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For my
beautiful wife, Yleana, who gave me the greatest night of my life by marrying
me on a rooftop in the heart of old Havana. I hope you will never stop
believing in me.
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Her eyes
were probably once tinged with blue, but now they were the color of stone, as
they stared lifeless up at the fluorescent ceiling. She was dead, all right,
just like Blake had said, but what he didn’t tell me was how beautiful she was.
Even with the bullet hole in her forehead, I could see she was stunning in
life.


If I’d
stopped to think about it, I’d’ve probably pegged her as a real looker from the
get-go. I mean, she was Blake’s ex-wife, and that meant a long ride on the top
rung: the big house, the Benz, the jewelry, it all went with the territory.
Nothing was out of reach for John Brendan Blake, real estate big shot, and that
included the most desirable women.


I
nodded at the morgue attendant. He covered her lovely face with the sheet, then
motioned me toward the door. As we exited the chilly portable storage cabinet
that held her and about twenty other bodies, he doused the light, leaving them
in their cold, quiet blackness. I thanked him, slipped him a hundred, and got
the hell out of there.


Outside,
I took a deep breath, calling the crisp night air into my lungs, but I couldn’t
exhale the death vibe that had fouled my insides. Morgues do that to me. It
would take a couple of Scotches to cleanse that away. That’s one good thing
about living in Las Vegas. You can get a drink any time you want it. Or need
it.


And
right now, I needed it.
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I aimed my car toward
the Four Queens Hotel and Casino. They have a place in there called Hugo’s.
It’s a fancy restaurant, actually, located below street level, away from the
racket of the casino floor. People in suits and dresses buzz around the place,
but the bar is one of my favorites. It’s cozy, friendly, and most important of
all, they serve Dalmore, my brand of single-malt Scotch. I ordered one, as I
took the last empty stool, while Dean greeted me with a wide smile from behind
the bar.


He
brought my drink, asked how my poker was coming along, and some other small
talk under the dim lighting. Then it was my turn.


"Dean,
you ever see the corpse of a gorgeous woman?" I watched his reaction, as I
put the single-malt Scotch to my lips. It serviced all the right spots, sliding
down down smooth and easy. I started to relax.


"No,
but I’ve seen a lot of live ones." His round, dark eyes sprang to life. I
could tell he was thinking of one in particular.


"I’m
serious. I just saw one."


The
grin flew off his face. "What? Where?"


Right
away, I regretted bringing it up. I wasn’t sure how far I wanted to get into
this with him. We were friendly, but apart from sitting at the same poker table
on a few occasions, I never really saw him outside Hugo’s.  He was a pretty good guy, though, plus I
felt like I needed to get the whole dead-body thing out of my system, so I
dropped my reluctance.


I
said, "Down at the morgue. She was murdered last night."


"What?"
He leaned over the bar, a little closer to me. "Did you know her?"


I
shook my head. "She was the ex-wife of a guy I know."


Suddenly,
the sixtyish man on the stool to my left spoke up. "It’s always the
ex-husband who did it." I made his accent to be from the Great Lakes, maybe
Chicago or Milwaukee. He sounded pretty sure of himself.


Turning
his bulk around in the stool to face me, he looked me over with watery eyes of
an indeterminate color, somewhere between green and gray, with a splash of
yellow. Jowls hung well below jaw level, and they shook when his large mouth
opened to speak. Right now, it opened wide, revealing uneven teeth.


He
said, "Jealousy, betrayal, lust … ahh, motives like that’ll drive a guy to
just about anything. Including murder."


He
returned to his drink, which had a carbonated mixer in it along with lots of
ice.


I
didn't appreciate his intrusion. I wanted to tell him to mind his own business,
but instead, I said, "Well, I don’t think it’s the ex-husband this time."


"And
why is that?" He scanned me up and down again, searching for the source of
this opposite opinion.


"He’s
the one who hired me to find whoever did it." Right away I realized I
shouldn't've said that, but hey, I'm not licensed anymore. I can say whatever
the fuck I want.


Mr
Great Lakes said, "He did? Would you be a private detective, sir?"


I was
not wild about the drift of this conversation, but since I started it, I
couldn't really back out just yet. After another slow taste of the Dalmore, I
said, "Not exactly. I used to be."


That
was all he was getting out of me. I damn sure wasn’t going to get into how I
lost my license over in LA, or how I split town in the middle of the night to
come here, just so I could squeeze out a living playing low-limit poker over at
Binion’s, all the while trying to stay a couple of steps ahead of the
California law.


"Well,
let me shake your hand. I've never met a real private eye before. The name's Travis.
Travis Haynes."


"Jack
Barnett."


He
gave me, oddly, a European single-stroke handshake. His large, pale hand was a
good deal whiter than his flaccid face, which was red, but not from blushing. 


"Tell
me, Jack, what does this guy, the ex-husband, do for a living?"


"I
can’t talk about it."


"Does
he have a lot of money? You know, is he filthy rich?"


"I
can’t talk about it."


"Because
if he is, he’s almost certainly your man." He paused to swallow the
remainder of his drink. There were mostly ice cubes left in his glass, with
only a trace of whiskey, and he got one of the cubes in his mouth. He spoke around
it as he crunched on it. The sound of his teeth against the ice was driving me
crazy and I had to strain to understand him when he said, "If she was
beautiful, like you said, there’s another man in there somewhere and she was
screwing him for sure. You can bet on it. Then, if her husband is rich, oh
brother, watch out! You put jealousy and sex into bed with big money, and man,
you’d better get out of the way. Ha! It’s like a bunch of hemophiliacs running
loose in a razor factory. Someone is damn sure gonna bleed."


I
didn't want to go any further with this, but the thing was, old Travis made
sense. That’s exactly how this kind of thing usually went.


Only,
it couldn’t have been Blake who did it. Not that he wasn’t capable of it, mind
you. He’s got goons that’ll do whatever he tells them. I ought to know; they
beat the shit out of me one day back in February during my initial encounter
with him on another matter.


No, if
he did do it, he had no reason to hire me, especially if he knew the trail
would lead right back to him. Besides, he was paying me ten thousand dollars right
now, and ten more when I finished the job. For that kind of money, I was going
to find the shooter, no matter how long it took, if the cops didn’t find him
first. And Blake knew it.


Dean
filled a drink order for a waiter, then turned back to me. "Where’d it
happen, Jack?"


"In
her home. She lived in that fancy gated community called Beachview, out on Lake
Sahara."


"Gated?
Wait a minute, I saw something about that on TV this afternoon. Yeah-h-hh."
I could see his memory coming back. "Is that the one you're working on?
How’d he get through the gate?"


I
finished off my drink. Within ten seconds, Dean had the Dalmore bottle in hand,
replenishing it. "If she knew him," I said, "she probably let
him in. If not, well, I have no idea. And my client, if you can call him that,
has an airtight alibi."


I
didn't mind throwing that last part in, since I knew it would be in the papers.
Cops always look to the ex first in cases like this, and since the ex was a
local heavy hitter, they'd want to make public the fact that he was cleared. 


Travis
shrugged and made a grand hand gesture. I wished he would shut the fuck up and
go back to chewing his ice, but of course, he didn't. He said, "Well,
maybe he paid someone to do it. You've gotta consider that. Or better yet,
maybe it was the third member of the triangle. You know, like the other man."


Irritated,
I threw a sidelong glance over at him. "Might be," although I wasn't aware
of any other man just yet.


Blake
only approached me about this earlier today. We met briefly in his fancy corner
office in the Bank of America building downtown. All he knew was that his
ex-wife — Sandra was her name — was found in the living room by her
maid early this morning, dead of a gunshot wound to the head, as the maid
arrived to clean the house. The coroner tentatively estimated the time of death
at sometime between six o'clock and midnight last night.


Blake
told me they were married for eleven years, no children, and that the split
came about a year ago, around October of '02. He didn't want to go into the
reason for it, so I didn't press the issue, but to hear him tell it, he took it
hard. Said she was the only woman he'd ever really love, and all the rest of
it. I wasn't sure I believed him, but I leaned in that direction. I had one of
those women in my past myself and I'd crossed that bridge. Besides, Blake could
be pretty convincing when he put his mind to it.


I
drained the second Dalmore, and with it went the creepy-crawlies from the
morgue. All I wanted now was to get back to my apartment and fall into bed.


Which
is exactly what I did.
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I set my alarm for seven the next morning. I don't usually do
well at that hour, but I wanted to be at Sandra Blake's house on Lake Sahara by
no later than eight, in case the cops were still nosing around. If they were, I
might be able to wangle a little information out of them before their coffee
brought them to their defensive senses.


If
they were gone, then I could have a look around myself to see what I might pick
up in the way of information, with the rest of the day still in front of me.


Lake
Sahara sits on the west side of town, just a few miles from the Las Vegas
Strip, nestled among a cluster of gated communities. Its shore is ringed with
mostly big, extravagant homes. Apparently, the one where Sandra Blake died was
the one she and Blake had occupied when they were married, so it became part of
her divorce package.


On the
drive out there, I phoned Blake to get the gate code. He gave it to me, then I
said, "When I'm done at the house, I'd like to see you. There's a few more
things I need to speak to you about."


He
sounded agitated. "Is it absolutely necessary? I'm looking at a full day
here, and I've already told you everything I know about it."


"Well,
of course, it's up to you, Mr Blake. But you're paying me a lot of money. Why
not let me earn it? I'm not out to waste your time."


"All
right, all right. Lunch, then. Say around one o'clock?"


"One
it is. Meet me at the Stardust coffee shop."


"The
Stardust? Are you kidding?"


My
voice shifted to a lower, more patient, gear. "Okay, it's not exactly the
Las Vegas Country Club, but think about it. It's an ideal place. Friendly,
well-lit. You damn sure won't run into anyone you know there." Before he
could respond, I added, "One more thing. I'm sure you have a photograph of
your ex-wife, one that's a good close-up?"


"Yes,
but —"


"Bring
it. Oh, and don't worry. They have valet parking there. Even I use it."


He
sighed. "The Stardust at one."
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I entered the code into
the keypad and the big gate swung open, admitting me into Beachview Estates.


I have
to admit, it felt kind of strange, my being allowed to enter these hallowed,
exclusive grounds. Back in LA, when I had my license and when the money was
coming in pretty regularly, life was good, but nothing like this. I mean, I had
a nice two-bedroom in a four-plex down in Redondo Beach. I had a decent car,
too, before I had to sell it. But this — this was another world
altogether.


Lake
Sahara came right up to meet the access road just inside the gate, lapping at
the shore. The view was enchanting, the sharp blue of the clear October sky
hovering overhead. Mountains rose dramatically in the distance, backdropping
the homes across the lake. A few ducks and geese provided the only visible
motion on the otherwise placid water.


On
land, there were no moving cars or people anywhere in sight. There were plenty
of million-dollar homes, though, each one garnished with a carefully-designed
array of vegetation. These very large houses were clearly populated by people
with even larger bank accounts, who would no doubt regard me with deep
suspicion if they ever noticed me traipsing around in their
perfectly-manicured, walled-off world.


In
fact, just the sight of my eleven-year-old car contaminating their immaculate
streets might well have sent some of them running for their phones.


After
taking a wrong turn inside the gate, I finally found the Blake house. The crime
scene tape was down, there was no lockout cover on the doorknob, and no cops
anywhere. A big maroon BMW sedan sat in the driveway. I parked on the street,
making the short walk to the house.


The
house itself was about average size for Beachview, which is to say, enormous.
Peach-colored stucco three stories tall, with high, draped windows all along
the front of the ground floor. Overstated bay windows graced the corners of the
second floor. A four-car garage sat to the left, and even that rose two
stories. It was the kind of house that would stand out as garish in a lesser
neighborhood, but here hardly raised an eyebrow. On the expanse of the deep
green lawn, a line of tall desert palms swayed gently in the morning breeze
moving in off the water.


Before
approaching the front door, I walked around the perimeter of the house, looking
for evidence of forced entry. No broken windows, no jimmied doors, nothing at
all out of the ordinary. With all its furniture undisturbed, the rear patio lay
still before the shimmering lake.


Back
around front, I knocked, and the arched door opened almost immediately. A guy
about my age stood silently in the doorway, his gaze demanding to know who I
was, as well as my reason for being there. A quick look at his clothing and his
haircut told me he probably belonged in a house just like this one.


"My
name's Jack Barnett," I said. "I'm a private investigator."


I
flashed my ID just long enough for him to glance at it, but not long enough to
absorb any of its details. It was a duplicate license I got before my trouble
in California. I kept it, surrendering the original when they yanked it from
me.


It was
his move. While I waited for his response, I noticed another man in the
background, standing in the large foyer. Both men were in their
early-to-mid-thirties, slender and well-groomed, with short, nondescript brown
hair. They wore high-end dark suits and looked like they could have been, in
their younger years, prototypes for the original Starbuck's-slurping yuppies.


The
one who answered the door stood tentatively in front of me, uncertainty all
over his pallid face. My arrival was evidently causing them some inconvenience.
The one in the background looked at me through hard eyes and tight features.


Finally,
Mr Doorway demanded, "What do you want?"


"I'm
investigating the murder of Sandra Blake. I was under the impression this was
her house."


"It
is — was."


"Then,
who might you be?"


"The
police have already concluded their investigation at this house, Mr — Mr
Barnett. I don't think there's anything for you here." He started to close
the door.


I put
up an arm, blocking it. "Well, you just never know what they might have
overlooked, so I'd like to come in and have a look around, if that's okay with
you."


"It's
not okay. You may not come in." He tried for some authority in his voice,
but missed by a wide margin. My arm still blocked the door.


"You
know, I didn't catch your name. What was it again?"


"I
didn't say."


I shot
him a smile. "Hey, if we're going to be friends, we have to know each
other's name, at the very least. Now, I've told you mine." Then my voice
lowered, just to let him know I meant business. "What's yours?"


At
that point, the guy in the foyer spoke up. "Get rid of him, Colby."


The
door started to close in my face again. Again, I wouldn't let it. I shoved it
back at him hard, so that it flew open, out of his grip, banging against the
doorstop down by the baseboard.


"Now,
Colby, we're not off to a very good start here," I said. "Either you
be nice to me and let me in, or things are going to get ugly in a hurry."


With
that, the guy in the foyer moved quickly to Colby's side.


"Listen,
pal, there are two of us and one of you. It's going to get a lot uglier for you
—"


My
fist shot straight into his solar plexus, doubling him forward, leaving him
sucking for breath. I nudged him aside, and elbowed my way around Colby into
the house. He followed me in.


"You
can't do that!" cried Colby. "That's assault!"


"Actually,
it's battery. But if you want to call the cops, go ahead." As I shut the
door, he swallowed, always a sign of weakness. "Now, let's start all over
again. I'm Jack Barnett, private investigator, looking into Sandra Blake's
murder. And you are … ?"


"Colby
Farrow." His eyes tumbled downward, staring at the patterned marble floor.


"And
who's Superman over there." He was still gasping, but now leaning against
the wide spiral staircase, one arm on the bannister, one arm across his gut.


Colby
said, "That's my brother, Ryan."


"How
did you get into the house?"


"Ryan
has a key."


"Oh,
he does? Very interesting. And what brings you boys here on this fine day?"


"We
came to … to pick up some of Ryan's things."


"His
things? What kind of things?"


Colby
said, "This is really none of your business, Barnett. We're —"


I
slapped him. Hard. His hand flew up to his cheek.


"When
I'm hired to investigate a murder, and there's two guys at the scene who don't
belong there, believe me, buddy, it's my business. Now, what kind of things are
you taking out of here? Or should I call the cops myself? Maybe they'd like to
know why you're here early in the morning, one day after Sandra Blake was found
with a bullet in her head. Maybe they'd like to know why you're removing items
from this house, which house, I might add, does not belong to you."


He
rubbed his reddening face. "Ryan had a few clothes over here, as well as
some Château Mouton."


"Sha-toe
what?"


Disdain
crept onto his face. He looked at me like I was a hunk of shit on a white
carpet. "It's wine. Very expensive wine. I doubt you would know of it."


I
shrugged off the insult. "Tell me, why did your brother have his stuff
over here? Was he seeing Sandra Blake?"


Colby
nodded. "He'd been seeing her for about a year."


"And
that's why he happens to have a key?"


"Yes."


I
walked over to Superman, just now getting his breath back.


"So,
were you living here with the late Mrs Blake?"


He
finally stood up, still clutching his midsection. "No."


"Just
staying here on occasion, right? Kind of cozy-like."


"I
stayed here sometimes. Listen, you'll regret this, Barnett." His voice was
returning, but still on the raspy side.


"Yeah,"
I said, "I'm sure I will. Let's go get your clothes."


I
herded the both of them up the staircase. Ryan led the way, moving us swiftly
into the master bedroom and into the walk-in closet, which was by itself nearly
as big as my apartment. Mostly women's clothing lined the racks and shelves,
and about as many shoes as there are in the state of Rhode Island. I watched
while he gathered his stuff, after which we all moved back downstairs.


I
turned to Colby. "Show me the living room."


He
escorted me into the living room, and what a room it was! One of those you see
featured in oversized, glossy, wouldn't-you-love-to-live-here magazines.


At
least twenty feet high, it was dominated by dramatic floor-to-ceiling windows
all along the front, covered by thick, deep blue drapes that blocked out every
last snippet of sunlight. Top-drawer designer furniture and plush carpeting
covered the floor, while high-ticket artwork, or what looked like it anyway,
hung here and there on the walls. A jumbo fireplace, almost big enough to walk
into, sat squarely in the middle of the far wall. A large mirror hung above it,
while a gleaming white grand piano controlled the right side of the room. A
graceful, modernist chandelier, dangling over the center of everything,
provided the only light. The touch of the professional decorator was
everywhere.


Except
for the blood.


And it
was all over the soft, exquisite yellow carpet in front of the matching chairs,
as well as on the wall behind them. It was all that was left of Sandra Blake. I
stared at it for a few moments, visualizing her death. And wondering why.


I
turned to Colby. "Where's the wine?"


He led
me to the kitchen. Next to the big Sub-Zero refrigerator was a narrow door. He
gestured toward it and I opened it.


It revealed
a small pantry-like area no more than two feet wide, shelves rising about four feet
off the floor. It had been converted to a miniature wine fridge. The coolish
air immediately drifted out of it into my eyes and my nostrils, giving me an
odd little temporary pick-me-up. The shelves, each containing semicircular
slats, held the wine bottles. There were about a dozen of them, lounging lazily
on their sides, corks wet and waiting.


"Which
one's the big one?" I asked.


"There."
He pointed to the floor. There was a wooden case, unopened. It looked pretty
old. It also looked like it belonged to Sandra Blake, not to either of these
jokers.


"The
whole case? How many bottles are in it?"


"Six."


Something
didn't smell right. Coming over here for your own clothes is one thing, but
this wine sitting there in a big wooden box? I let them take this, then what
was next? Sandra Blake's jewelry?


"The
wine stays," I said.


His
eyebrows came together in a frown, causing prominent lines to surge upward on
his forehead. They were so prominent, in fact, I could tell he'd made that move
many, many times in his life. "You can't do that! It belongs to my
brother."


"And
a broken rib is going to belong to you if you give me any more shit about this.
The wine stays. Now let's go get you and your brother out of here."


I
turned to Ryan. "Give me your key to the house."


"Hold
on, Barnett," Ryan said. 
"You can't do this."


"I
am doing it, junior. Now, put down the clothes, reach into your pocket
for the key, and place it in my hand. This minute. And give me your driver's
license, while you're at it."


"My
driver's li —"


His stomach
still hurt, I could tell. He didn't want a repeat blow to it, but my eyes told
him there would be one if he resisted. I slapped him for good measure.


He did
as he was told.


Putting
the license in my pocket, I escorted them out, then locked the door behind us
with Ryan's key. As we walked over to their BMW, I told them, "If anyone
comes back here for that wine, or for anything else in this house, Ryan, I know
where you live." I pulled out his license and held it up to his face. "And
believe me, you will not enjoy the consequences."


I
opened the driver's side door to the big sedan and shoved him in.


"Now, both of you
get the fuck out of here."
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I still had plenty of time before my lunch meeting with Blake,
so I called Frank Madden on my cell as I wound my way out of Beachview. His
phone rang once and he answered.


"Frank.
Jack Barnett."


"I'm
just leaving the office, Jack. On my way to a crime scene. What's up?"


"Are
you working the Sandra Blake murder?"


"Shit,
Jack," he sighed, "don't tell me you're involved with that."


"I
just need to know what you've got so far. Can you sketch it out for me?"


"I
don't think so. Not this time. This is high-profile stuff. I can't afford to
have you muddying the waters." As he spoke, an ambulance roared up the street
from the opposite direction, drowning him out. I asked him to repeat it.


He
did, and I said, "Come on, Frank. I'm asking as a friend."


And I
did consider him a friend. He drops into Binion's two or three nights a week
after work for a few hours of poker. Often times, we sit next to each other,
and on several occasions, we've gone for coffee and sandwiches afterward. We've
gotten along very well, exchanging little confidences between us along the way.


He's
probably the only cop I've ever known whom I can completely trust. Because,
like me, he considers rules to be bendable.


Plus,
he's not a bad poker player. We both made the switch from seven-card stud to
hold'em a couple of months back, after a guy named Moneymaker came out of
nowhere to win the 2003 World Series of Poker. Right away, the game exploded into
the national consciousness. The casinos started spreading no-limit hold'em, just
like what was on TV, a lot of bad players flooded the games, so Frank and I
jumped over. We've both done pretty well since then.


"Read
the papers," he replied. "You'll learn everything I know."


"Look,
this means a lot to me, Frank. I stand to make a lot of money if I can impact
this case. And I promise — I promise I won't get in your
way." I could tell he was not impressed, so I rolled out the heavy
artillery. "Look, I tell you what. Work with me on this — I mean,
you don't have to give up state secrets or anything — just give me a
broad outline, and I'll give you a tell on Manny the Mexican."


I knew
that would grab his attention. Manny the Mexican routinely kicked Frank's ass
in the hold'em game. I heard him say, as he leaned away from the phone,
"Nick, go get the car and pick me up out front." Then he spoke back
into the phone in his confidential voice. "You got a tell on Manny? What
kind of tell?"


"The
reliable kind. The kind that lets you know when he's bluffing and when he's got
the goods. Now, how about it? One hand washes the other?"


There
was a moment of silence while he worked the count. Then: "All right. But
just so you know, we're swamped with cases. I'm on my way to a drive-by scene
right now. Last night, there was a murder-suicide up on Washington Avenue. And
in case you don't read the papers, there's a serial killer on the loose. The
Blake case is stalling and might cool down. If you can turn up anything, it'll
be a load off. But I want everything you get."


I
spoke in my most empathetic voice. "I understand, Frank. You'll get it.
And anything you can tell me here will be appreciated."


He
said, "There was no sign of forced entry. We think she knew the
perpetrator. There's a peephole in her front door. Otherwise, why would she let
him in at that hour of the night? That rules out psycho tradesmen and random
crimes of opportunity."


"Motive?"


"Burglary's
out. So's home invasion. Nothing was taken. Jewelry still in her bedroom, money
and plastic still in her purse. No ransacking anywhere. The ballistics report
says the bullet was a .38 caliber. Shot at very close range." He paused,
then said, "She was executed."


"Any
forensic stuff? Fibers, hairs? That kind of thing?"


"The
crime scene geeks were in there yesterday for about seven or eight hours. I was
looking over their shoulder the whole time. They found a few things, but we
won't get their report for awhile."


"Any
witnesses? Neighbors? Passers-by?"


"We
canvassed the neighborhood. One neighbor said she thought she heard a loud
report around ten, but wasn't sure. She didn't go to the window, didn't see
anything. Nobody else saw or heard a thing."


"Anything
else? Anything at all?"


"We
looked her ex-husband over pretty closely. Being her ex, he probably had a
motive, but he also has a solid alibi."


"Do
you know if she went out that night?"


He
said, "She did. Had dinner with a girlfriend at Pasta Mia. It was the only
entry in her datebook for that day."


"Pasta
Mia?"


"It's
a little Italian place on Flamingo, right near the Palms Casino. We checked it
out. The waiter remembers them. They ate together, then left around
eight-thirty, quarter of nine. Separate cars, we think, because the girlfriend
went straight to a ten-after-nine movie at the Palms. She's still got the stub
with the date and time on it."


At
that moment, I was driving down Flamingo with the Palms in sight up ahead. I
caught a glimpse of Pasta Mia tucked away in a small strip center on the right.
It looked like someplace I might want to try sometime.


"What
movie did the girlfriend see?"


"Something
called American Wedding," he said.


"And
what's her name?"


"Martine
Devereaux."


"When
did you talk to her?"


"We
tried to get her yesterday afternoon, after we shut down the crime scene, but
she wasn't home. We finally got to her last night."


"Where
can I find her?"


"She
works at the Bootlegger Bistro. Plays piano and sings there three nights a
week."


"How
about —"


"How
about that tell, Jack. I've already given you a lot more than I should
have."


I took
a breath. "When Manny's bluffing, he casually lifts his chips up a few
inches off the table as he's putting them out in front of him to bet. When he's
holding a real hand, he kind of slides them out, or lifts them just barely off
the table."


Frank
chuckled. "I'm going in there tonight. I'll let you know if you're
right."


"I'm
right. You can bet on it."


"Don't
worry. I will."
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If ever there was an “Old Vegas” strip hotel, it's the
Stardust. Built and originally operated by gangsters, it acquired a certain
tradition that somehow stuck with it from the get-go.


I’m
told the personal service you encounter there today used to be routine at all
the old hotels. Everyone is made to feel important there, in distinct contrast
to the assembly-line treatment you might receive at the newer, fancier resorts.


Now, I
have to say I’ve only moved to town a couple of years ago, so I don't have any
first-hand experience with the old days. I just have to go by what I’ve heard.


And
what I’ve heard is, when the doors opened in 1958, the Stardust was called “the
world’s largest resort hotel”, even though it stood just two stories high. It
really didn’t look much different from then on, even after the mob was forced
out in the 1980s.


Today,
in the fall of 2003, it still appears pretty much the same as it always has,
casino and all. Oh, they added a big, high-falutin’ thirty-story hotel some
years ago, and the gigantic roadside neon sign has been spruced up some, but
the original two-story motel is still standing, still going full swing. In
addition, the casino has kept pretty much the same layout for decades.


I
could go on forever about this place, but take my word for it, you walk into
the Stardust and you step back in time.



 

≈≈≈



 

I pulled into the auto
entrance, stopping under the vast neon umbrella that covered the valet parking
area. Josh opened the door for me. I stepped out and felt the refreshing light
breeze, typical for this late in October.


“Good
morning, Mr Barnett,” he said, as he handed me the valet stub. I’ve only been
coming to the Stardust for a couple of weeks now, mainly for lunch in their
coffee shop. Josh started calling me by name after three days, even though my
car screams "low-roller". I take care of him, though. He needs to be
encouraged.


Shirley
greeted me as I approached her hostess stand at the coffee shop.


“By
yourself today, Jack?” she asked with a smile that had been tried on thousands
of customers.


The
coffee shop may have been modernized somewhat over the years, but many of the
people who work there are thirty- and forty-year veterans, overflowing with
tales of mobsters, movie stars, and magical Vegas moments.


Evenly-set
teeth gleamed white against cocoa-colored skin. She didn’t wait for an answer,
as she said, “You don’t need a menu, do you, honey?”


“Actually,
Shirley, I’m meeting someone today."


I
looked past her into the crowded room. Most of the booths and tables were
occupied, while waitresses scurried around, taking orders and carrying wide,
round trays filled with meals and drinks.


Then
in a booth along the wall to the left, I saw him nursing a cup of coffee.


Shirley
motioned me in. I stepped carefully around a busboy, as he refilled coffee cups
and water glasses for a roisterous party of eight at a large nearby table.


Eventually,
I arrived at the booth, where I took a seat opposite John Brendan Blake.


He
stood as I approached. We greeted each other around a handshake, while a trace
of a smile briefly dashed across his tanned face. His bluish-green eyes came
alive, as though he were suddenly awakening from a daydream. As usual, he was
decked in expensive clothing, wearing a close-fitting, single-breasted designer
suit, midnight blue, with a cream-colored shirt and a garish orange tie that
clashed with everything, nearly ruining the whole look. A silk handkerchief of
muted grays and yellows peeked out of his breast pocket.  


I put
him in his early forties, but he had an energetic presence, cutting the figure
of a young entrepreneur. That was understandable, since he built the Blake
Enterprises behemoth out of nothing more than the fine silken threads of his
imagination and dreams. That kind of effort takes a dedication and an energy
which I definitely do not possess.


But, I
have to say, even though I'm not wild about him personally, it's guys like
Blake who built this city, and every city, for that matter. At a great price to
themselves, I might add. They eventually wind up with wrecked marriages, plenty
of enemies, and no life at all.


So
much money, and so little time to enjoy it.


Right
away, the waitress descended upon us. Her dark brown hair was twisted back up
into a bun, while her lined face and worn name tag told of many years at this
old property, as well as many stories in her memory. She fit right in at the
coffee shop, though, smiling as she brushed a dangling, tired shock of hair
from her eyes, then positioned her pen to take our order.


I
wanted a club sandwich and a beer, Blake ordered an Asian salad. He asked if
they had San Pellegrino. They didn't. He was not pleased. Reluctantly, he
settled for iced tea.


Finally,
he said, “How's it going, Jack. Learn anything out at the house?”


"Maybe.
First of all, do you have the photograph?"


He
nodded, then reached into his breast pocket, behind his silk handkerchief,
sliding out a color photo. It was a three-by-five shot, professionally taken.


"It
was the shot she used for her website and her business cards," he said.


"She
had a website? Of her own?"


"It
wasn't her website, actually. She was a realtor. Worked for Silverstone
Towers. The photo appeared on their website."


"What's
Silverstone Towers?"


"One
of those big new high-rise condo buildings going up. Well, it's not really
going up just yet, but it's been announced. They're selling the shit out of
them just from the plans. Mostly out-of-towners, speculators, that kind of
thing."


"Do
you have anything at all to do with its development?" I asked.


"No."


I
looked at her photo closely. Hair the color of dirty straw clung close to her
face, shaping it into a near-work of art. Spirited eyes and a captivating smile
told you this is someone you wanted to get to know. Her lips were medium-full,
a muted shade of red, and looked entirely kissable. I slipped the picture into
my shirt pocket.


I
said, "Like I told you, I was at the house this morning. Are you familiar
with the Farrow brothers?"


"Shit!
Were they there?"


"They
were. Who are they?"


"What
were they doing at the house?"


I held
up before answering. I didn't want to derail our conversation before it got
started. But then, I figured, he's paying me. He's got a right to know.


"They
were just removing some of their items from the house."


"Items?
What items?" His right hand tensed, folding over into a fist.


"Well,
one of them had some … some clothes over there. Then there was this wine. It
was —"


"Don't
tell me. The wine in the wooden box?" I nodded. He said, "Shit, those
god-damned thieves."


The
line around his jaw tightened through clenched teeth. His right hand contracted
again into a hard, tight fist, which he pounded once into his open left hand.


