




The Deets Shanahan Mysteries

THE STONE VEIL

THE STEEL WEB

THE IRON GLOVE

THE CONCRETE PILLOW

NICKEL-PLATED SOUL *

PLATINUM CANARY *

GLASS CHAMELEON *

ASPHALT MOON *

BLOODY PALMS *

BULLET BEACH*

The Carly Paladino and Noah Lang

San Francisco Mysteries

DEATH IN PACIFIC HEIGHTS *

DEATH IN NORTH BEACH *

* available from Severn House



BULLET BEACH
A Deets Shanahan Mystery
Ronald Tierney




This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.



This first world edition published 2010

in Great Britain and in the USA by

SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS LTD of

9–15 High Street, Sutton, Surrey, England, SM1 1DF.

Copyright © 2010 by Ronald Tierney.

All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Tierney, Ronald.

Bullet beach. – (The Deets Shanahan mysteries)

1. Shanahan, Deets (Fictitious character) – Fiction.

2. Private investigators – Indiana – Indianapolis –

Fiction. 3. Missing persons – Investigation – Thailand –

Fiction. 4. Serial murder investigation – Indiana –

Indianapolis – Fiction. 5. Detective and mystery stories.

I. Title II. Series

813.5'4-dc22

ISBN-13: 978-1-78010-055-5(ePub)

ISBN-13: 978-0-7278-6954-8(cased)

ISBN-13: 978-1-84751-285-7(trade paper)

Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

This ebook produced by

Palimpsest Book Production Limited,

Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.




Dedicated to Lost Brothers


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Sincere appreciation for the contributions from my brothers Richard and Ryan and from David Anderson, Jovanne Reilly and Karen Watt.


‘I live my life as if every moment precedes my death by seconds.’

— Fritz Shanahan


ONE

If Dietrich Shanahan didn’t make the trip now, odds were diminishing that he ever would. For a man of seventy-two, he was in pretty fair condition. His organs worked – most of them, most of the time. He was agile enough to putter in the garden and had enough endurance to take his dog Casey on long, brisk walks. He could make the overseas trip pretty easily, but who knows how much longer that would be the case. True, his mind was slipping a bit. That particular facet of aging seemed to accelerate after a bullet made its way through his thick skull not that long ago.

The incident had him clinging to life, something he hadn’t had that much affection for until, in his late sixties, he met Maureen and living became meaningful. Though he would never tell anyone this – he wasn’t given to sentimentality – she made life worthwhile. Only she. If she were gone there would be no point.

Maureen, a couple of decades younger, was beautiful, smart, fearless, funny and hungry. Almost always hungry. Hagan Daz Swiss Almond Vanilla was a better gift than diamonds. Dinner at a nice restaurant and she was happy for a week. He had no idea what she was doing with him. While he considered himself unfairly fortunate, he wasn’t about to ask her why. That would only screw it up.

From the bathroom, even with the door closed, he could hear her doing her morning routine, slippered feet padding about the hallway’s hardwood floor, then hushing away in the distance as she went to the kitchen. He’d been up for a while, long before she climbed out of bed. He had his own routine. He’d fed the ancient, bony cat, Einstein, and let his sixty-pound, spotted and speckled Catahoula hound out the back for his morning constitutional. A little breakfast and coffee as he read the morning paper.

He dropped his razor and in his search noticed the cap of the toothpaste further over by the bathtub. He kicked the razor toward the cap so that he’d have to bend over just once. What laziness he thought. He noticed his embarrassment as he glanced at his own image in the mirror.

Shanahan was feeling a little self-conscious, a new and foreign feeling. He’d decided to grow a beard for the first time in his long life. He’d always thought them pretentious, but he was going where no one knew him – another continent altogether. And in some way he didn’t quite understand he wanted to see without being seen.

Maureen was coming with him on the trip. He knew the reason she was coming with him. She wanted to make sure he was all right. She wouldn’t admit it because if she did he wouldn’t allow her to come along. And he wouldn’t ask her if that was the reason because he didn’t like the idea of her lying. It was one of those compromises he learned to make late in life.

On the other hand, she was the one who suggested he go. It was her idea to exorcise – out of the many he had been forced to confront – the remaining ghost in his life.

‘Did you sleep well?’ Shanahan asked Maureen as he came into the kitchen. She washed some blueberries to put into her yogurt.

‘I always sleep well,’ she said, grinning. ‘A guiltless conscience.’

‘That’s telling.’

‘Telling what?’ She had that look.

Perhaps he could pull it back.

‘That you are an angel.’

‘Ah,’ she smiled, ‘very good.’ She wore tan slacks and one of Shanahan’s old, white shirts, open two buttons at the collar. Her auburn hair caught a bit of morning light that angled through the window. ‘You are much more agile in the word department than you were when I first met you,’ she said.

That was true. And to further show what he’d learned, he kept quiet.

She looked down, stepped over the sleeping cat, and headed toward the coffee maker. Einstein had found the sunlight as well and sprawled in the warm spot it made on the floor. If cat years were the same as dog years, Einstein was one hundred and twenty-six. The vet called him an ‘elderly gentleman.’ Though he moved slowly and his bones sometimes made him look like a walking tent, there was an enduring elegance to the old tom.

