

[image: ]




Praise for Steven Womack
and his Harry James Denton mysteries

DEAD FOLKS' BLUES


“A deft, atmosphere-rich novel: smart, funny, and filled with a sense of wry heartbreak. Steven Womack's Nashville stands out—it is a beautifully drawn backdrop.”

—JAMES ELLROY, New York Times bestselling author of L.A. Confidential




“Dead Folks' Blues is a virtuoso performance.”

—The Virginian-Pilot and Ledger-Star



TORCH TOWN BOOGIE


“A sure winner… Many critics … have lauded Womack's sense of setting. In Torch Town Boogie, his rendering of Nashville is almost palpable.”

—The Tennessean



WAY PAST DEAD


“As an exotic setting for a regional mystery series, Nashville's got it ail…. For the local color alone, Steven Womack's Way Past Dead is a real hoot.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Way Past Dead has action and mystery enough to keep the reader eagerly turning pages all night long…. Womack has already won the prestigious Edgar Award for the first book in this series (Dead Folks' Blues), and a Shamus nomination for the second (Torch Town Boogie). Now he's proven beyond doubt that he can take the pressure and turn out yet another novel with a brilliantly crafted plot without losing an iota of the warmth, humor, and folly of well-drawn, fully realized characters.”

—Southern Book Trade




“This third Denton mystery is a little jewel. Denton is a Rockford-like private eye who'd like to avoid danger but has just enough integrity to follow his cases through to the end”

—Booklist



CHAIN OF FOOLS


“Chain of Fools is the fourth, most tightly written, and best novel yet in the Denton series.”

—Nashville Life




“If you're looking for hard-boiled, you need look no further than Steven Womack's latest, Chain of Fools…. A memorable mean-streets tale”

—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine




“Womack's books feature strong, believable characters, fast-paced multifaceted plots, a well-defined Nashville setting, and humorous insights galore. Chain of Fools is the latest and best in the Harry James Denton saga, a great series by an extraordinarily talented writer.”

—The Armchair Detective
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for Tom C. Armstrong,
the humble poet laureate of Music Row






Was mich nicht umbringt, macht mich stärker. (That which does not kill me, makes me stronger.)

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Twilight of the Idols
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I'd heard of the book. I mean, who hadn't?

It had been on the New York Times bestseller list for over a year. 60 Minutes did a feature segment on the author. Every woman celebrity anchor and interviewer from Diane Sawyer to Oprah to Sally Jessy to half a dozen others I'd never heard of had fawned over him on camera. I opened the Sunday paper a month or so ago, and there he was in the slick magazine insert: Robert Jefferson Reed surrounded by his wife and three fresh- faced teenage children, all beaming, looking like they'd just come in from an afternoon on the slopes. His book was everywhere; you couldn't swing a dead cat in the Wal-Mart without hitting a copy.

But who would have ever guessed that a book called Life's Little Maintenance Manual would have been such a runaway smash hit? Or that the author would be from Nashville, Tennessee?

C'mon, give me a break—it's not even really a book. I picked it up at the Inglewood Kroger about six months ago while I waited in line—my Budget Gourmets dripping through the basket—behind some wild-eyed elderly lady who was raving at the cashier. Something about the price of bacon or her food stamps being late or some such crap. I tried not to listen. You know how it is, when something really unpleasant is happening in a public place and you don't even want to watch, but you're stuck there, so you do anything to divert your attention, right?

Anyway, here I am with this lady screaming in front of me, so I reach down on the rack and pick up this $9.95 paperback and flip through it. It's an odd size, ornate, very thin, and divided into four parts, each devoted to keeping one area of your life in tip-top shape. Part One tells you how to keep the physical side of your life humming. I opened to thefirst page of that part, and there in bold type about a half-inch tall was the admonition:


EAT YOUR VEGETABLES



And that's it. That's the only thing on the page. There's a cute border around the edge and a couple of swatches of color, but that's it. Eat your vegetables.

So I turn the page:


DRINK PLENTY OF WATER



Jesus, I'm thinking, a tree had to die for this? So Iflip to the second part, which is all about how to keep your marriage perking along.