I
said, "I got the distinct impression it didn't belong to them."


"Hell,
no! I got it a little over a year ago. When Sandra and I divorced, I kind of
forgot about it and just left it in the house when I moved my things out. Those
slimy moth —"


I
threw him a reassuring palms-down gesture. "Okay, okay, keep your shirt on,
Mr Blake. The wine is still there. I didn't let them take it."


"You
… you didn't?" His body loosened.


"No.
I didn't. It's safe." I noticed he let out a big breath, releasing lots of
the tension that had gripped him. "Safe for now. But I suggest you get on
over there and recover it, if it's that important to you."


"Can
you do it?" he asked.


"Can
I? You mean, can I go back out there and get that wine?"


"Yes."


"Well
…"


"Come
on, Jack. I've got meetings all the rest of the day, and I'd feel a lot better
if I knew it was secure. I'm no wine expert, but it's probably worth a few
thousand dollars."


"You
paid that much for it? For a case of wine?"


"No,
not really." He moved around a little in the booth, trying for a little
more comfort. He found the sweet spot, then he opened his hands to begin his
explanation.


He
said, "It was given to me. Baron Rothschild — the winery belongs to
his family — was over here from France early last year, and I steered him
into a deal on some condos. He flipped them a few months later, and wound up
making millions. He was extremely grateful to me. So grateful, in fact, that
when he got back to France, he sent me the case of wine as a thank-you. He said
it was among the best wine his family has ever produced."


"I
noticed the case was still sealed. How come you never drank any of it?"


"Neither
Sandra nor I are big on wine. I mean, we're not connoisseurs. She likes —
liked a glass of Chardonnay with dinner, that kind of thing. But this stuff is
red, or so the Baron told me, and she preferred white. We had that little wine
pantry to keep a few bottles in there for her, and for company. You know, for
dinner parties and whatnot. I just put it in there down on the floor and forgot
about it. Then, before we could use any of it, we divorced."


"Speaking
of your divorce, was it amicable?"


He
shrugged. "It was as amicable as these things can get, I suppose. I mean,
we weren't spitting on each other or anything, but it did take a lot out of me,
both monetarily and emotionally. I really don't want to go any further into
it."


I
exhaled. "All right, I'll go get the wine. I've got a key, compliments of
Ryan Farrow."


"Great,"
he said. "Just be very careful with it, okay? It's expensive stuff."


"Yeah,
I know. So I'm told."


"I'll
let you know when I want to pick it up."


"You
mean, you're not coming to get it anytime soon?"


He
said, "If I kept in my house, someone could break in and steal it."


"Steal
it? Out of your house? Why would anyone do that?"


"If
someone wants it badly enough, they'll do it."


I
leaned forward in the booth. "By someone, you mean the Farrow
brothers?"


"Them,
or … whoever."


I
scratched my head. "Isn't your home safe? I mean, you must have a pretty
good security system."


"Oh,
I definitely do. But if someone wants that wine, they'll break in and take it,
security or no security. So will you keep it for me? For just a little while?
I'll throw in an extra twenty-five hundred for your trouble."


That
got my attention. "Okay. Consider it stored."


"And
don't open any of the bottles. Not even the case."


This
wasn't adding up. Why would the Farrows be so hot to get this wine if, as Blake
says, it didn't belong to them. They didn't strike me as common thieves, so
they must have a deeper reason. And then, why would Blake go all this way to
protect it. He said he never even drank wine. To hear him talk, you'd think he
didn't know or care anything about it, the way he let it sit around untouched
in that little cooler all that time. 


"What's
the deal with this wine?" I asked. "Why's it so important to
you?"


His
voice ticked downward, barely audible in the racket of the coffee shop.
"It's not important to you,
Jack. That's what you have to remember."


I
didn't like that shit at all, but he was paying the freight, so he got to
decide what's important. Reluctantly, I nodded, and I agreed to his
don't-open-don't-touch rule. Then I said, "Now, who are these Farrow
brothers, anyway?"


"They're
mortgage bankers. One of them's been seeing Sandra for about six months."


I let
that go. Colby told me his brother had been seeing Sandra for a year. Either
Blake wasn't tracking her activities as closely as he might have liked, or she
was lying to him for the first six months of her relationship with Ryan Farrow.
Or maybe both.


"Are
they involved in any kind of competition with you at present? Would they try to
undermine any of your deals?"


"We're
not really competitors. They represent the big money lenders, finding borrowers
for them on large real estate projects. But let's just say they certainly
wouldn't go out of their way to avoid making things difficult for me. Over the
years, I've had my problems with them."


Just
then, the waitress brought our drinks. Blake got his iced tea in a really tall
glass, taller than anything he was used to, I could tell, and very big around.
He looked at it as though a UFO had landed on the table.


My
beer came in a bottle, accompanied by a frosty pilsener glass. I poured it and
took that first refreshing sip. Call me crazy, but I think beer always, always
tastes better out of one of those slender, V-shaped glasses.


Once
the cold beer slid down my throat, I said, "You know, Mr Blake, I'm not
real clear on why you want me, of all people, to work on this. For the money
you're paying me, you could hire a real PI, one with a Nevada license, to work
this case. Or, for that matter, you've got No-Sleeve Steve and … and … what's-his-name
working for you already." I remembered all too well his two goons who
pounded a lot of sense into me one day not so long ago.


He
chuckled. "You mean Julius? Ha! Steve and Julius find the killer? Ha! They
couldn't find the sink in a kitchen."


He
pushed his iced tea aside. I could tell he wanted no part of it.


Then
he said, "And as for some other PI, I don't want any other one. I want
you." He spoke in a honeyed voice, smooth and persuasive. "After all,
it was you who returned over eighty-five thousand dollars of my money back in
February, when you could've kept it, without my ever knowing about it. You've
got integrity, Jack. That's a rare commodity in today's world. Something you
can't license, and it can't be had for a price."


Sure,
I could've kept his money, and I almost did. I damn sure could've used it, too.
Back in February, before I switched to no-limit hold'em, it was getting harder
and harder to make a living at those low-limit stud games at Binion's.


But he
was wrong when he said no one would've known.


I
would've.


"Mr
Blake, let me see your cell phone."


I saw
his head go back just a little. "My cell phone? What for?"


"Just
let me see it, please." I put my hand out, palm up.


"What
do you want it for?"


"I'm
going to copy down certain names and numbers."


His
nostrils flared at this notion. "My cell phone is private. And it's got
nothing to do with this."


"What
do you think, I'm going to publish the number in Las Vegas Weekly? Now,
either you trust me on this, or we can't have a deal. I'm working on your
behalf here."


"How
about if I read the names and numbers to you?"


"So
you can skip over the ones I want?" I shook my head. "Let me see the
phone. Like I said, it's in your best
interest."


He
slowly reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, and out came the cell
phone. He slid it across the table, and I went straight to his directory.
Scanning the names, I saw what you might expect. Local officials, real estate
people, and so on. Most had local numbers.


"Do
you have a pen?" I asked. I knew this aggravated the shit out of him, but
I didn't care.


He
produced a pen, a nice one, from his other inside jacket pocket. First, I wrote
down his cell number, then I began jotting down names and numbers from the
directory on a napkin.


"Hey,
those are private." he said. "Confidential numbers. No one's supposed
to have them."


I
stopped writing to look up at him. "You have them."


"I
mean no one else but me," he said, knowing his protests were falling away,
dying unattended by the side of the road. 


"Don't
worry. I won't tell anyone where I got them."


He
tossed his hands up in the air in exasperation, then let them land softly on
the tabletop. He looked around the room, trying to occupy himself.


Needing
something to do while I invaded his confidential phone directory, he reached
for a packet of Splenda, opened it, and was about to pour it into his enormous
iced tea glass. He thought better of it, then, not knowing what to do with the
open packet, dumped its contents into his empty coffee cup.


Our
food arrived, but I kept writing. I was on my second napkin.


"Go
ahead and eat while I do this," I chirped. "Go on. I'll catch
up."


Soon,
I came to a single name, "Netty". I wrote down the number.


"Who's
Netty?" I asked.


He
fiddled a little with his salad. "A friend."


"Female?"


He
nodded.


"How
close a friend?"


He
looked at me, right into my eyes. Almost right through me. "Close
enough."


"What's
her last name?"


He put
down his fork in frustration.


"That's
none of your business."


Now it
was my turn to put something down. I slammed his phone on the table in front of
me. The sharp report got his attention.


"None
of my business? I've got ten thousand reasons why it is my business. You
know, Frank Madden is working this case for Las Vegas Metro. If you don't
happen to know him, let me tell you that if you start high-hatting him like
you're doing to me, he'll have your ass downtown in about two seconds
flat." He opened his mouth to deliver a sharp response, but I wouldn't let
him interrupt. "Now, I know you're not used to having anyone talk to you
like this, Mr Blake, but I'm speaking the truth. We're supposed to have the
same goal in mind here, but if you're that upset by it, just fire me, I'll
return your money, then I'll go play poker this afternoon."


To
underline the point, I reached into my pants pocket, pulling out nearly the
entire ten grand he'd given me, all in cash, folded over with a rubber band. I
held it at eye level between my thumb and first two fingers, slowly turning it
from side to side.


He
said, "She and I are no longer seeing each other."


Someone
in the party of eight at the next table told a rip-snorter of a joke, sending
the entire table into laughing fits, and drowning out any normal tone of voice.


As I
returned the cash to my pocket, I had to shout out the question, "When did
you break up with her?"


"Six
or eight weeks ago. She's not involved with this at all."


Without
comment, I looked at his text messages. Most were to and from Netty, suggestive
cooings to one another, or else setting up times to meet, that kind of thing. I
read a few, but they were all pretty much alike, all carrying the whiff of hot
sex. The two of them were obviously a heavy item. The messages stretched back
to last March, then dried up during the summer.


"There,"
I said, smiling, as I finally returned his cell phone. "Now, that wasn't
so hard, was it?"


I put
his pen down, but didn't give it back to him.


I
started eating, and we both fell silent for a few minutes. Pretty soon, I said,
"I need to ask you something else. What deals do you have cooking with
your company."


He was
a cool one, not fidgeting in the least, his voice hanging on to its satiny,
alluring timbre, while he pushed his salad around on his plate.


"We're
building a new shopping mall out in Henderson, and we're about to start
construction on a new bank building up in the northwest part of town."


"Anything
peculiar about those? Any unusual obstacles standing in your way?"


"Not
really, no. They're moving along as expected."


"That's
it, then? Just those two?"


"That's
it. Well, except for …"


I let
him wrestle with his hesitation while I refilled my beer glass, sipping a
little of the head as it brimmed over down the sides.


Then I
said, "Except for what?"


"There's
this lot we want to buy on the edge of downtown. We're negotiating for it
now."


"What
kind of lot?"


"About
five acres. Zoned industrial. It's nearly vacant. Got a couple of old warehouse
structures on it in one corner."


"What
do you want with that?" I asked.


"We
own a few parcels surrounding it. That's all I'm going to tell you."


"Are
the Farrows involved in any way?"


"No."
He stirred his salad around with his fork.


"Who
owns this lot now?"


He ate
some salad, then washed it down with a sip of iced tea. I noticed his
discomfort at lifting the large glass. "None of this has anything to do
with Sandra's death."


"You
don't know that. Now who owns the lot?"


"Forget
it, Jack. Our discussion is over."


Blake
was one cool customer, all right. He'd given up quite a lot here under my
duress and I figured I'd pushed him as far as you can push a guy like this.
Farther, really. I knew anything more would be counterproductive, so I quit
while I was way ahead, and went back to my club sandwich.
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I had other stops I needed to make, but I wanted to get back
out to Beachview first and retrieve the wine. Blake was obviously nervous about
it, and while I had put the fear of God into the Farrow brothers, they seemed
to want it pretty badly, too. I had a hunch they might eventually push their
luck and come back for it anyway, despite my threats.


Getting
into the house was no problem, since I had the key, but I noticed that the door
had only a hardware-store deadbolt, which wouldn't stop anyone who really
wanted in. I made a mental note to tell Blake to get decent locks for the house
he currently lived in.


Once
inside, I went straight back to the kitchen. The old wooden box was still
there, still nailed shut, so I pulled it out of its cool nook. Before carrying
it out to my car, I decided to have another look around.


The
living room looked the same, nothing disturbed. I glimpsed the bloody carpet
again. The reddish stain was concentrated in one small area where Sandra Blake
obviously bled heavily. That told me she fell in that spot right after being
shot, without much moving around, while her blood poured out of her, soaking
into the thick yellow carpeting.


On the
wall, a couple of feet behind where she would have been standing, was the
evidence of the exit wound: the bullet hole, along with somewhat symmetrical
blood spatter. From about three feet away, I raised my arm straight out, as
though I had a gun in my hand pointing at the spot where she must have stood. I
wondered about her final thought as she saw the barrel of the gun rise up to
eye level, inches away. Was she consumed by fear? Surprise? Hatred?


I
moved back through the rest of the downstairs. She had a large, well-appointed
office, sunlit through bay windows allowing a panoramic view of the lake. A
metal file cabinet stood in one corner, all four drawers unlocked. Each drawer
was filled with mostly real estate paperwork. I riffled through it for a couple
of minutes, but nothing caught my attention.


Sitting
down at her desk, I checked out the drawers for an address book, but of course,
there was none. Madden's boys would have taken it and gone over it, trying to
pick up a lead. I was pretty sure they snatched her computer, too, which had undoubtedly
occupied the empty spot on the desk, where the modem cord now lay by itself,
unconnected.


I
pushed a couple of buttons on her telephone, revealing the number of the last
person to call her. The caller ID read, "Silverstone Towers". I
pressed the back arrow for the call before that, and the one before that, making
note of her last fifty calls, while writing down names and numbers with one of
her pens and a sheet of lined paper off a yellow pad on her desk. I always want
to have a pen on me, you know, for things like this, but for some reason, I
never have one.


Afterward,
I went upstairs, straight into her bedroom. It was the same as when I'd seen it
this morning, with all the feminine touches. Lots of pale blue and peach stuff
everywhere. In her closet, which was extremely large, I noticed a two foot-long
blank space on one of the hanging rails, from which Ryan Farrow had retrieved
his clothes. The rest of the closet was filled with her things. The ones I
looked at all bore upscale designer labels.


Over
on the nightstand was a cream-colored phone, the kind people had in their ritzy
penthouses in the old black-and-white movies. The receiver was a thin
cylindrical handle, with an earpiece and mouthpiece attached to the ends. In
the movies, the black and white film invariably made these telephones look
white.


Also
on the table was a lamp and a book. It was a hardcover copy of The Da Vinci
Code. I had tried reading that one a couple of months back, borrowing a
copy from the library, but I threw it on the floor after about fifty pages.


A
bookmark barely showed itself, just peeking through the top rim of the pages. I
thumbed to that spot, about two-thirds of the way through. The bookmark was in
fact a business card, belonging to one Hector Olivera, president of the Olivera
Group, Miami. Their logo tastefully covered the left side of the card. It was
made of very heavy stock, glossy and expensive. Madden's boys had apparently
missed this one. It surprised me, because he's a good cop, not known for
missing details at a crime scene. I flicked the card between my fingers a
couple of times, feeling its high-end thickness, then slipped it in my shirt
pocket, next to the photo of Sandra that Blake had given me. As I made my way
down to the first floor, I wondered what a Miami business card was doing in a
book in Sandra Blake's bedroom.


Back
downstairs, I opened the door into the spacious garage. A sleek white Mercedes
SL sat all by itself, dwarfed by three empty spaces next to it. Fawn-colored
leather upholstery with matching carpeting covered the car's interior. It was
immaculate, as though it were sitting in a showroom someplace. The Nevada plate
read "SANDY1". A perfect car, I thought, for a realtor dealing in top-dollar
condos.


I
loaded the wine into my car, then headed for home. Once I arrived, I placed it
on the floor of my closet, covering it with an old blanket. I looked at it
sitting there, a lump on the floor under a blanket. What was it with wine that
made people get so crazy? The taste? To me, once you graduate from the cheap
shit — all that convenience store crap the winos get — it all
tastes the same. Whether it costs ten dollars a bottle or five hundred dollars
a bottle — and I've had both — I couldn't tell the difference. I
really wanted to pry the box open and check out the bottles to see what all the
fuss was about, but Blake was very insistent that I not open it, so I didn't.


After
pouring myself a very short Dalmore, I went to the computer and googled
"Olivera Group".


According
to their website, they were a real estate development company out of Miami,
with extensive holdings in south Florida, as well as a couple of footholds in
California and Nevada. The story on Hector Olivera, their CEO, was compelling.


A
Cuban exile, he left his homeland as a teenager on a life raft back in the
early eighties, washing ashore several long days later in Key West. He soon
arrived in Miami, where he set about learning English, finding his way around,
and eventually establishing a real estate empire in that freewheeling city.


From
his closeup photo, I guessed him to be in his late thirties. He had the Latin
good looks, right out of Hollywood central casting, with dark, deepset eyes
peering out under angled eyebrows. His black hair was combed straight back from
a lean olive face, indicating a slender body. Looking back at his business
card, I reached for my cell phone and punched up his number. I checked my
watch. It was after seven in Miami. He'd probably gone home for the day.


Surprisingly,
a man answered on the first ring.


"Mr
Olivera, please," I said.


"This
is he."


"Mr
Olivera, my name is Jack Barnett. I'm a private investigator, calling you from
Las Vegas. This is in regard to Sandra Blake."


"Yes.
What about her?" His voice carried just a sprinkling of an accent. He'd
done a good job with his English.


 I said, "She's dead."


"Dead?
My God! What happened?"


"I'm
afraid she was murdered. Shot to death in her home."


"Murdered?
Why — why —"


"It
just happened Tuesday, night before last. The reason is unclear right
now."


He
seemed genuinely upset. After he mumbled a few more things, I said, "What
was your connection to her?"


"She
was … she was helping me with a real estate deal in Vegas. But wait. How do you
know about me?"


"Your
name and telephone number were found among her effects." I let that sink
in. Then: "What kind of a deal were you working with her?"


He
hesitated. "I — I don't think I have any more to say right now.
Goodbye, sir."


The
line went silent, but I held the phone in my hand for a few moments. The news
of Sandra Blake's death had clearly shaken Olivera. A guy who goes as far as
he's gone in the Miami real estate business — which must be as cutthroat
as it gets — is not a guy who is easily unnerved. Yet if he were standing
during our phone conversation, I could picture his knees buckling.


After
a small sip of the Dalmore, I looked up the number of the Bootlegger Bistro,
then rang it up.


When
they answered, I said, "Does Martine Devereaux play there tonight? … I see
… and what time does she start? … Eight? All right, thank you very much."


That
gave me a few hours to eat and take a nap. After all, I'd been up since seven
this morning.
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The Bootlegger is a
refined kind of a place located way, way south on Las Vegas Boulevard, beyond
all the casinos and hubbub. Despite the fact that it's pretty good-sized, it's
also hard to see from your car. I almost missed it driving by, but I made the
turn just in time.


A big
U-shaped bar, covered by the requisite video poker machines, along with a few
high tables and stools, gives way to a pretty good-sized dining room. From the
pungent aroma of garlic, one can assume Italian food is the house specialty. A
sleek grand piano and a set of drums occupy nearly one whole side of the room,
with additional space for other musicians, if needed. From what I hear, they
try to keep the old Las Vegas lounge scene alive. Lots of Sinatra music, old
standards, that kind of thing. I looked around. The restaurant side was about
half-full, the bar about half of that.


I got
there at eight-thirty, just as Martine Devereaux was finishing up what sounded
like a spirited version of Route 66. I took a seat at the bar. They
didn't have Dalmore, of course, so I settled on Glenlivet. I nursed the drink
until she took a break, which was around nine. Eventually, after a few hellos
in the restaurant area, she made her way to the bar. She stood next to me,
waiting to catch the bartender's attention.


"Nice
set," I said to her.


She
threw me a glance, but a brief one, not sure how to take my remark. At the same
moment, a quick laugh leaped out of her, coming from way down in her throat. It
got to me.


"Thanks,"
she said, taking my comment the right way. Her attention went back to the bartender,
waiting for him to look in her direction.


Finally,
she threw him a hand signal, and in a moment he brought her a glass of red
wine. She was about to walk away with it, when I put a hand very softly on her
arm.


"Martine,"
I said, "my name's Jack Barnett."


"Well,
I'm pleased to meet you, Jack." The tone of her greeting was practiced.
Her smile looked like she meant it, but I couldn't really tell if she was
inviting me or playing me. Her dark eyes and hair contrasted sharply with high,
strong bones and an alabaster complexion, making for a powerful allure. I gave
her a couple of years, but still put her just south of forty. Her curves,
subtle and firm, suggested the final surge of youth in her body.


"I'm
a private investigator, and I'm working on the Sandra Blake case."


Her
small mouth turned into an O. "I've already told the police everything I
know. I was at a movie when it happened. It was just so terrible."


"I
know. Yes, it was. But, maybe there are some things you can help me with. I'd
really appreciate just a moment of your time." I let loose a smile.
"I promise it won't take long. Okay?"


Her
shoulders relaxed, along with her facial muscles. "Well … okay."


"I
understand you were friends with her. Is that true?"


"Oh,
we were close. Yes. We were good friends."


"How
long did you know her?"


"We
met, probably-yy … about three years ago."


"So,
she was still married at the time."


"Yes.
She and John were still together." She sipped her wine, then returned the
glass to the bar, never taking her fingers off the stem.


"How
did you meet?"


"I
was playing at the Baccarat Bar back then. It's a nice little spot inside the
Mirage. She and John used to eat at one of the Mirage's better restaurants, so
before dinner, they would come into the Baccarat Bar from time to time. We
became friends." Her voice was steady. Very feminine, too. I liked it. I
made the accent as New Orleans. It went with the name.


"Were
you friends with … just her, or with John, too?"


"Well,
I was friendly with John, let's put it that way. But I never got to know him
too well, because, you know, he worked so much. He was hardly ever home. Did he
hire you for this?" Her eyes probed mine for an answer.


"I'm
not allowed to discuss my client." I shifted around in my stool to face
her more directly. "You and Sandra went to a restaurant Tuesday night,
right?" She nodded. "Did you do that often? I mean, go out someplace,
just the two of you?"


"I
don't know about 'often', but I'd say, we went out once every month or
two."


"Where
would you go?"


Another
sip of the wine, then: "Dinner, maybe a movie, maybe we'd just sit around
and watch TV, or chat."


"At
her house?"


Her
posture had loosened considerably. She seemed very much at ease, now gesturing
easily with her hands. This in turn made me feel comfortable. I was getting to
like her.


She
said, "Well, sometimes at my apartment, but more often at her house. She
liked to have people over. You know, a born hostess."


"You're
drinking red wine here. Did you know Sandra had a case of Château Mouton?"
I hoped I pronounced it right, even though there was no French in my accent, as
I concentrated hard, looking for a reaction.


"What's
that?"


"It's
some kind of French red wine. I thought she might've served it to you when you
were over there."


"No,"
she said. "She did serve wine over there, but it was just regular stuff,
you know? Nothing real fancy. At least, she didn't say it was."


I
decided she was telling the truth. She only blinked once when she spoke, and
her "what's that" question seemed genuine when I asked her about the
wine. I decided she didn't know about it.


"One
more question," I said. "Can you play Stormy Weather?"


A
smile broke across her smooth face. "Oh, sure. I love that song."


"Could
you do it for me?"


"You
bet I will."


I
peeled a twenty out of my money clip and slid it into her palm. She thanked me,
then went back to the piano, where her full-throated version of Stormy
Weather damn near made me cry.
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The next morning, over coffee, I went over the list of phone
numbers I copied from Blake's cell phone. I stopped at "Netty", the
name of Blake's springtime playmate and the subject of his suggestive text
messages. I called the number, but got a recording. A very authoritative Ma
Bell informed me it had been "disconnected or is no longer in
service".


Then I
checked the phone numbers I copied from Sandra Blake's new-call list. The fifty
calls stretched back about a week. Many of them were to and from Silverstone,
many more were to and from Ryan Farrow, a few were from Martine Devereaux, and
a few were to a number in the 305 area code, Miami, which matched the number on
Hector Olivera's business card. There was also a number of calls marked
"Unknown caller". These last calls were all incoming, all after nine
PM, Las Vegas time. There were also about an equal number of outgoing calls,
all made after nine PM, to another number within the 305 area code. Nine PM was
midnight, Miami time.


As I
poured myself a second cup, I entered the numbers of Martine, Farrow,
Silverstone Towers, the Olivera Group, and the private Miami number into my
cell phone, then went to my computer to do a reverse white pages search on the
remaining numbers. I drew a blank.


I then
googled "Silverstone Towers". Its website featured an image of an
impressive building, soaring above the cityscape, in all its high-priced glory,
existing only in the fevered dreams of the developers, or in other words, in an
architectural rendering and a plastic model. It certainly looked like it would
be nice if it ever actually came into being, while the advertised unit prices
assured would-be buyers the condos would be very nice indeed.


Sandra
Blake's photo appeared about halfway down the page. She was listed as
"Assistant Sales Manager".


Standing
next to the plastic model in another, larger photograph was a smiling Khalil
Aziz, the company CEO. He had the look of a rug merchant, even in his
two-thousand-dollar business suit. Wiry black hair carpeted his flat, wide
head. Knowing dark eyes smiled for the camera, but their true intent appeared
to be well-hidden. A thick, black mustache overlaid his upper lip, contrasting
with shiny, symmetrical white teeth. His accompanying statement promised
"luxury living at its finest". I noticed their sales office was
located less than ten minutes from my apartment.


I took
a shower. As I stepped into my dim, claustrophobic stall and felt the puny flow
of water on my skin, I imagined what it must be like in Silverstone: marble
showers big enough for two, or three even, with high-powered jets shooting
water at you from all angles, a wide display rack of cleansing products at your
disposal, and when you're all done, a thick white robe to slip over you so you
can swagger around in it.
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After a short drive, I
arrived at the Silverstone sales office, located in a corner building at a
minor intersection of Las Vegas Boulevard just south of downtown. It's in what
they ironically call the "historic district", meaning ethnic
neighborhood restaurants, cheap motels promising HBO, and older strip joints,
the oldest of these structures dating back only to the fifties. The sales
office interior was pretty much what you'd expect: lots of glitzy distractions,
glassed-in offices spread along one side, and a large, tasteful plastic model,
the one in the website photo, occupying nearly the entire surface of a big,
square table. This display carved out a large portion of the center of the
entire office premises. According to the model, the building looked like it
would be forty or fifty stories high. Plastic vegetation, cars, and figures of
people were meticulously arranged all around it to complete the visual impact.
This was apparently to be a major step in the recently-talked-about drive to
"Manhattanize" Las Vegas, growing it upward instead of outward.


A well-groomed,
slender woman of about thirty in a demure gray business suit approached me with
a smile the moment I passed through the doorway. Perhaps another
"Assistant Sales Manager".


"I'd
like to see Mr Aziz," I said.


"Oh,
is he expecting you?" She rapidly assumed the mantle of gatekeeper to
Aziz's personal space.


"No,
not really." I ran my ID rapidly before her eyes. "I'm a private
investigator. I'm looking into the death of Sandra Blake."


"A
private investigator?" Her face, small and tight to begin with, crinkled
up a little further at not being given sufficient time to read my ID. "I
don't think Mr Aziz is available right now."


"Well,
that's too bad, because I'm trying to find out who killed Mrs Blake and I'm
sure Mr Aziz can provide some information that would help. I'm also sure he
would appreciate the opportunity to provide it at this time." Meaning, I
can always nail him in the parking lot after work and tell him you wouldn't
give me the time of day at this critical moment in the investigation of the
tragic death of a valued employee.


 Her jaw tightened. "Just a moment,
please."


She
hustled into one of the glassed-in offices and picked up the phone, punching up
a couple of numbers. Moments later, she emerged.


"This
way, please."


She
led me to the rear area, her heels clicking on the shiny marble floor, into a
large corner office with a view of the street. I recognized Aziz from his
photo, sitting behind a granite-top desk. He stood to greet me, revealing a
chunky, close-to-the-ground build.


"Mr
Aziz," I said, "my name's Jack Barnett. I'm a private
investigator." We exchanged a hearty handshake. It was almost like he was
glad to see me.


"Barnett,
did you say?"


"With
two T's." He returned to his high-backed swivel chair, while pointing at
one of two fancy seats in front of his desk. I took it.


"I
understand you're investigating Sandra's death?"


"I
am." It occurred to me Aziz might not want to talk to me. That's often the
case in what used to be my line of work, but when that happens, you have to
know how to apply very subtle pressure to get them to talk to you.


He
said, "What a horrible tragedy! I cannot tell you. We are all shocked
here. We can't believe it. Who would do such a thing?"


"Well,"
I said, "I hope to find out. Have the police been here yet?"


He
shook his head. "No, but I am sure they will come before long."


"I'm
sure they will. But for now, I would appreciate it if you could give me just a
little bit of background information on Sandra."


"Background
information?"


"Yes.
Basic stuff. For instance, can you tell me what kind of employee Sandra was?
Was she efficient, likable, dynamic, what?"


"All
of the above." He made a grand gesture with both hands. "She was one
of our most important people here at Silverstone."


"Did
she do any actual selling?"


"Oh,
yes. She sold several units."


"Were
there any problems with any of these? Now, please think carefully before
answering, Mr Aziz. And also, I want to emphasize that I am required to keep
whatever you say confidential."


He
thought about it, his hands folded in prayer position, with stubby index fingers
tapping his lips. "No … no, there were no real problems. None that I can
think of."


"Is
it possible she may have made enemies here? Jealous colleagues? Customers who
may not have liked her? Someone who may have had some kind of motive to kill
her?"


"Absolutely
not." As he said "not", he gave his desk a light tap with his
fist, for emphasis. "Everyone here liked her very much. Our customers
loved her. She was the kind of girl you liked from the moment you saw
her." Satisfied with his own answer, he clasped his hands across his
stomach.


I
accepted Aziz's answer. Liking her was my reaction, too, when I first saw the
photo Blake had handed me.


"Can
you tell me who she sold the units to?"


"Well
now, Mr Barnett, that's not exactly …"


"It's
exactly public information. I can go downtown and look it up, or you can save
me the trouble and give me the names right now. I'm not being nosy here. I
don't really care about the details of your business. I'm only trying to find
her killer. And time is important."


He let
out a sigh, then picked up his phone, punching one number. "Charlene, will
you bring Sandra's sales files in here, please?"


Momentarily,
the woman who greeted me entered with a small armful of files. She carefully
handed them to Aziz, as though they contained nuclear secrets, then left the
room, all without looking at me. Aziz looked at the tabs, rearranged one or two
of them, then set them gently on his desk. He opened the first one. From it, he
pulled out the top sheet of paper.


"This
sheet gives the name of the buyer and the price that he paid for the unit, as
well as the number of the unit, its square footage, location within the
building, and so on. The rest of the file concerns the financing, the terms,
Sandra's notes, and other things. I cannot let you see that data."


