'Let's see if this
helps,' he said and threw the cold water over her breasts.


Ellie tensed as the
water hit her and knew without looking down that it had the desired effect. Please
let it be about the humiliation.


'There you go,' Juan
said. 'Always works.'


'Much better,' Chico said. 'Much easier to get hold of.'


'Just one more thing,'
Juan said, as Chico was about to take hold of her nipple. 'Is it okay if I
video this on my phone?'


Chico nodded and slapped the secateurs
against his palm impatiently while Juan got his phone out and tried to find the
video icon.


'Is it going to spurt or
just sort of dribble out?' Juan said, once he'd located it. 'The blood I mean.'



'Hell, I don't know,' Chico said.


'Spurt, I think,' José
called from behind them, although they both knew he was guessing. 


'It's just I don't want
to get too close if it's going to spurt,' Juan said. 'I don't want to get blood
on the phone. I only got it yesterday.'


'You should have got
some of those peel-off screen protector things,' José said.


Chico had had enough of this crap. Juan
would ask to do a sound test in a minute if he didn't get on with it. He turned
back to Ellie and gripped her nipple hard between the fingers of his left hand
and pulled. She felt her bladder release its load and felt a warm, almost
comforting, wetness soak into her jeans, a dark stain spreading out from her
crotch. Her whole body started to shake. He carefully placed the open jaws of
the secateurs around her nipple and closed them ever so slightly until they
just held it but without breaking the skin. Ellie stopped making the frantic
noise in the back of her throat and went rigid, not daring to move or even make
a sound. Chico pulled her nipple harder still making her gasp and adjusted the
position of the jaws as if he was trying to make up his mind about what was the
perfect spot for the cut. 


'She's wet herself,'
Juan said, as if Chico hadn't already noticed the dark stain about twelve
inches below his hands. He moved round and panned down with his phone, then
back up to her breasts.


Chico let go of her nipple and threw the
secateurs back on the table in disgust.


'Jesus Christ, you two,'
he shouted, 'how am I supposed to do this with you interrupting me every two
seconds? I feel like somebody's picked me up and dropped me in the middle of a
kindergarten. You'll be asking if I can hold your little peepee while you go
weewee next.'


Juan stopped the video, a
look of disappointment on his face. He tried to delete what he'd already taken
and ended up deleting a whole bunch of other stuff. José looked at his feet and
said nothing.


'I think we need to just
get right down to it,' Chico said. 'She's not going to tell us anything if we
keep fooling around like this.'


Ellie couldn't believe
what the maniac was saying. If they'd just get the gag out of her mouth she'd
tell them anything they wanted to know. How the hell was she supposed to tell
them anything? She nodded her head violently up and down, desperately trying to
make eye contact with him so he could see her desire to do whatever he wanted.


But he wasn't looking at
her—he was looking down at the table next to her. Looking at the knife. Making
up his mind. How did he expect her to tell him what he wanted if he wouldn't
take the gag out of her mouth?


'Do you like movies?' he
said.


She nodded, her head in
a floaty sort of daze at the bizarre twists and turns of his mind.


'I've got something of
an obsession about them, myself,' he said, sounding like he was about to tell
her a bedtime story. 'It goes back to when I was a young man. Maybe I'll tell
you all about it one day. I could tell you now, if you like?'


He looked at her as if
he was expecting an answer. He raised both eyebrows expectantly and then shook
his head.


'No, maybe another time.
I should probably go for counselling and all that psycho-babble.'


Tell the guy to book
you a double session, in fact make it the whole damn day, she thought.


He picked up the knife
and felt the tip with his thumb. A bright red prick of blood appeared. He wiped
it on his pants leg.


'How old are you?
Twenty-eight? Twenty-nine?'


She nodded.


'Then you weren't even
born in 1970 were you?'


She shook her head.


'That was the year the
movie Soldier Blue came out. Maybe you've seen it?'


She shook her head
again.


'I wouldn't bother,' he
said. 'It's very dated now, but at the time they called it the most savage film
ever. The thing is, you young people have such high expectations nowadays, you'd
probably think it was quite tame. But I remember it well.'


He pricked the end of
his thumb again. Another bright spot of blood appeared and he wiped it gently
on her breast, starting at her collarbone and running all the way down to her
nipple in a wavy line. She shuddered and the whole body tremble that had
momentarily subsided started up again.


'There's this scene,' he
carried on, 'where the soldiers attack an Indian village. Revenge for something
or the other, it doesn't matter. And the soldiers do all kinds of dreadful
things, raping and killing and all the rest of it. Kids getting trampled by the
horses. One woman gets her head chopped right off by a soldier's sword.'


Ellie looked at him in
horror. His eyes had glazed over; he seemed to be in a dream, re-living the
movie in his mind.


'But there's this one
part in amongst all the killing and everything else that really sticks in my
mind.'


He seemed to snap out of
his reverie and looked directly at her. Maybe to make sure that she was giving
his story her full attention.


'One of the soldiers
gets hold of an Indian woman—and she's naked of course—and he wrestles her to
the ground . . . and then . . . he slices off one of her breasts with a knife.
A long curved knife, just like this one.' He sliced at the air in front of her
eyes with the knife as if cutting off an imaginary Indian’s breast. 


'You might not think
it's much, but it was really shocking at the time.'


She didn't know whether
she wanted to cry or scream or laugh at this madman. What the hell was he going
on about? She might not think it was much? It sounded a pretty big deal to
her right now.


'José, slacken off the
rope,' Chico called. 'I'll never get a proper grip on her tits while they're
stretched almost flat like this.'


José let about a foot
out and her arms dropped, mercifully relieving the screaming ache in them. But
her breasts dropped back into place as Chico predicted, giving him plenty to
get hold of. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and bent forward and
dabbed her dry.


'Won't get a good grip
if they're all slippy either,' he said. 


Almost gently he took
hold of one of them and lifted it slightly, exposing the pale underside but not
stretching it flat like it had been before. He put the tip of the knife in the
crease where it met her rib cage and pushed gently. She felt a sharp prick of
pain. She closed her eyes and felt the tears start, stinging the back of her
eyes.


'I can do this nice and
quick or slow and careful. You decide,' he said, pushing again with the tip of
the knife, harder this time, breaking the skin. He squeezed her breast hard
digging his nails into the soft flesh.


Uncontrollable sobs
wracked her whole body. Hot, salty tears ran down her cheeks and dripped off
her chin onto the top of the breast he was holding up. Her nose was starting to
block up with snot and soon she wouldn't be able to breath. She'd suffocate if
they didn't get the gag out of her mouth soon.


'What's it gonna be,
Ellie? How about a foxtrot? Slow, slow, quick, quick, slow . . . slow, slow,
quick, quick, slow . . .'


Juan circled the stool,
his camera extended towards her, his tongue in the corner of his mouth in
concentration.


'A crying shame to cut
off such a lovely thing,' Chico said, working the tip of the knife into her
flesh.


'Don't worry, she's got
another one,' Juan said and everybody laughed. Except Ellie of course.


Chico let out a short, playful laugh and
gave a quick flick of his wrist. The blade opened up a three inch cut on the
underside of her breast faster than the eye could follow. Ellie screamed behind
the gag and started choking. She couldn't get enough air through her nose. He
pulled the knife away, let go of her breast and dropped the knife back on the
table. She looked down and watched the blood pouring down her stomach from the
stinging cut, soaking into the waistband of her jeans, mingling with the piss
and the sweat and God knows what else. Anybody sniffing her snatch blindfolded
would have concluded she'd had one, seriously bad day.


Juan ducked and dived
around Chico with his camera trying to get the best view.


'It's just a scratch,' Chico said and clamped his hand over her mouth and nose. She bucked wildly against his hand
but it was like bucking against a brick wall as it fell on top of her. He put
his other hand around her throat and pulled her tightly into his body. He heard
and felt her gagging noisily in his hands, remembered as if it were only
yesterday the dreadful sounds of his father choking to death on his shoulders
in the desert, and when he felt the thrashing start to subside, thought enough's
enough and pulled his hand away, ripping the rag out of her mouth as he did
so. 


She heaved in a great
lungful of air and started coughing and choking. Chico gestured at José who let
the rope go completely and her arms dropped like stones. Her whole body
crumpled and she folded in two at the waist, her whole body heaving and
shaking.


Chico looked down at her sweat-soaked
back, breathed in the acrid smell of fear rising from her armpits and left her
like that for a minute. Then he grabbed a handful of her hair as best he could
after the mess Juan had made and pulled her back into a sitting position. 


She started to say
something but he put a finger on her swollen lips. She couldn't help herself
wincing.


'Shush. You've got just
one chance to make things right here.'


She nodded dumbly.


'I want my money back—'


She kept on nodding like
her life depended on it, which it probably did.


'—and I want Dixie's head on a spike.'


Her mouth dropped open
in surprise. Had she heard him right? He carried on before she could find the
words to say anything.


'Not literally, of
course.' He chuckled. Chuckled, after what he'd just done. 'I might do
that later. But I want you to bring him to me.'


He thought for a second
and smiled at her.


‘You know, I really like
you, so I’m going to make it even easier for you. If you think it’s going to be
a problem getting him back here’—he gave a soft, you’re only a woman after
all shrug—‘you can kill him yourself.’ He held up a finger. ‘But I want
proof.’


'Why can't you—'


Chico shook his head. 'I think he's in
the wind now. And if I'm right, I won't be able to get close to him.'


'But—'


He put his finger on her
lips again. She shuddered at his touch. 'I'll let you know when I want to hear ifs
and buts. I’m already cutting you a lot of slack here. I know you two
had something going. You can get close to him. I can't. He trusts you.'


Ellie started coughing
again and covered her face with her hands. If only you knew.


'I don't know what the
situation is between you two now, and I don't care. You've got a straight
choice. It's him or you. And remember, I found you once, I'll find you again
and next time we'll do this for real.' 


He turned to Juan and
José. 'Get her cleaned up and bring her upstairs. And get that stupid phone out
of my face.'


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 20


 


Ellie sat in a chair in Chico's office in a silky, pink robe. She felt ridiculous. Juan and José had been sent back
to her hotel to pick up the rest of her stuff and somebody had found this
stupid pink robe lying around for her to wear. She couldn't even start to
wonder why on earth they had something like this lying around. She was just
thankful to be out of the basement and covered up. Her whole face throbbed from
the slap Juan had given her, she was sure her foot was broken and the cut under
her breast stung like hell. Apart from that everything was just fine. Opposite
her Chico looked relaxed and at ease. He had a drink at his elbow and was
studying her phone. He'd taken off his roman collar which she thought must be a
good sign. Evan's business card was sitting on his desk between them along with
a piece of paper on which she'd written down the money's location.


'Looks like you got two
missed calls from Evan while we were downstairs having our little chat,' Chico said, looking up suddenly. She dropped her eyes and pulled the robe closer around
herself. She needed a shower. Their idea of cleaning her up was a pack of wet
wipes and she was sure she could smell dried piss rising up from her lap. She'd
seen his nose wrinkle a minute ago although he tried to hide it, pretend he had
an itch. 


He took a sip of his
drink and picked Evan's card up from the table and compared the numbers. He
nodded to himself.


'So what's going on
here?, he said, pinching the skin between his eyes and the bridge of his nose.
'We've got this guy Evan Buckley looking for Dixie in Kelly's Tavern. He leaves
his business card with the bartender. Juan and José try to have a word with him
but he gets a lucky break and gets away. They go back to the bar and pick up
the card and—surprise, surprise—they find you sitting outside waiting for
something. Or somebody. You tell them you've never heard of the guy and
now, the next thing we know, we've got two missed calls from him on your
phone.'


He shook his head as if
in amazement at the strange ways of the world. He waited a second but then
carried on before she could think what to say.


'Maybe when Juan and
José get back we need to go back downstairs and carry on from where we left
off.'


It was as if she was
back already. She could feel the cold metal of the secateurs against her
nipple, imagine the razor sharp blade slicing easily through soft flesh,
imagine the little lump of bloody tissue that used to be her nipple dropping
into her lap, blood spurting everywhere—she knew it would spurt for
Christ's sake, even if they didn't. She felt sick and dizzy. She swallowed and
reached for his drink without thinking and stopped, her hand hovering above the
desk. He pushed it towards her. She hesitated a moment before picking it up and
draining it in one gulp.


'I can explain.' She put
her hand over her mouth and coughed as the spirit hit her chest. 'At least I
can explain some of it.' Her mind was racing. What the hell was she going to
say? 'I don't know what's going on one hundred per cent either, but I'll tell
you what I do know.'


Chico leaned back in his chair and opened
his hands wide towards her. She noticed he had a number of fresh cuts on his
palm. Served the bastard right. 'Please do,' he said, 'and it better be good.'


She swallowed thickly;
she could do with some more of that Tequila. 'I used to know the guy from years
ago, a friend of a friend.'


Chico nodded like it sounded reasonable
so far.


'Then I ran into him by
chance just the other day. And we got talking about old times and then he told
me he was a private investigator now and I asked him if he was doing anything
exciting and he said no, just looking for some guy.'


Chico nodded some more but the look on
his face said that it was already starting to sound suspect.


Ellie leaned forward,
angling her body towards him. 'I said really? Anyone I might know? Just
making conversation. You can imagine my surprise when he said it was Dixie.' She put her hand to her mouth, her lips parted behind it.


Chico had stopped nodding and she
wondered if she'd overdone it with the non-verbal stuff. His dark eyes drilled
into her. She shifted in her seat but held his gaze. Do not look away. 


'And what did you say?'


'I told him I'd never
heard of him.'


A frown creased Chico's forehead. 'Really? Why was that?'


'Because I didn't know
what Evan wanted with him. I wasn't going to say anything that might drop Dixie in trouble. I didn't want to end up being a snitch without knowing it.' 


Chico stiffened at the mention of snitch,
his eyes narrowing to slits. It probably wasn't the best choice of words, but
it was too late to do anything about it now. 


'He didn't say why he
wanted to find him?'


Ellie shook her head.
'No. I asked him but he wouldn't say. Some BS about client confidentiality.'


He nodded in a whatcha
gonna do? way


'So what happened next?'


'We said our goodbyes
and went our own ways. Except I was curious what he was up to, so I followed
him. That's why I was outside Kelly's bar.'


Chico was quiet for a moment while he
gave her story some thought. Ellie hoped he couldn't see how nervous she was.
Sweat was running down the middle of her back and had already soaked into the
ridiculous pink robe. 


'Why did you tell Juan
and José you'd never heard of the guy?'


She shrugged. 'I don't
know—I panicked, I suppose. I couldn't tell them anything they didn't already
know, so I didn't say anything at all.' She shrugged again. 'It was a mistake.
I'm sorry.'


Chico smiled at her. 'That's okay,
everybody makes mistakes. But why's he calling you now? That's what I want to
know.'


Ellie shook her head
helplessly. 'I don't know. I told you I don't know exactly what's going on.'
She paused a second and then took a gamble. 'Do you want me to ring him back?'


She held her breath and
prayed she'd read him right. If he said yes, call him back, she was
finished. He'd overhear the conversation and know that she'd twisted everything
round. Then it would be straight back downstairs for her. Down to the naughty
basement until she could be trusted again. Sayonara left breast.


'No, I don't think so,'
he said eventually. 'You might spook him.'


Ellie shook her head.
'No. I wouldn't. I promise—'


He held up his hands and
patted the air to quieten her down.


'I don't mean
deliberately. But you've had . . . a rough day'—he gave her a little smile—'and
you probably won't sound like yourself. Why not text him instead?'


So, under his guidance,
she sent Evan a text: Just seen your calls. Can't talk. Text me.


The reply pinged back
almost immediately: Where were you? Where are you now?


She showed Chico the reply and he told her what to say: Long story. I'll explain later. Meet me at
hotel tomorrow morning at 9?


Ellie hoped that Evan
wouldn't be able to make it, but the reply came back: Okay. See you then.


Her heart sank.


'We'll look forward to
it, Mr Buckley,' Chico said with a self-satisfied smile.
















 


 


Chapter 21


 


Evan got to Ellie's
hotel just before eight in the morning and headed straight up to her room, even
though he was an hour early. It wouldn't hurt to catch her off guard. It would
give him an advantage if she was still in her nightdress. Everybody felt stupid
talking to a fully clothed person when they were dressed for bed. Who knows, it
might even be some black, see-through item, not that he'd have schtupped her if
she'd begged him after the way she acted in the bar the other night.


But it was Evan who got
the surprise when it turned into déjà vu all over again. After he didn't get a
reply to his knock on the door he just went ahead and tried the handle. It was
unlocked. He stepped into the room and looked around. At first he thought
nobody had been back since last night. The mattress was still leaning up
against the wall, the drawers from the dresser still lying empty on the floor.
But then he noticed her clothes were missing. He couldn't see the suitcase
either. She'd obviously been back to the room, seen that it had been trashed
and cleared out.


So why arrange to meet
him here? Maybe she'd come back after she'd made the arrangement and couldn't
be bothered to change it. His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of his
cell phone. That must be her now.


'Where the hell are
you?' he snapped, without looking at the display. 'I'm getting pissed off with
this—'


'Good morning to you
too, Evan,' Guillory said.


Evan's mind went blank
for a moment. He recognized the voice but he couldn't place it.


'I take it you were
expecting somebody else,' Guillory said and laughed. 'At least I hope you
were.'


The sound of his
laughter made it click.


'Ed? Yeah, sorry about
that.'


In the background Evan
could hear what sounded like breakfast cereal being poured into a bowl. It
reminded him that he'd skipped breakfast to get here early and now she wasn't
even here. There was the sound of milk splashing into the bowl. It sounded
fresh and ice cold and made his mouth water.


'What's that? Cheerios?'


'Uh huh,' Guillory said
through a mouthful of food. Evan swallowed drily and waited.


'Isn't it a bit early in
the day to be getting so pissed?' Guillory said when he'd finished chewing.


Evan rolled his neck in
a figure of eight, massaged it with his fingers and let out a sigh.


'Easy for you to say,
sitting there having a leisurely breakfast, although normally I'd agree with
you, but this one—'


'Don't let the bastards
grind you down.'


Evan snorted. 'That's
very constructive, thank you—'


'Pleasure.'


'What are doing calling
so early anyway? I'm surprised you're out of bed.'