NEVER LET A DAY GO BY WITHOUT TELLING YOUR SPOUSE YOU LOVE HIM (HER)



Now, mind you, I'm not even Jewish, but expressions like oi, vey are beginning to run through my head. Meanwhile, the lady in front of me in the checkout line breaks into a continuous stream of obscenities, like a Subie Bay sailor having a psychotic break in the middle of shore leave.

I open to page two of the section on marriage:


NEVER GO TO BED ANGRY



Or at least not without your lithium, I thought, just as the screaming lady slams down a carton of eggs on the conveyor belt. The cashier picks up the white phone by her register and calls for help, then starts wiping up yellow slime with a nasty rag as the old lady rants on.

Part Three was on the care and feeding of children. I turned the page:


PATIENCE WILL CARRY YOU THROUGH ANYTHING



The guy who wrote that ought to be standing in this freaking checkout line. Part Four covered the maintenance schedule for one's careen.


GIVE A LITTLE EXTRA EACH DAY



Oh, puh-leeze, I'm thinking, somebody get me some insulin.

By this time, a security guard is trying to escort the old lady out as quickly and quietly as possible, only now she's having what looks like a heart attack. She shrieks and clutches at her chest, then paws at the security guard's faoe as she slumps to the floor. The manager comes over, rolls his eyes; apparently he's been through this before.

I flip through Life's Little Maintenance Manual one last time. On the last page of the part about keeping your body in one piece is the exhortation:


TREAT YOURSELF TO DINNER OUT EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE



I take this as divine guidance. I set my by-now flaccid frozen-food boxes on the conveyor belt and step around the scrum of people hovering over the old lady. Then I get back in my car, ease out of the parking lot, and head to Mrs. Lee's for Szechuan chicken. That was the last I thought of Robert Jefferson Reed, his well-scrubbed family, and his thin little bestseller.

That is, of course, until the day his wife knocked on my office door.
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I've never bought into Nietzsche's notion about what doesn't kill you making you stronger. My experience has been what doesn't kill you nearly kills you, beats the crap out of you, and leaves you bleeding by the side of the road.

Take the last few months, for instance. If Nietzsche had been right, I'd be making Arnold Schwarzenegger look like Pee- Wee Herman right about now. And it all started four long months ago.

Four months ago, when I killed a man.

Shot him stone cold, point-blank, more times than I can remember. It was a me-or-him situation and there were other people involved. If I hadn't done what I did, the body count would've been even higher. As a result, I got dragged before the police, then the grand jury, and grilled like Elisha Cook Jr. sweating under a hot lamp. In the end, I was cut loose. Justifiable homicide. Self-defense.

It didn't matter. I'd taken a life. There's a point-of-no-return concept involved here. Unlike virtually every other act of human existence, killing is irrevocable. The weight of it sat on me like a bad winter.

All systems shut down. For months I barely left my tiny attic apartment above Mrs. Hawkins's house in East Nashville. Phone calls went unreturned. When I bothered to go in to my office, the mail—most of it junk—was piled up on the floor like the makings of a good campfire. The days went by in a blur, an endless mire of sleep—sometimes sixteen or more hours a day—interspersed with moments of wakefulness that were so foggy and sleep-logged they seemed as if a dream.

I remember paperbacks, lots of paperbacks. Sometimes I'd wake up, still in my clothes, with piles of them scattered haphazardly across the rumpled bedsheets wadded up next to me. And jazz; the small clock radio by my bed stayed tuned to the all-jazz public radio station outside Nashville and played softly day and night, night and day.

During a rare venture into the outside world, I managed to impregnate the woman with whom I'd been involved for several years. She had her own problems; this was her way of dealing with them. For a while, it seemed as if the prospect of parenthood in my forties would put a spark back. But it didn't.

Ultimately, I had to come out of it.

I thought I'd walk away from it, just chuck it all and start over. But that's easier said when you're twenty or even thirty than when you're in a staring contest with forty-five and you sense that forty-five ain't going to blink first.

In the end, it was the money—or lack of it—that drove me back to work. I'd borrowed a couple of grand from my parents, who are retired now in Hawaii, but I couldn't face going back to that well again.