‘We should get to the airport by ten thirty. The plane leaves at midnight,’ she said.

Shanahan went outside. In a few hours, the air would thicken and the temperature would climb. It was best to get the watering in early. Otherwise, he’d have to wait until evening. August was to summer as March was to spring – ugly months. Were there the Ides of August? It wasn’t all that much better in Thailand in August. He and Maureen could expect hot, humid days in between the monsoons, he thought.

He unwound the hose and pulled it toward the big beds of lilies and iris. Both the irises and the peonies, down a slight embankment, were on their last legs. The growing season for most of the plants in the garden was over. Maintenance seemed to be the challenge – prolonging life, he thought as his thumb on the nozzle produced a fine spray that danced a bit in the air before falling toward the ground.

No dreams of Fritz last night. But his brother permeated his thoughts. Sometimes it was hard to tell which thoughts came from actual memories and which were dreams. Could be both, entangled somewhere in the complex circuits of the brain. But the dreams of Fritz vexed him, resurrected a tremendous guilt. He wasn’t one, he thought, to dwell in the past. But here it was. Whatever madness possessed him to find out about his brother after sixty years was intensifying. And there was a race now – to find Fritz Shanahan before one of them died.

He moved the spray, the low sun creating various rainbows in the mist. The air was heavy and made the morning quiet and still. The quiet was eventually breached. A wife shouted something to her husband. Shanahan looked down the slope of the slight hill his home rested upon, through a break in the scraggly trees and across the creek to the street on the other side. A man in a gray suit climbed into a late model Hyundai. The man yelled back. Casey, nearly as old as Einstein, was awakened by the noise and noticed a trespasser. He made a half-hearted effort to catch the squirrel, turning the event into more of a scolding than a murder attempt. Quiet, still again except for the sound of the water coming out of the hose.

It was a long shot, Shanahan believed, trying to find his brother. The news article in an English-language Thai newspaper was two years old. Maureen found it on the Internet. The paragraph was just one item in a compilation of recent crimes.


American expatriate Fritz Shanahan, 68, was released yesterday when witnesses failed to show up for a trial. Shanahan, under investigation for smuggling, had been arrested for assault and battery in January.



Two years ago. That would make this seventy-year-old Fritz Shanahan the right age. Could there be two seventy-year-old Fritz Shanahans in the world? After days of searching Maureen could find nothing more of old Fritz. Yet it was enough for a plan. A silly plan Shanahan was inclined to think. Even if Fritz was still alive and still in Bangkok, finding him wouldn’t be easy.

Maureen tapped the horn lightly as she backed her Toyota down the driveway. He turned, waved. She was off to pick up some things for the trip and she would stop by the realtor’s office to make sure her clients were being covered in her absence. She was gone for the day. He was on his own.

The bar was empty. Harry, the owner, sat at the far end, face in his hands. He looked up as Shanahan approached. He shook his head and was quiet for a moment.

‘Growin’ a soup catcher, Jesus Christ, Deets, what in the hell is wrong with you?’

‘Thought I’d see what it looks like.’

‘Looks like hell, that’s what it looks like. You get yourself a grocery cart too? I got a razor around here somewhere. You can shave it off in the men’s room.’

‘Now that I’ve got your opinion, I guess I’ll keep it.’

‘You know, you’ve been actin’ strange for awhile now. Sixty years drinkin’ the same beer and then you just change to Guinness. Just like that.’

‘Sixty years?’

‘What?’

‘You saying I started drinking at twelve?’

Harry laughed. ‘Look at this, will you? Just look around. You know what happened to my customers?’

Shanahan shook his head ‘no’, pulled up a stool a couple down from Harry. Harry got up, ducked under the bar and found a bottle of Guinness for Shanahan.

‘Dead,’ Harry said. ‘That’s what happened.’

‘You kill ’em?’ Shanahan asked.

Harry set the bottle in front of Shanahan and went to the back bar to pour him a shot of J.W. Dant bourbon.

‘No, I didn’t kill ’em,’ he said.

‘I was thinking the stew did it. You never got it right.’

‘No,’ Harry said, suppressing a grin. ‘My stew didn’t kill anybody. Might have made ’em wish they were dead, but it didn’t kill ’em. What I’m sayin’ is that they’re all dying off, or moving some place where the sun takes the chill off their bones or where people look after them. Nobody left in the neighborhood. Not even much of a neighborhood left.’

Harry was right, though he wouldn’t tell him that. It wasn’t the same neighborhood and it wasn’t the same times. People didn’t go to neighborhood bars and drink the afternoon away anymore. Not like they used to, anyway. It had been happening little by little, year by year. And finally, Harry noticed.

‘It’s the end of an era,’ Harry said. ‘I can’t make it here anymore.’

He couldn’t. Used to be that there’d be three shifts of men coming into the bar each day. An old, early crowd – sometimes a few women with them. They went home just about the time the younger blue-collar workers came in after work. And there’d be the late night guys. Guys. Mostly guys – many of them like Shanahan was at the time, drinking a few beers to while away time they didn’t know how else to fill. Shanahan thought of it as God’s waiting room.