'Who said I'm out of
bed?' A long yawn came down the phone line. Evan was glad he wasn't there and
didn't have to look at all the little bits of cereal stuck in his teeth,
probably little pieces of nuts as well, not to mention his furry, white tongue,
because there was no way the guy could hold a bowl, a spoon and his phone and
cover his mouth as well. It didn't stop his stomach grumbling though.


'What do you want
anyway?'


'Seems to me you're
confusing me with that other caller again. Anyway, ignoring your rudeness, I've
got the information you wanted.'


'Sorry, you're right.
Fire away, you don't have to type it up.'


'Uh uh.'


'What do you mean, uh
uh?'


'I was thinking I'd call
your bluff on all those drinks you've promised me. What are you doing at
lunchtime?'


'Drinking on duty?
That's not like you.'


Guillory let out a quick
stutter of a laugh. 'I'll explain when I see you. Why don't you pick me up at
twelve thirty?'


Evan's phone pinged to
let him know he'd received a text. Maybe Ellie had tried to call him while he
was wasting time shooting the breeze with Guillory. Probably hadn't noticed he
had a call waiting because of the noise of all the crunching and slurping
coming from the other end of the line.


'Gotta go,' he said.
'I'll pick you up later.


He ended the call and
checked his messages. He was right; Ellie had just texted him.


I'm picking up
breakfast. Doughnuts or danish?


That was what you called
good timing. Guillory could shove his cheerios where the sun don't shine. Danish,
he texted back, his mouth salivating again. Maybe she wasn't so bad after all,
for a selfish, manipulative bitch. He sat down in the armchair and crossed one
leg over the other, but he couldn't get comfortable. He jumped up again and
walked over to the window. He stuffed both hands deep into his front pockets
and leaned back on his heels. It was quiet outside, hardly any traffic. He
turned to face the room again. The mattress caught his eye. He might as well
put it back on the bed. He was surprised the maid hadn't been in. He grabbed
hold of the corner and pulled it away from the wall and manhandled it onto the
bed frame. It was quite heavy and substantial which surprised him in a cheap
place like this.


He took a minute to get
the mattress straight on the bed, fixed the covers and looked at his watch.
Where the hell was she? How long did it take to pick up breakfast? He
started to turn back to where the mattress had been propped against the wall,
see if there was anything that had been hidden behind it that he might have
missed the night before. A sudden noise behind him made him jump and spin
round; somebody was outside the door. Not before time, he was starving.
He took a step towards the door and stopped, heard footsteps on the other side,
but moving away, and then the sound of a key in a lock further down the hall. Damn.


He turned round and
looked where the mattress had been and smiled to himself. Idiot. There
was nothing there, of course. Just dull wallpaper and some scuffed paintwork.
What had he been expecting? A message for help written in lipstick on the wall?
Blood? A dead body? He started to laugh then stopped abruptly as it suddenly
struck him.


Doughnuts or danish?


That was it. That was
what had been niggling him, making him antsy, stopping him from settling.
Listening to Guillory munch his way through breakfast had put him in the wrong
frame of mind, made him to listen to his stomach, not his gut, which wasn't the
same thing at all.


Doughnuts or danish?


Ellie had celiac
disease, he remembered now, how could he forget? She had to eat a one hundred
per cent gluten-free diet. One sniff of a doughnut or a danish would set off a
whole bunch of unpleasant symptoms from canker sores in her mouth to depression
and anxiety, pains in her bones and joints to little green men climbing out of
her vag for all he knew, the fuss she made about it. The thought of her
stopping to pick up doughnuts or danish for somebody else to enjoy while she
watched was laughable.


She hadn't sent the
text.


He ran to the window and
looked down at the street. Nothing had changed since he looked out five minutes
ago, no cars that weren't there before. He moved to the side of the window to
get a better view to where his car was parked further down the street. He
watched a car back into the space behind it. It looked similar to the one the
two Hispanics had been driving but he couldn't be sure. He couldn't see the
license plate from this distance or see through the windshield because of the
angle.


He watched it straighten
up, the driver making a meal of it, a feeling of dread rising up inside him.
The doors opened. Any lingering doubts evaporated as the same two guys climbed
out and looked around. One of them pointed to Evan's car and they both smiled,
walked up to it and peered through the windows. Did they think he was hiding
under a blanket in the back? Then the smaller guy, the one called José, pulled
something from his pocket and crouched down by the front tire. Evan caught the
glint of sunlight on a blade and watched, mesmerized, as if it wasn't his car
that was being casually vandalized, as José pushed the knife through the side
wall of the tire. There was no hiss of escaping air, he was too far away, but
he had no trouble seeing the tire slowly deflate as José worked the blade free
again, the car settling gracefully onto the wheel rim.


José straightened up,
snapping the knife shut and pocketing it, as they crossed the street towards
the hotel.


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 22


 


Evan didn't hang around
to see what they wanted. He got out of the room lickety-split and ran down the
corridor, ignoring the elevators, until he made it to the stairs. There was
every chance one of them would be coming up the stairs while the other one took
the elevator, so he went up instead of down. Two flights up he stopped and
waited, his chest heaving. It couldn't have been more than a minute before he
heard one of them come panting up the stairs. He heard the sound of the door
opening and as soon as he heard it swing shut again he half ran, half jumped
all the way to the bottom.


He crashed through the
door into the lobby and skidded across the floor just as it crossed his mind
that one of them might have stayed downstairs. That would have been the sensible
thing to do. He realized too late that he hadn't heard the elevator. His head
twisted round at a noise behind him but it was just an old guy snapping his
newspaper as he folded it. Apart from that the lobby was deserted.


He pushed through the
front doors, bounded down the steps and ran for his car. He didn't remember
about the slashed tire until he was half way there. How the hell could he
forget in two minutes? He stood in the middle of the street, unsure which
way to go, looking back and forth between his car and the hotel. The blast of a
horn made him jump as a taxi swerved past him.


It pulled up outside the
hotel and an old woman started to slowly get out. He ran towards it. The woman
was waving her stick in front of her trying to get up from the sagging back
seat. He was tempted to grab hold of it and haul her out. He looked round, back
into the lobby. The elevator had started on its way down again. It didn't mean
it was them. Should he wait or should he run off and not waste another
second? The old woman had got her feet on the sidewalk and her hand was on
the top of the door. She planted her stick on the ground and heaved herself up.
She stayed there, teeter-tottering for what felt like forever, before
collapsing backwards with a loud shout into the cab again. Her feet flew up and
Evan was treated to a view up her skirt, her pantyhose dirty and wrinkled, God
knows what horrors lurking further up.


He looked round again.
The elevator had stopped on the second floor. He turned back to the old woman
and offered her his hand. She grasped it with that old-person grope, the
fingers cold and bony, the nails yellow. He pulled her out—a little too harshly
from the look of surprise on her face—and led her onto the sidewalk. She nodded
her thanks to him and started to dig in her bag for her coin purse. The
elevator was still stuck on the second floor.


She found her purse and
pulled out a five dollar bill; handed it to the driver. The fare on the meter
was eight dollars and change. She squinted at the meter and dug in the purse
with those bony fingers again. A solitary dollar bill emerged and was handed
over. Evan could see it was the last one; only coins left. Behind him in the
lobby the elevator pinged. He watched the doors open, ready to run if it was
them. He could see a young couple; both of them looking down at their cell
phones, somebody else behind them, but couldn't see who it was.


The young couple seemed
oblivious to the fact that the doors had opened, like when they walk down the
street texting and expect everybody to move out of their way. They suddenly
burst apart, barely even any shock on their preoccupied faces, as an arm was
thrust angrily between them and a man forced his way past. It was Juan or José,
Evan couldn't remember which one. He turned back to the cab. The driver waited,
his arm extended wearily, palm upwards, as the old woman dug coins out, one by
one, inspected them carefully before she handed them over. 


Evan wanted to kick her
in the butt, but made do with pushing her roughly out of the way. She let out a
startled squawk as he jumped into the cab and slammed the door shut.


'I'll pay the rest of
it,' he shouted. 'Just go.'


The driver stared at
him, mouth open, not comprehending what was happening.


'Go,' Evan shouted, as
Juan or José burst through the front doors. 'I'll pay her fare.'


It finally clicked with
the driver. He shrugged and pulled into the traffic. Behind them, the beaner
leapt down the steps and collided with the old woman, spinning her and sending
her sprawling. He stepped over her and stood staring at Evan's face in the back
window of the disappearing cab, his hands bunched into fists at his sides.


'Damn,' the driver said
as Evan turned to face front.


'What?'


'She's got a suitcase in
the trunk. I forgot all about it watching her trying to get out.' He laughed at
the memory. 'I'll have to turn round and go back.' He started to slow, looking
for somewhere to turn.


'No,' Evan shouted, 'you
can't.'


The driver gave him an
annoyed look in the mirror, like he didn't want to be told what he could and
couldn't do in his own cab.


'Just get me a few
blocks away from here. Make a couple of turns. Anywhere,' Evan said before he
could say anything. 'I'll give you twenty bucks. You can take the suitcase back
later.'


The driver was silent for
a few beats. Evan watched his eyes in the mirror; saw him thinking back behind
his eyes. 'Whatever you say,' he said finally and picked up speed again. 


Evan twisted round in
his seat and looked behind them but the beaners were nowhere in sight.


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 23


 


'So what happened?' Chico said when Juan and José came back empty-handed.


'He got away,' Juan
said.


'What do you mean got
away?'


'His car was outside,'
Juan said, inspecting his shoes, deciding that full and frank disclosure wasn’t
the way to go at the present time, 'but something must have spooked him.'


Chico's lip curled. 'What, like you
playing that narcocorrido crap full blast with all the windows down as you
cruised past?' he sneered.


'No, it wasn't like that—'


Chico quietened him with a flick of his
fingers and shook his head. 'I didn't really expect him to be there but it was
worth a try.'


Ellie sat across the
desk from watching the exchange. She was wearing her own clothes which made her
feel a lot better. She'd spent the previous night down in the basement and had
hardly slept at all which wasn't surprising. It was cold and uncomfortable and
she was sharing it with rats and roaches, but it was the stool they'd tied her
to and the rope hanging from the rafters that had stopped her getting all nice
and snuggly. Things were looking a bit better today; it was good news that Evan
had got away. She'd let out a hidden sigh of relief when Juan and José had come
back empty-handed. She didn't know what they did to get information out of guys
but it didn't take a lot of imagination—just switch balls for breasts. It
wasn't as if she cared what they did to Evan if they caught him—it was what he
might say that worried her.


Chico had spent the previous night in
much more comfortable surroundings, thinking what he should do with her. She'd
already told him where the money was and he was confident she hadn't lied to
him after the fun they'd had in the basement. But that wasn't really what he
was interested in; he wanted Dixie. Wanted him so bad he hadn't been able to
sleep either. And he reckoned the best way to get to him was through the
grasping, self-centered bitch sitting in front of him. 


Option one was to keep
her here and have some more fun and games—and it had been fun, no doubt about
it. He didn't know if he'd actually slice her breasts off, but even if he
didn't, that evil little son of a bitch José would. However, if they went down
that route he doubted he'd ever see Dixie again. He'd have a couple of hours'
fun, soon forgotten, and spend the rest of his life tearing his hair out every
time he thought of Dixie. 


Option two was to turn
set her loose. If he made it clear it was a straight choice between her skin
and Dixie's . . . The downside was he couldn't send anybody with her. On her
own she had a chance but not with a minder. He'd be taking a gamble on his
assessment of her character—or lack of it.


'Looks like it's down to
you,' he said to her. 'I'll give you two days to get the money back here. If I
don't have it by then, Juan and José will pay a visit to your friend here.' He
picked up the piece of paper with the information she'd written down and waved
it in her face.


Two days sounded like a
result to her. She could have it in a couple of hours and in two days' time
she'd be on the other side of the country. Did the stupid wetback really
believe he'd be able to find her again? Let him think it if it meant she was
out of here.


'What about Dixie?' she said, trying to keep the smile out of her voice.


Chico cocked his head. 'What about him?'


'How long do I have to
find him?' 


'Same thing. Two days.'


'You can't be serious.'
She leapt out of the chair but Juan put a hand on her shoulder, pushed her back
down again. She shuddered at his touch, memories of the previous day still
fresh in her mind. 'I'll never find him—'


'Ellie,' he said,
leaning over the desk.


'What?' Instinctively
she leaned in towards him.


He slapped her hard
across the face. It connected with her cheekbone and busted up through her
teeth and nose and eyes, knocking her clean out of the chair. Juan took hold of
her collar and hauled her back up.


'I've already got
somebody who talks back and argues with me, she's called my wife. I don't need
another one.' He shook his head. 'Jesus Christ. I can't stand whining women.
You're giving me a headache.'


Ellie stared at him, the
whole side of her head pounding, not trusting herself to say anything. She felt
she was one wrong word away from being dragged back to the basement.


'That's the deal,' he
said, looking at his palm. The force of the blow had opened up the cuts again. 


She touched her cheek;
her fingers came away smeared with blood although she didn't know if it was his
or hers. Her cheek felt as if it had been split to the bone. 


'It's him or you,' he
carried on. 'You either find him or we'll put you back in the basement right
now until we find him—and your friend Evan. Then we'll have one big, happy
reunion and see who's really telling the truth.' He opened and closed his
fingers a couple of times as if using a pair of imaginary secateurs.


She slumped back in the
chair, not looking at his little show, and ran her hands through her hair. She
could smell a faint body odor coming off her as she raised her arms. She just
wanted to get out of here.


'Do I get my gun back?'


Chico opened his desk drawer and lifted
out the diminutive Kahr P380 by his finger and thumb.


'You mean this?' He
swung it back and forward in front of her. 'No, I don't think so. I can't see
why you'd need it anyway. I don't want you to kill Dixie, just find him.'


He put his hand in the
drawer again and brought out the can of pepper spray.


'You can have this
back.' 


He pushed it across the
desk towards her. She watched it as it rolled towards her, imagined grabbing
it, taking hold of the back of his greasy head and pulling it backwards,
spraying the searing gas in his wide open startled eyes, back and forth, back
and forth, like she was trying to shift a particularly stubborn stain in her
oven. It was a nice thought. She picked it up and tucked it away in her bag.
Another time maybe,


She got up and headed
for the door. At the door he called her back. She turned to look at him. He was
holding her gun again. For a split second she thought he'd changed his mind and
was going to give it back to her.


'By the way,' he said,
'is this toy registered to you?'


She nodded. 'Uh huh.'


He gave her a right
answer smile. 'Good to know. If you don't find Dixie before us, we'll
probably shoot him with it and leave it at the scene. You might think you can
get away from me'—he wagged his finger at her; an I'm not as stupid as you
think glint in his eyes—'but you'll have the police to worry about as
well.'


 
















 


 


Chapter 24


 


Evan was just about to
call Guillory to tell him that he wouldn't be able to pick him up when Guillory
beat him to it. They'd arranged to meet at the Jerusalem Tavern which was
probably Evan's favorite bar in the whole world. Before he had a chance to
explain about the car Guillory told him he could do with some exercise, so he
was going to walk and would meet him there. Evan didn't say anything but it
sounded to him from the noises in the background that he might already be
there, making an early start. He could almost smell booze through the phone
line. He felt a momentary pang of jealousy. Then again, it might just be the
radio in the background. Not for him to judge.


'So how comes you're not
at work?' Evan said as he climbed onto the barstool next to him. Starting this
early pretty much guaranteed that you got a seat at the bar. Guillory looked
like the half-empty beer sitting in front of him wasn't the first one.


Guillory snorted. He
stretched his arms out, lacing his fingers together and let out a sharp hiss of
breath. 'What? Can't a man take a couple of days vacation?'


Evan ordered a beer and
waited for him to say something else.


'You're right,' Guillory
went on. 'I'm not on vacation.'


Evan turned to look at
him. 'Don't tell me you've resigned. Where will I get my free information now?'


Guillory laughed but
there wasn't much humor in it; none at all in fact. 'I've been suspended.'


Evan felt as if he'd
been slapped on the back by a bear. He almost spat his beer out. 'You're
kidding.'


Guillory bit his tongue
and shook his head.


Evan couldn't believe
it. Guillory was the straightest guy he'd ever come across. He couldn't imagine
what he might have done to get suspended. Guillory was staring at the bar as if
Evan wasn't even there.


'What happened?'


Guillory took a deep
breath and waved his arm to order another beer. The bartender looked up from
his conversation with a girl in a clitoris pink dress that showed off her full,
wobbly young breasts and came down the bar to serve them.


'Don't you want to hear
what I've got for you?' Guillory said.


'That can wait. Tell me
what happened.'


Guillory picked a
coaster up off the bar and started picking absently at it, dropping little bits
of paper onto the bar. The bartender gave him a look but didn't say anything.
Evan reckoned that was a good call.


'I got a bit carried
away interviewing a suspect,' Guillory said quietly, still looking down and
pushing the little pieces of paper around.


Evan was at a loss for
words. As well as being the straightest guy he'd ever met, Guillory was also
the most laid-back. Nothing got to him. Ever.


'Sorry, I got that
wrong.' Guillory said and looked up. 'I should have said interviewing a
low-life, cock-sucking piece of shit.' His expression said to Evan that it was
important he understood the distinction.


'But that's what you
deal with all day, every day.'


Guillory gave a small
shrug. 'Yeah, well.'


They both sat in silence
for a minute. On the jukebox Jeannie C. Riley was singing Harper Valley PTA.
Beside Evan, Guillory had his eyes closed and was nodding his head along to the
song.


'I love this song,'
Guillory said. 'Life was a lot simpler back then. Not that you'd remember seeing
as you're only about twelve. I'm surprised they serve you.'


'Okay gramps,' Evan said
trying not to laugh and wanting to get him back on track. 'How carried away?' 


Guillory stopped nodding
along. His lips curled into a grim smile. 'Broke his jaw, knocked out most of
his front teeth.' The satisfaction in his voice made it sound as if he thought
it was worth the suspension.


Evan looked down at
Guillory's right hand. There was a ragged v-shaped flap of skin and flesh that
was swollen and scabbed on his second knuckle. The first and second knuckles
were so swollen they looked a bit like a rubber glove full of air. Guillory saw
him looking and flexed his hand a few times.


'Hurts like hell when I
do this,' he said, wincing.


Well don't do it,
dummy.


'Lucky I didn't break my
hand,' he said. Then he grinned, the familiar, almost mocking grin that Evan
knew so well, which made Evan wonder if he was just fooling around.


'Are you kidding me?'


Guillory shook his head.
'I wish I was.'


'I better watch what I
say to you in future.'