"I
understand," I said. "I only want the names."


He
pulled the top sheet out of each of the files. There were six in all. The
cheapest one went for six hundred large. The most expensive, two point eight
mil. I tried to calculate the commissions on these, but the room started to
spin. Instead, I contented myself with writing down the names and numbers,
borrowing one of Aziz's pens from a pen caddy on his desk.


It was
all routine until I came to the sixth and final deal. It was for one million,
seven hundred fifty thousand dollars, for a twenty-ninth floor, three-bedroom
unit, sold to the Hector Olivera Trust, Miami, back in December of 2002.


"This
one," I said, holding up the paper. "Are you familiar with this deal?
Olivera?"


"Oh,
yes, indeed. Mr Olivera is a wealthy client from Miami."


"Yes,
yes, I see that. Do you know anything about him?"


"Mr
Olivera? He came to this country as a boy, braving the open sea on a flimsy
raft. Surely, you don't suspect him of —"


"No,
of course not. But he might be able to help with some information. What can you
tell me about him?"


"I'm
afraid, Mr Barnett, that falls under the private data that I cannot share with
you." He leaned forward with a slight smile, trying to pacify me. At that
point, I half expected him to show me a rug, one which carried a very special
price, just for me.


I
said, "Was he buying this unit on spec?"


"We
do not ask the motives of our clients, Mr Barnett." His hand gestures
showed that he was sure I understood.


I
realized I'd gone as far as I was going to go with Aziz. His jaws were slamming
shut and locking down before my eyes. The meeting was effectively over.
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My next urge was to brace Ryan Farrow for what he knew about the
connection between Sandra Blake and Hector Olivera. He had dated Sandra for a
year, including the period in which she had all those late-night phone calls
from Miami. It stood to reason that Farrow must have known at least something
about the deal Olivera and Sandra were involved in. Being a mortgage banker, he
might've been in on it himself. I figured if I could learn whatever the bond
was between these three, it would help untangle the Miami connection, and that
would be a big step toward wiping away all the haze that fogged my vision.


It was
only closing in on noon, though, and Farrow was most likely at work. For people
like him who work regular jobs, I knew that those hours between noon and five
were the longest five hours in the world, not the best time for the type of
conversation I wanted to have.


Whenever
you have serious shit to discuss with somebody, especially somebody you've
roughed up before, you can't do it where they work. In there, they think
they're all-powerful. They sit behind a big desk, a power symbol in itself.
They have people and telephones and other gadgets at their disposal. They're
not inclined to tell you anything at all, much less what you want to know. No,
this meeting would have to be in his home, away from the seat of power, where
all he'd have would be the seat of his pants. Where he knew the threat of my
fists would be an undercurrent to everything I said. I could wait, I had the
time. So I figured he could also wait until this evening to once again enjoy
the pleasure of my company.


Instead,
I went home and headed straight for my laptop. On the official Las Vegas city
government website, I tracked down the Planning and Development Department
page, where I navigated to their interactive city map. This map broke the whole
city down into surveyed lots, giving their exact location, the owner, when it
was purchased, for how much, and all kinds of good shit. Zooming in on the
downtown area, I was eventually able to locate the parcels of land owned by
Blake Enterprises.


There
were four of them, bunched together into a somewhat-rectangular shape just west
of downtown, near the freeway. They totaled a little over fifty-five acres, and
they were acquired separately, on different dates, over the past two years.


Jutting
out into the center of Blake's rectangle, like a dagger into its heart, was an
odd little strip of land, long and narrow, a shade more than five acres.
According to the city's records, this piece of land was owned by none other
than Olivera-Nevada Holdings, Incorporated, of Miami, Florida. The lot was
purchased about eight months ago, back in February. It was clear this was the
key piece Blake needed to complete the jigsawed package he was trying to cobble
together.


I
pulled up the aerial view of this part of town. There were no large buildings
on it, no dramatic construction, nothing significant. From the air, it looked
like just a few low-rise, aging structures well past their sell-by date, plus a
shitload of empty space. Empty space smack in the center of the fastest-growing
city in the United States, waiting to be put to use.


I put
on my jacket. Outside, I noticed the wind had picked up, making it feel much
colder as I headed for my car. I needed to see Ronnie Wills.
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Ronnie was a cab
driver. I knew him from his occasional drop-ins at my poker game down at
Binion's. He'd been driving around this town for decades, stretching all the
way back to the days of what some people fondly refer to as "old
Vegas". During his tenure, he'd learned just about everything there is to
know about Las Vegas, its past, its present, and a pretty good idea of its future.
He always said that driving a cab was the surest pathway to any kind of
information you ever wanted.


He
lived on the second floor of a rundown courtyard apartment complex over on
First Street, not because he liked the neighborhood, but because it was two
blocks from the cab yard and he didn't own a car. However, one look at this
area and you realize this is where despair goes to die. Low-rent duplexes and
apartments, as well as trash-strewn vacant lots, are the signature sights.
Whoever wrote the song Lonely Street must've been raised in this part of
town.


I'd've
called Ronnie first, but he didn't have a phone, either, or a TV, for that
matter. When I got up to his apartment, which was down at the end of the
windswept second-floor landing, I knew I'd have to knock loudly, because he
probably had his headphones on watching a movie. He's a big, big movie buff
with thousands of DVDs crammed into every corner of his apartment. To my
surprise, however, he answered the door on the first knock. And with no
headphones.


"Hey,
Jack," he said. "Come on in." He made a quick hand gesture, then
rushed back inside. As I entered, he was back in his seat, the only chair in
the tiny apartment, fiddling with his portable DVD player. His headphones
rested on the chair's arm. I made my way inside, carefully stepping over the stacks
of DVDs neatly arranged all over the floor.


Gray
hair ran down the sides of his head past his ears, stopping just short of his
shoulders. A close-cropped full beard was also gray, but betrayed its light
brown origins in select spots. He needed to lose thirty pounds, but I knew he
never would. In his early sixties, he was beyond the point of attending to such
details.


Without
looking up at me, he said, "This damn thing just went out on me. I don't
know what the hell happened." He kept twisting the cord, while shaking the
unit, hoping to resuscitate it.


"How
much did it cost you?"


"Four
hundred bucks, man! That's a lot of money for me!"


"How
long have you had it?"


"Not
even three years!" he said. "Can you believe it? And it's already on
the way out. Man, this pisses me off! These companies try to stick it to you
for something that won't even last three years."


I
didn't want to insert the point that, during those three years, he'd probably
been using it eight to ten hours a day, seven days a week.


He
went on: "I was right in the middle of watching this great movie. Double
Indemnity. You know the one? With Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck? I
was right at the part where he's hitting on her pretty heavy, and she wants to
cool him off, so she says, 'There's a speed limit in this state,' and he goes,
'How fast was I going, officer?' and all this great, crackling dialogue."
He finally sighed, and set the small machine down on the floor. Then he got up
and said, "Want a beer?"


"Sure."


He
hustled over to the tiny kitchenette and pulled a couple of cold ones out of
the fridge. He popped the tops, then handed me one. We clicked our cans
together and each took a good, long swallow.


"So
what's up, Jack? What brings you over here to Shangri-La?" He sat back
down, using his sleeve to wipe beer foam out of his mustache and beard.


I
pulled the footstool over around to my side of his chair, then sat on it.
"Ronnie, there's a big piece of nearly-empty land just west of downtown by
I-15. You know the one I'm talking about?"


"West
of downtown?"


"Right.
Behind the Plaza Hotel, back there where I-15 and US 95 meet up. It's about
sixty or seventy acres." He tilted his head a little, trying to get his
bearings. I added, "Just a ways across the railroad tracks."


I saw
the light bulb click on. "Oh-h-h, yeah." He took another big swig of
beer. "Yeah, I know that area. Back by the freeways. Not much there right
now, right?"


"That's
right."


"Yeah,
that's where they're talking about building a new stadium."


"New
stadium?" I jolted myself upright.


"Yeah.
You know, for Major League Baseball."


"No,"
I said. "I didn't know."


"Well,
it's not really in the papers or anything, but I've been hearing little tidbits
about it for a few months now. They're trying to get a big league baseball team
to relocate here, but they've gotta have plans for a new stadium in place
before the team'll even talk to 'em about it."


"Major
League Baseball? In Las Vegas?"


"Oh,
man, they want to come here in the worst way. This place'd be a gold mine for
'em, don't you know. We're sure big enough, and I say it's about time!"


"So,
in other words, if they can get it together to put a stadium over there by
downtown, then they'll get a team?"


"That's
the way I hear it. All these teams nowadays, you know, they're always wanting
new stadiums, with all the skyboxes and fancy shit. And they've been getting
'em too, for the most part. Now, you take the team that's talking about coming
here, they've been having a hard time getting a new stadium back home, so
they're looking at Las Vegas."


"Which
team is it?"


"The
Florida Marlins."



 

≈≈≈



 

I left Ronnie's in a
hurry. Before I was at my car, I punched up Frank Madden's number. He picked it
up just as I got into the driver's seat, out of the intensifying wind.


"Frank,
Jack Barnett. I think I may have something for you in the Sandra Blake
case."


"I'm
all ears, Jack?"


"Can
you get away for lunch?"


"I
think I can."


I
said, "Good. Then meet me at Magnolia's. You know it. The coffee shop in
the Four Queens."


"I'll
see you there in twenty minutes."


As I
drove the short distance to the Four Queens, I thought about what I would tell
him. I considered holding back certain things, like the Olivera connection, but
decided to let it all out. After all, Blake was only paying me to find the
killer, and I had explained to him up front that I would have to eventually
turn over what I knew to the cops, since they were the ones that were paid to
make the arrest.


I got
to Magnolia's before Frank did, so I ordered a bottle of beer. By the time the
waitress brought it, he was taking a seat opposite me in the booth.


I
never asked him his age in the year or so I'd known him, but I guessed he was
somewhere in his forties. I knew he'd been on the force for at least twenty
years, because he'd told me about cases he worked back in the early eighties.
He was a big man, with fine, brown hair that lay flat across the top of his
head, while quick eyes dominated his reddened, expressive face. He glanced at
the menu, not long enough to absorb any content, then ordered a fish sandwich and
a Coke. I ordered a grilled chicken sandwich.


Frank
looked directly at me and said, "Okay, what's up?"


"Early
yesterday morning, I went out to Sandra Blake's house. Two guys had already
beat me to it. The Farrow brothers. You know them?"


"No."
He was displeased. "Who were they, and what the hell were they doing
there?" He pulled a small notebook out of his breast pocket and began to
jot things down in it.


"Ryan
and Colby Farrow. They're mortgage bankers. I think that means they're, like,
middlemen between borrowers and lenders of money for high-end commercial real
estate projects, although in fact, they represent lenders, trying to find
places to put their money." I took a quick pull at my beer. "So, it
turns out Ryan Farrow was ver-ry lovey-dovey with Sandra Blake. Had been for
about a year. They were there to remove his clothes from her closet."


"So
that's who those clothes belonged to. We saw them there, but we couldn't put a
name on them."


"Now,
it so happens there's some bad blood flowing between the Farrows and John
Brendan Blake. I don't know, business shenanigans, or whatever. But, according
to Blake, there's no love lost. I don't know if that makes Ryan Farrow a
suspect, but that's for you to figure out."


He
didn't look up from his writing. "What else?"


"You
know, of course, that Sandra Blake worked for Silverstone Towers
condominiums."


"Right."


I
drank again from the cold beer. It tasted good. "She sold one of those
condos to a guy named Hector Olivera out of Miami. It so happens Olivera's a
big land developer back there, just like Blake is here."


"So
what?"


"So
this. Blake has been quietly putting together pieces of vacant, or blighted,
land in an underdeveloped part of downtown, with the purpose in mind of making
it available for a new Major League Baseball stadium."


Stunned,
Madden finally stopped writing. With widening eyes, he whistled softly in
disbelief. "Baseball stadium? Is this for real?"


"It's
for real, Frank. And Blake's got the whole thing almost together. There's only
one missing piece. A little shitpot ribbon of empty land running straight into
the center of it, which he needs in order to put the final package together.
And guess who owns it."


"Who?"


"Hector
Olivera."


He
wrote frantically, getting it all down, then he said, "You say this
Olivera bought a condo from Sandra Blake? Is there any other connection to her?
Maybe personal? Like was he screwing her during his trips here?"


"I
can't say right now. I don't know. But I talked to him on the phone last
night."


"He's
in Miami now?"


I
said, "He was last night. Here's his number." After reciting
Olivera's business number from my cell phone directory, I finished off my beer,
signaling for another. "He seemed genuinely surprised that Sandra had been
murdered, and he let it slip that she was helping him on a real estate deal he
was working on here in town. Right as soon as he said that, he clammed up. I
don't think he was referring to his condo purchase. I think it may have had
something to do with that downtown land."


Just
then, our food arrived, along with my second beer. As we dug in, I said,
"Tonight, I'm going to see Ryan Farrow. I think he might be able to fill
in some of the blanks. I'll let you know what I find out."


"You
do that. I'd go see him right now, but we're caught up in that drive-by that
happened yesterday morning." I thought he was through talking, but his
teeth slowly clenched and he added, "Two street punks dead and a
seven-year-old girl shot while playing hopscotch on the sidewalk." He
twisted his napkin hard between big fists. He looked like he wanted to upend
the table.


I
washed down a bite of my sandwich with some more beer to let Madden simmer down.
Then: "So, how'd you make out with Manny the Mexican last night? Was that
tell worthwhile?"


His
whole body loosened up and a wide grin washed over his Irish face, while his pale
blue eyes twinkled. "I busted him on the first hand I played. Five hundred
smackolas on that one hand. Made nine for the night."
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The wind hadn't died down any by the time I left the Four
Queens. My jacket wasn't much of a shield against it, while the darkening
afternoon skies promised a cold night ahead. I drove home and watched a little
TV, then finally got around to changing the bare light bulb in my bedroom.


A few
minutes before six, I went out again, heading for Ryan Farrow's home in
Summerlin, a kind of semi-upscale suburban area northwest of the center of Las
Vegas. Since I wasn't anticipating any trouble from Farrow, I left my .357 SIG
behind in my dresser drawer. I didn't have a license to carry in Nevada, so I
didn't want to open myself up to any unnecessary hassles.


The
autumn wind was strong, dancing furiously across the streets of the twilit
city. Unusually light traffic made the crosstown trip a lot easier. As I swung
onto the 95 freeway, I unwound and turned on my car radio.


I
found a jazz station, or at least, that's what it sounded like. I'm not really
big on jazz, but this sweaty alto sax came oozing out of the speakers, talking directly
to me. It stole my complete attention, though I didn't even know the song.
Before I knew it, I was exiting the freeway onto the empty streets of
Summerlin.


I had
snapped myself out of the musical trance by the time I arrived at Farrow's
home. The sun had gone down, and it took the temperature with it. When I got
out of the car, I had to zip up my jacket. Heavy cloud cover made it a
starless, moonless night.


The
house was big and dark, set back from the street behind a circular driveway. A
BMW sedan loomed in front of the garage. I recognized it as the one I put
Farrow and his brother into at Sandra Blake's house. I parked on the street,
then approached the house on foot. As I moved silently across the lush,
landscaped yard, the enchanting scent of night-blooming jasmine found its way
into my nostrils and my head. I recognized it from my years in Los Angeles and
was surprised to find it here in Nevada. The seductive fragrance held me still
for a sweet moment.


The
long, vertical window by the front door was curtained, as were all the windows
in the front of the house. An uneasy feeling crept over me, slowing me down and
causing a sharp tingling on the back of my neck. I tried the door, slowly
twisting the knob. It opened.


Car in
the driveway, no lights in the house, door unlocked … I didn't like anything
about this. I considered leaving, but decided against it. Quietly stepping
inside, I wished I had brought my weapon after all.


After
a few moments, my eyes adjusted to the black interior of the house. Soon, I
found a light switch. I flipped it on, illuminating the foyer and sending trails
of light into a couple of the adjacent rooms. I heard a slight thump, sounding
like it came from the second floor. The stairs were off to the right. I headed
up.


When I
reached the top, I could go down a hallway either right or left. Looking both
ways, I glimpsed one door to the left and two to the right. All were closed. I
went left.


Creeping
across the carpeted floor, I arrived at the door, momentarily motionless, listening.
The light from downstairs had faded behind me. With all quiet, I took the
handle and carefully turned it, easing the door open.


The
first thing I saw was the big window offering a wide vista of the Las Vegas
Valley, with the city sparkling in the distance. As I entered the room, I saw
the beginnings of a bed, with an arm draped over the side. Then, I felt the
hard, hammering force on my head, my consciousness ebbing away, and as I
crumpled to the floor, I saw no more.



 

≈≈≈



 

I don't know when I
opened my eyes, but when I did, I couldn't see anything at all. Not only was
everything dark, but I didn't know where I was. I thought I felt carpet against
the right side of my face, but I couldn't prove it. I couldn't move at all. My
head pounded so hard, I could almost hear it. Otherwise, all was silent.


After
a little while of lying immobile, I pieced it together. Farrow, dark house, upstairs, boom. Again I tried to move. No luck.


From
my paralyzed position, I moved my eyes as best I could, trying for a look around
the room, but I didn't get far. I could see the foot of the bed, with an arm
hanging off it. It looked familiar. Then it snapped back to me that it was the
last thing I saw before my skull caved in.


As my
brain ramped back up into functioning mode, I finally gained movement, tiny
bits at a time. The whomping in my head subsided a little, enabling me to make
the mighty effort to get up. I don't know how long it took me — time had
no meaning at all — but I eventually struggled to my feet. 


I
didn't want to think right then about who hit me or why, but I cursed myself
for walking into this blackened house to begin with, for climbing the
staircase, and for all the snooping around. I felt I shouldn't push my luck, so
I stood still for a minute, leaning against the wall while taking in the
sights, or what I could make of them in the blackened room.


The
panoramic view of the city was still there in the window, while over on the
bed, the arm that hung off it was attached to a stationary figure. From where I
stood, I didn't have to get any closer. I knew it was Ryan Farrow, and I knew
he was dead.


All of
a sudden, I was very grateful to be breathing. Shit, if the killer had wanted
me dead, that's what I'd be. I'd been out for a while, so I was pretty sure he
was long gone.


Pretty
soon, I felt I could put one foot in front of the other without tumbling back
to the floor. I slowly made my way across the room to the bedside table, where
I flicked on the light. Farrow lay on his back, having been shot once in the
forehead, just like Sandra Blake. His blood had spilled out of him into a stain
on his green and gray satin bedspread.


I
looked at my watch. Nine-fifteen. I reached for my cell phone to call Frank
Madden. Then I realized he would've left work by now, meaning I'd be connected
to the swing shift at Homicide, talking to God knows who. Of course, I'd have
to answer for my presence at the murder scene: why was I there, how did I get
in, what's my connection to Farrow, and on and on all night long. Fuck it. My
head was killing me, so I figured I would just go home and call Madden in the
morning.


With
great resolve, I painfully hobbled downstairs. The foyer light had been
switched off. I flipped it back on to take a quick look around the house.
Nothing of any significance popped up until I got to a room Farrow obviously
used as a den.


There
was a switch on the wall just inside the door. When I hit it, a big overhead
light came on. A long couch lined one wall, with the opposite wall covered with
books. A comfy-looking chair and side table sat in a bay window, which offered
the same sensational view as the bedroom. A ladder on a track slid back and
forth along the stacked shelves. On the near wall, just to the right of the
doorway stood a wet bar, and beyond that, a wine storage unit. It held about
thirty bottles, but none of them were in their horizontal slots. They lay
scattered around the floor. A couple were broken. I looked behind the bar. It
had all been disturbed, rummaged through. I'd seen enough.


I
wiped my prints from everything I remembered touching, then left the house. On
the way to my car, the cold wind finished the job of reviving me, but my mind
raced into fifth gear.


This had to be a contract job. That's the
only reason I'm still alive. The killer came for Ryan Farrow and I just
happened to show up at the wrong time. An amateur would've freaked out and
blasted me on the spot. But this guy kept his head and didn't want to leave
anything that would look like a mass murder scene, so he put me out while he
made his getaway.


That
led me to try to piece it all together. Why was Farrow smoked? Was there a
connection to Hector Olivera? Maybe to Blake?


And
whoever did this wanted that case of wine.


What the fuck is going on here?


All
this made my head hurt even more. I drove straight home, where I poured myself
a good, stiff shot of Dalmore. It didn't do much for the pain, but it helped me
drift off to sleep.
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The raw pain in my head had wound down to a dull burn by the
time I awoke the next morning. I'd forgotten to close the curtains before I
crashed, so the gray morning light came blasting into the room, not doing me
any good at all. Squinting, I stumbled out of bed and into the shower, hoping
the pain would go away. It didn't. Once I got dressed and made my way into the
kitchen to put the coffee on, I realized the hurt would be with me for quite a while.


After
the toast popped up, I took it to the table and sat down with the paper. The
first agreeable sip of coffee helped out, feeling warm and familiar going down.
There was no news of Ryan Farrow's murder anywhere. If they knew about it, they
almost certainly would've put it on the front page, or at the very least, page
two or three, provided there was no worldwide crisis to hijack the space, which
there wasn't. I reached for my phone.


Punching
up Frank Madden's number for Homicide, I hoped he would be there, although I
wasn't sure he worked Saturdays. As I made the call, I opened the curtains in
my living room. Through the window, I heard the wind rustling through high
treetops, while paper, leaves, and other pieces of debris blew hard across the
parking lot. Gray skies lingered overhead, promising a miserable day. I
couldn't find the sun anywhere. Instinctively, I started to shiver, so I went
over to the thermostat and shoved it up to about eighty. Finally, I got Madden
on the line.


"Frank,
Jack Barnett. I'm glad I caught you this morning."


"Yes,
Jack. What can I do for you?"


"Go
out to Ryan Farrow's house." I gave him the Summerlin address, as I walked
back to my toast and coffee on the table. "You'll find him sprawled out on
his bed with a bullet in his brain, just like Sandra Blake."


"Jesus!
How do you know this?"


"Remember
I told you yesterday that I was going to pay him a little visit last night?
Well, I got there a shade too late. That's the state I found him in before
someone sapped me and put me out for a few hours. When I came to, Farrow was
still there, still just as dead."


"Last
night? Holy shit! Why didn't you call me? You've got my cell number."


"I
know, I know," I said. "But it was late, and I didn't want to hang
around. The inside of my head was exploding, and I didn't want to have to
explain my being there to whoever showed up from Homicide. When I got popped, it
was obviously close to the time of death, since the killer was still in the
room. I'd label him a professional, sent to kill Farrow only, while limiting
collateral damage such as myself."


"What
time were you there?"


"I
got there around twenty till seven. It hadn't been dark for too long." I
propped the phone up between my cheek and shoulder while I buttered my toast.
Just that little motion with the phone sent hot jabs of fire through my skull.
I set the knife down and took the phone in my hand again.


"Just
for the record, Jack, what were you doing there?"


"Like
I told you yesterday, I wanted to find out what, if anything, Farrow knew about
Hector Olivera and his relationship with Sandra Blake." He didn't speak,
then I added, "Don't worry, Frank. I didn't do it."


"It's
not a question of whether you did it, it's why did you wait till this morning
to call it in. I've got to go out there now, goddammit, and I've got to put it
in my report that you told me about it."


"Just
say you got a call from a Concerned Citizen."


"And
just what was a CC doing at the scene of a murder moments after it took
place?"


"I'm
sure you can be creative about that. The main thing is, Farrow's dead, and he's
waiting for you right now."



 

≈≈≈



 

I nursed my head the
rest of the day. Taking a shot that heavy would normally turn me off on a case.
I mean, I really don't need that shit, you know? I like my head the way it is,
and I don't want it cracked open because I was in the wrong place at the wrong
time. But Blake had given me twenty-two thousand, five hundred reasons to stick
my nose where it shouldn't be. So that's where I was going to stick it.


As the
afternoon wound into evening, I poured a shot of Dalmore and turned on the TV.
The baseball post-season playoffs were under way, with the winners advancing to
the World Series. I tuned into the National League playoff, game four,
featuring the Chicago Cubs and the Florida Marlins. The Cubs were walking away
with it, 7-0, in the fourth inning.


Normally,
I'm a big baseball fan, but this year, the poker at Binion's has been too good
to ignore ever since I made the change to no-limit hold'em. So because of that
and because of this case suddenly falling into my lap, all of this year's
season-ending baseball drama has been sliding right by me.


They
were playing in Miami. The announcers were going crazy over the Cubs and their
chances of going to the World Series for the first time in the memory of man.
If they won this game, which it looked like they would easily do, the Marlins would
be down three games to one in the best-of-seven series, meaning they would need
to win three in a row to advance, including the final two games in Chicago.
This gave the Marlins only the slimmest of shots to go to the World Series.


In
between their breathless praise for the Cubs, the announcers casually mentioned
the Marlins were hamstrung in their endless quest for a new stadium in Miami.
With the game still on, I went over to the computer and looked up "Hector
Olivera".


There
were thousands of mentions. As best I could tell from scanning a bunch of them,
most were trade stories about his companies and their real estate dealings.
There was a human interest piece from the Miami Herald a couple of years
back. I looked it over, and found nothing more than a strong emphasis on his
impoverished youth and his daring journey across the Florida Straits, escaping
the viselike grip of Fidel Castro. According to the story, Olivera was a real
self-starter, not easily intimidated by odds being stacked against him.


This
all fit in with what I'd learned about him so far, but I still needed to link
him to the Farrows and Sandra Blake.


I then
googled the combination of "Hector Olivera" and "Florida
Marlins", and got a handful of hits. It turned out that Olivera's name was
one of several that were being tossed around in the team's search for a new
stadium. In one of the articles, which was about ten months old, he claimed he
had a parcel of Miami-area land "in his pocket" that was big enough to
accommodate the ballpark. He further went on to say he could arrange a
"serious percentage" of the needed construction financing if his land
was chosen as the site. Only problem was, the land was in Hialeah, a Miami
suburb, and Marlins management was reluctant to move the team out of Miami
proper.


I
looked back at the TV. My knowledge of the Marlins was sketchy at best, but I
knew they won the World Series back in, I think, '97 or so, beating Cleveland.
The following year, however, their ownership pissed off a lot of their fans
when they dismantled the team, unloading most of their top players. It think it
was because they … they … ri-i-ight, then it came back to me … because they couldn't get a new stadium deal
from the city of Miami.


I
watched another inning. The Marlins scored, but were no threat to win the game.
A few televised shots of foul balls landing in the stands showed me lots of
ugly orange seats. They looked like they were made out of wood and were
obviously very uncomfortable. The place was jammed, over sixty-five thousand,
the announcers said, but they went on to say that normal home-game attendance
for the Marlins during the season was far, far less, just barely cracking five
figures.


A new
stadium, according to the announcers, with lots of eye-popping luxuries like a
dome and other shiny features, "would have no trouble at all attracting
tens of thousands of fans to each and every game." Translation: higher
ticket prices, higher concession revenue, higher parking rates, and more money
all the way around.


A lot
more money.


My
mouth was clamping down around the hook of this case, and I felt myself being
slowly reeled in.


I went
back to the Olivera-Marlins connection on the computer. One of the articles
mentioned that Olivera's first cousin, Marco Antonio Calzado, owned a very
small percentage of the Marlins. Calzado had come to the US in a similar
fashion as his cousin, and was currently a junior partner in the Olivera Group.


The
article also said that the Marlins ownership changed hands earlier this year,
but that Calzado and a few others from Miami kept their interests in the team,
which amounted to a total of less than five percent. The new owners, it seemed,
were from the West Coast, headed up by a woman, Mrs Elva Wiltenauer, while the
five-percent group was entirely made up of Miami investors. So, in the
interests of keeping up good local PR, they didn't force out the small south
Florida partners.


Smart
move.


One
group they did force out, however, was the previous owner's management team,
who had led the struggle to keep the Marlins in Miami.


I
googled "Florida Marlins relocation". Hundreds of hits popped up, all
speculating on when, not if, the Marlins would leave town. Several cities were
reported to be in the running, the pack leaders being Charlotte and San
Antonio. Las Vegas was mentioned only a couple of times, and then purely as an
outside contender.


Mrs
Wiltenauer, through her management mouthpieces, made it clear in one article
that if a new stadium deal did not materialize in Miami "very soon",
the team would have no choice but to look for another home. It was clear she
and her colleagues desired the money those empty orange seats weren't currently
bringing in.


I got
up and poured a hefty shot of Dalmore. Sipping it as I walked back to the
computer, I thought back on all my baseball knowledge regarding this type of
thing. I knew that relocating a team was something not often done. It was an
unwieldy process, and very disruptive. It showed bad faith to the original
city, to say nothing of the high monetary and public relations costs involved.
But I also knew that if the magic words, "new stadium", were uttered
by the prospective host city, all other negatives tended to fade into the fog.


It was
beginning to look like Sandra Blake and Ryan Farrow died so the Florida Marlins
could move to Las Vegas.
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There was no point in watching the game any further. I put my
jacket on, walking out into the cold night to make the long drive down to the
Bootlegger.


Martine
was well into her set by the time I arrived. I caught most of Come Rain Or
Come Shine, an old torch song that always gets my attention. She looked
ravishing, her dark brown, shoulder-length hair falling around the straps of a clingy
burnt orange dress. The place was fairly full, both the bar and the dining
room, in contrast to Thursday's sparse crowd. In fact, I had trouble finding a
seat at the big bar, but when I did, I ordered a Glenlivet.


I took
a long look around. People mostly in their late thirties and up, all the way
into what looked like maybe their seventies, yet it still didn't feel like an
old folks' place. It was alive, humming with exuberance you would usually
associate with youth.


I
sipped at my Scotch for a while until she finished her set. As she made her way
through the thick crowd, I waved at her a couple of times. She eventually saw
me, then came over to where I was seated.


"Hi,
Jack." Her smile was infectious.


"You
sound great, as usual," I said, looking around for another empty stool,
but finding none. I got up, moving my drink aside. "Here, take a
seat."


She
resisted at first, but I insisted that she sit. I ordered her a drink, house
red, as before. When it arrived, her work smile vanished and she asked,
"Any news on who killed Sandra?"


"Not
yet. But there are a couple of more things I'd like to ask you about it."


She
talked over me and said, "I heard her body is still in the morgue. It's
been, what, four days now. What's up with that?"


I had
to admit I didn't know the answer. "Maybe the coroner has some further
testing he wants to do. It's not uncommon in a high-profile murder case. That's
usually one of the prime reasons for not releasing a body."


She
relaxed her posture. "Sorry, Jack. I'm just, well, you know, upset over
the whole thing. She was my friend."


I
patted her shoulder. "I know. But there's no point letting it get the best
of you now. Just go with it and when the coroner's ready, he'll release her for
the funeral."


Her
hand reached for mine, still on her shoulder. It felt good. She said,
"What else do you want to know? I thought I told you everything the other
night."


We
were being jostled by people coming and going. "Well, it's pretty noisy
here, and I'd rather do it in a more subdued setting. How about a bite to eat
when you get done?"