‘The lease is up first of the year.’ Harry shrugged and it seemed to say that to continue was futile.

‘Oh crap, Harry.’ There wasn’t anything Shanahan could say. He’d like to say something a little more sympathetic, but he couldn’t get it out and even if he could Harry would be uncomfortable. They’d known each other for decades and never said anything nice to each other, nothing consoling certainly.

‘Well enough of the schmaltzy stuff,’ Harry said, poking at Shanahan’s beard. ‘What’s with you and your friend there?’

‘Going to go look for my brother.’

‘Your brother?’

‘Yep.’

‘Didn’t know you had one.’

‘Practically speaking, I guess I don’t.’

‘You’re not making sense again.’

‘One night when I was young some people came and took my brother away. Never saw him again.’

‘And you’re just now getting’ around to lookin’ for him?’ Harry asked, suddenly animated with frustration. Shanahan would call Harry ‘excitable.’

‘Slipped my mind,’ Shanahan said. There was no point going into it. It was hard enough for Shanahan to understand. Why had he waited so long? Why was his mind dredging it all up? Why was it so important now? ‘How about another shot?’

‘Where are you looking?’

‘Start in Bangkok?’

‘Thailand?’ Harry looked shocked.

Shanahan nodded.

‘When?’

‘Tonight,’ Shanahan said.

‘And just when were you plannin’ on tellin’ me?’ Harry asked, wide-eyed.

‘About now.’

Harry shook his head.

‘And Maureen?’ he asked.

‘She’s going too.’

‘Why on earth would she go on that kind of trip with you?’

‘Brand new menu.’

Shanahan looked down the empty bar, shook his head. While things were slowing down for Harry, they were speeding up for Shanahan. He had a lot to do before the search for Fritz actually began.

After they switched planes in Chicago, Maureen and Shanahan would be off on a quiet, five-hour flight to San Francisco. The plan was to freshen up at a cheap hotel in San Francisco, spend a little time with Shanahan’s son, daughter in-law, and a grandson for brunch and catch another late night flight to Hong Kong. From Hong Kong to Bangkok, last known address for a Fritz Shanahan.


TWO

Howie Cross never thought of himself as having a Good Samaritan-type personality. He tried to do the right thing, if he knew what it was, in any given situation; but he hadn’t spent his life doing good things for people as a matter of course. True, he’d been thrown off the police force because he had trouble putting people away for possession of marijuana and he disliked the idea of hassling prostitutes who had entered that life willingly. Unfortunately these weren’t the qualities the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department wanted in a vice cop. On the other hand he wasn’t volunteering at a soup kitchen or carrying a protest sign.

Lately, though, he was drawn in to these sorts of things. He had decided to take care of an orphan, originally thought to be his. Even though she wasn’t he had grown to love her and felt the need to protect her. He spent weekends with her at his parents’, where the young girl lived now, and where he began to repair his folks’ aging, teetering farmhouse. Now he was taking his friend – and in some ways mentor – Deets Shanahan and his companion Maureen to the airport. He had also volunteered to take care of Shanahan’s dog and cat. They weren’t happy about the change in scenery, but they were familiar with it and would adapt.

Was there a Saint Howie, he wondered, hidden under his Peter Pan complex? He laughed in his empty car. After dropping the animals at his house and Maureen and Shanahan at the airport, he headed toward the Eastside where he would pick up Slurpy. The two of them would drive a little further east and then north to pick up a repo Lincoln near 21st and Drexel. No Saint Howie, he concluded. If there was some sort of post-life justice system, his worries were simply about which rung of hell he’d occupy for eternity.

It wasn’t quite midnight, when Cross found Slurpy at Slurpy’s home away from home. He was sitting on the steps at the bar’s rear exit staring out into the parking lot.

‘Hey Slurp,’ Cross said as the huge guy climbed into the passenger seat. Cross could feel the car dip to that side. Slurpy slammed the door shut. It wasn’t an angry gesture. It was just the way he did things. Slurpy wasn’t a bad guy. He was a little slow, seemed to have to be told everything twice and tended to behave as if all problems had physical solutions. This unfortunate set of characteristics and his – Cross guessed – three hundred and forty-five pound body made him unpredictable and extremely formidable.

‘Hey,’ he said solemnly. ‘You said there’s fifty in it.’

‘Yep.’ Cross said, putting his Audi loaner in gear and getting back on the street. ‘And all you got to do is follow me to the car lot and I’ll drop you back here.’

‘You doing the jackin’?’

‘Yep. Only, it’s called repossessing.’

‘Whatever.’

This would be easy. Cross had already picked up a duplicate set of keys, keys kept by Irving Edelman, owner of the car lot from which the Lincoln was bought. Edelman was clever; he always kept a set of keys when he financed the loan. This allowed quick and easy entry, a quick getaway and best of all, no car alarm. It was to be an evening of surprises starting when Cross picked up the keys. He had caught Edelman pulling a bottle of vodka from behind a huge sailfish mounted on the wall over a tattered sofa. Cross had stepped too lightly into the darkened office. His sudden presence startled Edelman, who quickly shut his now not so secret compartment.