Guillory smiled at him
like he'd never heard a truer word.


'I thought you people
had brass knuckles for that sort of work?'


'Ryder's got a brand new
pair; just waiting to get you in that room,' Guillory said with another grin.
He punched his open palm without thinking and let out a yelp. 'He gets them out
every day and kisses them. He's saving up to get E-V-A-N engraved on them—did
you know it's the exact right number of letters.'


'So what happened?' Evan
said, ignoring him and wishing he'd never mentioned brass knuckles.


Guillory shook his head
and was serious again. 'I'll tell you another time. Long story short, I'm
suspended. Which is why I've got all the time in the world to run your errands
for you.'


He slid his glass along
the counter and Evan obliged, although he didn't get another one for himself.
For once it wasn't him who needed a layer of protection from all the bad
thoughts in his head. 


'How comes you can get
the information?'


Now it was Guillory's
turn to look at him like he'd just heard the stupidest question ever. 'I might
be suspended, but people still talk to me. The Captain has to suspend me, but
as far as most of the guys in the department are concerned I'm a hero. They'd
like to give me a medal. The dispatcher says she's going to bake me a cake.'


'Like in the good old
days, eh? None of this political correctness garbage.'


'You got that right.'
Guillory punched him on the shoulder with his uninjured hand and got up off the
stool. 'Wait here. I'm gonna put that song on again.'


There was an exchange of
words at the juke box between Guillory and a spotty-faced, white kid with
dreadlocks and his jeans half way down his skinny ass. It looked like Guillory
upped the ante and poked him with his finger, but the sound of the first couple
of bars of Harper Valley PTA told Evan that the kid had seen sense.


'I put it on twice,'
Guillory said when he got back. 'Just to piss him off. Told him to pull his
pants up too. Stupid prick.' He looked round as if he was checking whether the
kid had done as he'd been told but he'd disappeared. Then he told Evan what
he'd found out.


'The car's registered to
some outfit owned by a guy called Francisco Garcia. Everybody calls him Chico and he's some hot-shot drug dealer. A very nasty piece of work indeed. I won't bore
you with the stories I've heard about him. Just think Reservoir Dogs on
speed. You know that scene where Mr. Blonde cuts the cop's ear off?'


'Okay, okay, I get the
picture. That makes me feel much better.'


Guillory looked directly
into Evan's eyes and suddenly it was if he hadn't had a beer for a month. 'What
it should do is make you drop whatever it is you're doing right now. Just walk
away while you still can.'


'So what about this guy Dixie?'


'For the record,'
Guillory said, holding up a finger, 'I'd like it noted that Mr. Buckley chose
to ignore my last statement.'


'Just get on with it.'


'The car was easy,
finding out about Dixie, not so easy.'


'But you managed to,
despite all that.' He clapped a hand on Guillory's shoulder. 'I knew I picked
the right man for the job.'


Guillory ignored him. 'Dixie is or was an undercover cop. Nobody seems quite sure whose side he's on now. At least
nobody that I was able to talk to.'


'Can we assume that he
is—or was—trying to infiltrate Chico's gang? God, that sounds so corny. Chico's gang.'


Guillory nodded.
'Amongst other things, yes. That seems to have been the reason he first went
undercover. But lots of stuff has happened since then and it all seems very
confused now. Some people say that he got very close to Chico personally.'


'Like he got into
character a bit too well.'


'Exactly.'


Evan thought about what
Guillory had just told him. Things were a lot more complicated and serious than
he'd thought. He wondered how much of this Ellie knew and whether she'd deliberately
set him up. Guillory interrupted his thoughts.


'There's one thing in
all of this that's clear as day.'


'What's that?' Evan
said, a split second before he realized what Guillory was going to say. 'I need
to drop it,' he said at the exact same time as Guillory said: You need to
drop it.


'At least we're both
agreed on that,' Guillory said. 'So why do I get the feeling I'm wasting my
breath here?'


Evan grinned at him.
'You know me—a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do.'


'Bullshit. This is
serious Evan.' Guillory's voice was raised now, his jaw clenched. 'I should
never have told you any of this.'


Evan shrugged. 'Then I'd
just be walking into it blind. You wouldn't want that on your conscience.'


Guillory took a deep
breath to calm himself and leaned forward to put his hand on Evan's arm. Evan
looked down at the large, cut and swollen hand and was glad he hadn't been on
the other end of it. He wondered again who the unfortunate recipient had been,
and what their crime could have been to provoke such an extreme reaction.


'I'm serious,' Guillory
said, peering into Evan's face as if he were a horse he might buy. Evan could
feel the genuine concern in his voice. He couldn't even manage a dismissive don't
worry about it. 'You've got to drop this. I don't know what you're getting
out of it, but it's not worth it.' Guillory took his hand off Evan's arm and
jabbed at his own chest with his thumb. 'As a man who might well have just
thrown away his career and everything that goes with it because of a moment's
madness, I can tell you—it's not worth it.'


Evan shook his head at
his friend. 'But that's just it, Ed. You don't know what I'm getting out
of it.'


'So tell me.'


So Evan told him.


'Jesus Christ,' Guillory
said when he'd finished. 'I give up.'


 


  
















 


 


Chapter 25


 


'Jackson LaBarre is
downstairs,' Juan said. 'He wants to talk to you.'


Chico swung his feet off the desk and sat
up straight. 'Shit. I thought he was still in prison.'


'Apparently he got out a
couple of days ago.'


Chico told Juan to send him up. He sat
with his head down and his left hand curled around his forehead, trying to
think what to say. He'd rather not have this conversation now—not ever if he
could help it—what with all the aggravation that was going on with Dixie, but he couldn't very well turn the guy away. He'd spent the last two years in prison
because of Chico, so it was the least he could do. 


They got all the long
lost brother, hugging and back-clapping crap out of the way and Chico offered him a drink. Jackson wasn't looking too bad, considering.


'You're looking good—in
the circumstances,' Chico said.


Jackson shrugged and gave him a feral grin.
'Not much else to do inside apart from work out in the gym. That, and the never
ending worry about whether today's the day it's your turn to get stabbed in the
showers tends to keep the weight off.'


Chico nodded sympathetically. Despite the
long years he'd spent on the wrong side of the law, he'd never spent a single
night in prison. Nor did he plan to.


'Are you looking for
work?'


Jackson shook his head. 'No.' His slate
blue eyes flicked into focus. 'There's some things I want to get done first.'


Chico nodded again and waited for him to
continue.


'I need to find out who
set me up.'


As Chico had thought, no
prizes for guessing what he was after. You couldn't blame him.


'Do you have any ideas
about that?'


Jackson gave a slight tilt of the head. 'I
haven't thought about much else every day for two years—and I'm still no
further forward.'


'You think it was
somebody on our side?'


Jackson shrugged again. 'No idea.'


'Because you're not the
only one to give it some thought. I know you went to prison, but I wasn't
exactly jumping for joy at what happened.' He touched his chest. 'It cost me a
lot of money.' 


Jackson gave a single chop of a laugh but Chico couldn't see any amusement in his eyes.


'I'm sure it did. Lucky
there's plenty more where it came from, eh?' Jackson got up and started to pace
up and down. 'Unfortunately I don't have an extra two years of my life lying
around somewhere.'


Chico held up his hands in an acknowledgement
of the minor loss he'd suffered compared to Jackson's. 


'I know, I know. It's
only money. By the way, if you need any, just let me know.'


Jackson had walked round behind Chico on his lap around the room and had stopped directly behind him. Chico felt a slight
frisson of fear, but didn't want to spin round in his chair. He had nothing to
worry about. Surely Jackson didn't blame him. 


'So what was the outcome
of your . . . investigations?' Jackson asked.


'Nada. Diddly Squat.' Chico turned to face him now, saw he was leaning against the wall. 'I don't believe anybody
on our side had anything to do with it.'


Jackson smiled to himself at the use of our.
There hadn't been much of that sort of thing at the time. 'That means it must
have been someone from their side.'


Chico gave a small flick of the hand.
'That's the logical conclusion.'


Jackson pushed himself off the wall and sat
back down in front of the desk. He just can't sit still, Chico thought to
himself. He supposed two years in a six by eight prison cell might do that to
you. But he'd been jumpy before, unlike his brother.


'So who should I talk
to? Alvarez?'


That was the last thing Chico wanted. After the recent embarrassment of sending Dixie to question Alvarez about the
current cock-up—and the information that resulted from that meeting—the very
last thing he wanted to do was send Dixie's brother to question him about
another cock-up two years ago. But it made him think and wonder about the
accuracy of what Alvarez had told him. If Dixie really was a cop like Alvarez
had said, how likely would it be that he would let his own brother go to jail
for two years. He would have pulled him out, surely.


Chico looked at Jackson's hand and the
strange tattoo he had on the web of flesh between his thumb and forefinger. Dixie had one just like it. And it was on the basis of rumors about a couple of guys with
identical tattoos on their hands that Alvarez was pointing the finger at Dixie. Chico could feel his blood pressure rising just thinking about it. Somebody was
going to pay. He had to find out the truth. But, in the meantime, he didn't
want Jackson rocking the boat even more with Alvarez.


'No, I don't think
that's a good idea,' he said, shaking his head emphatically.


Jackson crossed his arms, tucked his hands
under his armpits. 'Why not?' he said, his tone querulous.


Chico gave an irritated head shake. He
didn't need to get into this now. 'You don't need to know at the moment.'


Jackson's face reddened and leaned across
the desk and pointed his finger at the middle of Chico's face. Normally Chico wouldn't have tolerated such disrespect, but the guy had just spent two years inside,
so he'd cut him a little slack. Not only that, but Juan and José were
downstairs somewhere, probably jerking each other off to porno movies or
whatever else they did to pass the time.


'It would need to be a
very special reason if it's going to stop me from finding out what happened.'


Chico stood up and walked around the desk
and rested his hand on Jackson's shoulder. The gesture reminded him that he'd
done the exact same thing when Dixie was sitting in the chair a few days
earlier. He could feel the anger rising up inside him, a tight knot in his
stomach, making him want to lash out. He gave Jackson's shoulder an encouraging
squeeze.


'It's not going to stop
you finding out. Trust me on this. Talk to his guy Miguel instead. He knows
more than Alvarez anyway.'


Jackson didn't look convinced but he didn't
push it. He stood up to go. He was a good six inches taller than Chico, just like Dixie. The sooner he was out of here, the better, as far as Chico was concerned. He didn't want to be reminded of Dixie every time he turned around.


'Let me know if there's
anything you need,' Chico said.


Jackson's face said he'd already told him
what he wanted, and Chico had disappointed him, but he'd take some cash and a
gun instead. And he'd like to borrow a car for a few days until he got
something sorted out. Chico told him to speak to Juan on the way out.


 


 


***


 


'Did you give him what
he wanted?' Chico said to Juan after Jackson had left.


Juan nodded. 'Yeah, he
took some cash and a gun. Did he say why he wants the gun?'


Chico smiled at him, muttering idiot
through his teeth. 'I would think he's going to use it to shoot the bastard who
snitched on him, wouldn't you?'


Juan nodded as if the
thought had never crossed his mind.


'I thought he wanted to
borrow a car as well,' Chico said.


'Yeah, that too. Just
for a couple of days he said.'


Chico thought for a second. Alvarez had
told him about the tracking device the previous day and given him the number to
call, but then they'd caught Ellie and she'd told them where she'd moved the
money, making the information redundant. Even so, the trackers seemed like a
good idea and he'd sent one of the guys to buy a few. The horse might already
have bolted this time, but he wouldn't be caught out again.


'Did you put one of
those—'


'Don't worry. There's a
GPS tracker hidden inside. He'll never find it even if he thinks to look.'


Chico smiled. At least he was going to
get something out of it, although he didn't like to think about what Jackson would do when he realized he'd led Chico to his brother. 'Good. I'm sure he'll
meet up with Dixie soon. They're pretty close. The more people we've got
looking for him, the better.'


'He doesn't look like
him, does he?' Juan said. 'But there's this strange feeling that reminds you of
him. It's uncanny.'


Chico didn't need reminding.


'What about this
investigator guy?' Chico said, picking Evan's business card up off the table.


Juan shrugged. 'You
still want to talk to him? We've got Ellie and Jackson on the case already.'


'Why not? It can't do
any harm. He's a professional, after all.'


Juan nodded. 'Okay,
we'll drop by his office. See if we have more luck there.'


 
















 


 


Chapter 26


 


Evan took a deep breath
before answering his phone. It was Ellie—or at least it was Ellie's phone. He
couldn't be sure after the bogus texts he'd received. And if it was really her
he was going to need a big dose of self control—something he wasn't generally
known for—to stop him from ripping into her. So much had gone on since he last
talked to her, so many questions needed to be answered.


He pressed the green
button but he didn't say anything.


'Evan?'


It was her. But was she
alone? Somebody else had either sent the texts from her phone or made her do
it. Were they listening in now? She sounded normal, not stressed or worried.
Then again, all she'd said was Evan. And she was a two-faced bitch,
after all.


'Ellie. I wondered when
you'd call. Where have you been?' He didn't try to hide the annoyance in his
voice.


Silence came down the
phone line at him. He was surprised. He would have thought she'd have her
excuses all ready for him, try to drown him in a deluge of lies and bullshit.


'Hello?' he said, as the
silence stretched out.


'I know you probably
don't trust me now,' she said, avoiding answering his question, 'but we really
need to meet.'


He snorted. 'That sounds
familiar. How about I come to your hotel room? You know, third time lucky.'


'I can explain
everything.'


'Yeah right, you mean
like those texts? Doughnuts or danish? Except that you couldn't make it
and sent a couple of friends instead.'


He heard her let out an
exasperated rush of air. 'I didn't have any choice.'


'How do I know this is
any different now?' 


Answer that one if
you can.


'You'll have to trust
me.'


Evan gave an exaggerated
laugh. 'You wouldn't know what trust was if it jumped up and bit you on the
ass.'


'I don't know what I can
say to you to make you believe me.'


'I can see how you might
have a problem with that, seeing as telling the truth isn't in your DNA.'


He thought about ending
the call. Just talking to her, hearing her voice, was enough to make him want
to punch the wall.


'How about you tell me
from start to finish what's going on. Then I'll make a couple of decisions.
One: do I believe a word you've told me, and, two, do I care enough even if I
do?'


He knew that he'd never
just walk away from it all, not now that he'd found the other half of the
photograph with what he was increasingly certain was Sarah's arm in it. But she
didn't know that. Or did she? Would she have gone back to the hotel to get her
stuff? Even if she had, would she have noticed that it was missing? She might
have thought that whoever tossed the room—the same two guys presumably—had
taken it. Anyway it was worth the gamble.


'Why don't you start by
telling me who Dixie is.'


'He's just a guy I
know.'


Bad start, Ellie.


'So he's not an
undercover cop?'


That made her pause for
a second.


'Do you know what
happened to me when I started asking about him in that dive of a bar?'


'No.'


Was that the
slightest of pauses before her answer?


'First of all I ended up
in a fight. That might or might not have had something to do with asking about Dixie. It could also just be that the pond life that inhabit places like that feel
threatened by people with a double digit IQ and so attack them as a matter of
course. Makes me wonder what Dixie might do if I find him.'


Ellie didn't say
anything.


'Then I got chased by a
couple of thugs who wanted to know why I was looking for Dixie. Luckily for me
the cops turned up and I got away. And then, surprise, surprise, the same two
guys send me a breakfast invite on your phone and turn up at the hotel instead
of you. So I'd like to hear a good reason why I should ever believe another
word that comes out of your mouth.' His voice had risen to a shout and he
wished he'd said filthy mouth while he was at it. 


She started to say
something but Evan hadn't finished.


'Did you know Dixie is an undercover cop? Yes or no?'


There was another pause
while she weighed up the pros and cons of telling the truth.


'Yes or no? Five seconds
before I hang up. Five . . . Four . . . Three . . .'


'Yes.'


'Ha! Do you know I think
that's the first thing you've ever said that I believe? We're finally starting
to get somewhere.'


Something else suddenly
crossed his mind.


'Are you an undercover
cop? Or just a regular cop for that matter? Or anything else that I might like
to know? Like an FBI agent? Or CIA? DEA? WTF?'


'Don't be ridiculous.'
She spat the last word out as if it were contaminated.


'What's ridiculous? It
seems to me that anything can happen here.'


'Well I'm not any of
those things.'


'So what's your
connection to Dixie if it isn't a professional one . . .'


A noise in the
background on her end of the line made him stop mid-flow.


'What was that?'


'What was what?'


'It sounded like someone
coughing. Is there somebody there with you?'


'For Christ's sake Evan.
I'm in a diner. There's loads of people in here. But they're not with me,
they're just eating and drinking—and coughing. I'll ask the guy to go outside
next time he wants to cough. Or sneeze. Okay?'


Actually it wasn't okay
as far as he was concerned. He had no way of knowing if she was telling the
truth or not. What he did know was that she hadn't gone somewhere private to
make what should have been a very private call. He couldn't think about that
now.


'What's your connection
to Dixie?' he asked again. 'Because the events of the past couple of days tell
me that he's not just the long lost love of your life that you've suddenly
realized you can't live without.'


'I worked for him.'


Now they were getting
somewhere.


'Worked past tense or
still working?'


'Both I suppose,' she
admitted.


He had a fairly good
idea what that work involved.


'Doing what?'


A long pause followed.
Evan wondered if he could correlate the length of the pauses with the likely
truthfulness of her replies.


'Doing what?' he said
again.


'I was one of his
snitches.'


At least that seemed to
make sense. It felt about right for the mess he found himself in at the moment.
On the other hand it didn't seem to make any sense at all.


'Then surely you don't
need me to make contact with him for you.'


'It's all very
complicated. I'll tell you all about it when we meet.'


If it hadn't been for
her promise to help him find Sarah—a promise given extra credence by the
photograph sitting in his pocket as they spoke—he'd have cut the call and
walked away. She was still holding information back, that was for sure. And it
could still all be another trap. But that didn't really make sense. If somebody
was holding her and forcing her to make the call to try to trap him, she'd
presumably be there when they caught him. All he'd do then would be to tell
them that he was only looking for Dixie because she asked him to. So everything
would be back on her head and they wouldn't need him any more. It sounded okay
in theory, unless the people who had her had a rule about disposing of anybody
they didn't need anymore. It made his head hurt to think about it.


'Okay,' he said
cautiously. 'Where do you want to meet?'