So I went back out in the world. It was just like starting over again, just like six years ago when I first hung out my shingle as a private investigator. The couple of clients who fed me regular work—fraudulent workers' comp claims and the like— had moved on to other people when I disappeared. The few calls I'd gotten through my tiny ad in the yellow pages never called back when they couldn't find me.

It didn't take long to realize that the hole I'd dug myself into was deeper than Ifirst thought. Bills were piling up fast. My office rent was a month behind. The phone was going to be cut off if I didn't get a check off to BellSouth in the next few days. I sat in my office all morning that first Monday after my momentous decision, balancing the books, going through stacks of checkless mail piled next to a silent phone. As Mary Chapin Carpenter sang: “The stars might lie, but the numbers never do.” I took the coldest, hardest look I could, without any sense of panic or desperation, then took the only alternative left.

I called Lonnie.

* * *

I met Lonnie about a hundred years and another life ago, back when I was a newspaperman. This was when I was writing features for the newspaper, even before I got transferred to the state capitol beat. I was doing a piece for the Living section on people who'd come to Nashville to make it big in country music and then been forced to take other jobs when the record companies didn't pile dump-truckloads of money on their front porches. Lonnie'd come to Music Cityfrom Brooklyn. I'd heard him sing; he should've stayed home. But you can't tell these people anything. They all think they're the next Wynonna or Shania or Clint or Garth or one of those other odd-sounding names.

After a couple of years scraping by on Lower Broad, tending bar part-time and playing open-mike nights, Lonnie decided there had to be something better. A buddy of his said he knew a guy who repossessed cars and would pay upwards of fifty bucks a pop for help. Guy could make a quick two hundred a night if he worked at it, paid in cash at the end of the shift. Lonnie jumped on it, repossessing about four hundred cars over the next six months before it occurred to him he could make even better dough doing it himself.

He bought an old junkyard off Gallatin Road on a tiny side street behind what used to be the Inglewood Theatre back in the Fifties but was now a salvage store. There was a rusted mobile home on the lot and it was surrounded by a ten-foot-high chain-link fence. Lonnie and his guard dog, a timber shepherd bitch whom he'd aptly named Shadow, moved in.

Over the years, Lonnie did real well, branching out into bounty hunting, industrial counterespionage and security, electronic surveillance, and a few other spook hustles when he got bored. He was mostly a loner and shut down in front of others. I knew him for years before I learned he'd once been married back in Brooklyn and that his wife had been murdered. I never knew him to date, at least not seriously, and there were very few people he was comfortable around.

When my career as a hotshot political reporter crashed and burned and I decided to try private investigating, I turned to him for some insights. Next thing I knew, I was padding across a dew-soaked backyard in East Tennessee in the middle of a crisp, moonless autumn night, stalking an elusive 1989 Ford Explorer, and hoping the guy who'd been hiding it from us didn't have good hearing and a twelve-gauge by the bed.

Lonnie and I had seen each other through some interesting times in the last few years. We had developed that easygoing, smartassed way of dealing with each other that men adopt when they don't know any other way to show affection. It had been nearly four months since I'd had any contact with him, the longest time that had passed since we became friends. I was looking forward to seeing him—something I took as further evidence that I was almost alive again—but felt almost guilty that after so much silence, I was tracking him down because I needed something from him.

I got over that real quick, though. There was a phone number, one that only a few close associates were given. It was among several lines running into the mobile home and the only one he always answered. If he was out, he even forwarded that number to his cell phone.

I dialed the number. The phone rang about twenty times without an answer.

I didn't think much of it. The next best approach was to hoof it back across the bridge to East Nashville and track him down. I left my shabby office building, which was looking more and more run-down all the time compared to the new construction in downtown Nashville, and walked two blocks up Seventh, to where I'd found a parking space on the street. I used to have a contract space in a parking garage, but the developers tore it down two months ago, paved it over as a parking lot, then jacked up the rates so high, I couldn't afford them anymore.

Progress.