She
looked at her watch. "I'm through at eleven. A little over an hour. Can
you wait that long?"


"Of
course."


Looking
into her eyes, I thought I picked up a flicker of interest. I hoped I wasn't
wrong.


Following
a little more friendly chitchat, she picked up her wine and started back for
the piano. It would take her several minutes to get there, what with stopping
for a few hellos and hugs along the way. I ordered another Glenlivet.


She
finished her night in what seemed like an eyeblink, closing out with a great
version of Walking After Midnight. In no time, we were out the door, on
our way to a brightly-lit family restaurant up on West Tropicana, about fifteen
minutes away. We selected a booth in the rear corner. Just in time, I might
add, because the place was starting to fill up with the first wave of the
Saturday night after-party crowd.


After
we ordered, she said, "So … Jack, what's on your mind?"


I
didn't want to tell her that a long night of making love to her was on my front
burner. Nor did I want to tell her about Ryan Farrow's murder just yet. She
didn't really need to know it at this point. It would lead to too many
questions, so I said, "Did Sandra ever mention someone by the name of
Hector Olivera?"


"Olivera?
No, I don't think so."


"You're
sure? Hector Olivera?"


"Yeah,
I'm pretty sure. Why? Who is he?"


"Did
she ever mention any connection to anyone in Miami?"


She
thought for a moment, her dark eyes sliding downward toward the tabletop.
"I think she did say that she knew somebody there. Wait … I think she
mentioned that she sold a condo to someone from Miami. Is that this Olivera
person?"


The
waitress brought her an iced tea, and coffee for me. "Was there ever any
talk of some other kind of real estate deal with anybody from Miami? Please try
to remember, Martine."


She
drank from her iced tea. "I … I don't think she said anything else about
Miami." That appeared to be all there was to say on the topic, but then
she quickly added, "Oh, but I do remember her saying she had something
cooking outside of those condos she was selling. She said it was going to be
really big."


"That's
all? Nothing specific?"


"Nope.
That's it. And nothing about Miami."


I
sighed. I hoped Sandra might have confided in her. This put Colby Farrow at the
top of my list for tomorrow. I didn't want to think about it.


As I
added a little more sugar to my coffee, I shifted my voice from clinical to
approachable. "So, where are you originally from?"


"New
Orleans. Born and raised."


I
allowed myself a fast smile. "I thought I heard that accent. I love New
Orleans. It's a great town."


"You've
been there?"


"Many
times. Many great memories. How come I never saw you there?"


She
threw me a coy glance, then purred, "Maybe you didn't look in the right
spots."


"Well,
I guess I didn't." But at that moment, I certainly wished I had.


"How
about you?" she asked. "Where do you hail from?"


I
tasted the coffee. It wasn't bad. "I'm originally from New York. West side
of Manhattan. But I lived in LA for awhile before coming here. I've been here
about a year and a half."


"Were
you always a private investigator?"


"Yeah,
I guess I was. In LA, mostly. My granddad was a famous PI in New York. He died
when I was very young, back in the middle seventies, but still, I always wanted
to follow in his footsteps. Ever since I was old enough, really. I don't think
I … well, I only kind of do it part time now."


I
wasn't about to mention that I didn't have a PI license in Nevada, or anywhere
else, for that matter.


She
threw me a quick, playful smile, arching her eyebrows just a little. A brief
stab of hurt zinged through me. That smile.


Lyla.


Just
that one god-damned smile. Took me right back to 1992. Redondo Beach. When Lyla
had me in her pocket. When she was the sun that rose over every new day. But
she couldn't control her internal demons and they eventually took over. Demons
that maybe I could've stopped if only I'd tried harder. Instead, I had to let
her go and she began her spin into madness.


Martine
fondled her iced tea glass. She watched herself do it for a moment, then she
looked up at me and asked, "Do you have your gun with you?"


That
one threw me off stride. "No, I don't. I only carry it when the
circumstances dictate."


"And
they didn't dictate your coming to see me at the Bootlegger packing heat?"


"Packing
heat?" I had to smile at that one. Straight out of a 1940s "B"
movie.


With
great fanfare, the waitress swooped down upon us with our food. After all the
plates were properly arranged, and we assured her we didn't need anything else,
I said, "To tell you the truth, I didn't think I needed to be 'packing
heat' to come see you. I was hoping you wouldn't be too dangerous. Was I
mistaken?"


She
smiled again, this one being modest and refreshing, warming up her smooth, snowy
complexion. It was the kind of smile I wanted to see every day.


And
for once, it didn't take me back to … Lyla …


She
said, "You don't have anything to worry about with me. I'm no
threat."


Right
then, her body language told me it was time to reach across the table and take
her free hand. I did, and she returned a little squeeze.


We
stayed like that for only a few seconds. During those seconds, however, our
eyes did about two hours worth of talking. My gut stirred and my breathing
picked up just a little. I don't know if she noticed.


Then
she asked, "Are you seeing anyone right now?"


"Right
now, I can't see past you." I saw her blush a little, then I added,
"Seriously, no, I'm not seeing anyone. How about you?"


"No.
I broke up with a guy about two months ago."


"What
happened?"


She
threw me a you-know-how-it-goes shrug but never took her eyes from mine, and
said, "What always happens. Wrong guy."


Our
hands still touched. I gripped hers a little tighter. Then she said, "There's
been no one since then."


Until
me. That was how it started.


That
night, she took me home. And made me forget about Lyla.








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

[bookmark: _11]11



 

The next day, after I got back to my apartment, I did a little
checking around. I found out Colby Farrow lived in a condo at Turnberry Place,
a slick high-rise behind the Strip, over by the Las Vegas Hilton. It was the kind
of place Silverstone wanted to be: big, imposing, lavish, screaming money,
filled with people who didn't want the hassle of keeping up a big house.


According
to what I was told, Turnberry had been up and running for a couple of years or
so, serving your basic filthy-rich clientele. I assumed it was gated, probably
with a twenty-four-hour guard, so I'd have to make prior arrangements. That
meant calling Colby first, something I didn’t really want to do.


Then I
remembered he and his brother had gone to Sandra Blake's house the day after
the cops moved out. It would be entirely possible he'd be at his brother's
house, clearing out inventory there as well. I got in the car, pointing it
toward Summerlin.


On the
way out there, I called Martine, asking her if she wanted to get some dinner
later on. She agreed, and I said I'd pick her up around seven. Knowing she was
waiting for me at the end of the day put me in a much more agreeable frame of
mind to talk to Colby Farrow.


Upon
arriving at Ryan Farrow's home, I saw a midnight blue Jaguar parked in his driveway,
right next to Ryan's BMW. I left my car out front and stepped up to the front
door of the house. Colby answered almost right away.


"Good
afternoon, Colby. I figured I'd find you here."


"Listen,
Barnett, in case you don't know, my brother —"


I put
my palm facing toward him, showing no threat. "I know what happened, and,
even though you may not believe me, I'm truly sorry for your loss."


His
eyes lowered. "Well … thank you for that."


"Now,
may I come in. I think I might be of some help."


He
ushered me in. We went into the den. All those books gazed down on us from
their secure shelves, as he led me over to the big leather couch, where we both
took a seat. The bar had been put back together, wine bottles were back in
their horizontal slots, the broken ones were picked up. No attempt had been
made to get the stains up from the wine that spilled out of them. I wondered if
Colby planned to clean up those stains.


I
opened. "I want to know who did this, Colby. You can help me. Do you want
to? Do you want to help me find out who killed your brother?"


The
muscles beneath his wan face tightened, and he grit his teeth around a light
jawline. "I know who did it. It was Blake. That bastard Blake!"


"I
have to disagree with you there," I said. "I know you and your
brother had differences with Blake, maybe big differences, but I don't think he
did this. I think whoever killed your brother may also have killed Sandra. And
I definitely don't believe Blake would've killed his ex-wife. Or had her
killed."


"You
don't know him," Colby snarled. "He's a real piece of shit!"


"I
know, I know." I gave him another palms-forward gesture. "Believe me,
I've seen his ruthless side firsthand. But I have to say, I don't think he
killed your brother."


I let
that sink in for a minute. Once I felt he absorbed it, I went on. "Colby, I
want to know what the story is between you and Hector Olivera?"


"What
does he have to do with this?"


"Come
on, now. Don't get all naïve on me. I know he owns that little strip of land
Blake needs for the stadium deal. What's the connection between the two of
you?"


"Barnett,
this is all very confidential. Nobody knows about any of it. You're not supposed to know. All of this
Olivera stuff is —"


"I
know, I know, it's confidential. And as a private investigator, I'm bound to
confidentiality. Now what's the story."


Even
though my conversations with Colby weren't bound under any circumstances,
license or not, I was going to treat this one as if it were, so I spoke from
the heart, filling my voice with sincerity. Way in the back of my mind,
however, I knew if I learned anything vital, I would turn it over to Frank
Madden.


He
sighed, then slumped back into the thickness of the sofa. "Ryan and I were
arranging financing for him. We had a big loan just about set with a pension
fund in California."


"A
big loan? How big?"


"In
the neighborhood of forty-three million dollars."


"Forty-three
million? What's Olivera need that kind of money for?"


"He
wants to buy Blake's land downtown."


My eyebrows
shot up. "Blake's land? Blake owns nearly ten times as much as
Olivera. I thought Blake wanted to buy Olivera's little strip of land."


"He
does. But he's not going to get it."


"Well,
I'm not too steeped in real estate expertise, Colby, but I can tell you, from
what I know of Blake, he's a tough customer. He'll never sell that land to
Olivera."


"He
will when crunch time comes." His voice was even and clipped, and it
carried a lot of authority. He was firmly in his wheelhouse. I gave him credit.


"Crunch
time? And exactly when would that be?"


He
moved around a little on the sofa, facing me somewhat more squarely. He pursed
his lips as if to give himself a thoughtful pause, a moment to get his wording
straight.


Then
he said, "Hector Olivera is tied into the ownership of the Florida Marlins
baseball team. They're talking about moving here."


"I
know, I've heard about that."


"Well,
what you may not have heard is that Mayor Niekamp is willing to do almost
anything to get a major league sports franchise here. She's tried the NFL, the
NBA, but no one in those leagues will give her the time of day."


I
remembered the mayor's pitch to the NBA a couple of years ago, while I was
still in LA. It was right after she took office. It made the LA papers, because
she was young, dynamic, and promised great things for Sin City. The NBA told
her to fuck off.


Colby
continued. "Olivera plans to use his leverage with the Marlins to get on
the mayor's good side. You know the kind of talk, I can bring them here
singlehandedly, I can get it done, blah, blah, blah. Listen, you want a drink.
I'm going to have one."


"Sure,"
I replied. "Got any good Scotch?"


He got
up and walked over to the bar. As he looked behind it, he said, "How's
Johnnie Walker Red?"


I
hoped he didn't see me roll my eyes as I said, "Yeah, that's great."
He probably kept the good shit for his fancy friends.


He
poured it, along with one for himself. At least he had the good sense to pour
them straight up. He came back to the couch with the drinks in his pale,
delicate hands. He handed me one. As we sipped, he said, "If Blake doesn't
sell his parcels to Olivera, Niekamp will think he's obstructing progress. And
of course, Olivera will be publicly pounding on that theme every hour of every
day that Blake holds out. Eventually, Olivera will force an eminent domain
showdown, which he thinks he can win."


"You
mean, where the city coerces a deal between them in favor of one or the
other."


"Right.
And when Olivera gets control of Blake's land, then he's in prime position to
put together financing for the stadium itself. Ryan and I have been quietly
doing some work on that end of it. There's no doubt, with someone of Olivera's
stature, with his credit background, that such financing is doable."


"How
much are you talking about?"


"Total
cost to build the stadium: four hundred million dollars."


"Four
hun — " Holy shit! I had no
idea!


Colby
continued, "We've got several lines out already, and I think we can get a
commitment of a major stadium construction loan very soon. But he needs Blake's
land to show he's got the site in place."


My
eyes grew wide, but only for a moment. Then, Colby said, "But there's more.
Once he gets his end of the financing committed, Mayor Niekamp will move Mount
Charleston if she has to in order to get the city on board with its
share."


"What
will the city's share amount to?"


"Well,
that's up in the air right now, but Olivera wants them to pony up around a
quarter of the cost."


"You're
talking about a hundred million dollars from the city."


"Right,"
Colby said. "Plus he'll want them to pay for the parking facilities and
other auxiliary items. And that stuff doesn't come cheap."


"Will
they do it?"


"They
will if they want a major league sports franchise here. And Olivera knows it.
Niekamp won't be able to say no."


I
grunted my amazement at the scope of this whole thing. "Nice little bundle
he's wrapped up for himself, isn't it?"


"Very
nice, but it's still not all. There's also the naming rights for the stadium. A
twenty-five or thirty-year deal can be worth up to as much as seventy-five
million dollars. All for him."


"Jesus!"


"Not
only that, as soon as this consortium of public and private money is finally
firmed up, then Olivera will make his move on the team."


"What
do you mean by that?"


He
took a healthy sip of his Red Label before going on. "He has already
armtwisted the majority ownership of the Marlins, headed by a woman named Elva
Wiltenauer, into selling him a larger percentage of the team in return for a
favorable long-term stadium deal. Still a minority percentage, but one much
larger than the four or five points he controls right now."


"He
controls four or five points right now? I thought there were several local
owners whose total percentage added up to that. And that he wasn't even one of
them."


Colby
shook his head, letting me know how mistaken I was. "They're all under his
thumb. And he stands to quadruple that share. Maybe even more."


The
room was beginning to spin. I said, "And how much would that be
worth?"


"He's
aiming for around a hundred and fifty million equity in the team."


I
couldn't add all these numbers together fast enough, but I didn't have to. It
was a shitload of money. That's all I needed to know.


Colby
added, "And that's what his end would be worth right now. If they win the
playoffs and the World Series, that figure goes way up."


"The
land, the stadium, the team itself! Shit, he wants it all!"


"He's
shooting for the sky,' Colby said with a slow nod. "And he just might hit
it." He drank again from his Johnnie Walker. Then he added, using his
index finger for emphasis, "But it's all contingent on getting Blake's
land."


Now it
was my turn to sink back into the squishy sofa cushions. I pulled on the
Scotch, realizing the stakes in this game were rocketing clear out of sight.
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It had gotten a little colder, so when I got back home, I went
into my closet for a sweater. As I pulled it out, I noticed the blanket on the
floor covering the case of Blake's wine. Remembering the ransacking of Ryan
Farrow's bar and wine storage, I bent down and uncovered it.


The
wooden crate had fancy French writing on it, along with the stamped label,
"Château Mouton Rothschild". The stamping had faded somewhat, but in
color only. It was still well-defined and pretty legible all the way around.


I
wondered what all the fuss was about with this wine, what it must taste like.
Blake obviously didn't know, or didn't care to know, because he left it with
me, and appeared to be well on his way to forgetting about it once again. He
even told me he didn't know much about wine in general, and I think he said he
didn't drink it at all. But he really, really didn't want the Farrows to have
it.


I
loaded it into my car, then drove over to see Ronnie Wills.


Ronnie
would be home, I was sure, because it was a little after four. He got off work
at three, and sometimes went to Binion's to play poker, but not usually until
around six or seven. This would give him time to slip in a movie beforehand.
Sure enough, when I knocked on his door, after lugging the wine case all the
way up the steps, he answered right away.


"Jack!
Come on in. Here, check this out, man. See what I did." He showed me his
DVD player with its top plate removed, exposing the drive and all the mechanism
and electronics underneath. Wires not original to the unit ran all over the
place, spilling over the side, connected helter-skelter.


"Look!"
he said, pride brimming from his voice. "I got it working again. I'm
watching Psycho. It's right before Anthony Perkins pushes the car
containing Janet Leigh's body — along with the forty grand, I might add —
straight into the swamp." I set the wine case down as he finally noticed
it. "Whoa, what's that?"


"This
is your ticket to a new DVD player, Ronnie." I reached in my pocket for my
money clip. Peeling off five of Blake's hundred dollar bills, but not giving
them to him yet, I said, "I need you to keep it for me a little
while."


He
looked at it, then back at me. "What is it?"


"It's
a case of wine. Nothing more. All I need you to do is not tell anyone you have
it and don't open it. Just leave it in a corner someplace until I'm ready to
come back for it."


"Is
it illegal? What's the big deal with it?"


"I
can't tell you the details, but I can promise you there's nothing illegal about
it. No cops are going to be banging your door down or anything like that. It's
valuable, though, and I just need you to hold it for a while. And here's five
hundred for your trouble. Okay?"


He
took the bills and ran them through his gnarled fingers one at a time.
"Sure, I'll keep your damn wine, Jack." He grinned and put a hand on
my shoulder. "And thanks so much for this. This really means a lot to me,
you know? Now I can get a player with a bigger screen." I thought I caught
the beginnings of a tear about to well up in his left eye.


"Go
get your player," I smiled. "Just don't open that case." As I
headed for the door, I turned and added, "And keep it away from your damn
floor heater. Put it in the coolest part of your apartment."
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I called Martine after leaving Ronnie's. She wasn't quite ready,
but gave me the okay to come over anyway. Within twenty-five minutes, I was
parking outside of her apartment.


We
kissed in the doorway, and she beckoned me in. I hadn't noticed too much about
the place when I got up this morning. She was still asleep, so I just tried not
to trip over anything on my way out. And last night, the lights never came on.


But
now, it was lit and ready for company. It had all the standard stuff — couch,
chair, TV, bookcase, knick-knacks — but good taste covered everything
like syrup on pancakes. I'm no decorator, and I'm certainly no furniture
expert, but the stuff looked like it cost. Maybe that was the idea with
furniture. Buy cheap and somehow make it look expensive by moving it around
just so. I don't know, whatever she did, she did it right. The place looked
great.


She
didn't look so bad herself, dressed in a tight skirt and yellow sweater. She
excused herself while she retreated to the bathroom to finish working on her
hair and makeup, saying she would still be a few minutes yet. Meanwhile, I sat
down on the couch and turned on the TV.


Surfing
around the channels, I landed on the Marlins game. It was game five of their
seven-game series with the Cubs. The Miami crowd was going wild as a home run
just put the Marlins up 2-0. A little while later, Martine emerged from the
bathroom, hair in place, makeup perfect, and looking like she stepped off the
cover of Cosmo. By then, it was the
seventh inning, and the Marlins had upped their lead to 3-0. I turned off the
TV, and we went out into the cold, dark night.


Dinner
was at a little out-of-the-way Mexican place over on East Sahara. It was clean,
quiet, with good food and good service. As we hovered over our drinks, nibbling
on the chips and salsa, she said, "So, you found out any news yet?"


"Not
really. Plenty of opinions out there, though."


"Like
what?"


I
swigged at my Mexican beer. "Well, some people think Blake did it. Or had
it done, actually."


"Oh,
John would never have done it. He loved Sandra."


"That's
what I think, too. Plus, Ryan Farrow was killed Friday night. Shot once in the
head, just like she was."


Her
mouth flew open, as her eyes grew wide, and her upper body twitched. She bumped
her wineglass, nearly spilling its contents all over the table. "Ryan?
Killed? Shot?"


"Looks
like it might've been the same one who killed Sandra." I signaled the
waitress for more salsa. Then, I reached across the table, taking both her
lovely hands in mine. She calmed herself a little, while I put on a grim face
and said, "Martine, this is getting serious. When two people in the same
circle of acquaintances get themselves killed, especially when it looks like
they were killed by a professional, it's time for the others in that circle to
take notice."


"What
do you mean?"


"I
mean, you've got to be careful from now on. You knew both victims. You were
friends with one of them. I don't want anything happening to you." I
squeezed her hands for emphasis, then let them go.


"Oh,
I'll be all right. Nothing's —"


I
grabbed her hands again. "No, no. I mean this. You have to start taking
precautions until this is wrapped up."


"What
do you mean? What precautions?"


"I
mean, don't let anyone into your apartment, except me. That means no one. Especially
anyone who knew both Sandra and Ryan Farrow. Don't give anyone a ride after
work. Be careful walking from your car to your apartment. Park in the closest
possible spot you can find, even if it's an illegal one. Use caution at all
times."


"Jack,
I can't live that way, like some kind of a paranoid hermit."


"Better
to live like a paranoid hermit than die like a helpless girl in the open. And
when all the dust settles, those might be your only choices. Now, I'm not
trying to scare you unnecessarily here. But whoever's responsible for these
killings may — may come after someone else next, someone in that
group of acquaintances. The killer's motive isn't totally clear at the moment,
so until I tell you different, you've got to be careful. Now, promise me.
Okay?"


"Jack,
I —"


"Promise
me!" I gripped her hand tighter. The intensity in my eyes said the rest.


"All
right. All right. I promise." She pulled her hands away like she didn't
want to talk about it anymore, but I was sure she'd gotten my point.
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The hovering danger
leaked over into our sex, consuming us both. She kept me up most of the night.
After very little sleep, I left her place early the next morning, early enough
to get buried in Monday morning rush hour traffic. As I sat in the parking lot
that was Interstate 15, I reached for my cell phone and dialed Frank Madden. It
nearly went to voicemail, but he answered just in time.


"Frank,
it's Jack. Anything turn up from the Farrow crime scene?"


"Well,
try this one on. He took one shot to the head from a .22 semiauto, probably
silenced. Sandra Blake, if you'll recall, was killed with a .38."


That
was one straight from the blind side. "Holy shit!"


"Right.
So we may be looking at two killers here."


As I
crawled northbound approaching the Sahara Avenue exit, I caught an opening and
jutted into the next lane over to my left, moving now at a breakneck five miles
per hour.


I
said, "Well, we know the killer is most likely a pro. Maybe he ditches his
weapon after each use, so as not to tie him to multiple jobs."


"Possible,"
Madden said, but I knew he didn't believe it.


"Also,
Sandra and Farrow were dating each other. They were both in real estate. They
both knew Hector Olivera. And Blake, too. It's not like they were totally
unrelated. Maybe it was one of those two."


"Possible."


"Well,
what the hell, Frank. It's 'possible'. So what do you think is 'probable'?"


"We
checked on Olivera with Miami-Dade PD. He's got no criminal record, clean as a
whistle. He's the poster boy for the American immigrant success story. He's
active in the community, does charity work. They love him down there. And he's
got an alibi, ironclad, for both killings."


"Well,
of course he's got an alibi. He didn't pull the trigger. But you can be sure he
knows someone who will, for the right price."  Another opening developed in the lane to
my right. I eased over into it, and immediately came braking to a halt, while
all the cars in the lane I just left breezed blissfully past me.


"Doesn't
look that way, Jack."


"How
about if he used two different shooters. I mean, maybe his first choice was
uneasy about killing a beautiful young woman. You know, the Latino worship of
beauty."


"That's
stretching it. Besides, Olivera had no motive to kill either one of them."


"None
that we know of at present."


"By
all accounts, Farrow was helping him get financing for something connected to
that downtown stadium land you were telling me about. And, according to what
you told me yourself,  Sandra Blake
was working on something with him. Maybe she was involved in that deal, too.
Maybe they were lovers. Who knows?"


"Any
worthwhile forensic evidence at either scene?"


"Very
little. They found a couple of hairs on the floor in Farrow's bedroom that
clearly weren't his. Preliminary indications show the hairs were black, and
belonged to a male. We may know more later on."


"Okay,
Frank. Thanks for the update. You coming to Binion's tonight?"


"Maybe.
It depends on how much we get done on this today."


I was
going to tell him what Colby Farrow revealed to me about Olivera's scheme to
tie up the land, the stadium, and the Marlins all in one neatly-wrapped bundle,
with a pretty little ribbon around it. But I flinched. Madden had a point.
Olivera had no clear motive. Killing Ryan Farrow would be a blow to his own
efforts to put together the stadium deal, even though Colby had indicated he
could carry on by himself and see it through to completion. As for Sandra, if
she was helping Olivera in any way, doing her in would obviously be against his
own best interests.


But it
wouldn't require too much imagination to see how John Brendan Blake might want
them both dead.


All
this, plus the never-ending drive on the freeway, along with my lack of sleep,
was wearing me out. After about another twenty minutes of battling the traffic,
I finally arrived home. Inside, I turned up the heat and went straight to bed.
Within thirty seconds, I was out.
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I woke up at the brink of nightfall. After a little puttering
around in my apartment, I decided to head down to Binion's. It had been awhile
since I'd played poker, and I was itching to get back into action.


Walking
into the poker room, I could see that the game I wanted, a small no-limit
hold'em game, was in progress. Some of the usual suspects were in their seats,
along with assorted tourists I'd never seen, as well as an Asian or two to stir
up the action. One of the regulars had just gotten up from the game, so the
floorman gave me his seat. I bought in for two hundred, and as I got myself
situated, with my chips properly arranged in front of me, I started to focus on
players and cards and tells, trying to purge my mind of shady land deals and
murder.


Twenty
minutes in, I beat Manny the Mexican out of a three hundred dollar pot, picking
off his bluff with ace-queen high, when the seat on my right became vacant.
Before I knew what was happening, Frank Madden was sitting in it.


"Looks
like you're having a good night," he murmured, eyeing my skyline of
five-dollar chips.


I held
back a smile. "Could be worse."


And on
the very next hand, it got worse. Much worse. I fell victim to a major-league
bluff by Fong, one of the Asian players at the table. He took over half my
chips and had completely outplayed me. It pissed me off.


I
muttered under my breath, something to the effect of, "I've had it",
as I got up from my chair to take a needed break, leaving my remaining chips on
the table in front of my seat. I walked out of the poker room, while I saw
Frank walking behind me. We went to the coffee shop.


It was
crowded down there, jammed with customers, plates clattering, waitresses moving
around, lots of noisy talk. You know, just the kind of place where you want to
go and unwind. We were shown to a small booth.


Frank
spoke first. "You made the right decision to fold, Jack. Don't forget
that. He's gonna have queens full ninety-nine times out of a hundred. Don't
beat yourself up over it."


I
wanted to believe him, but I knew better. If I'd called him, I'd have won a
thousand-dollar-plus pot.


The
waitress took our order, two coffees. Just then, my cell phone rang. I didn't
recognize the number on my caller ID.


"Hello."


"Barnett,
it's Colby Farrow."


I sat
up straight. "Yes, Colby. What's happening?"


"I
can hardly hear you, it's so loud there. Where are you?"


I
modulated my voice up a notch or two. "I'm in a crowded restaurant. What's
up?"


"I
thought you'd want to clear your appointment calendar for Thursday."


"Why
would I do that?"


"Because
Hector Olivera will be coming to town for the latter part of the week."


A jolt
ran through me. I'm sure Frank saw it. I motioned to him for a pen. He pulled
one out of his shirt pocket.


I
said, "What time, and where is he staying?"


"If
he comes on Wednesday, he'll be here around twelve-thirty. He's staying at the
Venetian."


"What
do you mean, if he comes on Wednesday?"


"He's
on his way to Chicago right now for the Marlins series against the Cubs.
Apparently, if the Cubs win tomorrow's game, it's all over for the Marlins. If
the Marlins win, then he says there'll be another game on Wednesday night. And
if that's the case, he'll stay for it and come on Thursday morning."


I
jotted it all down on a napkin. "What's he doing here?"


"He's
coming for Ryan's funeral, which is Thursday afternoon. Then on Friday, he'll
be meeting with me and a rep from the California pension fund that's going to
lend him the money for the downtown land. He won't miss that meeting, I promise
you. He goes back to Miami Saturday. Or, to New York for the World Series if
the Marlins win two from the Cubs."


"Thanks,
Colby. Where's the funeral?"


He
told me the name of the church and gave me the directions, while I scribbled it
down. I flipped my phone shut, then handed Frank his pen, as the waitress
brought our coffees.


"Colby
Farrow?" he asked.


"Right.
Olivera's coming to town. He'll be staying at the Ven —"


"Save
it, Jack. There's nothing we want from him. As far as we're concerned, he's a
respectable businessman in town representing his company, which is operating
well within the law. If it even looks like we're harassing him or interfering with
his business, we'd only be inviting trouble for ourselves."


He
stirred cream into his coffee and took a sip. Too hot. Then, he shifted his big
body in his seat, leaning halfway across the table toward me. His pale blue
eyes darted around to make sure no one was listening. Finally, they burned into
mine, and he said in a hushed tone, "However … if, uh, if you wanted to go
nosing around, we won't get in your way."


I
threw him a knowing nod, pulling my coffee cup up to my lips. Before it could
get there, he put a firm hand on my arm, nearly spilling the coffee into my
lap. He said, "Of course, if you should happen to find out anything,
you'll come straight to me with it. Right?"


"Right,
Frank. Straight to you."


I took
a drink of my coffee. It was just right.
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I took the next day off. There was a lot of personal business
that had piled up on me which I had to attend to. Bills, a quick run to the
supermarket, a minor repair on my car, and other little shit like that.


Worst
of all was a dreaded trip to the Post Office. Something about going there just
depresses me, you know what I mean? Like it spreads a black cloud over my whole
day. I think it's the certain knowledge that no matter what time of day I
arrive, there will be a long, long line waiting in front of eight windows, of
which only two will be manned. What's more, of those two working windows, one
will invariably be tied up for forty-five minutes by someone who doesn't speak
good English, with an armload of packages and a request for a dozen money
orders, each for odd amounts, to be sent to forbidden places like Libya and
Iran.


I'd much
rather go to the dentist.


Anyway,
despite the blow of losing that big hand to Fong at Binion's, I did manage to
recover later in the night and I wound up winning a couple of hundred, so I
used that to take care of some of these little items on my agenda.


Plus, I
still had Blake's ten dimes, or most of it anyway. But so far, I had only spent
that money on expenses directly related to the case. Not only that, after
getting sapped at Ryan Farrow's house and waking up with it still in my pocket,
I decided not to push my luck and carry it around with me anymore, so I kept
most of it hidden in my apartment from that night forward. Whatever was left
over after this case was finished, plus the additional twelve-five Blake would
owe me for finding Sandra's killer and for holding the wine, I was going to put
away in some kind of investment.


I
didn't know shit about that kind of thing, but I had a line on an investment
counselor, I think they call them, who could steer me in the right direction. I
was tired of living off the cash in my pocket, tired of not having anything put
back for my future, you know, because when I get there, there won't be any
pension or any kind of retirement package waiting for me.


That
was how it was in PI work, and that's how it is in the poker world.


I was
due to turn thirty-seven in January, and even though my retirement was still
quite a ways off, I was getting a little nervous just thinking about it. I
didn't want to eat up the years between now and then diddling around with no
preparations.


Back
in February, I gave back over eighty-five grand to Blake, which was actually
his money to begin with. I got it under unusual circumstances, which I won't go
into here, but suffice it to say I could've kept it without his ever knowing. I
don't really regret giving it back to him, because I know it was the right
thing to do, but now, with the anxieties I've been feeling lately concerning my
future, well, I just don't know. It damn sure would've provided me a nice nest
egg.


So,
this money Blake was paying me to find Sandra's killer was sailing straight
into my retirement fund. I wasn't exactly wild about doing PI work again
— I really wanted to put all that behind me — but I decided that if
any of these other odd jobs came my way for money I couldn't refuse, said money
would go toward my future. 