He was sure she was
gloating on the other end of the line. She was getting her own way again. He
remembered that was another thing he'd always hated about her back in the day.


'I've moved hotels—'


'That's another thing.
When I went to your hotel it was obvious somebody had searched the place. What
were they looking for?'


'You'd have to ask
them.'


Okay, that was it. He cut the call.


It rang again
immediately as he knew it would.


'Last chance, Ellie.'


'I promise I'll tell you
everything when I see you.' Her voice was a nasty mix of pleading and whining.
If she thought a tone of voice like that would persuade anybody to do anything
for her—apart from give her a good slap around the face—she was sadly mistaken.
However, in this case, it was going to work . . .


'Give me the address,'
he said, hoping he sounded like he was in charge now.


She gave him the details
and they arranged to meet a couple of hours later. If nothing else, Evan wanted
a couple of hours to get there early like he had before. He wondered what the
equivalent phrase to like a lamb to the slaughter was when you knew damn
well what you were getting into. 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 27


 


Evan had only just got
off the phone to Ellie when his phone pinged. He checked and saw that he had a
text from Tom Jacobson, the dentist who had the office below Evan's. Call me
was all it said. Jacobson happened to own the whole building which made him
Evan's landlord as well. Over the years he'd had to put up with quite a bit of
strange goings on as result of having Evan as a tenant.


'Mr Buckley,' Jacobson
said when he picked up.


Evan bit back the
wisecrack that had been on the tip of his tongue. Something was wrong. Despite
all the aggravation that Evan's presence had caused for Jacobson over the
years, they were firm friends. Jacobson had been very supportive to Evan, both
financially when Evan's business had been on the rocks and personally when he
went through his bad patches over Sarah's disappearance. The usual greeting would
have been Evan or perhaps Evan, you sorry son of a bitch.


'Mr Jacobson,' Evan
said, instead of Tom, you old bastard.


'I hope you don't mind
me calling you,' Jacobson said, 'but there's a young woman here to see you. She
said it's urgent. I didn't want to let her into your office, so she's here in
my waiting room.'


'Did she tell you her
name?'


'Yes. Her name's Sarah.'


If he hadn't been sure
something was wrong before, he was now. Jacobson knew all about Sarah and he
knew the effect her name would have on Evan. He might as well have shouted they're
here waiting for you with a gun to my head.


'Okay, tell her I'll be
right there.' 


He cut the call and
tried to think what to do. It had to be the two guys again—Juan and José. It
all made sense. They'd seen him give his card to the bartender in Kelly's
Tavern. They must have gone back there and got it after the police had scared
them off and rescued Evan. After they'd missed him at the hotel, his office was
the obvious next step. In a way he was surprised it had taken them so long.


He wondered what sort of
a state Jacobson was in. He'd sounded okay apart from the forced formality of
the conversation. Hopefully the thugs didn't suspect him of alerting him. They
weren't to know what sort of relationship Jacobson had with his tenants.
Presumably they'd all agreed beforehand what he would say to persuade him to
come back to the office. Luckily they'd settled on a young woman waiting. That
made it so much easier for Jacobson. He wondered what Jacobson would have said if
they'd told him to say a man was waiting. 


There's a man waiting
to see you. He says it's urgent. His name's Jesus H. Christ.


The question was what to
do now. He couldn't go back there. There was nothing he could do to help. What
was he going to do—shoot it out with them? Then it came to him.


'Not dead yet?' Guillory
said when he picked up. 'I'm waiting on a call any moment to say they've found
you dumped in an alley somewhere. They'll probably ask me to ID you.'


Evan laughed. 'It's not
me you need to worry about,' he said and told him about the situation at his
office. 'I really don't want to do Ryder any favors, but if he gets his fat ass
over there, it'll be on a plate for him. They're probably carrying all kinds of
unlicensed firearms and other stuff. He'll get lardy-ass detective of the
month.'


Guillory laughed. 'You
have no idea what a fiercely fought battle that is every month.'


'Shame the same guy wins
it every time.'


'Okay, time to get off
the line. I'll get him over there as soon as you get your skinny ass off the
line.'


'Don't forget to tell
him who he owes for his good fortune. Tell him he owes me.'


'No problem. I'm sure
he'll be more than happy to give you a call later and let you know when it's
safe to go back to your office. He'll enjoy that.'


Damn, Evan thought. 


'Whose side are you on?'


But the line was already
dead by then.


 
















 


 


Chapter 28


 


Evan was surprised how
persistent the two guys—and whoever they worked for—were. But did that make it
any less or any more likely that the meeting with Ellie was another set-up?
Were they looking to get two bites at the cherry—his office and her hotel—or
could he assume that their presence in his office meant they'd given up on the
hotel?


He suddenly laughed to
himself at his own stupidity. What the hell was he worrying about? As a result
of the tip-off to Ryder, they were likely to still be in police custody when he
was meeting Ellie. 


However, just to be on
the safe side, he'd head over there straight away. The two guys would still be
at his office now, waiting for him to turn up, so even if they decided to go to
the hotel as well they wouldn't be able to get there before him. And that was
without the added complication they would face with the police. That would cost
them a good few hours even with some slimeball defense lawyer working to get
them out. It would also give him time to get his car back and change the wheel.



But, despite what most
people he knew believed, he wasn't a complete idiot (well, maybe sometimes) and
he decided to buy himself even more time. He got his phone out and shot off a
quick text to Jacobson: Traffic completely snarled up. I'll be another
twenty minutes. Ask Sarah to wait.


That only left one
problem. What to do about the whole situation with Ellie when he met her? He
turned things over and over in his mind as he took a taxi across town to her
hotel and the more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that her
whole story was one big lie. There were just too many holes and inconsistencies
in it. She'd lied to him more times than she'd told him the truth—if she'd told
the truth at all. Even though he'd thought her story about being Dixie's snitch sounded plausible at first, it just didn't ring true now. Why didn't she
have some means of contacting him?


And then there was the
situation at her hotel room. What did she have that made them want to turn her
room over? If she was a snitch, it would be information that she dealt in. Not
something physical that you could hide in a hotel room and people could search
for.


And what about the piece
of paper he'd found with a date, the letter 'J' and the name of a bar? If she
was a snitch and that was the information that she wanted to deliver to Dixie then she was a very stupid one for writing it down and tucking it in her diary.
Whatever else she was, Evan didn't think she was stupid. Far from it.
Conniving, manipulative, duplicitous—yes. Stupid? Not so much.


On top of all that,
there was one overriding principle that he knew he could rely on. Whatever else
might happen, he could be certain that whatever was at the bottom of all this,
it was all about her. She was using him for her own purposes. And if it
hadn't been for the photograph in his pocket he would have been one hundred and
ten per cent sure that she was stringing him along with her promise of
information about Sarah's whereabouts.


But the photo was in his
pocket. On top of that, she had deliberately cut the original photograph in
half so that he wouldn't see her or the mystery arm. Sarah's arm. Why would she
do that if she wanted him to believe her? Maybe it was some kind of
psychological manipulation, knowing he would believe it more if he found it for
himself.


He could go mad thinking
about it. There was only one way to find out. He just didn't have any choice in
the matter. At least he'd got things straight in his mind to the extent that he
knew what she'd told him so far was a lie. Surely he could only move forward
from here.


The taxi dropped him
outside the hotel and after fifteen grubby minutes and a lot of strong language
he'd changed the wheel. He got in the car, took the photograph out of his
pocket and studied it. He knew he was seeing what he wanted to see, but despite
that there was no mistake about the bracelet on the unidentified arm. If it
wasn't Sarah's then it was one identical to it. What were the chances of that?
Of Ellie having two friends who owned the exact same bracelet. If Ellie had
bought it for her, then okay, maybe she bought them in bulk and gave them to
all her friends. But that wasn't the case—Evan had bought it himself and given
it to her for her birthday and as far as he was concerned that made the chances
of it being a coincidence pretty much zero.


He put it back in his
pocket and went inside to book a room.
















 


 


Chapter 29


 


Dixie needed to find a way to get rid of
Crispy before he could start looking for Ellie. He didn't want to kill him—although
if it came to it he would— but he needed him out of the way for a couple of
days at least. He had something of a plan but he knew he'd end up playing it by
the seat of his pants. Crispy might not have chaired many Mensa meetings but he
had a certain animal cunning. Added to which, Dixie didn't know what Chico had said to him. If Chico had told him to keep an eye on Dixie, he might be expecting
him to try something.


As it turned out, it was
a lot easier than he expected.


'Hey Crispy,' Dixie said, 'you got any duct tape?'


'I think so, yeah.'


'You think so? Have you
or haven't you? I don't want to wait until we've got hold of her and she's
kicking and screaming to find out we need to stop off at the hardware store and
buy some. It's called thinking ahead.'


Crispy looked offended.
Everybody liked to treat him as if he was an idiot. Dixie was the worst.


'I think I've got some
in the trunk.'


'How about we take a
look, just to make sure?'


Crispy grunted something
unintelligible, the second word sounded like you, but he pulled into an
empty parking lot about a mile further on. He popped the trunk and they both
got out to take a look. The trunk was full of all kinds of assorted crap.


'What a mess,' Dixie said.


'What do you expect?
It's a car trunk.'


'Why don't we just go
and buy some now,' Dixie said, 'You'll never find anything amongst all this junk.'


'It's not junk,' Crispy
said. 'You never know what you might need. Just give me a minute, will you.'


Dixie gave a small shrug like it was no
skin off his nose if Crispy wanted to spend a half hour rooting through the
trunk. 


'Whatever. Just don't be
all day.'


He took a small step
backwards to give Crispy some room and Crispy leaned in and started rummaging
around. He moved a blanket to one side and Dixie saw a baseball bat underneath
it.


Just what I need.


This would be the moment
of truth. If Crispy was suspicious in any way it wasn't going to work.


'Nice bat,' he said,
leaning past Crispy and picking it up.


Crispy ignored him. Dixie let out a sigh of relief and took a step backwards to give himself room to swing.


'Hey, Crispy.'


'What is it now?' His
voice had taken on a sharper tone. Dixie didn't know if he was fed up with Dixie's interruptions or he was pissed because he couldn't find the tape and he was going
to look stupid. Dixie smiled to himself but then his heart missed a beat. What
if he didn't have any tape? He couldn't worry about that now. He might not
get another chance.


'What's this stain on
the end of the bat? It looks like blood. You need to wash it off after you've
beaten some guy's brains in. What if the cops caught you with it like this?'


'What are you talking
about?' Crispy said and pulled his head and upper body out of the trunk.


Dixie swung the bat and caught him right
on the temple. There was a sickening thump but not a worrying sharp crack. He'd
judged it just right. Crispy let out a loud grunt and started to crumple. Dixie took another swing and caught him across the gut, a flat, smacking sound. The air
exploded out of Crispy like it wasn't ever coming back. He doubled over and Dixie finished him off—not permanently he hoped—with a blow across the back of his neck.
Crispy dropped to the floor as if his someone had cut his legs off at the knees
with a chainsaw. His head landed with a dull thud on the ground, inches from
the exhaust tailpipe, the fumes washing over his face.


Dixie stepped over him and started
frantically searching through the crap in the trunk. Then he stopped just
moving it aside and grabbed an armful of stuff and dropped in on the ground
next to Crispy. No tape.


He bent into the trunk
again and scooped up another armful and dropped it on the first pile. Nothing.
He started to turn back to the trunk and heard Crispy groan. Surely he couldn't
be coming round already. He didn't want to hit him again if he didn't have to.
He looked down at him but he wasn't moving. His breathing was very shallow
which was probably a good thing—it was best if he didn't breath in too much
carbon monoxide.


Dixie turned back to the trunk and
offered up a silent prayer of thanks. There was a half roll of silver duct tape
lying in the corner. He grabbed hold of it and knelt down next to Crispy. He
flipped him onto his front, pulled his arms behind him and lashed his wrists
together with the tape. He did the same with his ankles. What about his mouth?
He didn't want the guy to suffocate but he couldn't risk him shouting for help.
Crispy had an irritating, nasal sort of voice but did that mean he had problems
with his sinuses? Only one way to find out.


Dixie tore off another strip of tape and
pulled it tight over Crispy's mouth. His chest heaved a couple of times and he
made a snorting noise through his nose but then his breathing settled down
again. He wasn't going red in the face either so Dixie reckoned he'd be okay.


Crispy made what was
probably another groan behind the tape when Dixie sat him up and rolled him
onto his shoulder. Dixie got his legs under him and stood up like he was doing
a squat in the gym and rolled Crispy off his shoulder and into the empty trunk.
He landed at a strange angle but it was only a small drop so Dixie didn't think
he'd done any damage. You couldn't break somebody's neck from that height.


It was a generous-sized
trunk so there was enough room in there to pack all Crispy's junk around him. Dixie thought he actually looked quite comfortable—almost peaceful—lying there. He leaned
in and dug Crispy's phone out of his pocket. He knew his gun was in the glove
compartment so he could get that later. Then he slammed the trunk shut, got in
the front and drove off.


He drove around for the
best part of an hour until he found what he was looking for—an old abandoned
factory near the railroad tracks. He drove in and around to the parking lot at
the back which wasn't visible from the street. Nobody was likely to find the
car here. In fact he'd probably have to let somebody know where it was unless
he wanted Crispy to starve to death.


He thought he better
check up on him one last time. He took Crispy's gun—a Glock 19—from the glove
compartment and went to take a look. He could hear a very faint noise as he
walked around to the back of the car. It sounded like Crispy was awake. He
opened the trunk and looked in. He was right. Crispy was thrashing around
making a guttural sound in the back of his throat. He stopped thrashing and
stared up at Dixie. If looks could kill and all that sort of stuff . . .


'Save your strength,
Crispy, you're going to be here for a few days.' He smiled down at him. 'Don't worry;
I'll let them know where you are once I'm long gone.'


Crispy shook his head
violently back and forth. Dixie patted him on the cheek. He briefly considered
taking the tape off and trying to get him to tell him what Chico had told him
do, but he decided against it. Crispy wouldn't tell him voluntarily and Dixie didn't have the heart for torturing people. Even people like Crispy.


'I could just set the
car alight and be done with it,' he said. 'Then you could live up to your
name.'


Crispy ignored the
comment, didn't even grunt or thrash around a bit more. Just glared at him.
They both knew he wouldn't do it. There was no point wasting any more time. He
slammed the trunk lid shut. Should he shoot a couple of air holes in it like
they did in the movie Thelma and Louise when they locked the traffic cop
in his trunk? That was such a great movie. But was the air holes thing
just some BS they made up for the movie? Surely car trunks weren't airtight.
Not on an old heap of rust like this one anyway. On the other hand, it might be
fun to do it just to scare the ever-loving shit out of him. 


On balance he decided it
wasn't worth wasting a couple of perfectly good bullets. He started walking
back to the street, hoping to find a cruising cab. He pulled Crispy's phone out
of his pocket and checked it as he walked. There was nothing from Chico. Nothing from Chico that hadn't already been deleted, anyway.


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 30


 


Dixie only had to walk about a mile
before he got lucky and a cab picked him up. He'd felt Crispy's phone buzz in
his pocket while he was walking and he checked it sitting in the back of the
cab, As he expected it was from Chico; demanding an update. An update on where
they were specifically. He reckoned that clinched it. Chico was onto him. Why
else would he make contact with Crispy—the supposed sidekick—and not with Dixie himself?


He thought about sending
a message back, making up some story to buy himself some more time. But what to
say? He lay back in the seat and closed his eyes and gave it some thought. He
let out a short laugh as an idea crossed his mind. In the front the driver
looked at him in his rear-view mirror, worried that he'd inadvertently picked
up some screwball. Dixie ignored him and got his wallet out. He found the piece
of paper with the details that Dave, the bartender at Kelly's, had given him
over the phone.


He typed out a reply to Chico's text: I've lost him. We met up with a guy called Evan Buckley. The two of them
gave me the slip. What do you want me to do?


He smiled to himself as
he hit the send button. If Crispy's real purpose had been to keep an eye on
him, it would make sense to Chico. If not, what the hell? He had nothing to
lose. He might even get a reply from Chico.


He got the driver to
drop him at the nearest car rental office and hired a medium-sized van. It was
better than a sedan for a couple of reasons: one, he might need to sleep in it,
and, two, if he managed to catch up with Ellie, it would be useful to hold her
in while he decided what to do with her.


First things first,
though. The money.


He got his own phone out
and found the number of the GPS tracking device that he'd called from Alvarez's
office. He hit redial and waited for the text to come back. Almost immediately
his phone pinged. He opened the text and clicked on the link. A map opened in
his phone's browser, the tracker's location clearly indicated. He smiled to
himself again. It was the exact same location as last time. She hadn't moved
it.


He put his phone away.
He didn't need the map. He knew exactly where he was going. After all, he'd
chosen it in the first place.


He felt a unpleasant
flutter in his stomach the whole journey. He didn't know if it was excitement
or trepidation. A very unwelcome thought dug its way into his mind and wouldn't
give him any peace. Would Alvarez have phoned Chico after he'd left? The guy
had been so full of himself, so sure that he'd solved Chico's problem in two
seconds flat. He'd definitely enjoyed showing off in front of Dixie. Maybe he'd
got the urge to do the same with Chico. Call him up and gloat. And give him the
tracker's number at the same time. That was the problem with them, anybody or
everybody could ring the number. Then he might send some of the other guys to
pick up the money, leave Dixie to concentrate on finding Ellie. He'd need to be
careful when he got there.


He suddenly laughed out
loud to himself. They didn't have a key. What the hell was he worrying about?
He must be getting old. Worrying about every little thing. Real and imagined.


It didn't take long to
get there. He didn't recognize any of the vehicles in the parking lot and there
was nobody waiting in any of them. He jogged across the lot, into the main
lobby and took the stairs up to the second floor. He found the unit he was
looking for. He still had his keys in his hand. Looking down at them he was
surprised to see a slight tremble.


Pull yourself
together.


He found the right key
and tried it. It didn't fit. He must have mistaken it on the ring. He looked
again. No, it was definitely the right one. Was it the right unit? He checked.
Yes, it was the right one.


What the hell was going
on? He'd have to get the manager. He ran back down the stairs to reception and
found the guy. He was in the middle of eating his lunch and wasn't at all
pleased at the interruption. He looked like a man who enjoyed his food. Dixie explained the problem and they went through a great long rigmarole of verifying who
he was. Thank God he'd booked it using his credit card.