Cross didn’t find the next surprise nearly as funny. The night was faintly lit by a half moon and there was a little light spill from a streetlamp on 21st Street. Cross could identify the silver Lincoln Town Car. He parked the Audi down the street, told Slurpy to get in the driver’s seat and wait until Cross pulled out. Slurpy would follow.

One might think that it was cooler outside during evening hours. But it was like turning the light out in the oven. Perspiration gathered on Cross’s neck.

He looked up and down the street lined with two-bedroom, post-World War Two bungalows. A few lights were on, but shades were drawn. No one was out walking and there was the steady hum of air conditioners to muffle any sounds on the street.

Cross had no sooner slipped into the leather seats and put the key in the ignition than he sensed a presence. At first he thought it must be Slurpy and some silly question. But it wasn’t Slurpy. It was a slender figure, face hidden in the darkness, the light from the Lincoln’s interior glancing off the shotgun.

‘It’s the Cartier Edition,’ the man said. His voice was both light and full of gravel. It had almost a breathless quality. ‘The Lincoln, a special edition. Lived all my life to have a car like this. It’s not new, but it’s really sweet. Nothing has made me happier.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ Cross said.

‘And you can’t have it. It’s mine,’ the man said.

‘You know, I’m just doing my job. Seems as if you’ve missed a few payments. I’m sure you can work this out, but in the meantime...’

‘In the meantime, get outta my car.’ The man had a shotgun.

‘I can do that.’ As nice as it was, Cross wasn’t going to put his life on the line for a Lincoln Town Car.

A third voice entered the conversation, this one behind the man with the shotgun.

‘Fair warning, fool. I’m gonna snap your neck you don’t put down that piece.’

‘I don’t think you’ve got the picture just right,’ the man said. ‘You make one move, your friend doesn’t have a head.’

‘Listen Slurpy, we can...’ Coming back the next day with the sheriff wasn’t a big deal. Dying was. Cross’s attempt at pacification was about to fail.

‘Hey,’ Slurpy said, interrupting, ‘my friend here? We ain’t that close.’

Slurpy reached around and took the shotgun from the man’s hands. He turned the slender man around and gave him a shove. The man fell back on his butt in the street. The guy was in a suit. In the dim light, Cross couldn’t tell whether he was a light-skinned black or a dark-skinned white. He was between forty and sixty. Maybe.

Shotgun in hand, Slurpy walked back to the Audi.

Cross climbed in the driver’s seat of the Lincoln.

‘Look at it this way. You could have been arrested,’ Cross told the man.

The guy got up and Cross drove off. He checked the rearview mirror to see the Audi headlights. Slurpy was moving in behind him.

Things turned out all right. But Cross wasn’t happy with Slurpy’s intervention. It worked this time. But the danger was unnecessary especially when the stakes were so low.

Cross hit the interstate off Emerson and exited on Washington where Edelman had his car lot. The car was a dream. Unfortunately it wasn’t a smart car for a private investigator. It stood out. Better for a lawyer. Or a pimp.

Even on this short little multi-lane jaunt, hitting a cruising speed and riding for a distance without stoplights relaxed him, let him gather his thoughts. And what were his thoughts tonight, he asked himself. The thoughts he had were about himself. They were the same as they often were: about how his life was a continuous loop, a short loop because he was going nowhere. He was marking time. He wasn’t getting wealthier. He wasn’t falling in love. He wasn’t having fun, particularly. He was in the same place he was ten years ago and it was the same place he’d be ten years from now. Cross felt no sadness. It was a cold assessment of his life. And after reviewing the situation he did what he always did. He shrugged. Better than being dead. Better than being in prison.

He pulled into the lot and then behind the buildings. The instructions were to leave it in the locked garage behind the office. The previous owner might return to reclaim his car, so keeping it off the lot and behind locked doors was advisable. He’d collect from Edelman tomorrow or take it out in trade – another loaner off the lot when the time was right. The deal prevented all those complicated tax calculations.

The light from the Audi caught him and illuminated the garage door. Slurpy remained in the car. Cross opened the garage door and got back in the Lincoln. He was about to pull it in the garage when he saw the red and blue flashing lights coming in behind the Audi. Cross wasn’t worried until the sirens began and there were more lights. Cross got out of the car and – being familiar with how jumpy cops can be, especially at night – raised his hands immediately and waited for instructions, which he was inclined to follow to the letter. But his stomach sank as he realized Slurpy was in the Audi. Worse, Slurpy was in there with a shotgun.

‘Get down on your knees,’ said the voice behind the lights now aiming at him. Cross did. ‘Now lay down on your belly.’ Cross did. He was tempted as anyone would be to ask for some sort of explanation or to tell them who he was. But he knew better than most that this wasn’t the time for anything other than doing what you were told. He’d have time to show them his license and explain their presence on the car lot past midnight. He understood. They had to secure the scene. ‘Now put your hands behind your head and keep them there. Make no moves.’ Cross followed instructions.

‘You!’ came the voice. ‘You in the car.’