I
poured a Dalmore and turned on the TV. The Yankees had won their game earlier
against Boston, earning their ticket to the World Series, so I picked up the
middle innings of the Cubs-Marlins game in Chicago. According to the
announcers, the Cubs were the "team of destiny", absolutely
predetermined to go on to the World Series, where they would vanquish the evil
Yankees for their first championship in nearly a hundred years, blah, blah,
blah. Being a Yankee fan, I didn't really care for that kind of cheerleading
from guys who were paid to be impartial, but I watched the game anyway.


By the
top of the eighth inning, the Cubs were winning 3-0 and seemed to have
everything well under control, being just a few outs away from their
long-awaited trip to the World Series, so I turned the channel to a movie.
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I called Colby Farrow
first thing the next morning, trying him at work first. I was surprised to find
him there, given that his brother's funeral was scheduled for the following day.
He'd been pretty cooperative during our little meeting the other day at Ryan's
house, despite having just learned of the murder, so I thought I'd try pushing
him a little further.


"Colby,
Jack Barnett."


"Yes,
what can I do for you."


"I
need to know whatever you can tell me about Sandra Blake and Hector Olivera.
How were they connected?" While I was talking with him, I maneuvered
around my kitchen, making coffee with the phone between my cheek and my
shoulder.


"They
weren't, really. Or not directly, anyway. Ryan dated Sandra, as you know, and
he and I were putting together the money for Olivera. Like I told you, forty-three
million for his buyout of Blake, and then another four hundred million for the
stadium construction."


"Didn't
you say that stadium loan was all set?"


"Just
about. I've got a group of real estate investment trusts in the northeast who
are looking favorably on the stadium project. Provided, of course, that Olivera
can put all the land together."


I took
that all in. Colby was apparently preparing for a big payday once he got all
this dough in place.


I
said, "Okay, so what about Sandra? There must've been some kind of link
between her and Olivera."


"Why
do you say that?"


I
wasn't about to let him know that Olivera had told me he and Sandra were
working together on something, so I said, "I'm just trying to get a clear
picture of everything here. It's still pretty foggy. You were right there in
the middle of it all, so I figured you could help me sort the whole thing
out." After a little effort, I finally got the coffee on. Then I got some
bread to make toast.


He said,
"Well, there was no link."


"You
sure? I mean, I found his business card in her bedroom." I figured I could
let that much out and see where it got me.


"You
what?" 


Bread
into the toaster, nice and easy now. "Hector Olivera's card was in her
bedroom. Now, what was it doing there?"


The
line fell silent. I let him take that around the block a time or two.


Then,
he said, "I knew she sold him a condo some time back, around last
Christmas I think it was. While he was in town for that, she introduced him to
Ryan one day. He and Ryan kind of hit it off, and pretty soon they were talking
about sizeable loans. Then I came into it, mentioning that I'd developed a
connection with the big pension fund in California. That's when he started the
wheels turning for his land-for-stadium scheme. But … but as far as I knew,
that was all she had to do with Olivera. You know, selling him the condo and
introducing him to Ryan."


"I
think there was more to it than that." Get the blueberry preserves from
the fridge.


He
hesitated again before saying, "You're not suggesting that … that there
was anything going on between them, are you? Or that Olivera had anything to do
with killing my brother?"


"I'm
not suggesting anything. I'm only trying to find out what the story is here. I
just want to get the names and numbers straight." Cup, saucer, plate. Put
them on the table.


"Look
here, Barnett, if you're trying to hang this on Olivera when Blake is probably
who you're looking for —"


"Keep
your shirt on, Colby. I'm not trying to hang anything on anybody. But you've
got to understand, I have to pursue every lead that comes my way. Now, I found
a connection between Sandra and Olivera. So I have to check it out. But if
there's nothing to it, well, that'll probably lead me right back to
Blake."


"Well
… all right."


"Now,
I want you to think hard. If you can remember any other time when Olivera might
have seen Sandra, or even mentioned her name in one of your meetings with him,
I need you to tell me, okay?"


"Okay,"
he sighed.


"Remember,
I'm on your side here. I want justice for your brother, and for Sandra
Blake, just as much as you do. Let me know if you can think of anything."
I hung up.


I
glanced at the paper. The sports section screamed out at me. Last night, the
Marlins pulled off a miraculous late-inning rally, beginning the moment after I
turned the channel. After trailing 3-0 with the game nearly over, they wound up
winning 8-3, forcing a seventh game in Chicago tonight. I was letting that run
around inside my mind, when I heard a sound from the kitchen.


Presto!
The coffee was ready at the very moment the toast popped up. Do I know what I'm
doing or what!
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On Wednesday night, the Marlins completed their improbable comeback,
winning 9-6, and sending the Cubs reeling into another winter of frustration
and futility. The Marlins would now head to New York to face the Yankees for
Saturday night's opening of the World Series. Olivera would no doubt be in
attendance, so I knew I had a very limited window of opportunity to see him
here in Las Vegas.


I
called Colby Farrow to tell him I would be at his brother's funeral on Thursday
afternoon. He said Olivera and his cousin would be there, but he asked if I
would at least wait till the funeral was over to approach them, when he would
drop the two of them at the Venetian. I agreed. He repeated the directions to
the church.
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The
funeral was a long, drawn-out affair, but I exited a few minutes early to stake
out an observation point outside, enabling my first look at the man from Miami
as he stepped out of the church.


Within
minutes, he came out and brushed by me in his black topcoat. He was everything
his photo had promised: handsome, self-assured, and charismatic. Especially
when compared to the pasty Colby on his right. The third man with them,
obviously Hispanic, was probably the cousin, as Colby had mentioned.  He wasn't nearly as good-looking as
Olivera, but he wore what looked like a similar designer topcoat. The valet
brought Colby's Jaguar, and they all entered it.


The
wind was really picking up under thick clouds, sending a chill right into my
bones, so I hustled back to my car, hands in pockets, and made the trip down to
Las Vegas Boulevard and the Venetian Hotel.


Reluctantly,
I valeted my car. The Venetian was notorious for a poorly-organized valet
system designed to keep you waiting forever when you pick up your car. But I
didn't want to miss Olivera's arrival. It was a good thing, too, because only
about three or four minutes later, not nearly enough time for me to self-park
in their distant garage and rush back to the front, Colby's car pulled up, as
Olivera and his companion stepped out. They said goodbye to Colby, heading
straight for the front door. I let them get inside.


As
they moved into the breathtaking, high-ceilinged lobby, I came up from behind
them, around to their left.


"Mr
Olivera," I said, once I got into their line of sight.


They
stopped to look me over. I was obviously not connected with the Venetian.
Olivera said, "Yes?"


"Mr
Olivera, I'm Jack Barnett. I spoke with you by phone about a week ago. I'm a
private investigator."


A
smile leaped out onto his face. His dark eyes sprang to attention, or at least,
it looked like they did. "Yes, Mr Barnett." He held his hand out. I
gave him mine and we shook. "What can I do for you?"


"I'd
like to speak with you for a moment if I could." This close and in the ambient
light of the Venetian lobby, I could see his topcoat was not black, but rather
a deep violet, most likely cashmere. I wanted to touch it, to run my palm over
its sensuous surface. It occurred to me he probably looked forward to wearing
it today, since he didn't get to do it too often in Miami.


"Ah,
Mr Barnett, we are very busy. We are here for a very short time, and we —"


"Yes,
I know you're busy. But if you could just give me a minute. It concerns Sandra
Blake. Like I told you, I'm investigating her death, and I know you're anxious
to find her killer."


He
continued walking past me. I kept up, staying abreast of him.


He
said, "I'm sorry, Mr Barnett, our time is very limited. We cannot
—"


"I
also know of your desire to put together a parcel of land downtown, the
majority of which you want to buy from John Brendan Blake. And on this land,
you want to build a stadium for the future Las Vegas Marlins."


He
stopped walking. Turning to face me directly, he said, "All right, Mr
Barnett. Let's go into this lounge right over here. It's quiet and we can have
one drink. One drink." He held up an index finger, while he eyed me
carefully.


"Of
course. One drink."


The
lounge was quiet, all right. Dim, unobtrusive lighting made it practically
invisible from the casino floor. As we took seats in comfortable leather chairs
around a small, round cocktail table, it was clear we were the only customers.
A grand piano sat unattended off to one side. The bowtied bartender carefully
arranged the gleaming bottles on his back bar. A gorgeous waitress descended on
us immediately. I ordered a Dalmore, while Olivera and his cousin each had a
Johnnie Walker Black.


I
turned to Olivera's cousin. "Jack Barnett," I said, sticking my hand
out to him.


Olivera
spoke up immediately. "Oh, please forgive me, Mr Barnett, for not
introducing you. This is my cousin, Marco Antonio Calzado."


"Mr
Calzado, pleased to meet you," as we shook hands. Solid black eyes like
hard little marbles looked straight into mine. He tossed me a chilly nod.


"Now,"
Olivera said, "what is on your mind?"


"First
of all, let me congratulate you on the Marlins' great victory in Chicago last
night. I understand you were there."


He lit
up. When he did this, his face took on a movie-star quality, all flashing eyes
and high cheekbones and white teeth. "What a great playoff! I knew all
along we were going to win. And we are going to defeat the Yankees in the World
Series!"


I
caught a glimmer of a smile from Calzado, his first emotion since our meeting. 


Then
he said, "You wait. When we get to New York, we are going to shock the
baseball world."


I
didn't want to tell him that he would be the one on the receiving end of any
shocks. The Yankees were fielding one of their best teams ever, and were a
prohibitive favorite to roll over the upstart nobodies from Miami.


I
said, "Well, that kind of leads me right into what I wanted to talk
about." Olivera cooled off immediately, sipping his Scotch and going
straight into no-nonsense mode. I set my drink down and said, "I need to
know the exact nature of your connection to Sandra Blake. Did it have anything
to do with your participation in the ownership of the Marlins?"


His
eyebrows shot up for a brief moment, telling me I had caught him by surprise
with my knowledge of his hidden ownership in the team. I let him take a moment
to drink from his Johnnie Walker and regroup. He and Calzado had a brief
exchange in Spanish, then he put on a smile.


"My
compliments, Mr Barnett. You are very thorough. If you are ever in Miami
looking for work, I would be pleased to hire you."


I smiled
back at him, chuckling to myself. Blake had made me the same offer after I gave
him back his eighty-five dimes in February.


"However,"
he continued, "I am afraid this is all very personal, very confidential,
and does not concern you."


"With
all due respect, Mr Olivera, it does concern me. I'm investigating her death.
Now, I know you were connected to her. I know you bought your condo at
Silverstone from her. I know you spoke to her by phone many times before she
died. Even quite a few times late at night."


Calzado
pushed his chest forward, then finally spoke in a guttural voice. "Hector
say this not your business." His English was not nearly as proficient as
Olivera's, being far more heavily-accented.


My
eyes slid over toward his. "Well, Mr Calzado … I say it is my business." We exchanged
hostile glares. I sipped from my Dalmore, never taking my eyes off him.


Olivera
broke in: "Mr Barnett — may I call you Jack? —" I nodded,
still looking straight at Calzado. "Jack, of course I want to know who
committed this ugly deed, who killed this beautiful woman. But my relationship
with her was private. You must understand."


I turned
my eyes back to Olivera. "I do. But you
must understand anything you tell me is confidential. I'm required to keep it
that way. I'm a licensed private investigator, not from the media. I'm not
going to splash anything in the newspapers. I have no personal interest in any
of it. It's only business. All I want to do is find Sandra's killer. I just
need certain information, and you have it. Now, won't you please help me?"


He
tried that on for size, thinking for a minute. Then, he said, "This is
confidential?"


"Absolutely."


Calzado
then spoke to him in rapid Spanish, and Olivera replied, before turning back to
me. "I must have your promise." He looked straight at me.


"You
have it." I drank some Scotch.


He
took a breath. "When I bought the condominium from Sandra, she introduced
me to Ryan Farrow. You know, of course, that he was a mortgage banker?" I
nodded and he continued: "Sandra was working with me — and with Ryan
 — to persuade Mr Blake to
sell me his property in that area."


"Persuade
Blake? She was divorced from him. And she was dating Ryan Farrow, who Blake
hated."


"Yes,
yes, I know. But she was very confident that she could get Mr Blake to
sell."


"How
could she be so sure? Was she holding something over his head?"


"No,
nothing like that. There was no — what is the word? — blackmail involved." He drank again
from his Scotch. I could see by what was left in his glass that we were one
more sip from ending the meeting.


"Well,
what was it, then? Why did she think Blake would sell the land to you?"


"Even
though they were divorced, they were still on good terms with each other. They
had high respect for each other's ability in the real estate arena. She had his
trust and she intended to capitalize on it."


"And
do you think Blake will sell to
you?"


"You
already know, Jack, that I intend to build the stadium on that land, once I
acquire it. The Farrows were working on the financing, and now Colby has
arranged a meeting tomorrow morning between me and some very important lenders.
At this meeting, I expect to finalize, in principle, the terms of the loan for
the downtown land."


"From
what I hear around town," I said, "that land would currently be worth
somewhere north of forty million dollars."


"That
is right. In addition, I am meeting with the mayor tomorrow afternoon to
discuss the city's participation in the stadium project. You may also already
know that Blake has no interest in constructing the stadium. He feels it would
be too speculative. So he was just going to sell the entire parcel of land at a
handsome profit to a local developer, who would then, supposedly, take my place
and build the stadium himself."


"Keep
going."


"On
the other hand, I was prepared to pay Blake considerably more for the land than
the local developer would pay him."


"And
why would you want to do that?"


He
puffed his chest out a little and said, "To build the stadium. To bring
the Marlins to Las Vegas!"


"Mr
Olivera, two people are dead. Murdered. Did they die so you can bring the
Marlins here?"


"Jack,
come on. That sounds like you think I was involved."


"You're
heavily involved in the back-and-forth of this land deal and it's looking more
and more like the deaths of Sandra Blake and Ryan Farrow were somehow connected
to it."


He
gave off a slight smile and shook his head once, dismissing the possibility of
his involvement. "I don't want anyone dead, Jack. All I want is to buy
Blake's land so the team can move here."


"And
Blake wants to sell locally for the same purpose."


"Yes.
And if that happened, I would be very reluctant to try and convince Mrs
Wiltenauer to move the team here. You see, because I am part owner of the team,
through one of my companies, I would be able to offer her a very favorable
stadium deal, which is something the local developer could not do, because he
can only get his profit out of the stadium and not the team. Are you hearing
me?"


"In
Dolby Stereo. In other words," I said, "if you don't get the land,
there will be no stadium because the Marlins aren't going to move here."


He
smiled. "You understand everything, Jack." He picked up his drink and
added, "And Sandra was working to persuade Blake to sell to me in order to
ensure that the Marlins move to this great city."


I
swirled the whiskey around in my glass. "Also, I would imagine, to ensure
a bigger cut for herself. If you're willing to pay Blake more than the local
developer will pay him, and if Sandra gets Blake to accept, then her piece for
brokering the deal is that much bigger, right?"


"Well,
since you put it that way … yes."


"And
you were probably going to give her a little taste yourself, right? So she
could collect on both ends."


He bit
his lip. "Yes, that is true."


"Did
you have any … any … more personal
connection to Sandra Blake?"


A
trace of a tight grin briefly brushed across his face, then disappeared. He
drained his drink, stood up, and said, "Jack, I'm sorry, but we must go.
We have a lot to do. We have to prepare for tomorrow's meetings."


I
didn't want to leave right then, because we were just getting to the good part,
the part that might tie it all up. Olivera, however, made it plain the meeting
was over. We shook hands all around, but Calzado hadn't lost the hostility in
his eyes.
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I handed my ticket to the valet, and he instructed me to take
a seat on a bench in the waiting area. I looked it over. There were a lot of
people out there who had "taken seats", so I knew I was in for a long
wait. I cursed the Venetian's parking arrangement, then picked out the only
empty bench, and obediently sat down. The temperature had dropped a few more
degrees and the wind slashed through me as I sat on the cold concrete slab.
They had those outdoor heating pole things stationed here and there, and I was
fairly close to one. Close enough to feel a wisp of heat, but not close enough
to actually get warm.


I
pulled out my cell phone and punched up Blake's office number. Fortunately, he
was in. More to the point, he took my call.


"Any
new developments, Jack?" he asked.


 "Why didn't you tell me about all this
maneuvering with the downtown land?"


"It
doesn't concern you."


"That's
what Hector Olivera just tried to tell me."


"Olivera?
You talked to him?"


"In
person, no less. He's in town. Now, why don't you get serious and start telling
me what I need to know."


The
line fell silent for a few moments. More people moved into the valet waiting
area, forced to stand. They huddled under the heating pole closest to me,
sucking up all the available heat while I froze. I pulled my collar up around
my neck. 


Blake
spoke. "Olivera wants to buy me out. He wants to build a stad —"


"I
know all that already, all about the stadium and his designs on the team. I
also know that Sandra was working with him trying to get you to sell to him.
Tell me something I don't know."


"How's
this. Sandra was really working with me. Oh, she was on Olivera's side
initially, but she eventually came over to me. Without his knowing about it."


"W-working
with you? Why?"


My
head snapped up as I thought I saw my car come swinging out of the gaping exit
from the subterranean area where they valet-park the cars. Of course, it wasn't
mine. Way too soon yet.


Blake
said, "Olivera had promised her a commission if she was successful in
getting me to sell to him. I offered her a bigger cut if she got him to sell to
me."


I
almost fell off the bench. "She was acting as a double agent?"


"In
a manner of speaking."


"But
why would Olivera sell to you? He told me not fifteen minutes ago that if he
doesn’t get the land and the stadium deal that goes with it, the Marlins won't
move to Las Vegas. He'll see to it."


"Ah,
don't be too sure about that. He's only a minority partner. And a tiny minority
at that. He doesn't swing nearly that much weight. He's just going through a
lot of posturing to get the mayor to pressure me to sell to him. The fact
remains, after the World Series, the Marlins will be looking for a new home.
Period."


"That's
it? Simple as that?"


"Simple
as that." He quickly added, "Well … there was … there was also the
wine."


"The
wine?" I sat up a little straighter.


"Yes,
that case of wine you recovered for me, remember? It seems Olivera is an
intense wine freak, a collector, and he has to have this particular wine. Says
it's very rare."


"How
rare?"


"I'm
not sure, but he was willing to pay me an extra million dollars for my land if
I threw in the wine."


I
whooshed out a deep exhale. I could see my breath. "That's some serious
fucking wine. Is it really worth that much? I thought you said it was just
worth a few thousand."


"Like
I said, I don't know anything about wine, and when Baron Rothschild gave it to
me, he didn't indicate it was any million-dollar bonanza. He only said it was
great wine, so I thought it might be worth a few thousand or so. Maybe Olivera
is being a little over-anxious, but to be on the safe side, I'm paying you the
extra twenty-five hundred to keep it for me."


"And
Olivera was offering you another million for it?"


"Yeah,
he really wants it. But don't forget, he knows there's a lot more money in it
for him down the road if the Florida Marlins move to Las Vegas into his
stadium. He's looking at hundreds of millions of dollars here. But this wine,
it just doesn't come around every day. So … if he sells me this particular
parcel of land to get his hands on the wine, my guess is he'll scout around the
city for something equally suitable."


"He
told me you have a buyer lined up already."


"Norman
Silquist. A local developer who wants to buy the entire parcel once I get Olivera's
piece. He intends to build the stadium himself."


"Sounds
like Olivera offered you a good deal," I said. "An extra million
bucks. Why didn't you take it?"


"Because
I figured if he really wanted the damn wine that badly, he'd sell his
land to me for a pittance. And of course, I would give him the wine as
part of the deal."


I
glimpsed the sky. Thick, grey clouds had moved in, trapping the cold and
tossing out the hint of rain. This was not the type of day where you wanted to
see rain.


I
said, "Colby Farrow told me Olivera is set to borrow forty-three million
dollars to buy your land."


"Oh,
yes, he's ready, but until I agree to sell to him and until his name goes on
the dotted line, it's all talk. Don't forget, that downtown land is made up of
a dozen individual parcels, each fairly worthless, none of them costing any
real money by itself. But taken together as a site for a great stadium, their
value goes into the stratosphere."


My
head moved slowly up and down. "I get it," I said.


Blake
went on: "Olivera paid under a million dollars for his little strip of
land. I'll offer him one point two and throw in the wine. He'll make a few
hundred thousand and get his precious wine in the bargain. Then he'll think he
can look around town for a competing stadium location."


"And
Silquist? What's his part?" 


"He's
prepared to pay me forty-six million for the whole thing, although Olivera
thinks that figure is a lot less. I stand to make that extra three million by
getting Olivera's land so cheaply and flipping it to Silquist. And once I ran
it down that way to Sandra, she saw her cut would be bigger, so she moved over
to my side."


"So
it was a choice between one million dollars extra profit from Olivera or buying
his land for a lot less and making three million from Silquist."


"Now
you've got it, Jack. Not much thinking required on that one, is there?"


I was
still running all this around through my mind. Blake was one sharp customer, no
doubt about it.


"One
more thing," I said, "how did he find out about the wine? I mean, Sandra
had it, not you, right?"


"She
must've mentioned it to him somewhere along the way, like maybe when he was
buying that condo. Or maybe Ryan Farrow told him. In any case, he knew about
it, and Ryan and his brother were working hand in glove with him to line up his
financing. By the way, where is the wine?"


"It's
in a safe place. Not at my apartment. Don't worry about it."


Blake
said, "I'm going out of town for the weekend. I'm leaving tonight. I'll
call you Monday for an update. Just keep the wine safe. That's my key to the
deal."


Now it
was my turn to be silent. If Olivera even suspected I had the wine, or knew
where it was, I'd be a fucking target. If that happened, I would probably have
no need for that retirement package I was wanting to set up.


"Like
I said, Mr Blake, it's safe. Don't lose any sleep over it."


That
ended our conversation, but I sat there for a long time in the frigid valet
pickup area with my phone still open, thinking about all of it. While I was
thinking, rain began to fall, blown by the wind in biting, drizzly needles.
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Once I finally got my
car — and it was a long, drawn-out wait — I thought about
retrieving the wine from Ronnie's apartment. Let's face it, that dump didn't
offer much protection outside of the fact that no one involved in this mess
knew Ronnie or was aware that I knew him. If Olivera's men found out, however,
they could roll right into it and over him with very little effort. But where
else could I put it? Martine's? I really didn't know her that well, and my life
might well depend on it. What if Ronnie decided to pry open the case and, God
forbid, drink some of the wine? He promised he wouldn't, but what if he did?
What if Olivera found out I had it? Suddenly, my assurances to Blake not to
lose any sleep were boomeranging right back at me.


I was
the one who was probably going to lie awake for long stretches. And I couldn't
forget, two people were dead.
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I arrived home to a
freezing apartment, so I shoved the thermostat up to around eighty and headed
straight for the Dalmore. I poured a couple of fingers' worth and took a seat
on my couch, sipping it to unleash its magic. I jerked my cell phone out of my
pants pocket and punched up Martine's number.


"Hi,
Jack." She'd seen me on her caller ID. I liked it when she answered the
phone with my name. Her voice was rich and warm, as warm as the Scotch that
soothed my insides. "How was Ryan's funeral?"


"About
what you'd expect. Plenty of somber faces and expensive black clothing. Hector
Olivera was there. I had a little talk with him."


"Did
you find out anything about who killed Sandra?"


"Not
really. The whole thing is still very cloudy. A lot of players in this game and
they're all pretty slippery."


I felt
the heat through the vents in my apartment. It relaxed me. Another taste of the
Dalmore relaxed me even further.


I
said, "How about if I come see you at the Bootlegger tonight?"


She
chuckled. "You know you don't have to ask. You can come … anytime you
want."


I took
that as a promise of a lot more than just a few songs. I said, "I'll be
there. You know, I really do want to see you tonight. And a lot of other
nights, too."


"I
do, too, Jack. I miss you when you don't come to the club."


I
said, "I wish I could get out more often, but you know, this case is
taking up all my time, time I'd rather be spending with you."


I
heard myself say that and realized that I meant it. Martine was the first woman
in a long time who I wished I could spend a lot more time with, who really got
through to me on almost every level.


The
first one since Lyla. Since I released her from my grip back in 1992, allowing
her to drift all alone into the abyss. Like Kate Winslet reluctantly letting
loose of Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic.
I've never really forgiven myself.


Lyla
was my world. She was once the fire in my heart. And now I could feel her fade
into the mists of my memory. At last.
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I woke up the next morning curled up behind Martine. As soon
as I realized where I was, a smile immediately burst out onto my face. Her body
formed a question mark against mine, her backside warming me against the chilly
nip that had invaded the bedroom during the cold night. I ran a hand across her
stomach, then up around the swell of her breasts, and she let out a groan. I
could grow to like this, I thought. And I was pretty sure she felt the same
way.


 Sidelong, I caught a quick look at the
drawn curtains. The sun was fully up and running, shards of midmorning light
slipping in through the cracks. The clock was on the night table on her side of
the bed, out of my sight, but looking at the brightness sneaking into the room
from the new day, I made it to be around ten-thirty.


To
tell you the truth, I could've stayed there, in that position, with her,
beneath that thick comforter, all damn day.


She
nudged me off of my cloud by saying, "Oh-h-h, look what time it is. I've
gotta get up."


I held
her tighter. "No, you don't."


"No-o-oo,
honey, you don't understand. It's almost ten-thirty. I have a doctor's
appointment at quarter of twelve."


"Doctor?
Are you okay? Anything wrong?"


"No,
no. Just girl stuff. Checkup only. But I have to be there." She slid out
of the warm cocoon we had created for ourselves. Suddenly, everything felt
empty, as my hand slowly slid across the warm spot she had just vacated. I
moved over into it.


I
watched her sway naked into the bathroom. Without turning around, she said,
"Don't you have anything to do today? You know, stuff to do on Sandra's
case?"


"Yeah.
Yeah, I do," was my halfhearted response. I mean, who gives a shit about doing
PI work at a time like this?


As she
was brushing her teeth, she came over to the windows and pulled the drapes with
one hand. Sunlight flooded the room instantly. And I don't mean just the light.
The sun itself was positioned right outside her window, attacking my poor,
sleep-weary eyes.


"Up!
Up!" she cried through the toothbrush. When she did this, toothpaste
started dribbling down her chin and onto her throat. I wanted to lick it off.


But
instead, I got up and threw my clothes on. Right before she stepped into the
shower, I gave her a peck on the lips, then headed out the door.


Despite
the bright sun, it was much colder than it had a right to be, unseasonably so,
with the temperature hovering somewhere in the low forties. There was no wind,
though, so at least the day would be almost bearable. When the wind kicks up
around this town, which is often, it can make for plenty of misery, especially
when combined with colder temperatures.


I
hurried home and got cleaned up. I had more business with Colby Farrow, but it
would have to wait. This morning was his big meeting with Olivera and the
pension fund people from California. Instead, I went to the computer and
googled "Norman Silquist".


He was
the president of an outfit called Nevada Premier Development. Their offices
were in an unpretentious two-story building on West Sahara, about a mile or so
off the Strip. I logged off, then started to get up from the table, fully
intending to make the drive out to see Silquist.


But an
idea came to me.


I went
back to the table and logged back on, then pulled up the city's interactive map
again, steering it to the address on West Sahara. I clicked on that parcel and
saw the relevant information along the right-hand side of the screen. According
to city records, the building was owned by JBB Properties. After a little
further checking, and following a long, tortuous trail of shell companies, my
thoughts were confirmed. JBB Properties and Nevada Premier Development
were both in fact subsidiaries of Blake Enterprises.
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The drive out to
Silquist's office took almost a half an hour, due to rubberneckers slowing down
for a bullshit fender-bender at the Sahara entrance to I-15. Once I finally got
there, I saw it was a smallish operation, occupying no more than three or four
rooms on part of the first floor of the two-story building. As I entered, The
receptionist was just returning to her desk.


She
was on the back side of fifty, but still slim and very pretty. The kind of
pretty that told you she was a knockout thirty years ago. Her hair, its
original color long since vanished, was now dark blonde and stylishly done, streaked
and falling down around her face to just above her shoulders. Clean blue eyes
were deeply set under penciled-in brows, while her hands showed no signs of
years at the typewriter. Her lacquered nails weren't too long for typing, and
appeared to have been recently manicured. A very attractive deep green dress
fit her the way it should have.


She
asked me if she could help me. I told her I wanted to see Mr Silquist on a very
important matter.


"And
what would that be?"


I gave
her my name. Then: "Tell him it's about the land deal for the new
stadium."


"One
moment, please."


She
left her desk, apparently to give him the news personally. I guessed this was
too important to entrust to the intercom.


A few
moments later, she came back out, saying, "You may go in now, Mr
Barnett." She pointed me toward the back.


I
strolled the few steps back to Silquist's office. It was unremarkable. An
ordinary desk, two chairs facing it, a couple of low-grade still-life prints on
the wall, as well as what appeared to be a grainy Old-West photo, and that was
about it. The window behind him offered a view of the front parking lot and
beyond that, the traffic on West Sahara.


"Mr
Barnett," he said, standing to greet me with a handshake. "I'm Norman
Silquist."


He was
somewhere in his forties, but he could pass for older. Thinning brown hair and
tired brown eyes tipped me off. He had the paunch around the middle common to
men in business, once their work makes them sedentary, once they quit throwing
a football around on weekends with their buddies. I guessed Silquist had been
sedentary for about twenty years.


"Pleased
to meet you, Mr Silquist. Thanks for seeing me on the spur of the moment like
this." I sat in one of the chairs. It was uncomfortable.


"Well,
it's not a problem. Now, Maureen says you are somehow connected to certain
parcels of land on the west side of downtown? I must confess, I don't know who
you are. Would you be kind enough to explain?"


"Of
course." I pulled out my ID and ran it in front of him just long enough to
see the photo and the big print, but not long enough to absorb any of the
details. "I'm a private investigator looking into the murder of Sandra
Blake. I believe that —"


He
guffawed a little. "Now, you don't think I had anything to do with
that, do you?"


"Not
really, but if the truth be known, Mr Silquist, I can't rule anybody out just
yet. However, that's not why I'm here." That clearly put him at ease, as
he relaxed back into his swivel chair, which looked like the most expensive
item in the entire office. I went on. "I believe that her death was linked
to this deal you're doing for the downtown stadium land. I already know quite a
bit about it. I know about Hector Olivera's interest in building the stadium
and his connection to the Florida Marlins, plus I know about John Brendan
Blake's attempts to wrest Olivera's land from him. But I need you to tell me
what you can. Keep in mind, everything you tell me is confidential. The law
says I have to keep it that way." I was hoping he wasn't that familiar
with the law.


He
rubbed his chin, then shook his head one time, moving into full freeze-up mode.
"I'm afraid there's nothing more I can add."


"Please
think about it some more. It's very important. The slightest bit of information
could lead to the killer."


"As
I said, Mr Barnett, there's nothing more I can add."