It was late afternoon by the time I found myself weaving through the traffic on Gallatin Road toward Lonnie's junkyard. I made the turn off the main drag, circled back around the Inglewood Theatre, and parked in front of the gate. The sky above was darkening and the wind had picked up, like one of those early spring thunderstorms guaranteed to pop up out of nowhere just as rush hour begins.

I pulled out my key ring and fumbled for the right key. Before unlocking the padlock, though, I rattled the chain-link gate for a few seconds. That was the drill if you didn't want Shadow tearing your arm off. The past couple of years, her sight's been going and she doesn't hear as well as she used to. The hip dysplasia had gotten bad enough that she had trouble walking. But if she didn't recognize you, she'd reach somewhere way deep inside herself and find the strength and agility for one more good lunge at your throat. And there was nothing wrong with her jaws.

I rattled the gate again, whistling this time. I pulled my coat tighter, the wind chilling me. From the north, darker clouds rolled in, heavy and threatening.

“Shadow!” I called. Nothing. I unlocked the gate and eased into the junkyard lot, then crossed a minefield of car parts, discarded tires, puddles of grease and grime, and gravel packed into mud. Peâaps twenty years of classic junkyard stretched in front of me before I reached the faded, pastel green trailer with the rust streaks down the side. I stepped up onto the cinder- block step and rapped on the metal door. The noise rang, tinny and hollow, reverberating through the trailer. I'd wondered at first if anyone was even there; now I began to wonder if the place had been cleared out.

I stepped down, over to a window left of the door, and peered in through a crack between the yellowed shade and the edge of the window.

The place had been trashed.

The couch was over on its back, the coffee table overturned next to it. The place had always been full of an odd mix of junk, car parts, exotic electronic devices, radios, computers, and stuff I didn't understand, some of which would blow you to hell if you touched it the wrong way. Everything was scattered piecemeal on thefloor, as if the gear had been thrown about in a rage. Dirty beer bottles littered the floor, with loose pages from books and manualsrippedfrom their bindings and strewn about.

I jumped back over to the door and pounded hard this time.

“Lonnie!” I yelled. “Hey, man, you in there?”

From my right, from somewhere inside the far end of the trailer, a board creaked.

“Lonnie,” I said, my voice not quite as loud this time. I put my hand on the door. Another creak, this one closer. Then another, each one coming nearer the door. I felt the vibrations as the footsteps approached.

“Yeah,” a muffled voice inside said. It sounded like Lonnie, but somewhat different.

“Lonnie, you okay?”

The knob turned and rattled as he unlocked the door. I backed away as he opened it, shocked.

Lonnie stood in the doorway, staring down at me. He'd lost maybe fifteen pounds and had neither shaved nor bathed in days. He wore oil-slicked faded jeans and a grimy T-shirt. There were great dark circles under his eyes and the hollows of his cheeks had deepened, the shadow of his beard accentuating the sharp curve of bone beneath skin.

He stared at me blankly for a few moments.

“You okay, man?” I asked. “You look like hell.”

He turned and walked back inside. “C'mon in,” he said.

I followed him in, my mind jumping from one flash of fantasy to another: he'd been jumped and beaten up by robbers— there had been, after all, a huge run on home invasions lately. Maybe one of his screwy experiments had gone wrong and he'd nearly blown the place up. Perhaps he'd just gone psychotic on me.

Suddenly, he whipped around just as I closed the door, his eyes dark and searing as he pointed a dirty finger at me.

“Okay,” he barked. “You're a cartoon character!”

“I'm a what?” My voice cracked, a dry squeak that sounded embarrassingly wimpy. “A cartoon character!” he snapped. “Now listen up, if you're—”

“Which?” I interrupted.

“Which what?”

“Which cartoon character?”

“Damn it, Harry, how the hell am I supposed to know which cartoon character? Any goddamn cartoon character you want tobe.”

He ran his hands through his hair and squeezed the sides of his head, as if attempting to relieve some horrible internal pressure. He paced back and forth in front of me, his eyesfixed on the floor.

“So you're a cartoon character—”

“Popeye,” I said.

“What?”

“Popeye. I want to be Popeye.” And I'm thinking to myself that of all my imagined options of what had happened to Lonnie, psychosis was emerging to the forefront.