Then they went back
upstairs and the manager tried Dixie's key. Dixie was relieved when it didn't
work for him either. The guy got his master key out and the lock opened up
without a problem.


'It's probably new,' he
said, inspecting Dixie's key. 'We've had a bunch of them recently that didn't
work.'


Dixie nodded understandingly. The feeling
of trepidation that had been building inside him was getting to fever pitch. Now
just get the hell back downstairs.


Despite the fact that
his lunch had been interrupted, the guy didn't seem to be in any hurry to get
back to it. Dixie didn't want to open up with him standing there. Was the guy
waiting for a tip? Get a new locksmith.


He got the hint in the
end and headed back to his office. Dixie let himself into the unit and turned
on the light. His heart was thumping, his mouth dry. The unit was a small five
by five space, the smallest you could rent but more than enough room for the
single bag sitting in the back corner. It looked quite lonely, sitting there
all alone. Like it had been discarded when its owner had no further use for it.


The bad feeling that he
felt intensified at the sight of the bag. What can you tell from simply looking
at a bag from five feet away? It seemed it could certainly make your stomach
turn over. He took a couple of quick steps across the room and picked it up. 


Empty. 


Just as he knew it
would be. 


He didn't need to open
it, he could tell from the weight. He knew there were just under five hundred
notes to a pound in weight, which means three million dollars in one hundred
dollar bills weighs about sixty-six pounds. The bag in his hand didn't weigh
sixty-six ounces.


He opened it up and
looked inside anyway. It wasn't completely empty—she'd left the GPS tracker for
him. It was a little plastic box about three inches by two inches and an inch
thick. He wondered if she'd known it was there or if she'd simply transferred
the money to another bag—one with wheels maybe. He dropped the tracker back
into the bag and threw the bag into the corner. Might as well leave it there in
case somebody else came looking for it. 


A sudden thought crossed
his mind and made him smile—as much as anybody who's just found out they've
been double-crossed out of three million dollars can smile. He could take the
tracker and drop it into a dumpster somewhere. Outside a fish restaurant maybe.
Then whoever came looking could spend their time rooting through all the
rotting fish and food leftovers, or, even better, spend a few days tramping
around a landfill site. He was glad her mind didn't work along the same lines,
but then again he'd never done anything to her to piss her off that much. Had
he?


The thought of her gave
him another idea. He could take it with him in case he caught up with her. Then
he could stick it where the sun don't shine and he'd never lose track of her
again. Not that there'd be much chance of losing her again if he ever found her—people
six foot under the ground don't tend to go very far. But in the end he couldn't
be bothered and just left it in the bottom of the bag.


He turned out the light
and closed the door. The manager hadn't given him a new key so he couldn't have
locked it if he'd wanted to. He went back downstairs and out to the parking lot
and got in the rental van. 


What the hell was he
going to do now?


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 31


 


Evan booked a room on
the floor above Ellie and then spent a few minutes freshening himself up before
going back to wait in his car outside the hotel. He got a text from an unknown
number while he was waiting. It turned out to be Ryder making a big deal about
how it was now safe for Evan to go back to his office, now that the real
detectives had sorted his mess out for him. It was irritating to give Ryder the
satisfaction of riling him, but at least he knew that the two guys were out of
the picture for the time being. 


He saw Ellie arrive and
park up about ten minutes before they were due to meet. She was alone in the
car. Nobody drove in behind her and he hadn't seen anybody else who looked
remotely suspicious. He was about as sure as he could be that it wasn't a trap.



He got out of his car
and followed her into the hotel. She walked straight past the reception desk
and across to the elevators. There was a car waiting to go and she stepped
right into it. The doors started to close. Evan had to run the last few yards
across the lobby to get his foot in the doors before they could close
completely. They opened again and he stepped in.


Ellie looked up and did
a small double take. She looked rough. The side of her face was bruised and her
bottom lip was swollen. She tried a smile. It wasn't a very good one. It
certainly didn't get within a mile of her eyes.


'Somebody hit you?' he
asked. He made no effort whatsoever to put some concern into his voice. A few
more slaps like that probably wouldn't do her any harm.


She put out her hand to
press the button for her floor but he intercepted it and pressed the floor
above.


'What are you doing?'
she said. 'I'm on the third floor.'


'I'm on the fourth,' he
said. 'Better view.'


She gave him a tight
smile. A have it your way sort of smile.


'No reason why we
shouldn't go to my room, is there?'


She gave a small shake
of her head but didn't say anything. 


'There isn't somebody
waiting in your room you want me to meet?'


She didn't bother saying
anything to that either. He didn't actually think she had set something up; she
was just pissed she wasn't in control.


They rode up the rest of
the way in silence and he let her get out first and walk ahead of him. Again,
it wasn't that he thought she was going to do a runner. He was just being gentlemanly—despite
the fact that there wasn't what he'd call a lady in sight. He let them
into the room and she dropped into the only armchair. He locked the door and
leaned against it, and they stared at each other in silence for a minute or
two.


'Tell you what,' he
said, 'I'll tell you what's happened since I last saw you and then you can tell
me what the hell's going on.'


He ran through it all on
his fingers; the fight in the bar; the confrontation afterwards with Juan and
José; his visit to her ransacked hotel room (although he didn't mention the
photograph he'd found); almost getting caught by Juan and José at her hotel the
following day and, finally, Juan and José's visit to his office. 


'I don't know about
you,' he said, after he'd finished checking them all off, 'but that sounds like
a lot to happen in just a couple of days.'


'I haven't exactly been
having the time of my life either,' she said, pointing at her face.


'The difference is though;
you know what this is all about. I don't. At least when you were getting beaten
up you knew the reason why.'


'What, and that makes it
easier—'


'And I'd be willing to
bet it was probably all your own fault.'


She extended her middle
finger towards him. 'Up yours, Evan.'


'Ever the lady.'


'If it's as bad as you
say, why are you still here?'


He was about to say it
was for one reason, and one reason only, but then he realized that wasn't the
case any more.


'For one, I don't have
any choice any more. Unless Juan and José's visit to my office was an isolated
incident and they'll give up now, they're going to be back.'


'Okay, I can see your
point. What's the other reason?' 


She had a mocking
half-smile on her lips that he'd have liked to slap off. She knew damn well
that she'd hooked him with her promise of helping him find Sarah. She probably
didn't know that he believed her now, thanks to the photograph. Believed that
she could help him, at any rate. He still wasn't sure about whether she
would. He hadn't planned to bring up the question of the photograph at this
point. He'd have preferred to find out what was going on before going down that
route. But, you don't always get to call the shots.


'You know why. You said
you'd help me find Sarah if I helped you.'


'I didn't think you
believed me.'


'I didn't.'


She didn't look quite so
sure of herself suddenly. It wasn't the answer she was expecting.


'So what changed?'


Now it was his turn to
give her an irritatingly smug smile.


'Well it sure as hell
wasn't because I sat down and thought to myself: you know I did Ellie a huge
injustice, I'm sure she really wants to help after all.'


This time she managed to
keep her middle finger under control. Maybe it was because she was too busy
watching Evan's hand as he reached into his jacket pocket. Did she have any
idea what was coming? He took the photograph out of his wallet and handed it to
her. 


She stared at it dumbly
for a split second before she realized what it was. Her head snapped back up.


'Where did you get
this?'


He took a quick step
forward and snatched it out of her hand again. He didn't want to risk her doing
anything with it.


'Where did you get it?'
she said again.


'It was in the front
compartment of your suitcase. I found it while I was waiting for you to turn
up.' He didn't think he needed to tell her that he'd gone through her diary as
well. Or mention the other piece of paper for the moment.


'It's not important
anyway,' she said. 'You don't need it to find Dixie. I already told you that.'


'I know.'


'You know what?'


'That I don't need it to
find Dixie.'


Her brow creased into a
slight frown. Did she really not know why he was interested in it? The
slightest of doubts crept into his mind. Had he been mistaken? Or had she
simply forgotten who the other person in the photo was?


'So what do you want it
for?'


'I think that's obvious,
don't you?'


The frown intensified.


'You need to work on
your confused face,' he said, trying to sound confident.


She shook her head. 'I
have no idea what you're talking about.'


'The other person in the
photo,' he prompted.


'There isn't anyone else
in the photo.'


'Okay then, the other
person's arm. The arm that's round your neck.'


'Show me.'


Was it a trick to get it
back? Or was he making a mountain out of a molehill?


'Don't worry; I'm not
going to try to take it—even though it's mine in the first place.'


He passed it back to her
and she studied it carefully before giving it back to him.


'I honestly don't
remember who that was. I'm not even sure when it was taken. I just grabbed the
first photo I could find of Dixie.'


'Why cut it in half?'


'For Christ's sake, Evan.
If I could have found one of Dixie on his own . . .'


She trailed off as
something occurred to her. She let out a genuine laugh.


'I don't believe it. You
think it's Sarah. Don't you?'


Evan wasn't sure what he
thought now in the face of her reaction. If she wasn't being genuine, she was
one hell of an actress.


'You do, don't you?' she
said again.


'I recognize the
bracelet,' he said. It sounded pretty lame to him now.


She held out her hand
and flicked her fingers at him. 


'Show me.'


Again she studied it carefully
before handing it back.


'It doesn't mean
anything to me.'


'But it does to me. I
bought it for her.' He was sounding increasingly desperate in his own ears.


'And it's one of a kind
is it? You commissioned it personally so that nobody else in the world would
ever have one like it?'


He didn't answer her.


'No, I didn't think so.
There's probably thousands of them out there. Probably came out of a Christmas
cracker.'


'Okay, but what's the
likelihood that you know two people—Sarah and whoever that is in the photograph—with
the exact same one.'


She shrugged. 'Who
knows? You're clutching at straws. It's not her.'


He didn't know what else
he could do or say. It didn't really matter what he said, she was adamant that
it wasn't Sarah. That, or she was determined not to admit it. This wasn't how
he'd seen it panning out. He'd expected to catch her on the back foot. Expected
to see something in her reaction that confirmed his suspicions. In fact he'd
seen the exact opposite. It made him question his own convictions.


'Okay, put a pin in
that,' he said and cringed at what he'd just said. 'Why don't you tell me
what's been going on.'


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 32


 


'Who beat you up?' Evan
asked her again.


She shook her head. 'It
doesn't matter.'


'Was it those two guys?'


'Why? Are you going to
kick their asses for me?'


I might shake their
hands if you carry on like this.


'Is that why you didn't
show up at the hotel?' He held up his hand. 'Don't answer that. Stupid
question. Of course it was.'


He took her silence as
confirmation.


'Why did they beat you
up?'


'To scare me.'


He nodded and started
pacing up and down. That much was obvious. He could have worked that out for
himself. The question was why. It could be one of two things.


'Why? Because they want
you to stop doing something or because they want to make you do something for
them?' He was almost talking to himself. Asking the questions and answering
them as well.


'Evan?'


He stopped pacing and
looked at her.


'You're getting ahead of
yourself here.'


He realized she was
right. He was trying to analyze the situation without knowing what the hell was
going on.


'You're right. Why don't
you start at the beginning? Tell me about Dixie.'


'Okay. Why don't you sit
down first? You're making me nervous pacing up and down.'


He sat on the bed and
let her tell her story.


'Before I start I need
to say that you're not going to like this. But just hear me out before you
start going ballistic.'


He let out a short,
humorless laugh. He was looking forward to this already.


'You know Dixie's an undercover cop.'


He nodded. He also knew
that nobody seemed to know which side he was on any more.


'I was his snitch—'


'That's a crock. If you
were his snitch, it means you have a relationship with him, a system for
getting in touch and all the rest of it. How comes you need me to find him?'


'Just listen will you.'


'Why were you snitching
for him?'


'Evan!' It was almost a
scream. The people in the next room would have heard it easily. 'Just shut up
and let me tell you. Jesus Christ.'


She took a deep breath.
He held his hands open as an invitation for her to continue.


'I had a job in a real dive
of a bar—and no, it wasn't Kelly's. The money was awful and so when the manager
asked me one day if I wanted to make a bit extra on the side I jumped at it. It
was just delivering boxes to people. No big deal. Most of the people I was
delivering them to were complete low-lifes and I had to go to some pretty scary
places, but he was paying me really well.'


'And you thought what?
You were delivering potato chips?'


She gave him a look that
said it's all very well for you to say, after the event.


'You knew what was in
them?'


'I had a pretty good
idea. I'm not stupid, you know.'


'But you didn't actually
look?'


She shook her head. 'No.
I was desperate for money. I didn't want to think about it. The consequences if
I was caught. It was stupid, but it was easy work and I didn't get
caught—'


'Until . . .'


'Exactly, until.'


'Dixie caught you?'


She nodded. 'Obviously
he didn't make the arrest—he was working undercover. But they had me in an
interview room and in he walks. The rest, as they say, is history.'


She shook her head in
frustration and started picking at her fingernails.


'He gave me a straight
choice. Work for him or go to prison.' She looked up at him. He wasn't sure
what the emotion in her eyes was. Self-pity, most likely. 'What would you have
done?'


He gave a small twitch
of the shoulders. 'Same as you, I suppose.'


He couldn't feel sorry
for her, even if she was Sarah's friend. She'd brought it on herself. He'd
never worked for drug dealers and he'd known some pretty bad times.


'Dixie was obviously
well in with them,' she continued, 'and he arranged things so that I was doing
more and more for them. Obviously he put in a good word for me. Like any good
employer would for one of his best employees.' She snorted unpleasantly. 


Evan could almost taste
the bitterness in her voice.


'It got to the point
where I was going on some of the big deals with them. Lord knows why they
wanted a woman along. All those macho wet backs. Maybe they wanted me along in
case they fancied a cup of coffee.'


He smiled to himself. Maybe
they just recognized that you were a more ruthless bastard than any of the men.


'The situation was
unbearable,' she said. 'You can't imagine what it's like. Petrified that at any
moment they're going to find out that you're a snitch.' She drew a fast line
across her throat with her finger. 'Sayonara.'


'So what happened?'


She smiled. 'Let's say
an opportunity presented itself. An opportunity to get out for good with enough
money to disappear forever.'


Everything fell into
place in Evan's mind.


'So you ripped them
off.'


She nodded. He thought
he could almost see a hint of pride in her expression. Satisfaction certainly.


'How much?'


'A lot. In the
millions.'


If Evan had been prone to
letting out low whistles, he'd have done it then. She had more balls than most
guys he knew.


'So where does Dixie come into it.' He held up a finger. 'Let me guess—you want to find him so that he can
pull you out in return for handing over the drug dealers' money.' He smiled
knowingly. 'Most of it, anyway.'


She raised her arms and
clasped her hands on top of her head. 'If only it was that simple. Dixie's the problem, not the answer.'


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 33


 


'This is where we get to
the bit you're not going to like,' Ellie said


He wished she wouldn't
keep saying that. He was already feeling very uncomfortable with what he'd
heard so far. The supposedly simple task that she'd given him of finding Dixie had turned into something very different. He wished she'd just get on with it and let
him make his own mind up about what he did and didn't like.


'Do you have any idea
how difficult it is to store stuff temporarily after 9/11?'


He shook his head.


'Immediately afterwards
they removed all the lockers in airports and train stations. Then they relaxed
a bit and brought them back but most of them are biometric so they work with
your fingerprint. The biggest problem is that you can't leave stuff for any
length of time. They clear them out after twenty-four hours.'


'I can see how that
would give your everyday rip-off artist a problem.'


She ignored the jibe.


'I put the money in a
locker at the train station to begin with, but I needed to store it somewhere
that would allow me to be away from it for more than twenty-four hours.'


Suddenly Evan realized
where this was going, but he didn't want to hear her say it.


'I asked Sarah to keep
it for me for a few days.'


Her words hit Evan like
a slap around the face. His guts twisted violently. If he hadn't already been
sitting on the bed his legs would have crumpled. He felt as if he'd been given
something—something that he wanted more than anything else in the world—only to
have it snatched away before he could grasp it. If he could believe her—and he
knew it was a massive if—he had proof Sarah was alive. And then, a
fraction of a nano-second later, came the news that she'd been dragged into
Ellie's sordid drug dealer rip-off scam. And he knew as sure as hell that she
wasn't about to tell him she picked the money up again two days later, no
problem.


'You've gone a funny
green color,' she said. There was even a hint of real concern in her voice.


He gave her a what
did you expect? look. Like she'd just told him she'd seen Sarah at the
mall. No big deal. Not that she'd just given her a few million dollars of
stolen drug money to hold onto.


He snorted. 'I feel a
lot worse than just turning green.' He stood up. He felt a bit shaky on his
legs and he was far too hot. He took off his jacket and threw it on the bed. He
crossed the room and stood over her as she sat in the armchair. She shrank
backwards into it.


'I didn't have any
choice. Honestly . . .' Her voice was whiney now. He wanted to get his hands
around her neck and squeeze until the horrible noise stopped. And the breathing
too. Seeing her eyeballs pop would be good too.


'Tell me you went back
and picked the money up again a few days later, no problem.'


She tried to stand up
but he pushed her back down into the chair. She clasped her hands together in
her lap. She wouldn't meet his eyes.


'Tell me, Ellie,' he
shouted.


He looked down at the
top of her head level with his stomach. He didn't even feel like saying: while
you're down there. . .


'No,' she said quietly,
'that isn't how it went.'


He spun round and
stamped over to the window to stop himself from slapping her.


'What happened?'


'Dixie came after the
money.'


'For himself or for the
people you ripped off?'


For himself, I think.'


Evan swallowed a lump
the size of his fist. He felt sick. He didn't know exactly where this was
going, but he knew it wasn't anywhere good. There wasn't going to be a happy
ending any time soon.


'Dixie found Sarah,'
Ellie said. Her voice wasn't whiney any more, just dead. Resigned. Helpless.
Hopeless.


'How?' His voice sounded
the same. A please tell me your very worst news voice.


She shook her head,
still not looking at him. 'I don't know. Does it matter?'


'Not really—apart from
the fact that he manages to do in a couple of days what I couldn't do in five
years. But no, it doesn't alter the outcome.'


'He made her tell him
where the money was.'


Somehow he managed to
not think about the implications of that statement immediately, because what
she said didn't make sense.


'What do you mean? You
said she had it.'


'She wasn’t happy with
it lying around the apartment'—he laughed ironically at that—'so she moved it
to a self-storage facility.'


'So why the hell didn't
you do that in the first place?'


She shrugged helplessly.
'I don't know. I didn't think about it. Those places are big. Who puts a single
bag in one? I was more worried about who might be coming after me.'