Cross couldn’t see what was happening.

‘Get out of the car slowly, keep your hands where we can see them.’

‘I want a lawyer.’

Cross recognized Slurpy’s voice.

‘Jesus,’ Cross said to himself. He had a bad feeling.

‘Get out of the car slowly, keep your hands where we can see them.’

This was going down by the book.

‘Go fuck yourself,’ Slurpy said.

‘Do as you’re told, Slurpy,’ Cross yelled.

‘This is the last time we will tell you. Get out of the car slowly, keep your hands where we can see them.’

Cross heard the car door open.

‘Now get down on your knees,’ the same voice said.

‘We didn’t do nothing,’ Slurpy said.

‘Get down on your knees.’

‘Do as you’re told,’ Cross repeated.

‘We didn’t do nothing, Cross.’

He heard the dogs now. The barking was louder, angrier, it seemed. What followed was serious gunfire. Cross couldn’t count the shots. He was sure some were simultaneous.

After several minutes – it seemed like hours to Cross – he was searched and pulled to his feet. He saw Slurpy’s body on the ground, face up. One of the cops was holding the shotgun. Cross figured it out. Slurpy had pulled the gun out, maybe in response to the onslaught of the police dogs.

Could the night get any worse? ‘That was so unnecessary,’ Cross said to the cop standing beside him.

The cop didn’t respond.

There must have been two dozen uniforms on the scene. They were searching the Audi and a couple of them had moved to the Lincoln Town Car. The trunk was popped from the inside.

‘Over here,’ a uniform said.

Cross was close enough to see what the cop wanted the others to see. A body. Probably dead, Cross thought. It could get worse. It just did.

He was led to the back of a police cruiser and put in the back seat. His hands were cuffed behind him so he couldn’t scratch the inevitable itch above his right eye and he couldn’t get comfortable. Not all the cops were busy now. Most of them were standing around, but no one was talking to him. No one asked him questions. He thought they ought to be full of questions.

From the back window, Cross had a view of the action when it came. The medical examiner’s team arrived and passed by him, red, white and blue lines flashing on the white clothing. So many times, too many times crime scenes looked like carnivals or celebrations.

Then, in time, Cross knew why no one asked him anything. A late model, shiny, black Ford Victoria pulled up. From a rear door a tall, black man stepped out with the demeanor and the look of a celebrity. Cross knew him. The man’s grandmother would have called him Maurice Collins. But others would refer to him as Lieutenant Collins, perhaps Ace if they were truly close to him. He was the hotshot on the homicide team.

Collins talked with a couple of uniforms, was taken to the body in the trunk. He took a look around the Town Car and then the body. He talked to someone with the medical team. He did all this patiently, it seemed to Cross – taking his time, taking it all in.

Finally, he turned to look in Cross’s direction. He walked slowly toward him and as he closed in Cross saw his impeccably white and starched shirt, open at the collar and his expensive dark suit. The man wasn’t smiling. But he wasn’t angry either. His face was blank, uncommitted.

The lieutenant opened the door and motioned for Cross to get out. Cross did, awkwardly because of the cuffs. Collins grabbed an arm to steady him. Collins unlocked the cuffs and motioned again, this time for Cross to follow.

They went to the back of the Town Car. It wasn’t just one corpse, but two, one of each gender. As the flashlight danced over the bodies, it was clear that they were wet from roughly the waist down, higher on her.

‘You know them?’

Cross saw what appeared to be a young man and woman – maybe in their twenties.

‘No. You?’

Collins smiled.

‘I will. What in the hell are you doing hanging out with Slurpy Thurman?’ It was said calmly.

‘I needed a hand,’ Cross said.

‘What kind of hand?’

‘I needed a driver. I pick up a repo. Slurpy follows in my car.’

Collins nodded, guided Cross back to the unmarked Crown Victoria.

‘I didn’t think I’d see you so soon.’

‘That was the plan,’ Cross said. ‘How’d the police know to come here?’

‘Someone saw you guys in the lot in the middle of the night. Thought it was suspicious.’

‘Not true,’ Cross said. ‘You sent half the police force.’

‘All right, anonymous tip. Said we’d find bodies in the back of a silver luxury car. Killers were at the car lot.’

That made sense to Cross. He nodded in the direction of Slurpy’s corpse.

‘That didn’t have to happen.’

Collins gave him a sharp look.

‘Is that why you’re being nice to me?’ Cross continued.

‘Am I?’

‘Seems like it.’

‘You complaining?’

‘Worried,’ Cross said. ‘I always worry when a cop is nice to me.’

‘About Slurpy, he was living on borrowed time. If he didn’t have a massive heart attack some gang banger would kill him in a bar fight. You have any idea how many times he was arrested?’

Cross didn’t answer. He knew the police didn’t want any trouble with the police shooting. Collins nodded toward the back seat. Cross climbed in. Collins followed.

‘What happened tonight? Tell me everything.’

Cross did, and when he was done, Collins leaned forward and told the uniformed driver something and they drove off. The driver also said something into his mic.