He threw his head back, ftirious at me. “All right, damn it, you're Popeye the goddamn sailor man! Now shut up and listen!”

I nodded, afraid to say anything.

He put his hands on his hips and glared at me for a moment, daring me to speak.

“You're a cartoon character,” he continued. “Now—and this is very important—who would you rather do, Betty Boop or Aunt Fritzi?”

My mouth hung open slightly. “What?” I whispered after a moment.

“Harry, this is important! This is very revealing.”

I stood there a moment pondering, and part of me was thinking that I can't believe I'm standing here seriously trying to come up with an intelligent answer to that question.

Then, of course, I remembered I was supposed to be Popeye.

“What about Olive Oyl?” I asked.

Lonnie exploded, throwing his hands in the air, whirling around and karate-kicking the overturned sofa.

“Olive Oyl!” he roared. “Olive Oyl! That codependent, whiny, anorexic bitch! One minute she'sflirting with Bluto, the next she's screaming for Popeye to come save her bony ass one… more… time!”

He stomped the floor, planted his hands on his hips again. I took a step backward, toward the trailer door.

“Jesus, Harry, I don't see how you can even bring Olive Oyl into the equation here….”

I thought for a moment. “Okay,” I said. “Okay. Lemme see. Aunt Fritzi's looking pretty good these days. You know, she's got that new guy drawing her. But she's still got that awful Nancy living with her.”

“Oh, yeah,” Lonnie sputtered. “Yeah, I hate that little fat pig Nancy. I'd like to see Sluggo really lay into her, you know what I mean?”

I didn't know what he meant but suspected now was not the time to ask. My eyesflitted from side to side as I tried to figure out what to say next.

“Jeez, Lonnie I guess I don't know… I guess Betty Boop'd be a lot of fun.”

Lonnie let loose with a deep sigh of relief as his tightly wound body seemed to unravel and spread a bit. He leaned against the overturned couch and let it take part of his weight.

“Thanks, Harry,” he whispered. “I knew I could count on you.”

I stepped closer to him, but very carefully, uncertain what would make him explode next.

“Why the sudden interest in cartoon characters?”

He looked up at me, exhaustion in his eyes. “It's very revealing,” he repeated. “Passion or responsibility, a life fully lived or a slave to convention. Betty Boop or Aunt Fritzi. When's the last time you saw Aunt Fritzi have a date?”

“I see your point,” I lied.

His shoulders sagged and his chin drooped toward his chest. From the inside corner of one eye, a single tear ran down to the end of his nose.

“What is it, Lonnie?” I said, my voice as soft and soothing as I could make it. “What's wrong?”

He raised his head and I saw a pain in his face that I'd never seen before. He looked completely and horribly alone, and suddenly I knew what had happened even before he spoke.

“Shadow died,” he said.
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Why is it that when the brain goes to shock, the knees go to mush? The floor seemed to sway beneath me.

“When?” I whispered after what felt like a long time.

He stared, exhausted, into space. “Last night.”

“Jesus, Lonnie, I'm incredibly sorry.”

His gaze remainedfixed midair on something I couldn't see.

“It started a week ago,” he said, his voice a low, shocked monotone. “She got weak all of a sudden, couldn't hold her water or her bowels anymore. I couldn't get her to eat. I don't think she was hurting. It was like the fire went out of her.”

Then he was silent for a few moments.

“I took her to the vet,” he continued. “Doc said she'd had a series of small strokes, said she needed to be put to sleep. Put to sleep. I hate that. He meant sign the papers so he could kill her.”

“Lonnie, don't,” I said. “This isn't—”

“I couldn't let him do that, Harry. Couldn't let him put my girl down like that.”

His head moved up slowly and his eyes met mine. “She was all I had, man.”

“You have friends,” I said. “You got me. Why didn't you call?”

He shook his head and made a kind of spewing noise. “Shit, Harry, last time I saw you, you looked like an extra out of Night of the Living Dead. Besides, what were you going to do? She was dying. Nobody could change that.”

All the same, I felt like pond scum for not being there for him, for Shadow.