He looked at her and
felt a rising tide of disgust inside him. He didn't want to hear any more of
this. It was only going to get worse. He refused to even think about what the
ultimate outcome might be.


'You said he made her
tell him where the money was. How?'


She looked at him like
he was an idiot. 'How do you think?'


Her strode across the
room and stood over her again. He reached down and grabbed hold of her hair at
the nape of her neck and pulled her head back until she was staring into his
face.


'We don't all live in a
world where people routinely torture other people to get what they want. Pardon
me if I'm finding it difficult to get my head around it.' He threw her head
back against the chair and walked away.


'You want to know what
these people are like?' she said. 'Here, look at this.'


She started to unbutton
her blouse. Evan stared in astonishment. She got it open all the way down and
then took hold of one of her breasts and lifted in up. She got hold of the
bottom of the cup of her brassiere and pulled it halfway up over her breast. In
the crease of flesh between her breast and ribs he saw a four inch long
adhesive bandage taped to her skin. For a split second he wondered if she was
going to ask him to rub some ointment in.


'They were going to
slice my breast off.' Her voice cracked as she said it.


Now that would be a
waste. She had very nice breasts.


'That was after they
were going to cut off my nipple'—Evan wondered if she was going to show it to
him in case he didn't know what one looked like—'with some gardening
secateurs.' She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her other hand.


He shuddered at the
thought. Women might have better nipples than men, but men still have them, and
he had no problem imagining the horror of having one snipped off.


She pulled her brassiere
back into place and buttoned herself up again. He wondered if the demonstration
had been strictly necessary. It also made him wonder what had occurred to stop
them following through on their threats. They'd released her—there must be
conditions attached.


So far he'd managed to
hold off thinking about Sarah being tortured. But Ellie's graphic demonstration
was too much. He imagined Sarah tied up and helpless, straining against her
bonds, screaming and sobbing as some maniac snipped off the end of her nipple.
He felt light-headed at the thought of the dark red blood gushing out, her
helpless screams music to the ears of her tormentor.


It was suddenly way too
hot in the room. His head felt like it was about to explode. His mouth was dry,
his throat scratchy. He swallowed the ball bearing caught in his gullet.


'I've got to get a glass
of water,' he said.


He took a couple of
quick strides across the room to the bathroom and slammed the door after him.
He filled the sink with cold water and buried his face in it. If it had been
deeper he'd have stuck his whole head under the water. He pulled the plug and
watched someone else’s pubic hair swirl round and round until it disappeared
down the drain. He poured himself a glass of water and downed it in one
swallow, before slumping down on the toilet seat. He rested his head in his
hands and forced himself to calm down. When he felt a bit better he poured
himself another glass and carried it back into the room.


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 34


 


'Do you know . . . what
happened?' Evan asked, as he came out of the bathroom.


She took a deep breath
and nodded, a small smile on her lips. 'She's okay. I've seen her. She's badly
shaken up but she's okay.'


Thank God for that. He felt his whole body slump and
relax, like a large lump of Jell-O that hadn't quite set. He let out a massive
breath and dropped onto the bed. Couldn't she have told him that in the first
place, instead of all the warnings about you're not going to like this.


'So Dixie's got the
money. That's why you want to find him.' He laughed. 'You think he'll give you
some of it if you ask nicely?' Thinking back to the display he'd just been
given he imagined she could ask very nicely indeed if she had the mind to.


'No, he hasn't got it.'


'I'm getting lost here,'
he admitted.


'You underestimate your
wife.' 


He was glad she called
her that, rather than ex-wife which is what it felt like now, although
he was starting to wonder what he did feel any more. It certainly seemed like
he didn't know the first thing about her.


'How so?'


'She gave Dixie the key but she told him the wrong storage facility. He took her along with him when
he went to pick up the money. They were stopped at a traffic signal and she
jumped out and got away. He couldn't just leave the car where it was and chase
after her. Plus he thought he had the right address so he wasn't too concerned.
What was she going to do? Call the cops?'


Evan was impressed. He
wouldn't have thought Sarah would have had the presence of mind to give him the
wrong address after he'd beaten her up at the least, if not actually tortured
her. And then to give him the slip as well. That's my girl. Or was.


'I can see you're
impressed,' she said.


He couldn't help
grinning. 'I'd never have believed it.'


'It's obvious who wore
the pants in your household.'


He thought that was a
bit below the belt. He didn't want to take anything away from what Sarah had
done but even so . . .


'So what happened next?
He had the key.'


Now she grinned. 'He had
one of the keys. They give you two. She called me and I went and picked her
up. Then we drove to the right facility, picked up the money and moved it to
another one. It's easy; they're all over the place.'


'So you've still got the
money.'


She nodded. He thought
her face might split in two if she grinned any wider.


'What about Sarah?'


The grin melted away.
Evan's stomach clenched without permission. He pushed himself off the bed and
stood over her. His hand itched to slap her.


'What about Sarah? Where
is she now?'


She shook her head, a
helpless gesture. He bent down, took hold of her shoulders and shook her, his
fingers digging into her flesh.


'I don't know.' She
blinked in quick succession. He wondered suddenly if she was going to cry. He'd
give her something to cry about if she kept this up much longer. 'She said
she'd call me and then ran off.'


He let go of her arms
and stood up.


'I'm not surprised after
you put Dixie onto her—'


'I didn't put Dixie onto her,' she screamed, 'he found her.'


'Maybe she doesn't want
to be found again.' He walked over to the bathroom door; felt like
punching a hole through it. 'So you don't actually know where she is.'


'I just told you—she's
going to call me.'


'Yeah, right. And even
if she does, you won't tell me anything until I've found Dixie for you.'


She shrugged as if to
say: that's the way it goes.


'Unless you're going to
beat it out of me, of course.' The smugness was back with a vengeance.


She was a little too
full of herself for his liking but he was between a rock and a hard place. It
was the fact that she knew it that really got his goat.


'Why do you want to find
 Dixie anyway? I'd have thought he was the last person you wanted to meet.'


The mention of Dixie
wiped the smile off her face about as fast as Chico's secateurs would have
done, but without it being so much fun. He could feel her get wary, see it in
the way she deliberately leaned back into the chair, spread her arms and
pretended to be casual.


'I need to come to an .
. . arrangement with him.'


'Do a deal, you mean.'


'Yes.' She leaned
forward, rested her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands together.
Earnest, you-can-trust-me face. Nitty gritty time. 'I'll split the money with
him. In return he leaves me alone. I can't spend the rest of my life looking
over my shoulder.'


'And Sarah.' He raised a
questioning eyebrow as if to say: sorry to bring up such a trivial matter.


'Yes, and Sarah.' Her
tone of voice implying: what sort of a person do you think I am?


They stared at each
other a few beats. Evan felt as if he was being asked to decide on Dixie's behalf whether it was an acceptable proposition or not. He'd not met the guy yet,
but as far as he was concerned, he'd have been happy for him to take the lot
and give her a swift kick in the cooter for good measure.


'Why are you so worried
about him?'


The look on her face
suggested she was having a problem believing anybody could be so stupid. He
wanted to slap that one off too.


'You were quite happy
having the drug dealers after you. Or were you going to do a deal with them?
Offer them half of their money back?'


She laughed out loud at
that.


'You haven't met Dixie have you? There's a world of difference between a guy like him and a bunch of wetback
drug dealers. I was willing to take my chances on them never finding me, him,
not so much.'


Evan supposed it made
perfect sense but there was one small matter that was giving him a problem.


'And I'm meant to help
you in setting up this deal? Breaking I don't know how many laws in the
process.'


She shrugged and as much
as a shrug can say anything, it said: it's your choice.


'The door's right over
there.'


That's what came out of
her mouth. What Evan heard was: good luck finding Sarah.


He felt like throwing
the glass of water in her face.


 
















 


 


Chapter 35


 


He knew when he was beaten.
There'd never really been any doubt that he'd do whatever it took. He wasn't
about to just up and walk out, even though it was a very different kettle of
fish to when she'd first come to see him. Well, actually it wasn't—it was
exactly the same, it was just that he'd been let into the secret now.


He picked his jacket up
off the bed and pulled it on. He remembered the other thing he'd wanted to ask
her. It felt as if he'd been in the room with her for about three weeks. He got
his wallet out again and pulled out the other piece of paper he'd found in her
diary.


'What's this about?' he
said, holding it out to her.


She took it from him.
'Where'd you get this?' 


'Same place as the
photo.'


'Remind me to keep
everything under lock and key when you're around, will you?'


'Says Little Miss
Trustworthy.'


'Anyway, it's not
important.'


He shook his head. 'Were
you aware that's the answer you give to every question you're ever asked?'


Her eyes narrowed.
'Maybe you shouldn't ask so many questions.'


He started to point out
that he wouldn't get very far in his job if he didn't ask lots of questions but
she talked over him. It made him feel like he was married again and his next
turn to talk wasn't until next week.


'Questions about things
that don't concern you.' She put her fists on her hips. It made her look
pissed, just like it was meant to, but he wasn't sure if she knew how much it
hitched her breasts up and pushed them towards. Body language mixed messages,
he thought, and considered reaching out and squeezing one of them playfully
with a cheery Parp, Parp. 


'Did I ask you to
rummage through my personal belongings and interrogate me about everything you
find?' she carried on. 'Did I?'


He really didn't know
what to say to her. No answer would’ve worked, so he didn’t try one. He just
wanted to get away from her.


'No. I didn't think so,'
she said in that supercilious tone of voice that took him straight back to when
he'd known her years ago.


He took the piece of
paper back from her.


'I'll keep it anyway.
I'm sure I'll find out the significance at some critical point in the future
when I'm being attacked by another couple of Mexican hit men.'


He studied it again,
making sure his lips didn't move as he read it.


'MacQuaid's is obviously
another bar.' He looked at her expectantly and she nodded wearily.


'It's one of the places
I used to meet Dixie. Okay. Happy now?'


'Who's 'J'?'


She just shook her head.


'Okay, I'm going to
assume that two days ago you had to meet somebody called 'J' at MacQuaid's.
Either that or you sent somebody else to look for him there.' 


'Jesus Christ, Evan.
Why's everything got to be connected to everything else? I suppose if you'd
found my grocery list you'd be expecting to get it all served to you for your
dinner in one go. It's just a few notes to myself.' She sounded almost as sick
of talking to him as he was of her.


He didn't believe her
for a second. He laughed, putting the piece of paper back in his pocket.
'That's an even worse assignment than I got. At least I got a whole name. Some
other poor sap had to go in and say pardon me, I'm looking for somebody
called 'J'?'


'I have to use the
bathroom,' she said, not bothering to respond to his complaint. 'You don't have
to wait for me. You've got work to do.'


She gave him a tight
little smile.


For once in his life, he
bit his tongue and headed off to try to find the elusive Dixie. Sadly, he got
the impression that if he just sat still long enough, Dixie would find him.


Ellie went into the
bathroom and waited until she heard him close the door before coming back out.
Her eyes flicked all round the room and came to rest on the water glass that
he'd left on the nightstand. She crossed to the closet and found a plastic
laundry bag in the bottom. She carefully picked up the water glass, dropped it
into the laundry bag and put the whole lot in her handbag.


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 36


 


Chico heard the ping of his phone. He
looked at the message and laughed out loud, despite himself: I've lost him.
We met up with a guy called Evan Buckley. The two of them gave me the slip.
What do you want me to do? He knew Dixie's hand at work when he saw it,
although he wasn't sure he knew what he was trying to achieve. He ought to feel
insulted that Dixie thought it would fool him. Unless he'd sent it as a joke. 


He closed his eyes and
leaned his head against the headrest. The whole situation made him sad more
than anything; he was really going to miss the guy. After his initial rage had
subsided, he'd started thinking about all the good times they'd had—or at least
he'd thought they were good times—and how things were going to be very
different in future. He'd miss the humor, although now he thought about it
there'd always been a hard caution in his eyes even when he was laughing. He'd
miss the confidence, the loose, wary way he had of carrying himself and the
fact that you only had to tell him something once. And every time he looked at
Ricardo he'd think it all over again. He opened his eyes and looked at his
shredded palm and laughed softly to himself—if he'd been a younger man he'd
have been reminded every time he knocked one out too. He shook his head at how
much things had turned around in the space of a few days.


It was obvious Dixie had done something with that idiot Crispy. It made him wonder why he kept him on. How
had he ever thought Crispy was up to the job? Had Dixie killed him or just put
him out of action somehow? It didn't really matter one way or the other. The
end result was the same—Dixie was out there without his minder. The fact that
he'd done something with Crispy and was using his phone also meant he knew Chico was keeping tabs on him.


Or did he? Was he
jumping to conclusions based on what Alvarez had told him? It was the reference
to the investigator that puzzled him. Ellie had claimed that Buckley told her
he was looking for Dixie. Chico was well aware that the golden rule was don't
believe a word the bitch says, but now Dixie—if it was him who sent the
text—had brought Buckley into it again. Who the hell was he? Was he was working
with Dixie? Or with Ellie? Or were all of them in it together? It made his head
hurt thinking about it all.


He knew he wasn't going
to get anywhere just sitting around thinking about it. He had to make something
happen. There was no reason why he shouldn't carry on with the texting game. He
needed to think of something to say that might worry Dixie (although that was
easier said than done). He leaned his elbows on the desk and dropped his chin
to the heel of his hand and stared at his phone.


It came to him in a
flash of genius. He tapped away with one finger, a satisfied smile on his lips,
and after a couple of minutes sent a reply that he hoped would give Dixie something to think about: No problem. Come back here. We've got Ellie. We're
picking up the money now. 


He couldn't help
laughing to himself as he hit send. Two can play at that game. Like all good
lies, it was as full of the truth as it was full of shit. It would give Dixie a couple of things to think about. It would be interesting to see what he would do.
Come back to rescue poor Ellie? Not if he had any sense. But the fact that Dixie was out there on his own, most likely going after the money himself, meant they had
to get things moving.


He opened his desk
drawer and got out the piece of paper that Ellie had scrawled the details on.
The writing was shaky which wasn't surprising since she'd almost had a breast
sliced off, but it was still perfectly legible. He imagined that would make
most women's handwriting suffer. He must be getting old; back in the day he'd
have just got on with it, rather than give her a little scratch. He swallowed
thickly. Well, maybe not so old, he thought, feeling something stir
appreciatively south of the border.


He almost felt sorry for
the woman whose name and address was written on the paper. She had a nice name,
an old fashioned biblical name, the sort of name he'd have given his daughter
if he'd had one, although he knew his wife would have insisted on Maria.
(Ricardo would never know how close he came to being called Jesús.) Chico was something of an Old Testament man himself, particularly when it came to crime and
punishment. There were some great ideas in there that had sadly slipped out of
favor—the death penalty for bestiality, for instance, or for being light in
your loafers, had a lot to recommend it, although death for screwing a woman on
the rag was a bit harsh. 


He tried to think back
to his studies at the seminary, tried to remember what the name meant in
Hebrew. Was it princess? He couldn't remember, it had been almost fifty
years ago, but it didn't sound right. Maybe something else, then. It didn't
matter. He laughed to himself and wondered if any of those old Hebrew names
meant stupid or dead meat. She probably had no idea what she was
getting herself into when she agreed to look after a bag for her friend. She'd
have caught on pretty fast if she'd looked inside, that was for sure. She was
collateral damage, that's all, which was the Army's fancy way of saying: Into
each life some rain must fall. 


He turned to look at
Juan and José and felt another twinge of pity for her. She didn't deserve these
two. José in particular, leaning against the wall, picking at his nails with
his knife. There was something evil that lived behind his eyes, something you
didn’t want to look at.   


'Go see this woman,' he
said, giving Juan the piece of paper, 'and get my money back.'


'I thought Ellie was
getting it.'


Chico shook his head sadly like Juan was
a dog he couldn't teach to beg. 'You didn't really think I'd let her go and
hope she'd get it and bring it back like a good girl, did you?'


Juan's face creased into
a frown. 'So why did you let her go?'


'Because she's our best
chance of finding Dixie, dickbrain,' Chico said, forgetting about the cuts on
his hand and slamming his palm on the desk. It started to bleed again. 'She might
not want to give the money back, but I get a feeling she's happy to hand him
over—or kill him herself if she gets the chance. If they're in this together,
she doubles her share at the same time.'


'What about the friend?'
Juan waved the piece of paper at him, a look of hopeful expectation on his
face. José stopped picking at his nails. 


'What do you think?'


Juan's face split into a
massive grin. He drew his finger across his throat. José sniggered obscenely
behind him, the sound of the knife snapping shut loud in the room.


'Knock yourself out,' Chico said, 'but don't let him'—he gestured towards José with his chin—'stretch it out too
long. She hasn't done anything to deserve that.'


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 37


 


Dixie had just parked up
in the parking lot at the front of MacQuaids when he saw Jackson crossing the
street on foot. He got out and went to meet him.


'No car?' Dixie said.


'I didn't bother
bringing it,' Jackson said. 'I've got two years worth of beers to catch up on.'


They went inside and
took a couple of stools up at the bar. Jackson ordered a beer and raised a
questioning eyebrow at his brother.


'The usual,' Dixie said
and Jackson ordered him a coke. 


'You shouldn't drink so
much of that crap. Makes you fart, rots your teeth. Makes you hyper too.'


Dixie smiled. 'I need all the hyper I can
get at the moment.'


'Things are bad?'


'Could be better.' He
took a sip of his drink. 'Anyway, you don't want to hear any of that. What
about you?'


Jackson shook his head. 'I'll tell you
another time. So tell me, what's going on with Ellie? You didn't get back
together with her did you?'


Dixie laughed out loud. 'God, no. After
the way it ended?'


'Not the forgiving
kind?'


'Uh uh. You know what
it's like. Women are so unreasonable.'


'Amen to that,' Jackson said, clinking his glass against Dixie's coke, before taking a long swallow. 'What
was it she called you again?'


Dixie grinned. 'A cheating dickweasel.'


Jackson nodded and tried the word out in
his mouth. 'I like it. I don't think anybody's ever called me that.'


'What? Not even in the
joint?'


For a second Dixie
thought he might be wearing a beer in his lap even if he couldn't drink one,
but Jackson just gave him that sideways grin he knew so well. The one that
said: you got away with it this time . . .


'Anyway, she got together
with Ricardo straight after,' Dixie said.


'You're joking.'


Dixie shook his head. 'You must have
heard. It was before you went away.'