‘We’re going to have to keep you overnight,’ Collins said. ‘Otherwise it looks like I’m soft on you. You should go ahead and call a lawyer. You still run around with that biker? Kowalski?’

‘I know him. He’d be my pick.’

‘You’re a funny guy,’ Collins said.

‘Is that a compliment?’

‘No, funny as in odd. What are you doing with your life?’

‘I’m getting by.’

Collins shrugged, shook his head. ‘You hang out with strange people, that’s all.’

Cross knew what he was getting at. Cross had fallen in love or lust or obsession, whatever it was, with an exotic dancer who turned out to be a murderer. Cross was friends with what the police thought was a trouble-making old private eye. And in the thick of it was a trouble-making, Harley-riding defense attorney. ‘Why don’t you like normal people?’

‘You want to do dinner and catch a movie later?’

Collins laughed. ‘I think you’d be going from bad to worse.’

There were about ten minutes of silence, Collins sitting in the back of the car with seeming immense patience. The car pulled up in front of a house on Drexel. The same house. Two cop cars pulled up beside them. Four uniformed police officers in flak jackets with serious weapons approached the house, two in front, two toward the back. In moments, a short, chubby black man was on the front lawn. An equally chubby black woman was outside on the porch. The porch light and the shadows might have exaggerated the look of horror on her face.

Collins and Cross remained in the car.

‘That him?’ Collins asked.

‘No,’ Cross said.

‘That was quick.’

‘Couldn’t be more different.’

Collins looked down, rubbed his hands together.

‘Wait here,’ he said and went out to talk with the stunned man in a sleeveless tee shirt and boxer shorts.


THREE

Shanahan was not superstitious. The only signs he accepted as true were the literal ones – dead end, sharp turn, no parking. So he was surprised at the softening of the walls of his rules of reality. The dreams about Fritz took him to new places, places perhaps opened when a bullet traumatized his brain, making new pathways. Just as Maureen had come along and brought new life, the bullet came along to remind him the world was still a mysterious and dangerous place. And it was clear he was being driven on this venture by something that was altogether unclear.

Here he was now in the cool and cramped interior of a silver tube sliding through space to another world. Maureen was asleep beside him. A couple of rum and tonics and she was blissfully unaware of anything in the conscious world. He pulled the blanket up over her shoulder and around her neck. He sat back and closed his eyes. He would recount what led to this trip, this moment, until he fell asleep.

It began when he rummaged through old photographs. He came upon several small black and white photographs of his childhood. There was one of a young Dietrich Shanahan. The boy was looking at something off camera. But it wasn’t entirely off. There was part of a leg showing in the lower right hand corner of the picture – a leg kicked up behind. Someone running, as if trying to escape. It was his brother Fritz.

And it was true in some fashion. Fritz had suddenly disappeared when he was maybe eight years old. And the boy was not an acceptable topic of conversation. Before he disappeared, Shanahan had hazy memories of the boy being shut in a room, of a doctor coming and going, sad faces in shadowy light. And he remembered a somber evening when a big, black Hudson pulled up in front of the house. That was an event in itself. And Fritz was taken out to the car. Shanahan remembered Fritz taking one last look back. That was the end of it. It was truly the end of it. Fritz had been purged from Shanahan’s mind until he saw the photograph. His parents had missed it, this little piece of Fritz, proving his existence.

About a year ago, perhaps a little longer, the dreams came – Fritz running through hallways, hiding, going up stairways, teasing Shanahan. It was hide and seek with a sinister edge. If it was a game, it wasn’t fun.

Shanahan opened his eyes. He looked around the coach. So quiet. It was pleasantly dark, except for a scattering of lights for those trying to read and a bluish light that came from TV sets mounted on the back of seats. There were those who could not sleep and didn’t want to think. He thought about turning on the set in front of him, but decided against it. Perhaps he should try to remember his brother, his personality. Maybe something like that would provide some insight into what he was like now. What he could remember.


His brother dove into the slick surface of the night water. The skinny kid screamed with happiness until he penetrated the glass-like sheet of water. Shanahan waited on the dirt ridge that surrounded the pond. He waited to see if it was all right, whether or not some monster resided there, gobbling up boys who swam at night. Given his druthers, Shanahan would prefer to poke around the water with a stick before getting in.

The air was sweltering hot as it can be on only a few midsummer evenings in Wisconsin.

His brother, in the moonlight, was pale as the porcelain on the bathroom sink as he climbed from the water, up the dirt mound toward Shanahan.

‘C’mon, Dietrich. You gotta do more than look in this life,’ Fritz said, shaking off the water. ‘You got to live.’ He laughed. ‘There are no sharks in there. Anyway that’s why I’m here. To protect you. And you to protect me. OK?’

Shanahan said nothing.

‘We gotta protect each other,’ Fritz said.



Shanahan felt as if he was diving into a pool now. He sensed the danger.

‘Your son was sure happy to see you,’ Maureen said, eyes opening as a few streams of light came through windows where shades had not been completely drawn. Morning was coming.

The word ‘son’ had an odd sound to Shanahan.

‘I didn’t have much to say.’

‘You never have much to say. They don’t mind.’