I
moved forward in my seat. "How about adding that your company is owned
lock, stock, and barrel by Blake Enterprises. How about adding that you're a
shill for Blake, trying to confuse Olivera and maybe even stage a fake bidding
war for the land by making it look like you're an interested third party,
totally unconnected to anyone else. That way, Olivera might be persuaded more
easily to give up and sell his little piece of land to Blake. How about adding
that it's Blake who really wants to build the stadium, not you." My arm
swept his undersized office. "Of course, looking at these surroundings,
it's easy to imagine a great stadium being planned and developed from
here."


He
threw me a mean grin, tightly wrapped around small teeth. "You really have
done your homework, haven't you?"


"Like
I said, I'm only interested in finding Sandra Blake's killer. I don't care
anything about this stadium, or the land, or anything else. I'm not out to
derail your deal. I only want to get to the bottom of her murder. And I repeat,
everything is confidential." I tossed him a slight hand gesture as a token
of my sincerity. I hoped he bought it.


He
took a long time before he spoke. Finally, he leaned toward me and said,
"Mr Blake felt I would present a better face to the city when the time
came to work out their participation in the deal. You see, I'm the rarest of
the rare breed, Mr Barnett. A native Las Vegan."


I had
to give him that. "They are rare indeed," I said.


He
quickly added, "Rarer still, my family goes all the way back before the
very founding of the city in 1905. The Silquists were one of the original
families who settled the Las Vegas Valley back before there was a city at all.
I mean before there was gaming, before there was a Hoover Dam, when there were
virtually no cars, no permanent buildings, and of course, no air conditioning.
Do you have any idea what it was like for those settlers back then? Here in
this hot, dusty, godforsaken valley?"


He
didn't wait for my response, although none was coming. His voice rose to a
fervent, preacher's pitch. "At first, it was nothing more than a boiling,
sandblown tent town, built around the railroad. There were little more than a
few saloons and whorehouses, plus a general store, and also a hotel, if you
could call it that."


He
stood up, pointing to the framed photo on the wall. I finally looked at it.
There were two men in big, thick mustaches standing in front of a wooden
building by a hitching post. They were both wearing guns. A horse was in the
left of the picture. He tapped the frame glass with his index finger.


"That's
my great-grandfather on the right. Benjamin Silquist. One of the original
pioneers of this city. He bought two lots at auction right after the city was
officially founded, and received the very first deed to Las Vegas land. Our
family settled on one of those lots, and we've lived in Las Vegas ever
since." He returned to his chair, calmer. "Mr Blake believes that my
pedigree would be much more palatable to the city, as well as to the media,
when it came time to negotiate their role in the stadium financing."


I
said, "More palatable, say, than that of a Cuban exile from Miami who came
to this country a few years ago on a life raft?"


"Well,
I don't want to put it in those terms …"


"But
you will if you have to."


"I
will do whatever it takes to get this stadium built. The city needs it."


I
shifted my weight in the chair. I couldn't get comfortable. "Were you
acquainted with Sandra Blake?"


"I
was. Back before she and Mr Blake got divorced. My wife and I saw them socially
on several occasions."


"How
about after?"


He
swiveled his chair around a little, facing slightly off to my left. "I saw
her maybe a time or two. Most recently, right after Mr Blake enlisted her to
help him get Olivera's land. Previously, she and Ryan Farrow were working the
other side of the street, trying on Olivera's behalf to acquire all of Mr
Blake's holdings in that downtown area."


"How
did you feel about that?" I asked.


"About
what?"


"About
her working with Olivera. I mean, she was, after all, Blake's ex."


"She
was very knowledgeable in the world of real estate and development. Much more
so than you might think. She evidently felt Olivera would pay her a healthy
commission. That's the way the business works, you know."


"How'd
you feel about her switching sides? Coming back to Blake."


"They
were divorced, but Mr Blake would never let personal feelings stand in the way
of a major business deal like this one. Sandra was perfectly positioned to help
him, what with her relationships with Farrow and Olivera. Myself, I think it
was a good move."


I
glanced out the window behind him. Traffic had picked up some, moving smoothly
in both directions on West Sahara. The little noon-hour bump was in full flow.
In addition, the top fronds of the tall desert palm outside his window were
beginning to stir. The wind had arrived.


"What
kind of relationship did she have with Olivera?"


"Really,
Mr Barnett, let's not let this degenerate into gossip. I'm very busy, and I
would prefer to end our discussion right now."


"I
would prefer to keep it going."


"Well,
it will have to be some other time, I'm afraid." He stood and gestured
toward the door. I got the idea.
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Olivera had said his money meeting was this morning. My watch
said it was nearing noon. Hoping the meeting had concluded, I motored on down
to the Venetian, thinking I could catch him before his meeting with the mayor this
afternoon. Reluctantly, I decided to valet my car again, since timing was
important. Inside the hotel, I picked up a house phone and asked for his room.
I was in luck.


"Mr
Olivera, it's Jack Barnett, the private investigator."


"Yes,
Jack. What is it?"


"I
hope your meeting with the money people went well this morning."


"It
went very well. But somehow, I do not think you are calling to congratulate
me."


"I'd
like to see you for a moment. It's very important."


"Do
you have further information on who killed Sandra?"


"I'm
working on it, but I need to speak with you. And not over the phone like
this."


"Jack,
I'm afraid I have to prepare for my meeting with the mayor this afternoon.
There isn't time."


"And
you're leaving town tomorrow to go to New York for the World Series. I must
speak with you. I promise I'll be
brief."


"All
right. Room twenty-four one-thirty-six. But only for a moment. I have very
little time."


"I'm
downstairs right now. I'll be right up."


There
were so many digits in the room number, I was about to forget them, so I went
to the front desk and borrowed a pen and a piece of paper to record it. I hoped
I'd gotten it right.


I
glided smoothly to the twenty-fourth floor, then down the lush hallway to the
room number he gave me. I knocked, and almost immediately, Calzado answered the
door. He was surprisingly well-dressed, sporting a French blue dress shirt with
an appropriate silk tie, along with dark blue pants. I assumed the pants were
part of a suit.


"I
must have the wrong room," I said. "I was supposed to meet Mr
Olivera."


He
opened the door wide enough, gesturing to let me know I should come in.
"This Hector's room," he said. I went in. I noticed his suit jacket
was neatly folded over the back of a chair just inside the door.


It was
a suite of olympic proportions. My entire apartment could have fit into the
living-room area, with enough room left over to throw a dance. High-ticket
furniture all over the place, plenty of gadgets everywhere, original artwork
— or what looked like it, anyway — and a sensational view of the
south Strip. I had to admit, I was impressed. I thought about my one-bedroom
apartment in a questionable part of town and realized I could learn to live
like this.


There
were two doors leading out of the living room. Both were shut. Momentarily,
Olivera came through one of them, closing it behind him. He exuded every bit of
his vibrant youth, all thirty-some-odd years, itching for his next challenge,
with no fear in his playbook. He was dressed in shirtsleeves, just like me,
only his shirt was a hard-to-get shade of lavender and made of Sea Island
cotton, costing about fifteen times as much as mine. His designer tie probably
went for upwards of two hundred dollars. He welcomed me and we shook hands.


"I
have ordered lunch, Jack. Would you like to join us?"


"You're
very kind, but no, thank you. This is certainly a beautiful suite,
though."


"Yes,
I like the Venetian. They treat you well here. But when my condo is ready, that
is where I will stay whenever I come to Vegas. It will be even nicer than
this."


Of
that, I had no doubt.


"Would
you care for a drink?" He motioned to a silver table with two cut glass
decanters, an ice bucket, and various pieces of glassware. One of the decanters
contained a clear liquid, the other was amber. He pointed at the amber with
raised eyebrows, as if forming a question.


I
nodded. He poured the whiskey — straight up, fortunately — then
handed it to me. He didn't pour one for himself. I reasoned it was because he
didn't want to take the edge off for his big meeting with the mayor after
lunch.


He
took a seat on a big tan couch made of buttery leather and motioned me to sit
on it as well. Calzado sat in the adjacent matching loveseat, not registering
any emotion on his face.


"So,
what is so important?" Olivera asked.


"What
I want to know, Mr Olivera, is … what's the deal with the wine?"


I
tasted the drink. It was very good Scotch, probably single malt.


"The
wine? Do you mean …"


"I
mean the château whatever-it-is. What is it and why do you want it so
badly?"


"Jack,
this, uh, this is not really —"


"Don't
tell me it's none of my business. There have been two murders, and I'm
investigating one of them. This wine is right in the middle of the whole dirty
mess. That makes it my business."


I
could see him gathering his thoughts. "What do you know about it so
far?"


"Very
little. I know it's expensive, and that you want it. That's about it."


"Did
Mr Blake tell you anything about it?"


I
sipped the whiskey again. It was really good stuff. "He didn't seem to
know much more about it than I did. He told me some nobleman from France gave
it to him a little while back."


"But
he did not tell you anything about its value?"


"He
said he thought it was worth some money, but I got the idea that he really
didn't know how much. I don't think he's a wine drinker at all, to tell you the
truth."


Olivera
said, "Did either of the Farrow brothers seem to know about it?"


"I'm
supposed to be the one asking the questions here. What do the Farrows have to
do with this?"


He
appeared to be very relaxed on his end of the couch, but he put his ankle up on
his knee to get that last little ounce of comfort. "I am only trying to
find out exactly what you have been told about this wine, Jack. I want to make
sure you have not been misled."


"I
told you, I know very little about it."


"Well,
what did the Farrows tell you?"


"That
they wanted to steal it out of Sandra Blake's house thirty-six hours after her
murder. Colby told me it was French wine, and that I wouldn't know anything
about it. He was right on both counts."


He
uncrossed his leg, putting his foot back down on the thick, pale yellow carpeting.
Then, in a very compact set of motions, clasped and unclasped his hands several
times, fairly rapidly.


"It's
Château Mouton-Rothschild, 1945. Do you know what that means?"


"Surprise
me."


He
leaned a little farther back into the couch, crossing his legs again. I sensed
a speech coming up, almost a professorial-type lecture. As he clasped his hands
together for good, I knew I wasn't going to be disappointed.


His
dark, liquid eyes widened in excitement, as he began: "During the Second
World War, the Nazis took over all the vineyards in France and the other
countries they conquered. They did not really want to get into the wine
business. Not while they were fighting a war on two fronts, anyway."


He
looked at me for some acknowledgement of what he was saying, some assurance
that I was paying attention. I slowly moved my head up and down, then focused
my eyes directly into his. That seemed to satisfy him.


He
went on. "But most of those vineyards had great stocks on hand, so the
Nazis just looted those stocks and drank from them. When the war ended, the
Rothschilds returned and immediately resumed management of their winery in time
for the 1945 vintage. Because they had been out of the business for several
years, they wanted to do something special for their first release. So they
decided to call the Mouton '45 the 'Liberation Vintage' to celebrate victory in
the war. Does that mean anything to you?"


"What
do you think?"


I almost
caught him rolling his eyes, but he restrained himself at the last
split-second. "Well, I'll tell you what it means. The weather conditions
in France that year came together perfectly to produce one of the greatest
grapes in history. And the Liberation Vintage Château Mouton is one of the
greatest wines in the history of the world."


I
glimpsed Calzado. He was preoccupied during this history lesson with looking
out the window and fiddling with his cufflinks. I said, "Okay, so it's a
great wine. So what?"


"So
what? I will tell you so what. The Rothschilds released the wine in 1945, on
schedule, but in a limited number. Without doubt, this was due to lack
of time. Remember, the war had just ended, and it took them a lot of time just
to get the winery up and running to their satisfaction. In any event, they
produced only about twelve thousand cases altogether, including fewer than
three hundred fifty cases of magnums, a very small number."


I
drank a little more whiskey, this time to keep my eyes from glazing over.
Olivera continued, "Not only that, for that one year only, they issued some,
but not all, of these cases with a special liberation label on the bottles.
Blake told me his case contained magnums, and that the Baron told him all six
bore these extremely rare labels."


I
said, "Why would he tell you something like that? I mean, how did he know
of your great interest in wine?"


"Sandra
told me about the wine at first. She said she had it in her house. When I began
speaking with Blake about the land deal, I mentioned it, and that's when he
told me. He gave me the complete story of how Baron Rothschild gave him the
wine, the whole thing."


I
tried to get a handle on this. "So it's those labels that make this wine
so rare?"


He sat
up straight, then began gesturing with his hands, something he'd tried not to
do up till now. I knew he was getting more excited. "Not just the labels.
As I have said, the wine itself is superior. And they didn't make too much of
it. Back in those days, you could have walked into a liquor store and purchased
a bottle of Mouton '45, but it would have cost you around twenty dollars, a
fortune at that time for a bottle of wine at the retail level."


He
then raised an index finger and said, "One more thing. Every winery keeps
a few dozen cases of each vintage in its own stockpile. Which means that from
1945 until the time the Baron gave it to Blake a little over a year ago, it was
kept under the most perfect, most pristine conditions. I also know that Blake
kept it under proper storage from the moment he received it." Now, as his
excitement reached a new level, he modulated his voice upward. He couldn't help
it. "Jack, this is a find that wine collectors like myself only dream of.
A case of Château Mouton Liberation Vintage, straight from the winery itself!
It is nothing less than the Holy Grail of wine."


He'd
gotten pretty worked up over this. I gave him a moment to come back down to
earth, then I asked, "What's it worth?"


He exhaled,
then slowly settled back into the couch. He looked up toward the ceiling, as if
trying to calculate a figure in his mind. Then, he tossed that strategy aside,
saying,  "Well, this case is
worth much more because they are magnum bottles."


"What
are those?"


"They
are the larger size bottles, kind of like the one-point-five liter bottles you
see today." I didn't know what he was talking about, but I nodded again
like I did know, then let him go on. "Wine ages differently in the magnums
than it does in the standard size bottles, causing it to deliver a more … a
more extravagant taste. Because these bottles were kept under such ideal
conditions, that would add greatly to its value."


"So,
I ask you again, what's it worth?"


Again,
another look at the ceiling, and again, his eyes returned to looking at me,
only much more expressively. "Not long ago, a case of Mouton '45 magnums
was auctioned off for more than a couple of hundred thousand dollars. But what
you must understand, Jack, is that these wines that sell at auction have been
floating around for years, from one collector to another."


"Okay,"
I said. "So they float around."


"Well,
you would think that most collectors keep their wine under proper conditions,
but there's really no way of knowing, is there? Blake's case came directly from
the winery! And this can be proven. That is as good as it gets. You never see
this kind of thing anywhere. The wine is guaranteed to be perfect in every way.
So its value goes off the chart, as you say."


"If
it was so valuable, why would Sandra Blake just keep it lying around on the
floor of her wine storage area?"


"She
didn't really know what she had, and no one knew she had it. No one but myself,
and of course Blake and the Farrows, since she was dating Ryan Farrow. In fact,
I don't believe anyone knew that Blake had it in the first place. There was no
news in the wine world that Baron Rothschild had given away a case of Mouton
'45 magnums. It was, you see, just one of those things that no one was aware of.
There was no great attempt to keep it secret, but Blake didn't think it was
anything special, so he just never told anyone about it."


"How
do you know it's for real? I mean, how do you know Blake's story is true? Have
you seen the actual bottles?"


"When
Sandra told me about it, I asked to see it. She showed me the sealed case. It
was nailed shut, exactly as they did it in 1945. I did not ask her to open it.
When I returned to Miami, I telephoned the winery in France. After many
attempts over a period of several weeks, I finally was able to speak personally
with Baron Rothschild, who confirmed that he had sent Blake a case of Mouton
'45 magnums as a gift. When he told me that, my knees became weak. Do you
understand?"


"Not
really. But they're your knees."


I was
about to ask him something else, but he beat me to it. "Now I have a
question for you, Jack. Do you know where the wine is?" Without losing his
winning smile, his wide black eyes narrowed now, until all that was visible
were dark, gleaming slits.


I felt
like a wide receiver who's just caught a long pass, with nothing but daylight
between him and the end zone, and then is suddenly tackled from behind. I tried
not to show my surprise, but I'm sure I failed. Olivera's eyes were too sharp,
too perceptive to slide that one by him.


"The
answer is no. But the bigger question is, why would you think I know
where it is?"


"You
prevented Ryan Farrow from picking it up at Sandra's house. And it is not there
now."


I
polished off the remaining Scotch in my glass. "I didn't know the Farrows
at the time, but I knew neither one of them lived there. They could've been
thieves, burglars."


"But
they identified themselves to you, didn't they?"


"Yes,
eventually. But I didn't think it was right to let them take things out of a
house where a murder had been committed just a short time before."


"You
didn't realize they were only trying to rescue the wine? To keep it from being
stolen? To put it in a safe place?"


"You
mean like maybe a nice, safe little spot in Miami?"


"Very
funny, Jack. You know what I mean."


I'd
had about all of this I could take. "Yeah, I know what you mean. Now
listen, I didn't know anything about that wine. All I know about it is what you
just told me. I did know, however, that it didn't belong to the Farrows, and I
wasn't going to let them take it or anything else out of that house." Calzado
suddenly turned his attention away from the window. He moved a little forward
in the loveseat, like a cat about to spring. I kept him in my peripheral
vision.


"And
you did not take it?"


I
waved that one off.


Olivera
said, "You are certain."


"Why
would I take it? Like I said, I didn't know about its value, or anything else
until just now. So I left it there, with the rest of Sandra Blake's belongings.
For that matter, Blake might have it at his house. It did belong to him, you
know. Or maybe the police took it as some sort of evidence or something."
I didn't like having the tables turned on me like this, so I shot back,
"And speaking of Sandra Blake, did she know about all of this? Did you
happen to tell her that the wine was so valuable?"


A
knock at the door signaled the arrival of their lunch. Calzado rose and opened
the door. The white-jacketed room service guy wheeled the cart over to a table
across the room, which he began to set up as a dining table. This took a few
minutes, during which time, Olivera remained silent. When it was all done,
Calzado signed for it, and the guy left. Olivera sprang up from the couch.


"Jack,
I am afraid we must end our meeting. Our lunch has arrived, and I must meet
with the mayor in less than two hours."


He
held out his hand. What could I do but reluctantly shake it and leave?








 


 


 


 


 


 


 

[bookmark: _20]20



 

I went back home and researched the wine on the Internet. It
was just like Olivera had said, extremely rare and coveted by collectors, who
had no trouble calling it the top wine of the twentieth century, if not of all
time. One website actually had a photo of a 1945 bottle. The standard label was
there, but above it was a smaller, added label with a "V", presumably
for victory, in its center, along with some French words. That thin piece of
printed paper, not even original art, was part of what got Olivera and so many
others all worked up over this stuff. I didn't get it at all.


I put
it all aside, took a nap, then left around nine-thirty for the Bootlegger to
see Martine. When she finished, I followed her to her apartment, where we
relaxed over a couple of drinks in the dim light of her living room. Irma
Thomas music drifted around softly in the background. My sip of Dalmore warmed
my insides as it slid down my throat. Martine nestled into the crook of my arm
around her shoulder. At long last, the world was as it was supposed to be.


After
a lot of quiet talk about how well we were getting along, as well as how we
might spend tomorrow afternoon, she eventually said, without looking up at me,
"So, honey, have you figured out who killed Sandra yet?"


I
don't know about you, but when a girl starts calling me "honey" early
in a relationship, I get nervous. This wasn't the first time the word had
slipped her lips, but it made me think of what I was getting into here. You
know, those kinds of cutesy names are always a sign that the relationship is
heading straight into more serious, and often uncharted, territory.


Not
that I didn't want it to go there, mind you, it's just that I wasn't altogether
used to this kind of affection from a woman, especially one who appeared to
have her shit so together. I think I liked it, but I just needed more time with
it.


"Not
yet," I replied. "But tell me, are you sure you don't remember
anything about Sandra having a case of fancy French wine lying around?"


"I
remember you asking me that before. No, I don't think she ever mentioned it.
Why do you keep asking about it?"


"It's
somehow involved in this whole thing. People want it and it looks like they may
be willing to do anything to get their hands on it."


Finally,
she lifted her head up to look at me. Brushing away hair from her eyes, she
said, "You don't think she was killed over that wine, do you?"


"Probably
not. If she was, the killer would've taken it right after he shot her. It was
still there two days later. The Farrows were trying to remove it from her
house, did you know that?"


"They
were? No, I didn't know. They were actually in her house the next day?"


"No,
not the next day. The police were there then. But the day after, when the
police had cleared out." I heard the wind picking up outside over Irma
Thomas' soulful crooning.


"I
never cared for either of those Farrow brothers," she said, sipping her
wine and settling back into cuddling position. "I told her I didn't think
Ryan was right for her. He was … I don't know … just not right."


"What
do you mean, 'not right'?"


"Oh,
he used to like to flaunt all of his money all over town, you know? Sandra had
money, too. Well, when she was married to John, of course, but even afterwards.
She made a lot of money selling those condos at Silverstone. You know how big
real estate is in this town."


I
nodded.


She
continued, "Sandra and John, neither one of them ever tried to impress
anyone with how much they had. Especially John. He never talked about his
wealth around other people. But Ryan was always trying to do that."


"Like
how?"


"Like
she and Ryan would go out someplace, to one of his friends' fancy parties or
somewhere, and Ryan would start talking about how he made two million at this
or three million at that. Sandra told me he did that kind of stuff all the
time. It was just disgusting."


"Did
you ever try to get her to break up with him?"


She
chuckled a couple of times. "Only every chance I could. I thought if she
left him, she could find a decent guy who would be right for her."


"But
she didn't pay you any mind?"


"Not
really. She liked Ryan. Thought he was a little brash at times, but he was of
'her standing', as she put it."


"Her
standing?"


"Yeah,
you know, rich, like her. John was rich, too, only a lot nicer guy than Ryan.
Much more real. He really knew how to treat a woman."


"Why
did she and John split up?"


"She
caught him cheating on her."


My
eyebrows lifted for a moment. "Really? With whom?"


"I
don't know for sure, but she said it was with some woman from California. LA, I
think. He had some deal going over there, and he had to travel there quite
often. I guess that's how it got started. Anyway, Sandra found text messages on
his cell, so she hired a computer expert to do a forensic check on his email,
and she uncovered a bunch of steamy exchanges from California that he thought
he had deleted. From there, it was all over."


"Text
messages?" My mind went back to the messages I saw on Blake's cell phone.
As I remembered it, they were sent to and from "Netty" during this
past spring and summer. "When did those take place?"


"You
mean, when were they sending them to each other?"


"Yeah."


"Oh,
I'd say a little over a year ago. They divorced a year ago this month, and the
proceedings took a couple of months, so I'd say the messages were from-m-m … the
summer before last. The summer of '02."


So
Blake had not one, but two series of hot text messages. One from Netty and one
from some babe from LA. I filed it away.


"Do
you know who she was? I mean, her name?"


"No.
Just that she was from California."


"Sounds
like a pretty rough breakup. That's not how Blake remembers it."


"What,
did he tell you something different?"


"Well,
not exactly. He just said they had a more or less amicable divorce."


"Once
the divorce got going, it wasn't too bad. John was heartbroken over it, though.
He knew he'd done wrong, made a really stupid mistake, and it cost him the love
of his life. He didn't really put up a fight during the proceedings. Also,
Sandra didn’t want to crucify him, either. Remember, she loved him, too, and
she was just as heartbroken, if not more. They both just kind of wept and
signed the agreement without too much fuss."


Irma
Thomas finished her set on the CD player. Martine got up and put on Sally Townes.
As her soft blues glided out into the living room, Martine poured herself
another Merlot. I nodded to another taste of the Dalmore. She brought it and
curled back up next to me. Her snuggling figure felt good.


"Did
Sandra ever tell you she regretted leaving him?" I asked.


"She
never really told me as much, you know, but I don't think she did. There were
times when she could've helped him in his business, and other things."


"Helped
him in his business? Like how?"


"Oh
… um, I don't know exactly. But I remember her telling me she could've done a
thing or two for him, but didn't." She put her wineglass on the coffee
table, then threw both arms around me. With her lips inches from mine, she drilled
her big brown eyes into me and whispered, "But right now, I can do a thing
or two for you. How about it?"


And
that was the end of that conversation.
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My cell phone rang at some ungodly hour of the next morning,
waking both of us from a very deep, very peaceful sleep. Martine grabbed it
from the nightstand, then awkwardly shoved it at me as it kept ringing. Unable
to bring the caller ID into focus, I flipped it open, wondering who in the hell
would be calling me at this hour on a Saturday morning.


"Mr
Barnett," said a somewhat familiar accented voice coming from far away in
the universe. "This is Khalil Aziz. From Silverstone Towers."


I
shook some cobwebs from my brain, trying to enter the land of the living so I
could speak with Sandra Blake's former employer. "Yes. Yes, Mr Aziz. What
can I do for you?"


"I
am so sorry to disturb you at this early hour, but I have someone coming in to
my office in just a little while who wants very much to speak with you."


"Who
is it?"


"I
could tell you his name, but you would not know it. He is a very important
person, however."


"What
does he want to see me about?"


"I'm
afraid I do not know. But he was most insistent about meeting with you. I would
imagine it concerns Sandra's death."


I
rolled over onto my back. "What time are we talking about?"


"Shall
we say, eight o'clock?"


"You
mean this morning?"


He
chuckled. "Yes, of course. This morning."


"No,
we shall not say eight o'clock. It'll have to be later."


Impatience
moved into his voice. "Eight-fifteen. At the latest."


Sounded
like that was as good as it was going to get. "All right. Eight-fifteen. At
your office?"


"Yes."


"I'll
be there."


I
finally opened my eyes. Martine rolled over to face me. "Who was
that?" she asked.


"The
messenger of the No-Sleep God," I mumbled. "What the hell time is
it?"


She
looked back at the clock. "Quarter of seven."


"Oh,
shit." I threw the covers off. "All right, I've got to go down to
Silverstone's offices."


I
staggered out of bed and into the bathroom, where I took a shower. It didn't go
very far toward waking me up. I was still dragging as I stepped out to dry
myself. Even after I got dressed, I wasn't fully conscious, but once I put some
coffee on, the aroma shoved me into a higher gear.


I
skimmed the newspaper as I poured the hot, dark liquid down my throat. During a
press conference yesterday afternoon, Mayor Niekamp tried to drop a subtle hint
about the new stadium, mentioning during an answer to an unrelated question
that an "unprecedented first for Las Vegas" would soon be announced.


She
implied that major construction was involved, and that the land package was
"virtually complete". The hint landed with a loud boom, and the paper
blew it up big. No names were named, but conjecture swirled all through the
story as to what this monumental event might be, and what it would mean for Las
Vegas. No mention was made of baseball or a stadium. According to the story,
the press conference took place at around five in the afternoon, which would
likely have put it after her huddle with Olivera. I wondered if some new
bombshell was dropped at that meeting. Meanwhile, the mayor's smile in the
accompanying photo showed her trademark confidence.


Elsewhere
in the paper, the Yankees were heavy favorites over the Marlins in Game One of
the World Series, which started tonight in New York. I made a mental note to
watch the game on TV.
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I arrived at Aziz's
office at eight-twenty, in no mood for any lectures on punctuality. For
dragging me out of bed with Martine, he was lucky I came at all at this
ridiculous hour. The big glass front door was locked. I knocked, and
momentarily, he emerged from somewhere to let me in.


"Mr
Barnett, thank you so much for coming at what I am sure is a most inconvenient
hour. Please be assured I would not have asked you here if it were not in
everyone's best interests, including yours."


I
never like it when someone tells me what my best interests are. That's
something I think I can figure out all by myself, using my own limited powers
of reasoning. So when I hear this kind of talk, my guard shoots up, as it did
just then.


He
escorted me back to a conference room adjacent to his corner office. It was
decent-sized, with a large, rectangular, marble-topped table at its center,
surrounded by about eight or ten comfortable-looking chairs. The picture window
offered a view of the traffic on that end of Las Vegas Boulevard, and a good
look at a pornographic bookstore and a small Romanian restaurant across the
street. What really got my attention, though, was the very large, very
well-dressed black guy sitting at the head of the table.


"Mr
Barnett," Aziz said, "this is Mr Black. I will leave you two alone to
discuss your business."


"Mr
Black" stood up to shake my hand. "Mr Barnett, I'm pleased to meet
you." He was around six-four, maybe two-forty, with very broad shoulders
tapering to a trim waist. Solid African features dominated his wide,
black-brown face. His dark blue suit looked custom-tailored, probably costing
around four or five grand. His off-white shirt was probably a custom job, too.
The fact was, his size and shape alone made it damn near impossible to get good
clothes off the rack.


We
shook hands, and his grip engulfed mine completely. I felt he could've broken
every bone in my hand just by squeezing it hard enough.


"Mr
Black," I said. "The pleasure is mine."


He
offered me the first seat to the right of his chairman's position. I took it
and he opened.


"Mr
Barnett, I understand you are looking into the killing of Sandra Blake, is that
true?"


His
voice was clear and deep, almost at bass level, and extremely low-key, but I
couldn't place his accent. He definitely was educated, not from the streets,
maybe not even American. Possibly Caribbean. My ear remained open.


"Yes,
I am," I replied.


"I
also understand that your investigation has led you into a sort of quicksand
involving competitors in the real estate arena, yes?"


"Right
again. But wait a min —"


"And
each of these elements are pursuing their own plan for the construction of a
new baseball stadium, with the hope of bringing a big league team here?"
He spoke quietly, in eerily level tones.


I
said, "What business is this of yours? Who are you? Do you work for
Aziz?"


He
briefly smiled, then said, "You must forgive me for not clarifying my
position here, Mr Barnett. No, I do not work for Mr Aziz. I represent local
gaming interests."


The
accent was definitely Caribbean-formal, but sounded like he'd been in the
states for awhile, losing a lot of it.


"Gaming
interests?"


"Yes."


He
kept his hands folded in front of him the entire time, only occasionally
gesturing slightly with his right hand to punctuate a word.


"Like
who?" I asked.


"Those
who are intimately connected to the gaming industry here in Las Vegas."


"Who?
Wynn? Adelson? Kerkorian? Who?"


"Ahh,
names. Names are not important. What is important is that you understand what
is good for gaming is good for Las Vegas. You do understand that, do you
not?"


"You're
doing the talking."


"But
before I do any more talking," he said, "I must have your assurance
that you understand this critical concept."


"Okay,
okay, I understand it. Now, what's your point?"


"My
point is that there will be no new venue built in Las Vegas to accommodate
Major League Baseball, the NFL, or any other big league sporting activity."


"Who
says?"


"It
would not be good for gaming, Mr Barnett, so therefore, as you have just
agreed, not good for Las Vegas."


I
said, "Well, that's your opinion."


"Not
just my opinion, but the opinion of certain local gaming interests. They have a
rather large stake in the well-being of this city. And the presence of a
baseball team would definitely … how shall I say it? … cast a negative glow
over that well-being." He spread both his hands out as if to draw a
picture of a negative glow. I got it.


"Don't
you mean that the presence of thirty or forty thousand people sitting in a
stadium eighty-one nights a year, rather than gambling their lives away in a
casino, would cast a negative glow over the casinos' bottom line?"