It was Jackson's turn to
shake his head. 'I didn't know that.' 


Dixie saw that Jackson's glass was empty. He nodded at it.


'That one barely touched
the sides.'


Jackson grinned at him. 'Didn't you hear me
earlier? I've got a lot of catching up to do.'


Dixie ordered him another beer but didn't
bother getting himself another coke. Jackson was right about rotting your
teeth. 


'Is she still with him?'
  Jackson said.


'No, he ditched her.'


'There must be something
about her. Poor personal hygiene, maybe? In the toilet area?' He pointed a
finger at his crotch and raised his eyebrows, a stupid grin plastered across
his face.


'This is where it gets
interesting though,' Dixie said ignoring the puerile comment. 'She was so
pissed when Ricardo gave her the push for some mamona as she called her,
that she came to see me—'


'You're kidding. Not to
get back together?'


Dixie laughed again, gave a
don't-be-ridiculous flick of the hand. 'No way. She had a proposal she wanted
to put to me. Strictly business. As I said, she was really pissed at
Ricardo and she wanted to find some way to get back at him. Plus, she wanted
out. She didn't like the fact that when they were together Ricardo started
taking her along on the deals and now it was a regular thing even though he'd
dumped her—'


'So her nasty little
mind came up with an idea to kill two birds with one stone.'


'Exactly. She said she
wanted to bury the hatchet with me, forget about all the trouble that happened
between us—'


'Ha. Fat chance.'


'—that there was one
last deal that she was going along on—'


'And she thought it
might be a great idea if somebody was to rip them off. I assume that's where you
come in. The go-to guy for ripping people off.'


Dixie nodded. 'You got it.'


'So what happened?'


'We did it.'


Jackson did a spit take, nearly slopping
his beer down his shirt front in his surprise. 'You did it? Just like that?
After what happened last time?'


Dixie shrugged. 'It wasn't as if I had a
week to think about it. She didn't give me any notice. I went for it.'


Jackson shook his head in amazement.


'What happened?'


'They had this deal
arranged with Alvarez—you remember him?' Dixie said. Jackson nodded in an I'm
not likely to forget way. 'I was already waiting there when they arrived.
They went in, came out again and I tailed them. Ellie was driving. I don't know
if it was luck that they needed gas or if she drained the tank first to make
sure they did, but they stopped at a gas station.'


Dixie's mouth was dry as old Larry with
all the talking. He took a small sip of his warm coke and looked over his
brother's shoulder at a guy standing a few feet away. He looked to be about
sixty, lean and wiry, wearing a ragged M-65 field jacket. Under the jacket, his
shirt was buttoned wrong so his collar stuck up on the left side. The jacket itself
was covered with patches, not all of them sewn on straight. They were the sort
of things he'd seen Vietnam veterans wearing before: I'm sure to go to
heaven because I've spent my time in hell circling a map of Vietnam was one
you saw all the time, but there were other, more inflammatory ones: If you
haven't been there, shut your mouth and Viet Cong Hunting Club.


The guy was looking
right back at him, his head cocked to the side and a slight frown on his face,
as if he was trying to place him. Maybe he'd overheard what they'd been saying,
the talk of deals and ripping people off. Dixie gave the guy a
small nod, the sort of nod you give to strangers when you sit down at a bar
next to them. The guy looked away and picked up his drink.


'Who's that?' Jackson said, turning to look, but the guy had turned his back to them now.


'It's nothing,' Dixie said in a quieter voice. 'As I was saying, they stopped for gas—'


Jackson held up a hand. 'Let me guess.
Ricardo went to the men's room.'


Dixie nodded, a frown creasing his
forehead. 'How did you know?'


'Everybody knows the
little prick never misses a chance to go look in the mirror. It's his favorite pastime
after playing with himself.'


It made sense to Dixie now. 'Ellie probably figured he'd do that. The other guy was filling up. I snuck up
on him and brained him with a baseball bat and Ellie took off.'


'You let her take the
money?' 


'We didn't want to waste
time moving the bag between cars. Ricardo might have come back out any second.'


Jackson shook his head in an irritating
way. 'Still risky.'


Wait until I finish
the story, Dixie thought, knowing some
wise-after-the-event wisdom would be coming his way.


'I'd rented a
self-storage unit. She was meant to take the money there until we could meet
up.'


The first hint of a
told-you-so smile appeared on Jackson's lips.


'Meant to? As in, she
didn't?'


Dixie shook his head, his jaw clenched
like he was having trouble getting the words out. 'She took it there, no
problem. I went there this morning.' 


'And?'


'And the bag's there.
Unfortunately, it's—'


'Empty.'


'As a politician's
promise.'


Jackson finished his beer and called the
bartender over for another one. Dixie looked in the mirror behind the bar and
saw the guy in the M-65 field jacket staring back at him, except the curious
look seemed to have morphed into a belligerent stare now. Perhaps he'd sent him
to prison at some time in the past. A lot of Vietnam veterans had come home
with post-traumatic stress disorder and had ended up in trouble as a result.
Despite that, he knew it wouldn't take much for him to get into it with him
after the morning he'd had. The catharsis of mindless violence. The guy looked
like he'd be up for it despite his age. He opened his mouth and gave a slow
beery-nacho-popcorn burp, his eyes never leaving Dixie's. An obvious up-yours
insult . . .


'Hey,' Jackson said,
prodding him in the ribs.


Dixie broke eye contact
with the guy (meaning of course that he'd lost, he was the pussy, the one who
sucked other men's cocks) and looked at Jackson as he took another long
swallow. 


'God, I could do with
one of those,' he said, determined not to let the guy get to him. He could feel
his stare on the side of his face. 'I feel like I've got three million reasons
to start drinking again.'


'Three million? Wow.' Jackson gave a low whistle.


Dixie nodded. 'Three million.'


'And you've no idea
where she might have gone with it?'


'Uh uh. I wouldn't be
sitting here watching you enjoy a beer if I did.' His eyes flicked to the
mirror. 'Not to mention getting eyeballed by some asshole who's looking to get
his ticket punched,' he added in a loud voice, the emphasis firmly on the asshole.


The guy looked
momentarily shocked. Something wasn't right here. The pussy was calling him
out. Jackson spun round on his stool to look at the guy, see what was eating Dixie. The guy mumbled something.


'Did this asshole just
call me a Gook?' Dixie said incredulously.


'I didn't catch it,' Jackson said, trying to suppress a grin.


There was a shout from
the far end of the bar as the bartender came around and trotted up.


'Hey, that's enough
Earl,' he said, putting a hand on his arm and steering him away. 'Time to go.'


Earl looked back at Dixie like he wanted to make sure he remembered his face. He made a gun with his finger and
thumb and pointed it. The bartender slapped it down and Earl walked off.


'Sorry about that,' the
bartender said. 'He's not all there.' He made a twirling motion at his temple
with his finger.


'What's wrong with him?'
  Jackson said.


The bartender shrugged.
'He was in Vietnam. Got captured by the Viet Cong. He wasn't released until
years after it was all over.' He gave a small hardly-surprising-when-you-think-about-it
smile. 'He was one of those guys they forced to write letters bad-mouthing the U.S. and praising the North Vietnamese for how well they treated them. It kind of confused
him. He's never been right since, although the owner says he wasn't right
before he went. He comes in most mornings and does a bit of cleaning.'


Dixie and Jackson both nodded sympathetically. 


'He can't talk
properly,' the bartender continued. 'I think they might have cut part of his
tongue out.'


'How's he order a beer?'
 Dixie said flippantly.


The bartender looked at
him as if he’d just told a dirty joke about his mother.


'He doesn't have to. The
owner said just serve him a couple of beers on the house when he comes in and
then send him on his way.'


Dixie raised an eyebrow. 'Every cloud has
a silver lining, eh?'


The bartender turned to
go.


'What was he calling me
a Gook for? Does he do that to everybody?'


The bartender smiled.
'No, as far as I know, you're the first one. Looks like you really pissed him
off,' he said as he walked away.


Just what I need, Dixie thought, some crazy with
a hard-on for me.


'Asshole,' Jackson said under his breath, turning back towards Dixie. 'What's the matter with you?' 


Dixie wasn't sure if the asshole
was directed at him, the bartender or Earl. He gave a dismissive shake of his
head and the two of them sat in silence for a while thinking about Vietnam, losing half your tongue and what you could do with three million dollars. 


'Why did you do it?' Jackson asked. 'Rip off Chico I mean, not pick on poor ol' Earl.'


'I was hoping you
wouldn't ask me that.'


Jackson's face was a picture of confusion.
'Why?'


Dixie cleared his throat and looked down
at the bar top. He took hold of his glass and swirled it around in the water
that had pooled underneath it.


'For you. Well, for us.'
He cleared his throat again. 'I've had enough of this life too.'


Jackson had spun on his chair so that he
was directly facing his brother. He leaned in a little. 'What do you mean for
me?'


Dixie did a bit more swirling with his
glass, staring at the pattern he was making, a big, looping figure-of-eight.
'After what happened last time. I wanted to do something to try to make
amends.'


Jackson's bark of a laugh made him jump.


'That wasn't your
fault.'


'I know, but I could
have made one call and you'd never have gone to prison.' He gave an aggravated
sigh. He felt like picking up the glass and throwing it into all the bottles
stacked behind the bar.


Jackson sat back in his chair and shook his
head in exasperation. He let out a loud breath through his nose. 'We went
through all this at the time.'


'I know, I know. Doesn't
mean I haven't questioned the decision every day for two years,' he said to the
bar top.


'Jesus Christ. If you'd
done anything, they'd have known it was you. They're not completely stupid.
They might have asked themselves what sort of a person can click his fingers
and get his brother out of the shit?' He pretended to think and then looked
up like he'd just had an aha moment. 'A cop, that's who, they say to
themselves. Where would that have left you?' His eyes drilled into the side of Dixie's head. 'In some alley somewhere with your throat cut, that's where.'


Dixie knew he was right; they'd been
through it all at the time. Jackson had been adamant and his time in jail
hadn't changed his view.


'Anyway,' Dixie said, 'when Ellie came to me with her proposition it just felt right. The timing was
right with you coming out and, as I said, I'm sick of it all.'


'But—'


Dixie put a hand on Jackson's forearm. 'That's not all—I think Chico's getting suspicious. I'm getting out
while I still can.'


'What's Chico doing about the missing three million?'


Dixie laughed and eyed Jackson's beer longingly. He wanted to snatch it and pour it down his neck before Jackson could stop him. 


'What?'


'He sent me after her
and the money.'


Jackson stared at him for a second before
roaring with laughter. Dixie couldn't help joining in, despite the mood he was
in.


'That is just
beautiful,' Jackson said as soon as he got his breath back. 'Surely that means
he doesn't suspect you.'


Dixie shrugged. 'There've been a few
things recently but the last few days clinched it for me.'


'Why? What happened?'


'Maybe I'm being
paranoid—'


'Guilty conscience, you
mean.'


'—but Chico insisted I
take that moron Crispy along with me. I got the impression he was there to keep
an eye on me.'


Jackson smiled. 'Crispy, I remember that
guy. The 'P' stands for prick doesn't it?'


'Nothing so useful.'


'It's understandable,
sending Crispy with you, I mean. Chico just lost three million. He's probably
keeping tabs on his mother too.' Jackson looked around the bar. 'So where is he
now? Crispy.'


Dixie tried to keep a straight face,
tried not to grin. 'Still in the trunk of his car as far as I know.'


For the second time in
the space of two minutes Jackson exploded with laughter.


'One thing's for sure,
if he wasn't suspicious before, he will be now. I think I'd have set the car on
fire.'


'I thought about it. Let
him live up to his name.'


They were quiet once
again enjoying the easy companionship they'd always known, despite the two
years separation. Then Jackson turned to Dixie.


'Did you ever manage to
find out who set us up last time?'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 38


 


Two years previously
another deal with Alvarez had gone disastrously wrong. Somebody had tipped off
the police and they'd raided Alvarez's warehouse just as the deal was going
down. A number of Alvarez's men had been caught along with Jackson. Dixie had got away.


Dixie thought back to that night. He'd
had a bad feeling about it from the beginning and hadn't wanted to go. Or was
that just with the benefit of hindsight? It was impossible to say now. Chico had been out of the country and had left Ricardo in charge. What a joke. What
everybody should have done was sit patiently on their hands, watch TV and wait
for Chico to get back. Unfortunately Ricardo saw it as the perfect opportunity
to increase his standing in Chico's eyes. Everybody knew Chico thought he was
an idiot and everybody thought the assessment was bang on the money. Ricardo
knew it too.


It was too good an
opportunity for him to miss. Everything was arranged; the three of them—Dixie, Jackson and Ricardo—were all set to go. Then Ricardo pulled out at the last minute. Dixie
wanted to cancel the whole thing but Jackson said no, let's do it. The police
were waiting for them. Dixie was the only one to get away. Was it because he
was expecting things to go wrong and was more cautious or was it a monumental
cock-up by the police? At the end of the day it didn't really matter, the end
result was the same.


And the fallout? At
first they were looking at him; he was the only one to get away after all. He
asked them how likely they thought it was that he'd sacrifice his own brother—they'd
seen how close they were. Maybe they thought the two of them had flipped a coin
and Jackson had lost? Okay, they said, maybe it wasn't you after all. They
seemed to be out of ideas after that.


Dixie still couldn't decide what he
thought. At first it looked to him as if it was Ricardo; the barely explained
way he dropped out at the last moment. But Ricardo was desperate to
impress Chico, completely obsessed. Dixie knew the guy hated him with a passion
but would he deliberately make himself look even more of an ass—not to mention
sacrificing a substantial amount of Chico's money—in order to get rid of him
and Jackson. If his aim had been to get them out of the way so that he could
fill the gap in his father's eyes, did he think a colossal cock-up like this
was the way to do it? Then again, the guy was an idiot, with all the sense of a
barn door . . .


Dixie realized Jackson had said something.


'What was that?'


'I said I went to see Chico.'


Dixie's head jerked backwards. 'Really?'


'I had to start
somewhere. It seemed as good a place as any.'


'I suppose. What did he
say?'


Jackson flung his arms wide and sent a
stack of dirty glasses sitting on the bar flying. Everybody turned to look at
him. He raised an apologetic hand. 'Sorry,' he said as the bartender scuttled
up and gave him a look like he was a party guest who'd just shat on the floor.
You could see he thought he might have made a mistake throwing Earl out instead
of these two. He started to pick up the pieces. Satisfied (and disappointed) a
fight wasn't about to break out, people went back to their conversations.


'He did all that
insincere hugging, back-clapping stuff,' Jackson said, opening his arms more
cautiously, 'and said if there's anything I need, etc., etc.' 


'That's it?'


'Pretty much,' Jackson said and leaned forward. 'He assured me'—he put his hand on Dixie's arm and squeezed to demonstrate the depth of sincerity—'it had nothing to do with
anyone in his organization. He'd looked into it and he was satisfied it was
nobody from our side, blah, blah, blah.'


Jackson let go of Dixie's arm and sat back
in his chair. His expression suggested that he thought Chico couldn't have
cared less if he'd spent twenty years rotting in jail instead of two.


'I remember he was
jumping up and down at the time. You went to prison but he lost a lot of
money.'


Jackson snorted. 'He mentioned that.'


'Did he say who he
thought it might be?'


'He said to talk to a
guy called Miguel who works for Alvarez. He didn't want me to talk to Alvarez
himself. He wouldn't say why.'


Dixie laughed. 'I can understand that. I
had to go to Alvarez and ask him if he stole Chico's money.'


Jackson's eyebrows lifted an inch at the
thought. 'That must have been an interesting conversation.'


'Uncomfortable, you
could say.'


'Awkward.'


'That too. I don't
suppose Chico wanted you going in there the following day and saying: by the
way, Enrico, while we're on the subject, did you snitch to the police two years
ago?'


Jackson smiled. 'No, I don't suppose so. Do
you know this guy Miguel?'


'Not really. Just that
he works for Alvarez. I saw him there the other day.'


Dixie let out a short laugh.


'What's so funny?'


'It's just that Alvarez
put a GPS tracker in with the money. He showed me how it worked and I'm having
to pretend this is all great news to me, thank you very much Enrico for finding
our money. Crispy's standing right behind me, remember. And all the time I've
got the key to the unit sitting in my pocket.'


Jackson waved his hand in the air and Dixie caught sight of the tattoo. 'I'm sure you were very convincing,' Jackson said. 'You
always were full of BS.'


Dixie ignored the insult. A frown creased
his forehead as he thought back to the meeting. 


'What is it?'


'It's probably nothing
but he was really staring at my hand.'


'Who was? Alvarez?'


'No, Miguel. I thought
it was strange at the time but I didn't know what to make of it. It's just come
to me now, seeing you.'


'Uh huh. Glad I could
help.'


Dixie held out his hand and spread his
fingers, displaying his own tattoo fully.


'He was staring at the
tattoo.'


Jackson looked at his own, matching tattoo.
'So? Maybe he wants one like it. He has to work out what it means first.' He
tapped the side of his nose.


'It was like he'd just
had an aha moment. As if it triggered some memory. Or answered something
that had been on his mind.'


'I still don't see what
it matters.'


'It matters if he knows
somebody from when we were in Atlanta. Somebody who knew about the two brothers
with the strange tattoo—who also just happened to be cops.'


Jackson leaned back and crossed his arms,
stuck his thumbs under his armpits. He shook his head. 'It's a lifetime ago and
on the other side of the country. Besides, I quit more than ten years ago.
Don't worry about it.'


'I'm not worried about
me. I'm thinking about what might happen if you go to see Miguel, the guy with
the recently awakened memories.'


Jackson clapped him on the shoulder.


'As ever, I'm touched by
your concern, but you worry too much.'


'And you don't worry
enough.'


Jackson opened his hands wide. 'What a
team. Perfectly complementary worrying skills as those human resources assholes
would say.'


Dixie grinned. 'I think maybe it tipped
the balance with Chico. Miguel said something to Alvarez who passed it on.'


Jackson shook his head emphatically.
'That's not it. What tipped the balance was you locking his man Crispy in the
trunk of his car.'


'Yeah, that too,' Dixie said. The smile slipped off his face and out of his voice. 'Just bear it in mind when
you go to talk to him, okay.'


Jackson nodded. 'Okay. I promise.' He held
up three fingers, thumb touching the little finger in a scout's honor gesture.