The lunch had gone well. Son, son’s wife, son’s son were there. Wine was sipped. The five of them walked across the Great Highway to Ocean Beach. They weathered the wind, the blowing sand that bit at them, watched the kite flyers who ran around with boundless energy, who were undaunted by the treacherous drafts of air.

His grandson, now a young man, was bright and warm. He encouraged them to come spend some time with them in wine country. Shanahan remembered how Maureen’s eyes brightened at the suggestion.

‘I’m glad we stayed over a day,’ Maureen said.

‘Me too,’ Shanahan said. The stay-over broke up the dreary, prison-like hours in the plane. The airlines, it seemed to Shanahan who remembered when flying was something elegant, were doing their best to make their trips unpleasant.

Cross didn’t get out the next morning. He spent an additional night. Lieutenant Collins backed off his initial offer when it was clear that the man who lived in the house on Drexel and who owned the Lincoln Town Car wasn’t the man who supposedly came upon them with a shotgun. This, said Collins, destroyed the time line. This meant Cross and Slurpy had hours to set all this up – find the victims, shoot them, and attempt to hide them in a locked garage on East Washington.

‘One lie,’ Collins said, ‘that’s all it takes for me.’

James Fenimore Kowalski finally got him out by threatening to sue for wrongful death on behalf of Slurpy Thurman, which he thought he might do anyway. Slurpy, Kowalksi contended, had a well-below average IQ, and, not knowing there was a body in the trunk, was merely retrieving the shotgun, which was probably true.

The police were edgy. On one hand, they had to stand behind the shooting no matter what. Deny, deny, deny that firing was premature and that they were not really threatened. It was likely that most of the likely interest groups would support the police. On the other hand, the police weren’t eager to make it a public debate and Collins didn’t believe that Cross shot a couple of young people and threw them in a trunk.

Kowalski made bail for Cross and stopped by Cross’s place to take care of Shanahan’s dog and cat as he had done the night before.

‘You know a five-year-old could pick that lock,’ Kowalksi said.

‘Have to be that old, you think?’ Cross asked. They went to Harry’s bar on Tenth and sat in a booth at the back.

‘Where’s Shanahan?’ Kowalski asked.

‘In Thailand. Either fried or drowned.’

‘Sounds like boiled to me.’ Kowalski wasn’t as big as he looked. He was probably just six-foot, and no more than 200 pounds. But he had a large head and it looked like it was cut from granite. He had jagged features, long black hair with silver streaks, swept back. He looked like he was moving when he wasn’t. He always wore a black suit, a white shirt, no tie, and motorcycle boots. It was the same whether he was riding his Harley or arguing in court.

‘So he went, after all?’

‘You knew?’ Cross said.

‘I know he wanted the name of a guide, but I didn’t know when – or what it was all about, for that matter.

Though Shanahan probably wouldn’t have minded Kowalski knowing, the younger detective knew the older one kept things to himself.

‘What do we do now?’ Kowalski asked, sipping a glass of bourbon.

‘Find out who set me up.’

‘Is that what you think happened?’

Cross nodded. ‘I don’t know if it was personal. I mean I don’t know if someone wanted to set me up. But that someone wanted to set someone up. It was good.’

Kowalski sat back, looked up to catch Harry’s attention. He lifted his glass, indicating another. Cross still had half a beer.

‘Think about it. They steal a car. Kill people. Put them in a car and park in the same spot they stole it from.’

‘How often do people check the trunk of their car unless there’s an emergency?’

‘Until it smells,’ Cross said. ‘Even then time has passed.’

Kowalksi nodded again, thanked Harry for the refill.

‘You coming along when you did was just a coincidence?’ Kowalksi continued.

‘Was it?’ Cross shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But if it was part of a plan, then they are even smarter. In addition to the clever plan to abandon the bodies, they set up a murder suspect. It forces the police in a direction other than the killer’s. If nothing else, it complicates the case.’

‘Is anybody that good?’

One of the bodies had been identified, Cross told Kowalksi. A Marshall Talbot, 26. He lived in Woodruff Place. The body of a young woman was not identified or just not revealed. The only other thing Cross knew was that the man whose car was repossessed was Wilbert Morgan. He worked as a bank guard and was one of several laid off after various buy-outs, consolidations, and bankruptcies. Because he lost his job, he was about to lose his car. And he wasn’t the man who came upon Cross with the shotgun.

‘Let me know if I can help,’ Kowalksi said. ‘In fact, just let me help.’

‘I can’t afford you.’

‘Oh I’m in it for the satisfaction, mostly. I’d like to find the bastards who killed a couple of kids.’

‘You said “mostly.”’

‘Yeah, well I got to keep you out of trouble. You could become expensive and you don’t offer any fringe benefits.’

Cross took a sip of beer, surveyed the dark, empty bar. He needed to get out of there, get someplace cheerful or at least distracting. The thought he was about to share came out of the blue and he was ashamed that it took him so long to figure it out.

‘James?’ Cross said.

‘Yes, dear.’

‘They knew it was me.’

‘What?’

‘The guy was there. Waiting. Ready to set me up. He had to know I was coming.’

‘Maybe he just knew someone was coming.’