Mr
Black replied, without the slightest shift in his quiet tone, "Mr Barnett,
the interests I represent have decided that a baseball team is not what this
city needs. Las Vegas cannot support a team. There are no real local people
here, no one with roots, and such people are the backbone of any team's fan
structure. Everyone who lives here is from somewhere else. Surely you know
this."


"Yes,
I know it very well." I added a nod to underscore that point.


"There
is already entirely too much competition for the entertainment dollar here.
Also, there is the potential problem of players and coaches, and maybe even
umpires, gambling on the games. You see where that could lead." He
gestured a few more times with his right hand, as if to show me where that
could lead. "A baseball team, which would require a sizeable investment by
the city's hard-working taxpayers, would not pull its own weight, and would
ultimately be a losing proposition. Don't you agree?"


"What's
the difference if I agree or not? I'm not the one building the stadium. I don't
have any money invested in it. And why are you here telling me all this?"


"Because,
we know you are in a very, shall we say, singular position."


I
liked the way he used the word "singular". His pronunciation of it
was exotic, appealing.


He
then said, "You are connected to both parties who are trying to get the
rights to build this stadium. Up till now, you appear to have their trust. You
are in a position to aid one or the other of them in this futile quest of
theirs. It is the sincere hope of the interests I represent that you might
simply refrain from assisting them at any time. It would be to everyone's
advantage if you did so. Including your own."


Again,
someone's telling me where my best interests lie, and again, my guard went up.
When it did, I'm sure he caught it.


I
said, "Forgive me for asking, Mr Black, but just how in the hell do you
know so much about my activities."


He
allowed himself a flash of a smile, showing the briefest glint of white, white
teeth. "Mr Barnett, I represent local gaming interests. And they are quite
— let me say — resourceful."


Although
he apparently never got tired of using the phrase "local gaming interests",
this guy deserved the Oscar for Best Understatement Of The Year. I was going to
tell him so, but instead I said, "Something you have to understand. I have
absolutely no influence over anything connected to this stadium. I'm just a
private detective, investigating the death of Sandra Blake. It happened to lead
into that … quicksand, as you called it, but it's quicksand I can easily step
out of. I can promise you that none of these real estate people are going to
listen to me if I start badmouthing the stadium idea. I think you're way
overestimating my role here."


He
leaned back in his chair. "We know what your role is, and you are not to
assist anyone in putting together the land for the stadium. It would not be
good for Las Vegas."


"Well,
if that's all you're after, you got it. Like I said, my part in this has
nothing to do with getting land for anyone. I'm not in that business. But I
guess your 'gaming interests' must already know that, right?"


"The
people I represent know a lot more than you may think, Mr Barnett. Now, I have
given you their message." He then stood up, his large figure casting a
shadow over me. I looked up at him. At that moment, he looked like the biggest
guy I'd ever seen. The gaze from his large, black eyes damn near went right
through me.


He
said, "I hope you heed their message. For your sake." Then he
immediately left the room.


I
hollered out the door after him, "If they know so much, can they tell me
who killed Sandra Blake?"
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Because it was being played in New York, game one of the World
Series was scheduled to start in the late afternoon, Las Vegas time. That would
enable me to watch it, then go on down to the Bootlegger to catch Martine's
last set or two.


After
a makeshift lunch, a feeling continued to nag at me as it had since my last
talk with Blake. I picked up my phone and punched in his office number. They
said he was out of town for the weekend, and I remembered he'd told me as much,
so I dialed his cell number. He answered.


"Mr
Blake, there's something I have to ask you. You said Olivera might sell his
land to you for a song, just to get his hands on the wine. But that would mean
giving up this entire scheme of his, in which he stands to make a sizeable
fortune. Why would he want to do that?"


"Simple,
Jack. If you really want to, you can always find land for a stadium. But a case
of wine like this one only comes along once in a dozen lifetimes. And Olivera
knows it."


"But
if he sells you the land, then you'll build the stadium yourself."


"I'm
not —"


"Save
it. I already know that you're pulling Silquist's strings. And that the
so-called forty-six million dollar deal with him was a smokescreen, pure and
simple."


I
heard him exhale. "This better be held private, Jack. No leaks to anyone.
And I mean none."


"Don't
worry. It's all private."


Another
exhale, then he lowered his voice like there were people right there who might
overhear him. "It's like I told you yesterday. Olivera thinks he's in
control of the whole shooting match. That's his fatal flaw. He believes Mayor
Niekamp sees him as the white knight,
the only one who can bring the Marlins here because of his minority shares in
the team. He thinks he can tie this whole thing up until Niekamp moves for an
eminent domain seizure in his favor. But he doesn't know the mayor as well as
he thinks he does."


"Really?"
I said. "What doesn't he know about her?"


"He
doesn't know she'll do business with Silquist in a heartbeat if we've got the
land and the financing. Reason being that she's very familiar with Silquist,
and she knows of his deep local roots. Nothing would please her more than to be
able to say that Las Vegas has become a major league city because of the
efforts of this great native son."


"Silquist
mentioned that to me yesterday."


"Not
only that, she wants to get the ball rolling on this whole thing as soon as
possible. She's due up for re-election in a couple of years and it would make
her look like a miracle worker if she could bring Major League Baseball to
town. She could get re-elected indefinitely."


"And
you think you'll get it? The stadium rights, I mean."


"I
know we'll get it. On account of the wine. Olivera has to have it. It's an itch
he'll never be able to scratch unless he gets it. As long as I continue to
stonewall him on the downtown land, he'll put his plan B into operation,
namely, sniffing around for other locations — in fact, it's been
whispered in my ear that he's already doing this."


I
said, "Why would he look for other locations if he thinks he can get your
land through eminent domain?"


"Because
if he goes the eminent domain route, he knows there's a strong likelihood I
won't just roll over, that I might be able to tie him up in court for years. He
can't afford to take that chance. His hour has arrived. He feels he can't let
it pass."


I had
to chuckle to myself over Blake's complete mastery of this situation. "So,
naturally, he doesn't know you know this, right?"


"He
thinks I don't suspect a thing, and unless I miss my guess, he's already
decided to sell me his land just to get his hands on that wine once he finds
another suitable location for the stadium."


"So
the wine is the key to the whole thing."


He
said, "Exactly. This deal is potentially worth hundreds of millions of
dollars to him. But he has to have that wine. Even if it means selling me his little
piece of land."


"And
then? Once you get hold of it?"


"Then,
we'll fast-track the stadium financing, which is already lined up, and nail
down the city's participation, which Niekamp will gladly do in order to ensure bringing
a major league team to Las Vegas. Once our whole stadium package is in place,
the Marlins ownership will go for it. It'll be too attractive to reject.
They'll throw Olivera overboard."


"You
sure about that?" I asked.


He
nodded. "I have a … let's say a source
… in Miami who confirms this. Olivera won't have time to put together a more
favorable deal in another part of town. We get the land. We get the stadium.
The curtain falls. Game over. The good guys win."


I had
to hand it to him. He really had it covered. "You know, if you ever get
tired of real estate, you should try poker. You're a natural."


I
heard him chuckle. "I'll consider it. By the way, will you be watching the
World Series tonight?"


"Without
question."


"Who
do you like?"


I
said, "The Yankees all the way. The Marlins just don't have what it takes
to beat them."


"I'm
not so sure. The Marlins may surprise you like they surprised the Cubs. Now, I
have to run, Jack. Call me when you get any news."
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The Marlins stunned the baseball world, including myself, by
defeating the Yankees that night in the opening game of the World Series. In
fucking New York, no less. The final was 3-2, and they looked good doing it.
This would not be as easy for the Yankees as I had predicted. Worse yet, the
other night at Binion's sports book, I had put eleven hundred on them to win
the Series. 


I
stepped out of my apartment into a biting wind. As I zipped up my jacket, a
fist came out of nowhere, landing solidly on my cheekbone. Another plowed hard
into my stomach, putting me down. I couldn't see who it was, but I could feel
there was a pair of them, as they lifted me up and brought me back inside the
still-open door of my apartment.


Once
inside, they shoved me to the floor. One of them came over, picked me up, then
slammed my forehead against my wooden coffee table. I saw blood squirt out past
my eyes, as he got me up on my feet. Finally, I could see them.


There
were two of them, both large, wearing leather coats of black and gray. While
one propped me up, the other landed another punishing shot to my stomach. As I
struggled for breath, the one who hit me came very close to my bleeding face. I
smelled cigarette smoke on him as he said, "Keep your nose out of this
fucking stadium deal."


The
other one let go of me. I dropped to the floor and they left without another
word.


I lay
there, trying to blot out the pain, but I got nowhere. I tried cursing, cursing
them and Blake and everything about this case. It didn't do much for the pain,
but somehow it helped my attitude, which at the moment needed all the help it
could get. The blood continued streaming down my face onto the carpeting, so I
labored hard in order to get up on my feet, then staggered into the bathroom.


The
sight in the mirror was not pretty. A gash ran from my hairline about two inches
downward toward my right eye. I quickly applied a cold, wet towel to it,
holding it there for some minutes. A large, ugly red bruise dominated the left
side of my face where the first blow landed. A darkening lump was already
forming around it. My gut hurt bad.


I wet
the towel again, placing it back over the gash. After awhile, it appeared the
bleeding had stopped. At least, I wouldn't need stitches. I placed a large
gauze bandage over the cut, then got an icepack to keep over the bruise on my
cheek to hold the swelling down. I limped back to the couch and lay down on it.
An hour or two or three later — shit, I don't know how long it was
— my first aid seemed to be working. After changing the bandage, I poured
a Scotch, drank it right away, then collapsed into bed.
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I stayed home all day
Sunday to recuperate. I ordered out for Chinese, then called Martine to give
her the bad news. She rushed right over, bringing me Chinese takeout and plenty
of TLC, which was exactly what I needed. We didn't go anywhere, of course, and
she was very patient with me while I watched the second game of the World
Series. The Yankees took it handily, 6-1. She left around eleven, after which I
turned out the lights.
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I slept fitfully, then
finally awoke at around nine in the morning, still shot full of pain. I changed
the dressing on my wound again, noticing that healing had begun. Also, the
swelling on my face was reduced. I very gingerly took a shower, then left the
house after a fast cup of coffee. I headed straight for the Bank Of America
building and the offices of Blake Enterprises.


The
receptionist, of course, wanted to have me thrown out, with my beat-up appearance
mucking up their immaculate premises, but I urged her to tell Blake I wanted to
see him. She didn't want to, but I continued to insist. It looked like she was
hoping that No-Sleeve Steve would come wandering through at that moment to
bodily eject me, but she was out of luck. For a minute there, she was torn
between giving in and calling the cops; however, she finally notified Blake's
secretary that I needed in.


I
eventually made my way into his office, and he was properly startled when he
saw my face. He beckoned me to sit down. Before he could say anything, I took
the wheel.


"Listen,
Mr Blake, I can't go around taking these beatings for you. We're going to have
to come to some other arrangement here, or else I'm off the case."


"No,
Jack, no. You can't quit now. Please tell me what happened."


"Two
guys jumped me outside my apartment last night, warning me to stay away from
your stadium land deal."


"What?
Who were they? Olivera's thugs?"


"I
don't know who they were. This, by the way, is right on the heels of a little
meeting I had yesterday with a 'Mr Black'. Do you know him?"


"Mr
Black? No, never heard of him."


"Well,
Mr Black is very big, very black, and it seems he is employed by 'local gaming
interests', as he put it, who are apparently hellbent on making sure no
baseball team ever comes to Las Vegas. He made veiled threats to me, even
though I told him I have nothing to do with any of it, outside of investigating
Sandra's murder. It may have been his boys who did the number on me last night.
I don't know. They didn't come with a return address."


Blake
was in his shirtsleeves. His suit jacket was draped perfectly over the
shoulders of a clothes horse off to the left of his large, mahogany desk. Being
a tenth-floor corner office, it presented a stunning panorama of downtown and
the mountains in the distance. His bluish-green eyes gave off a look of great concern.
He came around to my side of the desk to sit in the chair next to me.


"I
don't know who did this, and I can't imagine why they would do it to you. You
have no part in this land deal. I'm truly sorry, Jack."


"Not
half as sorry as I am." I patted my healing head with my handkerchief. The
pain was still there.


He
leaned forward, putting a comforting hand on my knee. "If it'll make you
feel any better, you're not the only victim here. My house was broken into over
the weekend while I was out of town. The security company says the alarm was
disabled on Saturday night, and they just about destroyed everything. It was
Olivera's people, I know, looking for the wine. I know that's what they were
looking for."


"Your
house …?"


"That's
right. I heard that Olivera was close to getting his stadium financing arranged
— dependent on his getting my land, of course — and I also heard
the mayor worked out a deal in principle with him. Now that he's got everything
in order, and he's certain I'll sell him the land, he thinks he can just use
his muscle to steal the wine. He thinks he doesn't have to worry about buying
it."


"That's
your problem," I said, still patting at my head.


"Yes,
it is. But I'm asking you, please don't quit the case now. You've made real
headway toward finding Sandra's killer, and I don't want to lose our momentum
now. I don't want it all to be for nothing."


I
looked right at him looking right at me. He was being sincere, I could tell.
Plus, he had a point about losing momentum. When you quit a case like I was
about to do, everything is down the drain. The progress you made, the money,
everything. I was about to tell him I would reconsider when he said, "I'll
give you an extra five thousand right now to stay on. What do you say,
Jack?"


Jesus!
Another five grand.


"I
say, 'You talked me into it'." He wrote out the check.
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I decided to go back out to Sandra Blake's house for another
look around. The last time I was there, I didn't really give the place too good
a going-over, but now, thanks to Blake's extra five dimes, I felt
newly-inspired as my old car sputtered through the yawning gates of Beachview.


The
house looked the same from the outside as it did on my last visit. Even the
grass and other vegetation was recently trimmed, proving that even capital
murder does not deter the precision landscaping of a high-end gated community.
The big drapes over the tall front windows were still drawn, and there were once
again no people to be seen, on the streets, in cars, anywhere.


I had
Ryan Farrow's key with me, hoping no one had ordered the locks changed. I
slipped it into the slot in the front door. I smiled as I felt the knob turn.


Inside,
though, I wasn't so lucky. Everything was in complete disarray. The foyer was
strewn with items thrown from adjacent rooms. Seat cushions, figurines,
anything that would fly through the doorway was lying in the hall. The living
room, that room of such impeccable taste, was a mess. Furniture overturned,
couches slashed, nothing was left alone. The kitchen got the same treatment,
with every cabinet opened, its contents — plates, glassware, everything
— tossed to the floor. Somebody was certainly hot to find something. I
was pretty sure who, and I was pretty sure what.


Upstairs
was not spared, either. Sandra's bedroom was torn apart. The mattress was cut
to shreds, its wooly contents spread all over the room. Drawers were flung to
the floor, clothes everywhere. Not even the bathrooms escaped the fury of the
intruders. Everywhere in the house that could hide a case of wine was ripped
open.


I went
back downstairs. The office was wrecked. The file cabinet drawers lay empty on
the floor, papers covering virtually every square inch of floor space. I looked
at her bookcase. It was empty. Every one of the books lay on the floor. I glanced
at them for a moment. There were mostly real estate and travel books, along
with a handful of bestselling novels in hardcover, but one book at my feet
caught my attention. It was called Wine And War: The French, The Nazis, and
The Battle For France's Greatest Treasures. I picked it up and opened it.
It was just as the title had promised: a lot of wine info with plenty of World
War II-era photos to go with it. I was about to return it to the floor when I
thought I saw handwriting on one of the first pages. I opened it to that page
to see an inscription: 



 

To
Sandra — Ours is not the only great struggle for your wine. One day soon
we will share a bottle. 


All
my love,


Hector.



 

Funny,
but my first thought was that Olivera was actually going to open and drink one
of those six bottles, which, if he could pry them away from Blake, would cost
him over a hundred and fifty grand apiece. That better be some fucking killer
wine.


I took
the book with me, leaving the house as I found it. I got in the car, and left Beachview.
On the drive back toward the city, I called Frank Madden. Fortunately, he picked
up.


"Frank,
it's Jack. I just left Sandra Blake's house again. It's been completely
trashed. Someone's looking for something, and they've just about destroyed her
house trying to find it."


"Oh,
shit. What were they looking for, the wine?"


Traffic
on Sahara was way too thick, so I pulled off onto a cross street, swinging over
toward Desert Inn Road, hoping for less start-and-stop. "You know about
the wine?" I asked.


"Colby
Farrow told us about it while we were questioning him in his brother's killing.
Said it's some kind of ultra-expensive stuff that Hector Olivera wants. Said he
thinks Blake took it and is keeping it hidden away somewhere."


"And
why shouldn't he hide it away? It's his wine."


"It's
not the wine. It's the fact that the wine ties Olivera into this whole mess,
and gives him a motive for killing both of our victims."


I was
pleased that Frank had come back to the one-killer theory. "Not only
that," I said, "but they hit John Brendan Blake's house over the
weekend. Same MO, same destruction, same result: no wine."


"Jesus!"


I
turned onto Desert Inn, where things were much smoother. It relaxed me
considerably. "Here's one more thing you may like. Olivera was having an
affair with Sandra Blake."


"Hot-damn!
I knew it! How'd you find out? Did he tell you?"


"Not
directly. I found a book among the stuff in Sandra's house just now. It's
inscribed to her from Olivera. He signed it, 'All my love'."


"We're
taking a much closer look at Olivera right now, anyway. Thanks for this info,
Jack."


"Don't
mention it. Hey, have you been back to Binion's since we played together last
week?"


His
voice lightened up considerably. "Yeah, I was there Saturday night. It was
a pretty good game. I made about five hundred."


"You
do any good against Manny the Mexican?"


I
could hear him smile. "What do you think?"
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As I arrived home, my
cell phone rang. My caller ID revealed the Miami number which Sandra Blake had
called several times from her home phone in the nights leading up to her
murder.


"Jack,
this is Hector Olivera."


"Hello,
Mr Olivera. Are you still in New York?" I threw my keys on the table and
went straight for the Dalmore bottle in my kitchen.


"No.
We flew to Miami this morning. We are ready for the Marlins to win the World
Series in five games. Six at the most."


I had
to laugh. This guy was nothing if not optimistic. I wanted to remind him they
weren't facing Cleveland this time around, but thought better of it.


I
asked him, "What's on your mind today?"


"Jack,
I must ask you … where is the wine?"


"You
mean, you must ask me after you turned two houses upside down and didn't find
it?"


"Where
is it, Jack?"


I
poured a healthy shot of the Scotch. "I don't have it, if that's what
you're driving at. Send a couple of your boys over to my apartment. I'm
probably next up on your list, anyway. I'll be happy to show them around. Only
they won't have to destroy the place. There's not much here to begin
with." I headed for the living room and my welcoming couch.


"You
say you don't have it. But you do know where it is, right?"


"Why
do you think I know where it is? All I want is to find out who murdered Sandra
Blake. I don't give a shit about the wine or your land or your stadium or
anything else. What is it about that that you don't get?"


"You
must understand, I cannot let you stand in the way of this very complicated deal
with Blake. This is progress. It will represent a very big … shot in the arm,
as you say, for the city of Las Vegas. All roadblocks to that progress must be
removed for the good of everyone involved."


I
paused for a moment. "You know, it was just a couple of nights ago when I
was beaten up pretty badly by some guys who warned me not to help you or anyone
else build a stadium here. You should meet these guys. They kind of like the
idea of roadblocks."


"You
were beaten up?"


"Two
very rough guys. They cut my head open and loosened a couple of teeth. They
were quite insistent."


"Who
were they?"


"Casino
thugs, I think. They don't want the Marlins here."


"Casinos!"
He spit the word out. "They can't see beyond their own slot machines. They
think progress means building a bigger swimming pool behind their hotel. They
have no idea what is good for this city. Don't pay any attention to them."


I
said, "That's easy for you to say. It wasn't your face that was
battered."


"This
is also easy for me to say. I want that wine, and I think you know where it
is."


"What
if I don't know?"


"Then,"
he said, "you know where to get it."


"What
makes you say that? It's Blake's wine."


"Yes,
I know. And perhaps he has hidden it somewhere. But I am certain you know
where."


Time
to shove this right back at him. "Mr Olivera, did you have Sandra Blake
killed because she wouldn't give you the wine?"


"Wha
—? These wild accusations do not change the fact that I want that wine,
and you can get it for me."


I took
a long, slow drink of the Dalmore. "I know you were having an affair with
her. Without Ryan Farrow knowing about it. And I can prove it."


Now it
was his turn to pause. "If that is true, if we were having an affair, and
I only say if, then why would I want to kill her? She was the most beautiful,
most wonderful woman who —"


"She
was one of your 'roadblocks', as you put it. She was working with you to try to
make a deal with Blake for his land and the wine. You probably thought
about stealing it right out of her house when you found out she had it. But
then you realized Blake would never sell you his land if he knew you did that,
especially since you didn't have all your ducks in a row yet. So when she
couldn't deliver the deal with Blake, maybe you became angry with her, or who
knows? But she turned up with a bullet in her head just the same."


"I
will not sit here while you make these … these wild guesses."


"While
we're guessing, I would also guess that you got your land financing in order on
Friday, and then the mayor probably assured you that the city would happily
pony up its share of the money for the stadium. Now you finally had the package
together, along with the blessing of the Marlins ownership. You thought that
would give you the upper hand in your negotiations with Blake, so why not just
grab the wine now and use the power of the city to force Blake into a deal.
How's that for a guess?"


"I
don't do business that way."


I
laughed, a sardonic, one-note laugh.


Then he
said, "You think this is funny? Do you?"


"I
think you'll do whatever it takes to get your hands on that wine. That's what I
think."


"This
is not even worth discussing, it is so stupid. If you think I would kill that
beautiful woman — I will not discuss this any further. Just understand,
Jack, that I know you can get your hands on that wine. If you get it for me,
there will be a very nice bonus in it for you. If not, well …"


"The
wine belongs to Blake. You'll have to deal with him for it. I can't get it for
you."


He
hung up. Fuck him.


I
emptied my glass of Scotch.
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I picked up Martine at her place early the next morning, about
nine-thirty. We were going to go out to Hoover Dam. Neither one of us had ever
seen it. It was supposed to be a mind-blowing visual, and I heard the story
behind it was powerful.


We
couldn't've picked a better day for it. The sun was bright, the temperature was
in the sixties, and best of all, no wind. Martine brought along a few
sandwiches, as well as a bottle of her favorite wine, although we weren't sure
if we could do a picnic-kind of thing around the dam. I'm not really a wine
type of guy, but for an occasion like this one, I was ready to make an
exception.


I truly
wanted to enjoy the day with her, so I decided not to tell her about the
ransacking of Sandra Blake's house, so as not to form any clouds over our
little outing. As we drove over to US 95, the freeway to Boulder City and
eventually to the dam, we were in high spirits, laughing and joking the whole
way. 


Once
we got past Henderson, US 95 petered out into a regular thoroughfare for the
final leg into Boulder City, which itself was no great shakes. Martine told me
the town was thrown up fast to house the workers who built the dam back in the
thirties.


On the
other side of Boulder City, with Lake Mead visible in the distance, the road
narrowed to two lanes, winding downward as we approached the dam. Speed limit
signs got lower and lower until they reached five miles per hour just before
the checkpoint. I was told by poker players at Binion's to be ready for a long
wait, because ever since September 11, the dam authorities were plenty jittery,
and thorough checks of vehicles, as well as body searches, were not unusual.


The
line for the checkpoint was sort of long, but we were lucky that day. It moved
pretty quickly ahead of us. When we got to the front of the line, two large
uniformed guys looked at us, peered into the back seat, then stuck some kind of
rod with a mirror on it under the car, looking for, I don't know, explosives, I
guess. Satisfied, they waved us through.


As
soon as we got to the dam area itself, we found a parking spot, then got out to
see the whole thing on foot in a leisurely manner. And it was something to see.


One of
the most overpowering structures I ever hoped to see, it boggled my
imagination. How could it have been built? Who conceived it? Seven hundred feet
high, the equivalent of sixty stories, and two football fields wide, with the
raging Colorado River constantly pressuring it from behind, it was supposedly
built to last forever. From where I stood, it certainly lived up to its billing
as one of the greatest engineering accompllishments in history.


Martine
snapped lots of photos with her camera, then we just gazed at it for awhile.


We
leaned on the observation railing overlooking the whole thing, like a prime front-row
balcony seat for a concert. She murmured, "I'm really glad we came here,
you know?"


I
looked at her, giving her a soft kiss on the lips. Suddenly, I couldn't tear my
eyes away from her, despite the gargantuan dam in the background that was
urging me to do exactly that. "How is it you've never been here before?
You've been in Las Vegas a lot longer than I have."


"I
don't know, I just never gave it any thought. My last … my last boyfriend
wanted to take me out here, but I was, like, you know, a dam. Who cares?"


"How
about now?"


"Oh,
now, I think it's great. I can tell it's not just a dam. It makes you think.
Think about the people who designed it and built it and the relentless river.
It's awesome. Thank you for this."


I took
a quick look around. Lots of people with cameras and open mouths, just like us,
were walking around, as well as passing cars filled with gawking passengers,
slowly making their way across. It was pretty obvious, though, that there would
be no place around here for us to break out the food and wine.


My arm
pulled her next to me. Her head tilted upward to catch my eyes, and she said,
"Jack, tell me something."


"Sure,"
I replied. "Anything." I meant it, too.


"You
told me once you didn't really have a private investigator's license. What
happened?"


This
was not what I wanted to talk about. Not exactly my favorite topic. It was a
jam of my own making, one I could've easily avoided. Talking about it only
reminded me of my shortcomings. I took a deep breath.


"I
used to have one," I told her in a soft voice. "Then a couple of
years ago, I was collecting a debt for a client out in LA. The guy who owed the
money didn't think he should have to pay. My client didn't see it that way. And
frankly, neither did I." I paused for another breath. "I got a little
rough with him."


"You
mean, you beat him up?" I thought I caught a twinge of excitement in her
voice.


"You
could say that. But you've got to understand, when you've got a situation like
that, the longer he owes you money, the less he feels like he actually owes it
to you. It just becomes a distant memory for him, one which, in his own mind,
gradually releases him from his obligation. That's really how it works in those
cases, you know? And when the guy gets to that point, the only thing that usually
brings him back to reality is … well … blunt force trauma."


"You
mean, you …"


My
voice lowered to minimalize the impact of these facts. "Like I said, I roughed
him up a little." Then I added, "Anyway, the guy was well-connected
in LA, unbeknownst to me. Next thing I knew, the state revoked my license and
the Los Angeles County DA was threatening criminal action against me. So I
packed up and left town one middle of the night, and came here."


"Aren't
you afraid they'll find you here?"


"Not
really. Here, anyone can become anonymous, if you know what I mean. And they've
got much bigger fish to fry back in LA."


She
snuggled a little closer. "Well, it sounds terrible. But it ended up in
our getting together. So I'm glad."


Right
then and there, I was, too.


We stayed
a little while longer, then got back in the car for the forty-minute drive back
to Martine's apartment. There, we polished off the sandwiches, along with the
entire bottle of wine, and then she made me forget all that talk about debt
collection and California lawmen.
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The third game of the World Series took place in Miami, where
the Yankees triumphed by another 6-1 score for a two-games-to-one lead. They
had taken it to the Marlins on their home turf, dominating them the entire
game. No question, the Marlins' luck was about to run out.


About
an hour after the game was over, while Martine and I were cozy on her couch, my
phone rang. The caller ID pinned it on Colby Farrow.


"What
is it, Colby?"


I
could hear the anxiety in his voice. "Barnett, I was at a charity
fundraiser tonight and I just got home. My condo has been ransacked!"


"Did
you call the cops?"


"Of
course! They're on their way over."


"What
do you want from me?"


"I
want to know what you know about this."


I felt
Martine's arms tighten around me before I reluctantly said, "I'll be right
over. We need to have a little talk. Make sure you call down to the gate and
tell them to let me in."


"All
right."


"I'll
be there in a half an hour." I glanced at Martine with an apology in my
eyes.



 

≈≈≈



 

The gate guard at
Turnberry eyed me with great suspicion as I told him Colby Farrow was expecting
me. He checked his list no fewer than three times, then asked me to spell my
last name. Finally, he demanded to see my driver's license.


At
places like this, they don't take to cars like mine infecting their unspoiled
surroundings. He reluctantly waved me through, telling me twice not to park in
reserved spots. I selected a reserved one right next to a snazzy Ferrari. As I
got out and started walking toward the building, I couldn't help but chuckle at
what the Ferrari driver would think if he ever came down and saw my car next to
his. It would probably mean a quick trip to an all-night car wash.


Colby's
apartment was on the fourteenth floor, high enough to be above the riffraff,
but not high enough to afford the really sensational views that these
condos-in-the-sky are supposed to be all about. Just knowing there are another
twenty or thirty floors above you must really be aggravating to a guy like
Colby. But he had just lost his brother, so I decided against making any
wisecracks to him about his poor-folks location in the building.


In the
lobby, the front desk clerk insisted on knowing my intentions, so I had to go
through it all over again with him to clear that final hurdle. Finally, he
warily granted me permission to go to the elevators. I felt like I had just
passed through customs in North Korea.


Fourteen
floors later, I stepped off the elevator and found Colby's condo just two doors
down. Very undesirable. Living practically right next to an elevator? People
coming and going at all hours right past your front door? My goodness! I could
feel my opinion of Colby revising itself, sliding downward.


I
knocked, but nobody had to answer. The door pushed open all by itself. The jamb
was separating from the lock receptacle where the intruder had pried his way
in. As I stepped into the luxury pad, I saw Colby in the living room with Frank
Madden standing behind him, only this time Frank wasn't alone. I didn't know if
the guy with him was his partner or not, but he was certainly a cop.
Off-the-rack suit, cheap white shirt, skinny black tie. His average build told
me nothing. Same with his dark hair and olive complexion. But his mean, dark
eyes, which were too close together, tied in closely with his thin, slanted
lips, which were cut across his face to give him the look of a permanent sneer.


"Frank,"
I said, "what are you doing here? Isn't this something for burglary?"


"Mr
Farrow called us, Jack. He believes it's related to the murder of his brother.
So we took it."


"It's
definitely related," Colby said. "They were looking for the
wine!"


"How
do you know that, Colby?" I asked.


The
guy with Madden spoke up. "We'll handle this, pal."


I
checked him out. I'd never seen him before, since all my contact with Frank was
either at Binion's or our private little talks like we'd been having since the
beginning of this case.


"Jack
Barnett," I said, sticking out my hand. "With two t's."


He
didn't take it. Instead, Madden said, "Jack, this is Detective Bolino, my
partner." He slightly emphasized the word "partner" to let me
know this guy was for real, and therefore not to be messed with.


"I
know who you are," Bolino said in a snarling New York accent. "You're
the wannabe private eye who keeps getting in our way."


Another
New Yorker full of himself. I thought I left those idiots behind me years ago
when I went to California. You know the type. I'm from the streets of New
York. Therefore, I am God and you are shit.