They stared into each
other's eyes. Jackson swallowed. He was one of those people whose eyes well up
a little too quickly, particularly for a man. Some people made the mistake of
taking it for a sign of weakness.


'Yeah, I know,' he said.


'I still think I see him
sometimes,' Dixie said, his voice thick.


Jackson nodded and looked away. 'It
happened to me a couple of times in prison. One time I was sat at the table
eating dinner and I felt somebody sit down next to me, pushing my leg like I
was taking up too much space . . .'


He looked back at Dixie. 'But there was nobody there, of course.' He didn't want to think about how much
worse things must be for Dixie. Remy hadn't tried to call him on the day he
died. He didn't know how that made him feel. No wonder Dixie lost it.


Dixie punched him on the arm to try to
break the tension and ordered him another beer.


'I don't suppose . . .' Dixie started and then stopped.


'What?'


'It doesn't matter.' He
gave an irritated shake of the head.


Jackson gave him a long-suffering look and
waited. A look that said we might as well get it all out in the open while
we're at it.


'I was going to ask if
you've heard from Rachel,' Dixie said.


Jackson shook his head. 'No. Things were
going downhill even before all this happened. I knew I wouldn't hear anything
from her in prison. It's not really her style, is it? Visiting her man in
prison with all the other trailer trash wives and girlfriends.'


'I suppose not,' Dixie said and rubbed his nose with the heel of his hand. He took a sip of warm coke to
ease the dryness in the back of his throat. What the hell made him bring
this up?


Rachel had been a friend
of Ellie's and Dixie had introduced her to Jackson. The four of them had spent
some time together—even gone on vacation—during Jackson's roller coaster
relationship with her. But Jackson was right; he couldn't imagine her visiting
him in prison, even if the relationship had been on one of its highs when he
got sent down. She'd moved on by then.


'Does she still live in
the same place?' Jackson asked.


'As far as I know.' 


'Maybe I'll drop round,'
  Jackson said with a grin. 'I'm sure she'd be pleased to see me.'


But Dixie wasn't
listening to him. An idea had taken root in his mind and the more he thought
about it, the more sense it made. He smiled to himself. Yes.


Jackson gripped his arm and shook him.
'Hello?'


'Sorry. I've just had an
idea,' Dixie said, his attention snapping back to Jackson's confused face. 'I
think she might be staying with her.'


'What are you talking
about? Who's staying with who?'


Dixie knew he was grinning stupidly. He
couldn't help himself. He leaned towards Jackson and grasped his arm. 'I didn't
think of her before. Seeing you reminded me. Ellie must be hiding somewhere.
She wouldn't want to stay in a hotel because she knows I could get somebody to
check.'


Jackson put his hand over his face, pulled
it down, closing his eyes for a moment. 'Isn't it a bit obvious? A bit too easy
for you to find her.'


'Not really.' He let go
of Jackson's arm, started tapping his fingers on the bar. 'I haven't seen her
for . . . over two years. It's only talking to you made me think of her. It's
got to be worth a try. I've got nothing to lose.'


'What are you going to
do if you find her?'


Dixie thought about it. He wasn't sure
what he was going to do. Despite his initial reaction at the self-storage
facility he didn't think he'd be able to actually do anything to her, to hurt
her, however much she might deserve it. He'd probably just do what she'd done
to him—take the money and run.


'I don't know yet, but I
know one thing for sure.'


'What's that?'


'We're looking at a
fifty-fifty split now. Congratulations, you just earned another half million
dollars.'


Jackson's grin split his face in two. He
raised his hand for a high five. Dixie looked at his hand and shook his head.


'I must have made a
mistake—I thought you'd only been inside two years. Looks like it was twenty.
Nobody does that stuff any more.'


Jackson curled the hand into a fist and
punched him on the arm instead.


'That's what I call a
good day's work.' He raised his glass in a salute. 'Let's do it again.'


Dixie laughed. 'Sounds good to me. What
about Friday?'


 


 


 


 
















 


 


Chapter 39


 


Earl Munroe sat in his
pickup and picked his nose absently. Country music played softly on the radio.
He listened to Willie Nelson singing On the Road Again while he
inspected the contents of his nose on his fingernail and tried to calm down. If
it was up to him, Willie'd be in the White House and the country would be a
better place all round. Hell, he sure couldn't do a worse job than the peanut
farmers and second-rate movie actors and all the rest of them. He wiped a large
booger carefully on his pants and slammed the heel of his hand into the dash.
He thought about what had just happened in the bar. At times like this his
tongue—what was left of it—felt like it was on fire as his teeth gnashed uselessly
against each other inside his cheek.


He knew a gook-loving,
commie faggot when he saw one. Hell, the pussy was even drinking Coca Cola.
He wouldn't have been surprised if he'd had one of those bendy straws or maybe
a cocktail umbrella in it. Cocked his pinkie while he sipped it too.
Earl wasn't the sharpest knife in the drawer but even he knew it rotted your
teeth. And that wasn't all. They'd thrown him out after just the one beer. He always
got two free beers before they gave him the bum's rush. Was it his fault they
let a cock-sucking commie faggot into the place? What did they expect him to
do? Pretend the guy wasn't there? Act like there's nothing wrong? Give him a
big kiss? 


He twisted his left arm
and pulled the fabric of his sleeve taut so he could look at the latest patch
he'd sewn on. He would have been happier if it had been a little straighter and
more in line with the others, but hey-ho. His momma had been much better
at it than he was before she passed away, but then she would be, sewing being a
woman's job an' all. His fingers were way too big and shook too much. They
didn't used to shake. Besides, it wasn't so bad and it was the sentiment that
mattered: Don't let the gray hair fool you; we can still kick ass.


He settled back in the
seat and let the music wash over him while he waited for the commie faggot and
his faggoty friend to come out. Jesus Christ, you couldn't get away from them
these days. Anyone would think he'd moved to San Fag-cisco. Things had
been different when he was young, that was for sure. They knew how to deal with
them back then. On top of which, the guy now owed him a beer. He didn't look
like the kind of guy who paid his dues either. 


He leaned across and
opened the glove compartment, checked to make sure his Colt M1911 was still in
there. There was more than one way of paying your dues.
















 


 


Chapter 40


 


The young woman with the
long, dark hair paused with her key halfway into the lock of number
twenty-three. At first she ignored the name being called behind her. She was
tall and attractive with the sort of figure that made other women—the ugly, fat
ones mainly—want to spit in her face. She had a good bust with maybe a little
too much meat on her thighs and well-rounded ass, but it was all in proportion
and she was used to men calling out to her in the street. But then she laughed
to herself. Even now she sometimes forgot to respond to her new name—Christ,
she still hadn’t got round to changing all her documents. Where did the time
go? She turned round at the sound of the name being called a second time.


'Yes?' she said as a
large brown fist crashed into the side of her jaw.


Her head snapped
sideways and her legs crumpled. Strong hands caught her under her armpits and
held her up. The key was still in the lock. The guy who'd hit her reached
across and opened the door and the one holding her hustled her inside. The
first one followed them in and shut the door behind them.


The guy holding her
dragged her down the hallway to the kitchen. If she hadn't still been dizzy
from the punch she might have thought: it's always the kitchen.


But it made sense (if
you were a psychopath). Lots of good stuff in there—knives, hot plates, boiling
water, Drano, you name it.


The guy holding her let
go of her and she stood looking at them, gently swaying. She put a hand up to
her jaw. Ow! Why do people do that? It hurt when she touched it just
like she knew it would. Her whole face throbbed, her teeth felt like they'd been
knocked loose.


The two guys let her get
herself together for a moment. They both looked Mexican, although neither of
them looked particularly nasty. Not the sort of men to make you cross the
street if you saw them coming towards you on the sidewalk. Appearances could be
deceptive, obviously. She didn't know how they'd managed to creep up on her.
Probably because her mind had been on other things.


'You've got just one
chance here, Rachel,' the guy who'd hit her said, pinching her cheek between
his thumb and forefinger.


She nodded dumbly. She
didn't know what the hell was going on. But she did, deep inside. Ever since
Ellie had asked the favor as she called it. If she was honest, she'd
almost been expecting something to happen.


'You've got something
you're holding for your friend Ellie. She probably forgot to tell you, but it
doesn't belong to her.' His voice had a patronizing tone, as if he was talking
to a small child or a puppy. 'It belongs to us and we'd like it back.' He
smiled at her. 'Right NOW,' he screamed into her face, his breath smelling of
eggs.


She jumped backwards and
banged into the kitchen table.


'I don't . . .'


Those weren't the words
he was looking for. No sentence that he wanted to hear started with those
words. 


He didn't give her a
chance to finish whatever pathetic denial she was about to come out with. He
raised his arm and backhanded her across the face sending her sprawling to the
floor. She lay on the cold tiles, quietly moaning, not daring to move. The cold
felt good against the hot stinging pain that was burning up the side of her
face, consuming her whole head. He kicked her—only gently really—in the ribs
with the pointy toe of his boot. More to get her attention than hurt her. 


Did he think she
might forget he was there? 


She gasped and scrambled
into a sitting position, shuffling away from him on her ass, her skirt catching
and riding up over her athletic thighs. He followed her across the room, keeping
his groin inches from her face, a faint smell of stale urine and cigarettes lingering
on his faded jeans.


'Wrong answer, chula.'



He crouched down in
front of her; the toe of his boot pressed hard up against the gusset of her
panties, and grabbed her by the throat. He started to squeeze, broken
fingernails sharp on the soft skin. She couldn't breath. She got both her hands
on his wrist and tried to prise his hand away. He dug his fingers deeper into
the side of her neck, shutting off the blood flow.


She tried to say
something but his grip was too tight; it just came out as a strangled cry in
the back of her throat. She tried shaking her head from side to side but he
grabbed a big handful of hair on the top of her head, wound his fingers into it
and held her still.


'You know something,' he
said and laughed. 'I'm a lying son of a bitch. I said you only get one chance,
but I'm gonna give you one more.' He let go her hair and held up his index
finger and wagged it in front of her face. She followed it with her eyes and
wondered idly how he managed to get so much dirt under his fingernails, the
bizarre thought coming from nowhere. 'But this really is the last chance.
Understand?'


She stared at him,
unsure if she was expected to answer. He cocked his head like he wanted one and
when it didn’t happen he grabbed her hair again and nodded her head up and down
for her, each downward push choking her harder against the hand crushing her
neck. 


Up, down, choke; up,
down, choke . . .


Behind them she could
hear the other guy going through the kitchen drawers. The choker smiled his
cold smile at her again and prodded the toe of his boot into her, like he was
trying to polish it.


'It sounds like José is
looking for something in there, doesn't it?' He laughed in a way that turned
her stomach more than the feel of his boot did. 'In the drawer I mean, not in there,'
he said, working his toe further in between her legs.


'She's got some
expensive knives,' José said with real appreciation in his voice. 'Some of
those Japanese ones they use for Sushi.'


The guy holding her
nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. 'I know the ones you mean. You can do
really thin slices with them.'


'That's the ones. I
think it's called a Yan-something.'


'A Yan-something?
Strange name for a knife.'


José shrugged. 'Slopes
are strange,' he said as if that explained it all. 


'You know, I don't think
we're going to need them,' the guy holding her said. 'Are we?' He released his
grip very slightly on her throat.


She shook her head
violently from side to side. He seemed satisfied. He let go of her hair and
dropped his hand from her throat. He stood up, his knee joints clicking, and
stepped away. The pair of them waited while she coughed and spluttered as she
drew air back into her screaming lungs. She looked up at them. The one called
José was still holding one of the knives. She recognized it instantly. It was
called a Yanagiba, the most popular knife used in Sushi restaurants the
world over. As they'd said—very sharp, very good for thin slices.


'You didn't give me a
chance,' she said, her voice cracking. 'I was going to say I don't have it
here.'


The two guys looked at
each other. 


'You are so impatient,'
José said and jabbed the other guy in the arm with his finger. He grinned. 'Why
didn't you give the lady a chance to finish? You just wanted to shine your boot
with some of those lurve juices, you pervert. Look at all the time
you've wasted.'


The other guy shrugged.
'Shit happens.' He looked down at his boots. 'Didn't even get a good shine,
either.'


They both started
laughing. She looked from one to the other. They were completely insane.


'Okay, enough fooling
around,' the first guy whose name she still didn't know said. 'Where is it?'


'I wasn't happy with it
in the house so I moved it.'


They both nodded to let
her know they were with her so far.


'It's in a storage unit
I've got. I had too much furniture when I moved here but I didn't want to throw
it out . . .'


The first guy held up a
hand to stop her. 'Okay, okay, we get the picture. Just tell us where it is.'


She gave them the
address and José wrote it down on a piece of paper.


'Now all we need is the
key.'


She nodded. 'It's
upstairs. I'll get it.'


The two guys looked at
each other as if to say: can you believe this joker?


'Nice try,' the first
guy said. 'Go with her José.'


She led the way upstairs
and José followed her. She wasn't even surprised when he goosed her on the way
up. They went into her bedroom. She kept the key in the nightstand drawer.
There was something else in there as well—her Kel-Tec P-32. She'd bought it two
years previously when her neighbor's husband had been shot during a home
invasion. She'd gone to the gun store the next day. The guy had recommended the
P-32 because of its light weight, small grip size and light trigger pull. She'd
spent a few hours at the range and then it had sat in the drawer ever since.
She knew the seven round capacity magazine was full.


She could come clean and
tell him it was in there. Let him open the drawer and take the key and the gun.
That would be the sensible thing to do. It would demonstrate a huge amount of
cooperation and that had to increase the chances that they left her alone and
didn't hurt her. Didn't it? Hurt her any more, that was. Or any more seriously.


But could she trust
them? Were they totally focussed on the money and that was all? Or were they
garden variety psychopaths who wanted to have a bit of fun as well. Fun, as in
torturing her just for the sake of it. The guy right behind her now, the one
whose eyes she could feel on her ass, had seemed very taken with her sushi
knives. Maybe he was a knife aficionado. Perhaps he prepared sushi on a regular
basis and had never been able to afford quality knives. He might want to try
them out—and not just on a piece of raw tuna. She could hear them laughing and
joking: Hey José, try out that knife on the bearded clam; slice it up nice
and thin so we all get a bite.


It was a hell of a
gamble. But so was the other alternative. To grab the gun and shoot the guy.
Then what? The guy downstairs was sure to have a gun as well. He certainly had
more experience using one than she did. But he'd have to come up the stairs to
get her and that would give her the advantage. She could phone the police from
the bedroom.


Then there was the
money. Ellie had told her she would pay her for looking after it. How much more
grateful would she be if she stopped the guys she'd stolen it from (it was
obvious that's what had happened) from taking it back? A hundred grand
grateful? Two hundred grand? Call it a round quarter million for all the
aggravation?


She had to make up her
mind in the next couple of seconds. God, how she hated Ellie for putting her
through this. She deserved to lose the money. Psychopaths or not? A quarter of
a million dollars? Her whole head hurt. Really hurt. She couldn't think
straight. Was she even only thinking about it because of the blows to the head?
They hurt, you bastard. And her throat. She was sure he'd crushed something
important, some of the little bones in there. It hurt to swallow. How dare you
attack me? In my own home. Bastards.


'It's in the
nightstand,' she said.


Big mistake. Should
have kept your mouth shut.


The guy wasn't stupid.
He probably knew that more than a third of all Americans admit to owning a gun.
Estimates said there were roughly three hundred million guns in the
country—almost one for every man, woman and child. And how many of those were
sitting quietly in bedroom nightstands waiting for nocturnal intruders?
Millions of them. Millions and millions.


She was aware of him
moving up on her fast. She lunged for the drawer handle and yanked the whole
thing out and onto the floor. He was almost on top of her. She dropped to her
knees. It made her exactly level with his crotch. She punched him in the balls,
giving it everything she'd got and grabbed the gun with her left hand.


It wasn't a good punch.
In fact it was a pathetic punch, even for a woman. He grunted, but more in
surprise than in pain. He certainly didn't double over and roll around the
floor moaning. But it gave her time to get hold of the gun. Only in her left
hand though. She was right-handed. She didn't have time to swap hands or even
aim properly. She swung her arm towards him and pulled the trigger blindly. The
noise was deafening in the small room. He let out a sharp cry and looked down
at his left arm. She'd caught him in the fleshy part of his upper arm.


She stared, almost in a
daze, at the blood soaking into his jacket sleeve, not really knowing what to
do next. 


Like pull the trigger
again, you dumb bitch.



It was all the time he
needed. He lashed out with his foot and caught her solidly on the left shoulder.
She gasped and dropped the gun as her arm went numb. The gun bounced once on
the floor and landed by his feet. He bent and picked it up and stepped away as
the other guy appeared in the doorway.


'Are you hurt?'


José shook his head and
smiled grimly. She stared, terrified, into his eyes. She could swear he'd
wanted it to happen like this all along. As if he needed an excuse. She
could already feel the stinging pain as the razor sharp steel slit her flesh
open, watching in horror as her blood welled up and overflowed out of the
wound. 


'Not as much as she's
going to be,' José said through clenched teeth.


They dragged her kicking
and screaming back to the kitchen where they stripped her naked, ripping at her
clothes as they pushed her back and forth between them. They taped her arms and
legs to a chair and made sure her legs were stretched open, nice and wide, all
the soft bits on show and easy to get at. Then they taped her mouth, but they
poked a small hole through the tape. She wondered if it was because they could
see she was having difficulty breathing through her nose from when she'd been
slapped. Or maybe they liked to hear their victims scream. Just not too loud,
so as not to disturb the neighbors.


The guy she'd shot,
José, had made a tourniquet out of strips of kitchen towel. It seemed it was
only a flesh wound anyway. It was only his left arm as well, and, like her, he
was right-handed.


'Pass me that
Yan-something, will you,' he said to the other guy, whose name she still didn't
know.


The guy didn't so much
pass it across as stab it into the wooden table top, before going back to
rooting through her handbag.


José took hold of the
knife and worked it free, a sick, satisfied smile on his lips as he took hold
of her hair and pulled her head back. The sound of her desperate sobs squeezing
past the tape that covered her mouth made his breath come faster, made his eyes
shine, as the horror that lived behind them came awake.


'Hey,' the other guy
called, her driving licence in his hand, 'her name's not Rachel, it's—'


But José didn't hear the
end of the sentence. A red mist consumed him as the first, hideous scream
filled the room. It didn't make any difference to him what her name was. Bitch
was good enough for him and soon she wouldn't need a name at all.


 


***
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