I realized I'd been standing in one position so long, my legs were going to sleep and my back was starting to hurt. I shifted my weight, took a step over to him, then straightened an overturned folding chair and sat down.

“You didn't have to go through it by yourself,” I said. “I'da come, man.” He put his elbows on his knees and rested his head in his hands, face toward thefloor, hands rubbing his scalp.

“I'm sorry. I'm just so damn tired. Haven't slept in days. She never seemed like she was hurting, never whimpered, complained, any of that. I sat up with her, held her until she—”

“Where is she now?” I said.

“I buried her out back this morning, just as the sun was coming up.” He stopped, looked around at the wreckage of the trailer.

“Guess I went kind of ape shit,” he muttered.

I thought for a moment of the times I'd seen her prowling the junkyard, protecting the fenced boundaries like a military outpost. That space was her life, her own private queendom. Somehow it seemed right that he'd buried her there. This sharp pain shot through my gut when I realized I wish I'd had the chance to say goodbye to her.

“Man, this ain't gonna help much,” Ifinally said, after forcing myself to focus on anything but that pain. “But she died at home, peacefully, in the arms of somebody who cared for her and loved her, and she's buried in a place she loved. If you gotta go, that ain't a bad way to do it.”

He straightened and raised his head again. I sensed somehow that he hadn't really thought of it that way. “So what are you doing here, anyway? Haven't seen you in months.” I shrugged. “It's been too long. I'm sorry, especially given the circumstances.”

“You didn't answer my question.”

I felt shitty enough to begin with without telling him I had tracked him down because I needed work. But it was the straight truth and there was no point in trying to dodge it.

“Things have gotten kind of rough lately on the biz front,” I said. “Thought maybe—”

“Thought maybe you'd pick up a few bucks with ol' Lonnie again.” His voice trailed off and he shook his head, disgusted. “Jesus, Harry. You disappear for months and then you pop up out of nowhere.”

I stood up. I didn't feel like having this discussionright now. “Listen, it's a bad time. Why don't I take off? You give me a call when you feel like getting together, okay?”

I stepped over toward him, stuck out my hand. He watched me, stone-faced, and made no move. I pulled my hand back, stuck it in my pocket.

“You need anything, you give me a call,” I said. “I'll see you around, okay?”

I waited a few moments, and when he said nothing I turned and went to the door. As my hand hit the doorknob, he spoke.

“I'm supposed to meet this guy around six,” Lonnie said, his voice still that low, numb monotone. “Offered me two bills to cover his ass while he nails a bond jumper.”

I turned back to him. He stood up, thumbs in the side pockets of his jeans.

“You want to come along,” he said, “we'll split fifty-fifty.”

I smiled at him weakly and nodded my head. We didn't go into it any further, but I knew he'd forgiven me.

“She was good people, Lonnie,” I said. “I'm going to miss her.”

Lonnie squealed the old F-150 through the curve onto the Ellington Parkway entrance ramp. I was on the front seat beside him, a pair of handcuffs folded into my back pocket, a slapjack slipped into my inside coat pocket, a can of pepper spray in my front pants pocket, and a stinger disguised as a beeper on a hook on my belt. I've got a carry permit, but I don't like guns; like them even less now than I used to.

Lonnie had a different take on the evening. He wore a nine millimeter in a nylon-and-Velcro shoulder holster underneath his surplus fatigue jacket and a tiny Airweight .38 in an ankle holster. This was in addition to the slapjack, pepper spray, handcuffs, Taser, and a variety of other toys he carried.

I'd not done a lot of bounty hunting with Lonnie, just enough to know I didn't like it. Under case law dating back to the nineteenth century—Taylor v. Taynter, I believe—when a bail bondsman posts bond for you, you essentially become his property. You post bond for a guy and he jumps bail, you can do anything to get him back. You don't need a search warrant to go into his house after him. You don't need an arrest warrant. You don't have to Mirandize him. None of this due process shit; you find him, he's yours. You can go anywhere, any jurisdiction, cross any state, county, or city border. Doesn't matter; if you've got a certified copy of the bond and a warrant for “Failure to Appear,” he's the game and you're the hunter. Anything goes.