‘I’m the only one Edelman sends on repos.’

‘Why is that?’

‘He doesn’t have that much work that he needs a posse. And we have a deal to keep it off the books. I don’t report it as tax income. He doesn’t have to go through all that reporting. I get some cash to pay someone like Thurman. I get a car off the lot. Works out well. So Edelman knew who was going to pick up the Town Car.’

There were things to do, but it was too late to do them. Tomorrow Cross would pay a visit to Edelman and to the man who owned the Town Car.

Shanahan thought there was something antiseptic about such trips – from the narrow impersonal space of the plane to the vast impersonal space of the airports. That set up the shock of the real, teeming world outside – the sudden overwhelming heat, the buzzing swarms of motor scooters, the toxic smell of exhaust. He could see the air. That couldn’t be good.

‘We’re here,’ Maureen said cheerfully after a moment registering the impact of reality.

‘We are,’ Shanahan said. He had arranged for a guide to meet them at the hotel and was told that he should take a taxi from the airport. ‘The tuk-tuks are fun if you are twelve,’ the man said. ‘The taxis are air conditioned.’

A small orange Toyota with a Buddha dangling from the rearview mirror made itself available. Baggage was stuffed in the front and in the trunk and Maureen and Shanahan were stuffed in the back seat. Off they went, eventually entering an even greater density of humanity.

In maybe half an hour, Maureen and Shanahan were checking into a pleasant, very inexpensive hotel. A slender, well but comfortably dressed, fortyish man, who had lingered about the desk, introduced himself.

As Shanahan struggled with the name, the man smiled. ‘Use Channarong.’

‘Deets,’ Maureen said, pointing to Shanahan. Then to herself, ‘Maureen.’

‘Maureen and Deets, nice to meet you. I am your guide if you like.’

‘Let me find someone to get the bags upstairs and then we’ll talk,’ Shanahan said.

‘You going to tell the little lady to go sit by the pool,’ Maureen said, ‘while you go do guy stuff?’

‘I’m sorry, I thought you might like to freshen up?’

‘Do I need to?’

‘Just a question. Trying to be thoughtful.’

Maureen’s eyes half shut and she grinned just a little. She nodded.

‘I’ve just been played,’ she said to Channarong.

He nodded, face giving away nothing.

‘We’re going to grab a drink...’ Shanahan looked at Channarong.

‘Trolley’s. Outside to the right. A couple of doors down.’

‘That the name of the bar or are you suggesting I go for a ride?’ Maureen asked.

‘Name of the bar.’

A young man had put the baggage on a cart and he and Maureen headed for the elevator.

Shanahan followed Channarong back out into the heavy hot air. The noise of the city kept them from speaking until they were inside a bar – one that looked as if it could be back in Indianapolis. Clean, lots of wood, a wide-screen TV over the bar. Shanahan ordered a beer and got something in a green bottle with an elephant logo. Channarong drank water. Shanahan was perspiring, even after that short walk. Channarong wasn’t.

‘Mr Kowalski speaks highly of you.’

‘He is a very interesting man,’ Channarong said. ‘Very good to people. Getting someone out of a jail here is not so easy unless you know how to talk to people. Your friend picked up on local customs very quickly.’

‘I take it you know the city.’

‘All my life.’

‘The rest of the country?’

‘Some places better than others.’

‘What is your relationship with the police?’ Shanahan asked.

‘I was an officer at one time.’

‘No longer.’

‘No.’

‘Why?’ Shanahan asked.

‘Political.’

‘They don’t like you?’

‘I have many friends as well as enemies. If I may ask, what are you doing here that you are worried about the police?’

Shanahan shook his head. ‘Probably no worries. Missing person.’

‘Daughter, son?’

‘Brother.’

Channarong nodded. ‘He did something bad to you?’

‘No. Just trying to find him.’

‘Pardon me, but does he owe you money?’

‘You have good questions. No.’

‘You have a picture?’

‘No. Haven’t seen him in sixty years. I have no idea what he looks like. Probably a little like me – maybe heavier, maybe not, maybe taller, maybe shorter.’

The guide smiled a mischievous smile.

‘I know. We all look alike anyway.’

‘I wouldn’t have said that,’ Channarong said.

‘No, I suspect you wouldn’t have said it out loud.’ Shanahan took a sip of his beer. The lighter Thai beer was perfect for the hot weather. ‘One more thing, would you consider looking into something before tomorrow. Begin today, is what I’m saying. Can you?’

Channarong nodded.

Shanahan reached into his pants pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it, handed it to the guide. As he read it, Shanahan continued.

‘I need to know what my brother was accused of smuggling and any other details you can find out about the case. Who did he hit? Who arrested him? Has he been brought up on charges since then? Is there a home address in there anywhere?’

Channarong nodded again, looked at his watch. ‘Yes, I can probably find that out. I need to get started right away.’ He took another sip of water and bowed slightly to Maureen who had arrived as he prepared to leave.

‘I hope I didn’t frighten him away,’ Maureen smiled.

‘He couldn’t withstand the power of your beauty.’

‘That must be it. I can barely stand it myself.’
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