This also means the jumper hasn't got a lot to lose. Sometimes we'd go after guys who realized what they were up against and were so tired of running, they were almost relieved to be going back to jail. Once or twice, though, it'd been like cornering a rabid dog. I hated bounty hunting the same way street cops hate domestic calls. You just don't know what you'll run into.

“So where we going?” I asked over the roar of the Ford as Lonnie hit eighty on the parkway.

“Hickory Hollow area,” he said. “Some Mexican restaurant.”

“Why a Mexican restaurant?”

Lonnie turned to me, one hand lightly on the wheel. He'd shaved, showered, changed into some clean clothes while I straightened up what I could of the trailer. Other than the circles under his bloodshot eyes, he looked almost normal.

“Jumper's a Mexican, an illegal up here working construction. Got popped Saturday night for aggravated assault, D and D, and somehow the system got all screwed up and he managed to find a bondsman before anybody realized he didn't have a green card.”

“And of course the motherthumper rabbited as soon as he hit the sidewalk.”

“Wouldn't you?” Lonnie asked.

The traffic at the cityside end of the Ellington Parkway thickened and slowed as we approached 1-65. Lonnie maneuvered around a fender bender, cut in front of a Roadway semi, went partway up on the shoulder, and managed to squeeze around the bottleneck. Then we crossed the river and headed out toward the 1-24 split.

We were on our way to the southeast quadrant of the city, which was the fastest-growing part of a town that was already in the biggest population boom in anyone's memory. The city's growth was straining the infrastructure somethingfierce. Property values were skyrocketing, mainly from people moving in from the northeast and L. A. who were delighted tofind that the money they spent in a one-bedroom efficiency in Manhattan would pay the mortgage here on a four-bedroom house on an acre lot in the burbs. The natives were starting to sport bumper stickers with sentiments like WELCOME TO N ASH VILLE! NOW Y'ALLGOHOME.

“I still don't get it,” I said. “Why's the guy going to be in a Mexican restaurant? Isn't that a little visible?”

Lonnie grinned. “Man's gotta eat, ain't he?”

“Smartass.” I propped my feet up on the dashboard and stared out the window at the endless line of cars all around us.

“The restaurant's in a tacky motel just off the interstate. Lot of immigrant construction workers rent by the week, then move on to the next job site.”

“So he's hiding out with the brothers.”

“Yeah, only thing is, Jerry speaks Spanish, knew where to ask and how to ask. Tracked the jumper down a couple days ago. Jerry was a Ranger, spent a lot of time down in Central America”

“Jerry's the bondsman?”

“No,” Lonnie said, grinning. “Jerry's the bounty hunter. You never met him?”

I shook my head.

“He's a trip. A real wild man. Jerry the Drill.”

Lonnie swerved to avoid an Oldsmobile that had inexplicably stopped in the middle of thefreeway. Tires squealed, the engine whined as he downshifted. My heart raced as we skid ded through a herd of stampeding metal. I grabbed the door handle in a death grip as we veered back across thefreeway to the far left and slipped seamlessly into the fast lane, the engine screaming as Lonnie shifted back up to ninety.

I cleared my throat, tried to breathe. “Jerry the Drill, huh?”

We were silent the rest of the way. I wondered what life without Shadow would be like for Lonnie. Despite my protestations, he really didn't have anyone else. On the other hand, Lonnie was already beginning to seem like his old self. I'm not sure the same could be said of me.

Twenty minutes later, we turned off the freeway onto Bell Road and into an area of strip malls, car dealerships, a Target, and a couple of motels, one of which advertised in glowing pink neon: HOT TUB AND FRIG IN EVERY ROOM.

Lonnie pointed, laughed. “Hey, my kind of place.”

“Think they meant fridge?” I asked.

To our right, up a slight hill, an older multistoried motel was painted a fading pink over fake stucco. Blinking Christmas tree lights wound around the windows and along the gutters. The sign above the door, in hand-painted letters several feet high, read CASA FAJITA.

“Party time,” Lonnie said, his voice stronger now. I could feel the oncoming adrenaline surge myself.

Up the hill in a crowded parking lot, a tall guy in a black leather sportcoat leaned against the hood of a vintage Cadillac, a huge early Seventies land yacht. You don't park a car like that; you dock it, and I figured Jerry the Drill must be doing pretty well to afford to put gas in it.

Lonnie backed the truck into a spot opposite the Cadillac, so they faced each other nose-to-nose across the asphalt. We climbed down out of the Ford and crossed the blacktop.

“Yo' dude,” Lonnie called.

“Yo' ya'self, amigo,” the guy in the coat said. He was tall, maybe six-five, about my age, slight roll around the belt line. His arms were crossed and he wore aviator bifocals. Altogether, he looked like a relatively well-off middle-aged guy who'd discovered he had a deep and abiding affection for BarcaLoungers and multiple ESPN channels. He was not the kind of guy I'd look at and think bounty hunter.

We stopped in front of the Caddy. “Harry James Denton,” Lonnie said, “meet Jerry the Drill.”

I offered my hand. “Glad to meet you, Mr. Drill.”

Jerry the Drill swung his head back and howled with laughter. His voice boomed from deep down within, a healthy uninhibited laugh. He took my hand and pumped it solidly. “Keck,” he said. “Jerry Keck. That Jerry the Drill stuff is just.

Lonnie's idea of a joke.”

“Yeah, he's a funny guy,” I said.

“So, Harry, how long you known this crazy man?”

I glanced over at Lonnie. “Forever. Taught me everything I know, which is a really sad commentary when you think about it.”

“So where's the skip?” Lonnie asked, looking up the flight of chipped concrete steps to the Casa Fajita entrance.

“Sheba's watching him,” Jerry said. “Being this is Friday and payday, he and his buddies are in the bar swilling down Tecates.”

“Sheba?” I asked.

“Yeah, who's Sheba?” Lonnie echoed.

“My assistant. Every once in a while she likes to join in the fun.”

“So what's the drill, so to speak?” Lonnie asked.

“His name's Hector Rodriguez, and he'll pretend he doesn't speak any English, but truth is, his inglés is not bad. He's a big guy, 'bout my size plus fifty pounds or so, all muscle. Looks like he's got some Indian in him or something. He's supposed to be real mean, too.”

“What'd he get nailed for?” I asked.

“Aggravated assault charge was for beating a guy half to death over a card-game dispute. Broke a bottle of Crown Royal over the guy's head. Picked up a D and D and a resisting arrest when the cops came.”

“Jesus,” Lonnie said.

“The guy he slammed'll be okay, I heard, except he can't make a fist and drools a lot.”

“So how we going to do this?” I asked.

“We'll go into the bar, get a table, order a round, scope out the situation. Basically, I'll take the guy. You step in if his buddies try to pile on. I don't think that's going to happen though.”

“Wish I was so sure,” Lonnie said, but the tone of his voice was flip rather than anxious.

“One other thing,” Jerry said. “You guys carrying?”

“Hell, yeah,” Lonnie said.

“Leave 'em in the truck. It's against the law to carry anywhere alcohol is served and I'm not going to mess with that.”

“You're crazy,” Lonnie said, pointing toward the door. “You think that's going to stop from carrying?”

“I'm not going to get in a situation where we have a gunfight in a crowded restaurant. Guy wants to jump bail that bad, let him. We'll figure another way to nail his ass.”

Lonnie shrugged. “Your call, babe. Just don't look for a big red S on my chest.”

Jerry the Drill looked at me. “You?”

I shook my head, smiled. “I don't like guns. They scare me.”

“Good for you, brother. You'll live to be a very old man with that attitude.”

We started up the stairs as Lonnie slammed and locked the door of the truck.

“You like frozen margaritas?” Jerry asked. “This place is the best. Frozen margs to die for.”

“Works for me,” I said. “Hey, I got to ask. Where'd Jerry the Drill come from?”

He laughed. “I've got my license, but I'm not really a private detective. And I'm sure not a bounty hunter by trade.”

“Yeah, so what do you do?”

He held the glass door to Casa Fajita open for me. I stepped through into the noise and the aroma of frying Mexican food.

“I'm a dentist,” he said.
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