"You
may not believe this, Detective, but I know who you are, too."


He
looked at Madden, the lines between his eyebrows pointing straight up and the
corners of his unevenly-shaped mouth turning straight down. "We got
ourselves a wise guy here, don't we, Frank?"


Madden
replied, "He's all right, Nick. It's like I told you, he's uncovered a lot
of information for us while working on this case."


"Who
hired you?" Bolino said. His attitude was way out in front of him, like a
"coming attractions" ad.


"None
of your business."


"I'll
make it my business, asshole! This is a murder investigation. I can take you in
right now for withholding evidence."


I
squared my shoulders and made sure he saw me do it. "I'm not withholding
anything. I've told Frank everything I know about this case. Go on. Ask
him!"


"He's
been cooperative, Nick," Madden said. "Let him alone."


Bolino
ranted on, threatening me with this and that in his annoying New York voice for
a few more moments. Meanwhile, I took my first good look around the condo. It
looked like the work of the same guy who did Sandra Blake's house. My first
thought was, I wondered how he got past all the clipboard cops at the gate and
the front desk.


Everything
was torn up and flipped over. A wet bar over in the corner was completely
overturned, and what looked like Colby's wine storage area was virtually
destroyed, wine bottles thrown around, some broken. Big red splotches stained
his plush carpeting. The replacement cost on that alone was going to be
serious.


Bolino
was wasting a lot of time asking Colby things like who, if anyone, knew he was
going out for the evening, and that kind of crap. I said, "You know,
everyone in this room knows who did this, or at least," — I looked
right at Bolino — "they should know."


All
eyes and all heads turned slowly toward me. I gave them an are-you-kidding-me
look before I said, "Are you kidding me? You really don't know who did
this?"


Madden
said, "You pinning this on Olivera, Jack?"


"Well,
shit, Frank, it's not too obvious, is it? Look around." I made a
sweeping motion with my arm, covering the whole place. "Nothing of any
value was stolen. The TV, the computer … not taken. Your jewelry's probably
still here, right, Colby?" He nodded. "They wanted the wine. Of
course, Olivera didn't do it personally. My guess is his cousin, Marco Antonio
Calzado, who looks like no stranger to the other side of the law, farmed it out
to a couple of Miami second-story pros. Guys who could get past the security
boobs that work downstairs." I let that sit there and ripen for them.


Bolino
said, "Why're we paying any attention to this jerkoff, Frank? Unless …
unless" — he pointed at me — "he's got the wine. He's
got the goddam wine!"


"Save
it, pal. You've been watching too many episodes of Law And Order",
I said. I looked over at Madden. "Get this guy to snap out of it, Frank. I
don't have the wine. I'll tell you the same thing I told Olivera. Come on over
to my place and I'll show you around. There isn't much to see, and you'll
eventually realize I don't have the damn stuff!" Then, I added, "Frankly,
I'm expecting Olivera to take me up on my offer. He can't afford to overlook
me. If I were you, I'd do the same thing."


The
two cops went into a huddle. While they did that, I lowered my voice and asked
Colby, "Time to tell me what you know about the wine."


"What
do you mean?"


"I
mean, tell me everything you know about it, starting with when it was made, and
moving right on up to who else knew the story on it."


He
rubbed his pale hands together, while he looked down at the floor. He was
nervous, but I wrote that off to his reaction to the burglary. Seeing your home
wrecked like that can do things to a person.


Finally,
he said, "It's a very rare wine. Château Mouton, 1945. They call it the
Liberation Vintage. Not much of it was made." From there, he went into the
story of the Frenchman giving it to Blake, then Blake leaving it at Sandra's
house after their divorce. He also echoed Olivera's sentiments about its
awesomeness and rarity.


"Did
Sandra know what it was worth then? When they divorced, I mean?"


"I
don't think so. Neither she nor Blake really paid much attention to it. I think
he left it there because she was a wine drinker and he wasn't. Or at least,
that's how it looked to me."


"Go
on." By now, the cops had finished their little private talk, and had
moved on to inspecting the rest of the damage.


"Anyway,
that was about a year ago when they divorced. In fact, exactly a year ago.
October of '02. Not long after that, Sandra and Ryan began dating. But it
wasn't until around Christmas that Olivera entered the picture, and the whole
thing with the wine heated up."


"What
happened?"


"He
bought that Silverstone condo from Sandra right around then. Somewhere in
there, she mentioned the wine, you know, that she had it. When she told him it
was Mouton '45, he went crazy. That's when he told her it was very valuable."
Colby's nervous edge subsided a little. His shoulders relaxed and he said, "He
offered to buy it from her right then and there — a lowball offer, I'm
sure — but she refused. I think she began to feel that if it was that
valuable, then Blake should be the one to profit from it. It was given to him
originally, and like I said, she felt it belonged to him. That's the kind of
woman she was."


I
nodded at that and said, "That's some kind of woman, all right."


Colby agreed.
"Then she let it slip that Blake was trying to assemble some land
downtown. He'd been quietly putting that together since about a year before
they divorced, so she knew what it was all about. She knew he was going to sell
it to Silquist, who wanted to build a baseball stadium."


I
decided not to let on that Silquist was fronting for Blake. If Colby didn't
already know that, there was no need for me to tell him. Plus Blake had sworn
me to secrecy on it.


Instead,
I said, "So that's when Olivera rushed out and bought that little strip of
land in the middle of all Blake's parcels, right before Blake could get his
hands on it."


"Right.
At the very beginning, Olivera wanted that little piece just so he could sell
it to Blake cheap, provided Blake threw in the wine. But then he got to
thinking, he could turn the whole thing around and make it his project."


"You
mean, get a hold of Blake's land, build the stadium, and move the Marlins to
Las Vegas."


Colby
gave me a slow nod. "Olivera's a very sharp businessman, you know. It
didn't take him long to put two and two together. Pay Blake a fortune for his
land and the wine, much more than the land alone would've been worth
— sort of like a deal Blake couldn't refuse. It was a big, big scheme,
but for him, you know, it all really hinged on the wine."


I
said, "The deal was worth close to half a billion dollars for him. That
had to be his focus, right?"


"Well,
sure. But he never took his eye off the wine. He really wants it."


I
figured there was no need in mentioning that Sandra and Olivera were having a
torrid affair right under Ryan's nose.


"Thanks,
Colby. You've been a big help." I brought my voice down a couple of
notches, leaning in toward his ear. "Now try not to let this Bolino get
under your skin, all right?"


His
nerves returned at the mention of Bolino's name and he let go with a nervous
nod. Under people's skins was a place where dickheads like Bolino spent a lot
of their time.


The
cops came back from their search. Bolino spoke. "What do you know about
this that you're not letting on, Barnett?"


I
sighed. "I told you everything, including the fact that Olivera is behind
this break-in, as well as the break-ins at the homes of Sandra Blake and John
Brendan Blake. Maybe even the two murders. Like I said earlier, I suspect I'm
next. For a break-in, that is."


He
said, "Get your ass out of here and don't ever let me see you again."


I
looked at Madden. "Frank, I'm telling you, you better get this guy out of
my face."


Bolino
lunged for me, fists high. "Why you piece of shit, I'll —" I
quickly squared off into fighting stance, but Madden grabbed him at the last
split-second, holding him at bay. Bolino struggled to break free from Madden's
grasp, but Madden was by far the bigger man, with his arms firmly around Bolino's
chest.


"Keep
this fucker away from me, Frank!" I shouted, still ready to mix it
up.  Of course, I hoped Madden would
do exactly the opposite and turn him loose so I could rip that fucking sneer
right off his New York face.


"Don't
do it, Nick," he warned him, grappling to restrain Bolino's lunging
figure. "Take it easy." Madden continued his firm grip until Bolino
settled down. Then he turned to me and said, "Better clear out,
Jack."


I told
Colby I'd be in touch and left. Out in the parking lot, I noticed the Ferrari
I'd parked next to was gone.


To an
all-night car wash, I was sure.
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I went back to Martine's to spend the night. The trip to the
dam, our afternoon delight, topped off by my stressful visit to Colby Farrow's
condo … shit, I was completely worn down. Sleep called, and I answered.


When I
awoke, Martine was still asleep, so I quietly got dressed and tiptoed out the
door. I wanted to get back home, because I was sure Olivera's men were probably
still in town, and had likely paid me a visit during my twenty-four hour
absence.


The
day was warm, like the day before, with no wind. I peeled my jacket off before
getting in my car, then pulled in a big dose of fresh autumn air. Once I fired
my engine up, I rolled down the window, and made the drive home. I turned on
the radio, searching for something that suited my mood, but I got nowhere.
Mindless pop, mindless rap, more mindless rap, more mindless pop. While I
cursed commercial radio, I landed on a station that was just finishing up its
news.


"—
cording to the mayor, the stadium could be ready for the 2006 season. Turning
to national news, in Washington today, federal sources report —"
Click.


I
turned on the speed. Before I knew it, I swung into the parking lot of my
apartment complex and into my assigned spot. Leaping out of the car, I saw my
newspaper sitting outside my door. At least, no one had stolen it. I hurried
inside, noticing right away that everything was still in place. There had been
no burglary, not even a hint of the smash-and-slash wreckage I saw at Sandra
Blake's and Colby Farrow's.


Moving
straight to the kitchen to make coffee and toast, I unfurled the paper. There
it was on page one, above the fold, spanning the page:



 

TENTATIVE
STADIUM DEAL ANNOUNCED


Major
League Baseball in LV's future?



 

I read
the article quickly for the general thrust of the story, then, as the coffee
was percolating, reread it much more slowly to get the between-the-lines shit
that most people miss. The mayor, unable to contain herself over the mere possibility
of a big league team moving to town, held a news conference yesterday afternoon
in which she said that "plans were being developed" for a stadium
"in the vicinity of downtown". She didn't mention Blake or Olivera by
name, but said she'd had "talks with ownership" of an unnamed team.
Those talks were aimed at "moving the team to Las Vegas", she said.


She
also claimed to have had "frank discussions" with Major League
Baseball's upper management, who would ultimately have to greenlight the entire
affair.


In
addition, she chirped loudly that the city was "prepared to put up a small
portion of the stadium funding" in order to "fully share in its
revenue". This would only happen, she said, once the "land
issues" were settled, which she predicted would be any day now. She also
hinted darkly at the possibility of "necessary city intervention" to
settle these issues, should the parties involved be unable to "come to an
agreement".


This
of course, meant eminent domain. In case of a deadlock, the city was just going
to take the land from one of the parties — paying for it, naturally
— then sell it to the other so the stadium could be built. The bottom
line was that there were no real promises made. It just amounted to a lot of
vaporous teasing, hard to grab onto.


One
thing was for sure, though. These headlines did not make Mr Black happy.


My
coffee was ready. I poured it and drank some immediately. It got my brain
started.


I
couldn't blame the mayor, really, for blabbing this to the media. Mayors are
supposed to be world-class cheerleaders for their respective cities. I needed a
different perspective, however, so I phoned Blake at his office. They put me
through.


"Jack,
you'll have to make it quick. I'm very busy." His silky voice glided
through the phone lines like a pool ball across a smooth green felt table on
its way to a leather pocket.


"I
assume you've seen the paper today?"


"Yes,
of course."


"What
do you think?"


Without
missing a beat, he said, "Mayor Niekamp's just showing off. Trying to
build public sentiment, and mostly, trying to shovel some positive news out
there to make herself look good. Hoping, of course, to make people forget all
the negative stuff that she's been responsible for."


"She
implied she would use eminent domain to settle the issue. Presumably against
you."


"She
only said that to keep Olivera happy. He thinks this whole thing is in the bag
now."


I had
to admit, it looked to me like it was, too. "You're not worried?"


"Did
you see that part about her 'frank discussions' with Major League Baseball?"


"Yeah,
I saw it." I took another sip of my coffee. 


"What
does that tell you?"


"That
she talked with them and let them know this deal was cooking."


"Wrong.
It means she told them of the deal and they dumped cold water on it. 'Frank
discussions' is code for 'major disagreements'."


"What
are baseball's objections?"


"Ha!
You really don't know?"


Well,
once he said that, of course, I realized I did know. But Blake continued.
"The presence of gambling, especially legalized sports betting, is the
main reason we don't have any big league sports teams in this town. I'm not
saying it can't be done, and baseball is the one sport most likely to come
here, but it's going to take a lot more than Olivera's pretty promises. It'll
require some tough jawboning with the baseball establishment. And Niekamp knows
it. I'm not sure if she's up to it. And frankly, neither is she."


"No?
Well, won't that shatter your entire deal? I mean, if she can't convince the
lords of baseball to come here, then there's no need to build a stadium,
right?"


"Don't
forget, baseball's got to look tough, especially in this stage of the deal.
They can't look like they're too anxious to jump in bed with Niekamp and Las
Vegas when the land isn't even put together for the stadium yet. Having said that,
though, they're still not going to lay down for her even when the time
comes."


I
said, "So what can you do about it?"


"When
the land and the financing are in place, and when Niekamp makes her pledge in
writing to commit the city to their share of the funding — and remember,
she hasn't done that yet — then the Marlins ownership will pick up the
ball. They'll say they want to come here and that nothing will stop them,
especially once they get a load of the plastic model of the shiny new stadium.
Not even the baseball commissioner would be able to stop them if every last
detail is in place. He'll get concessions out of Niekamp, of course, but he
won't stand in the way of the deal."


"By
the way, Colby Farrow's condo was broken into last night. It was pretty well
demolished."


He
thought for a moment. "My house, then Sandra's, now Farrow's. You better
take care of yourself, Jack. They'll probably get around to you pretty
soon."


"I
know." And I really did know.


"The
wine is still safe, is it not?"


"I
told you before, don't worry about it. It's where Olivera can never find
it."


"Yes,
but maybe he could use … persuasive means to induce you to tell him where it
is."


I
didn't like where that was leading, so I closed it off. "He's not getting
the wine."


"Glad
to hear it. Just be careful. I'll call you soon."


As I
poured another cup of coffee, I didn't feel at all comfortable with what Blake
had said. I went into my bedroom, to my dresser, and opened the top drawer.
There, silently awaiting me, lay my .357 SIG in its gleaming black leather
shoulder holster. I pulled it out, leaving the holster in the drawer, then
checked the magazine. Full to the brim. I put two extra loaded magazines in my
pocket, and I moved back to the living room, where I placed the weapon on the
coffee table.


Then I
settled into the couch to watch TV.
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Darkness drew down over the city as I watched the fourth game
of the World Series. The Marlins had jumped out to a quick 3-0 lead, but the
Yankees scored a run later on, making it 3-1 going into the top of the ninth. I
was by now sitting up straight, eyes glued to the TV screen. As the commercials
were airing, my cell phone rang. I answered it right away, without even looking
at the caller ID. I wanted this call to be over immediately.


"Jack!
Jack!" Martine's anguish came through loud and clear.


"Mar
— what is it? What?"


"Jack!
My apartment! It's been burglarized! They — they just tore it up. They
— oh, God! It's awful!" I could hear the tears. She teetered
on the brink of hysteria.


"First
tell me, are you okay?"


"Yes,
I'm fine. But my apartment! Oh, it's —" The tears flowed harder.


"I'll
be right over. Did you call the cops?"


"No.
Not yet."


"Well,
call this number." I gave her Madden's cell number. "It's Detective
Madden. He'll answer the call. Tell him I said for you to call him."


I hung
up. For a moment, I considered strapping on my .357, but decided against it.
The cops would be there, so I didn't need to complicate things by showing up
carrying a concealed weapon without a permit. Instead, I returned the weapon to
its place inside my dresser drawer, then raced out to my car.


Cranking
it up, I turned on the radio, looking for the World Series game. As I flew out
of the parking lot, I didn't know what station it would be on, or even if it
would be on AM or FM. I guessed AM. Sweeping the dial, I couldn't find it. I
figured I went too fast, maybe sliding right over it, so I made a second pass,
only more slowly.


Finally,
by the time I got halfway to Martine's, I found it. Weak reception, but it was
there. The Yankees had two men on and nobody out.


One
out later, I swung into Martine's parking lot. A Yankee pinch hitter smacked a
two-run triple, tying the game, just as I pulled into the spot outside her
apartment. I debated whether to sit there and listen to the next batter. Shit,
I really wanted to hear at least the end of this inning, you know? But I had
more pressing business inside.


I
approached her door. It was the same as with Colby Farrow's, forced open. I
peeked inside and called her name. She came running from the other room into my
arms, sobbing uncontrollably. I pushed the door into a somewhat closed position
with my foot, then tried my best to console her, while taking a good look
around.


Just
like with all the others, everything was in a state of ruin. Things thrown
around on the floor, broken, cut, spilled, smashed — I was getting
deadened to this repeated scene.


"Who
could've done this?" she cried. "They didn't even take
anything!" She returned to my shoulder to continue shedding her tears.


"Come
on," I said. "Come on over to the couch. Let's sit down."


We
picked up the torn cushions from the floor, putting them back on the sofa
frame, torn side down so we could sit on them. After a few more minutes of
sobbing, she wound down to merely sniffling, as I took her hand in mine.


I
said, "Martine, this is only the latest in a series of similar break-ins
involving people connected to the murder victims."


"What?"


"I
mean that John Brendan Blake's house, Sandra Blake's house, and Colby Farrow's
Turnberry condominium have all been ransacked in exactly the same manner as
yours. Ryan Farrow's home was lightly gone over right after he was killed, but
I suspect they've returned to do a more thorough kind of a job on it, like
this." I indicated the wreckage in her apartment.


"What?
Why? What's going on? Who's doing this?"


"I
think I know who's doing it, but I'm more certain as to why they're doing
it." Her tear-dimmed eyes were looking out at me, wide and innocent, from
her milky complexion. I just wanted to hug her tight. But instead, I continued,
"I believe a guy named Hector Olivera is behind these break-ins, and I
believe he's looking for that case of wine I asked you about."


"Wine?
Why would he think I would have it?"


"Because
he thinks I took it from Sandra's house and hid it here, so he couldn't get
hold of it."


"But
… but how does he even know who I am? How does he know to wreck my
apartment?"


"He's
probably been having me tailed. That's my guess. It's really the only way he
could know about you. I might add, I thought he would target me next. I never
had any idea he'd come after you."


I
finally gave in to the urge to hug her. She came right at me and returned it.


The
knock at the door snapped us back to reality. Martine got up from the couch as
Madden pushed the door open. Bolino was not with him. He wasn't surprised to
see me.


"Jack,"
he said in a grim greeting.


"Frank,
look at this. Just like the others. When are you going to nail that son of a
bitch? How many more of these does he have to do?"


"Now,
take it easy, Jack. You know there's nothing I can do right now. There's no
evidence that he was involved in any of these, even though we both know that he
was."


"Shit,
this isn't right! She had nothing to do with this. He just thinks I'm stashing
the damn wine over here. He'll tear up the whole goddam city if he thinks he
can find it."


"He's
not gonna tear up the city." He put a big, cool hand on my shoulder as a
means of calming me down. "Now let me get the information I need here. Go
on over there and take a seat, okay?" I returned to my seat on the couch,
wanting to turn on the baseball game, but knowing it wouldn't be a good idea
right then.


He
turned to Martine and showed her his badge. She was actually a little more
together than I was at this point. "Miss Devereaux? I'm Detective Madden,
Homicide. We met the day after Sandra Blake's murder." Martine nodded her
recognition. "When did you discover this?" He began writing in his
little notebook.


They
talked awhile, Madden asking the questions, Martine answering them. Soon Madden
said, "Miss Devereaux, I'll need to see your ID again if I could, please.
Just to get the information I need for this incident. Full name, spelling,
correct address, and so on."


Martine
looked around for her purse. It was by the couch, at my feet. "Here it
is," I said, and I reached in to retrieve her wallet.


I
walked over to where they were standing and handed it to her. She pulled her
driver's license out, then gave it to Madden. He took down the data.


As he
returned the license to her, she handed the license and the wallet to me, so I
could return them to her purse. On my way back to the sofa, I glimpsed the
license and saw something I didn't want to see. I looked at it for a moment,
swallowed hard, then shoved it back into the wallet, burying the wallet deep
inside the purse. What I really wanted to do was bury the last ten seconds deep
in a fucking hole somewhere. I didn't want to think about it, but I knew I
would have to sooner or later. Not tonight, though.


Madden
stayed a little while longer, walking around, examining everything, going
through the motions. Eventually, he finished up, then left. I took Martine to
bed, where she fell asleep almost immediately.


I laid
awake most of the night. I didn't find out who won the game until the next
morning.
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Upon arising, I helped Martine straighten out her place. She
was still very upset. Shit, who could blame her?


Fearful,
she begged me to stay, but I assured her the burglars wouldn't be back. It was
the wine they were after, not her, I told her. I gave her all of Blake's money
that I had with me, about five hundred, to get her door fixed. Then I let her
know I would give her more to help replace her ruined furniture. Finally, I put
on my jacket and got the hell out of there.


On the
way home, I heard on the radio that the Marlins had won the game, 4-3 in twelve
innings, on a walk-off home run. In doing so, they had tied the Series at two
games apiece, with game five set for tonight. If the Yankees won that one, they
headed back to New York for two games, needing to win only one of them.


I
spent the better part of the day going over every last detail of this whole
affair, arranging it in my mind, sorting out the people involved, remembering
who said what, and when they said it. After I thought I had things in order, I
went to the computer, going back over all my research on Blake, Olivera, the
Marlins, everyone.


I
didn't exactly have a crisp picture yet, but the fog was starting to lift.


Late
in the afternoon, the World Series came on, so I watched it. I purposely
refrained from drinking any Scotch, however, because I wanted to play poker
afterward. It's never a good idea to play poker if you have alcohol in your
system, even one drink.


Good
ideas aside, I was really tempted to break out the Dalmore. From the second
inning on, the Marlins were in complete control of things. At one point in the
game, they led 6-1, while their pitching shut down the Yankee bats. The Marlins
eventually won, 6-4, but the game wasn't nearly as close as the score
indicated.


Now,
after taking Friday off, they were leading the World Series, three games to
two, and were scheduled to play game six in New York on Saturday. The Yankees,
with their backs to the wall, needed to win two in a row at home. I could
visualize my eleven hundred dollars that I had bet on the Series floating off
into the fog.


Following
the game, I drove straight to Binion's. There was an open seat in the game I
wanted, so I took it. I played till around two AM, winning a little over four
hundred. Because of what Fong did to me the last time I played, however, I
tended to avoid getting involved with him in most hands.


That's
the way it is in poker. Sometimes a player just gets your number, and you hear
his footsteps for a long time. Maybe a lot of it was in my own head, but I knew
it would be awhile before I felt comfortable challenging Fong again in a major
pot.
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The next day, around
noon, I drove to the Palms. Making my way across the odd-shaped casino floor, I
headed straight for the movie theater complex, located in the rear. I
approached the ticket taker, a kid around twenty years old, whose name badge
read "Jared". I showed him one of the photos I had of Martine at
Hoover Dam, somewhat of a close-up, and asked if he'd ever seen her.


"It
would've been about two weeks ago," I said, giving him the day and exact
date. "She was here to see American Wedding. It would've been an
evening show."


He
didn't look at the photo right away. Instead, he looked at me, saying,
"Two weeks, man. That's a long time. I was working day shift then, but I
don't know …"


I put
the photo in front of him. "Just have a look, Jared. And please, try to
remember."


He
took it, gazing at it for a minute. Then: "Yeah, wait a minute. I remember
her. With the dark brown hair and real white complexion. Yeah. She was, like,
old, but kind of hot … in a way."


"You're
sure. She was here."


"Positive,
man. I remember that ultra-white skin, you know? Plus, it was a weekday
afternoon first show, so there weren't too many people here. Hers was one of
the only tickets I tore for American Wedding. You know, everybody wants
to see Pirates Of The Caribbean. That's the one that's, like, a monster hit
movie right now."


I
pulled out my money clip, sliding a hundred off the top. I gave it to the kid,
and you'd've thought I just gave him a new car. He thanked me over and over,
even as I walked away.
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I took a small roundabout
detour, making sure I wasn't being tailed, and swung past Ronnie Wills'
apartment on the way home. He was still at work, so I just got out of the car
and went up to his front door. I pushed on it. It was locked. Thankfully,
Olivera hadn't found this place yet. I headed home, stopping off at the liquor
store for a fresh bottle of Dalmore.


When I
arrived at my apartment, I parked around back of the other building in our
complex, to make it look like I was out. Inside, I retrieved my .357 from the
dresser drawer in my bedroom. This time, I strapped on the shoulder rig. I
jacked a cartridge into the chamber, put two extra full magazines in my shirt
pocket, just as I did the other night, then slid the weapon into the holster,
as I went back into the living room to watch TV. And wait.
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I didn't want to leave, so I ordered out for pizza around
eight-thirty. ESPN was showing Baseball Tonight, zeroing in on the
unfolding World Series drama.


According
to all the "experts", the announcers said, the Marlins weren't even
supposed to make the playoffs, much less be one win away from a World Series
championship. They hashed it out among themselves, as well as numerous guest
"experts", all of whom were slowly coming to the realization that
these nobodies from Miami might actually win the whole enchilada.


While
all of this hand-wringing was going on, the doorbell rang. I looked through the
peephole. It was the pizza.


I
opened the door and it crashed hard into my jaw, sending me reeling backward
onto the floor. Two of them charged in, both wearing topcoats, the one in front
tossing the pizza box aside, the other one showing a semiautomatic pistol.


From
my prone position, I pulled my weapon from its holster, firing off two rounds.
They both found their target, hitting the first one to charge in the door. One
round went through his neck, while the other hit him squarely in the face.
Pieces of his skull and brain sprayed all over his partner, as he fell backward
into him. 


I
scrambled to my feet, but the partner managed to get a shot off — it was
a muffled pop, fired through a silencer — hitting me in my left shoulder,
knocking me back into the divider that separates my living room from the
kitchen. On the impact, my gun flew out of my hand, landing behind me, or under
me, or somewhere that I couldn't see. I dove to the floor for it, the pain
shooting through my entire body. As I got my left hand on it, he had finally
shoved his comrade's corpse to the floor, then moved across the room toward me
with the business end of his weapon looking right through me.


Because
my shoulder felt like it was on fire, my hand couldn't grip the gun properly.
Instead, I saw my dinette chairs on the other side of me. It was an outside
chance, but right then, that was the only kind I had. I grabbed a chair leg
with my right hand and flung it at him. It hit him around waist-high, making
him stumble momentarily, but it didn't stop him. I tried to transfer the .357
to my right hand, but I didn't know if I could do it in time.


Suddenly,
I heard two muffled spits. My assailant's gun fell to the floor, and his head
jerked upward. Two exit wounds in his chest spewed blood in all directions. He
groaned once, then collapsed to the carpet, the look of death painted
permanently on his olive face.


I
looked beyond him to the doorway. No-Sleeve Steve and Julius stood just inside,
smoke trailing out of the barrel of No-Sleeve Steve's large, silenced semiauto.
It looked like a nine millimeter. They shut the door behind them while they
took stock of the situation.


Both
about twenty-five, both with shaved heads, and both solidly built, they were
Blake's two-man security service. Julius checked out the two attackers to make
sure they were dead, while No-Sleeve Steve came over to me.


"You
all right?" he asked in a surprisingly soft voice, which didn't match his
thick-necked, muscular image at all. It was the first time I ever heard him
speak. He holstered his large weapon inside his sport coat.


I
struggled to my feet. "I'm — I'm hit in the shoulder. It hurts like
a son of a bitch, but I think I'll be all right. What are you guys doing here,
anyway? Talk about being in the right place at the right time."


"Mr
Blake told us to watch out for you, starting yesterday. We followed you down to
Binion's last night, then followed you home. We stayed outside till just before
sunup. Then, we came back this afternoon, and parked outside here until we saw
you come home from someplace. We noticed you parked around behind the other
building, so we thought something might be going down." He led me to the
sofa and gently sat me on it. "We sat out there until just a few minutes
ago, when we saw the pizza delivery boy walk up to your door. These two jumped
him, pistol-whipping him till he went down. They took the pizza and rang your
doorbell. We were parked way across the lot or we'd've been here sooner."


Julius
spoke. "They're both dead, Steve. Hispanics, with Miami ID. Olivera's men
for sure."


"Okay,"
No-Sleeve Steve said. "Call Mr Blake."


Julius
took his cell phone from his pocket and punched up the number.


No-Sleeve
Steve turned back to me. As he did, he stripped off his sport coat to relieve
the high heat I maintained in my apartment. Underneath it, large, log-like arms
exploded out of his sleeveless dress shirt. The sight of all those arm muscles
came back to me in spades, as I remembered the night back in February when he
and Julius worked me over right here in my apartment at Blake's direction.


He
said to me, "Now, we're gonna leave in a minute, and when we do, you call
911. When the cops get here, tell them exactly what happened, except to say
that you don't know who we were. All you know is that we were just Concerned
Citizens who happened to be in the vicinity."


"Concerned
Citizens. Right."


"We
saw someone in danger of being killed and we stepped in. Okay? We shot the one
guy who was trying to kill you, then disappeared into the dark, okay? You don't
know any more than that, right?"


"Right."


These
guys just saved my life. I wasn't about to rat them out. They nodded at each
other, threw me a casual wave, then stole out the door.
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As soon as they left, I
called Madden. I told him I was wounded in a home invasion, so he called for an
ambulance. While I waited, I examined my attackers. They were Hispanic,
somewhere in their twenties, and well-dressed. Each carried a silenced .22
semiauto, as well as a couple of thousand dollars in cash. I took most of the
money, leaving a little for Madden's boys and the ambulance crew. One of them
had a room key for the Riviera, a decidedly more downscale hotel than the
Venetian. 


Less
than ten minutes later, Madden was at my door, with Bolino trailing behind him
like poisonous exhaust. I let them in. At the sight of the carnage, Madden put
his hands on his topcoated hips, saying, "Okay, Jack. Let's have it."


I
recited the No-Sleeve Steve version of events, claiming two mysterious
strangers with guns happened by during a violent home invasion and saved my
life. I'm sure he didn't buy it, but what was he going to do? That was my
story, and I was sticking to it. Deep down, I think he was glad it unfolded
that way.


I then
added some personal opinion, like a cherry on top: "Despite what happened
here, Frank, I really don't think they came here to kill me. Not at first,
anyway. I think they wanted me to tell them where the wine was, and they were
willing to lay some major hurt on me so I would give it up. I probably would've
told them, since I don't endure torture very well, after which they quite
possibly were going to put one in my head. Those .22s are designed for that, as
you know."


"So
you do know where the wine is, after all."


"Yeah,
I do. But the way they came barging in here, I didn't have time to think. My
only selection was to defend myself and start shooting, which is what I
did."


Bolino
spoke up. "So what you did, asshole, was to take the law into your own
hands."


I
narrowed my eyes into a sharp glare, aiming it right at him. "What I did
— asshole — was act in
defense of my own life against two armed intruders, who came busting in to my home
at night with bad intentions. They didn't exactly pause to give me their
agenda. If you don't like it, go fuck
yourself."


"Calm
down, Jack," Madden said. "I mean it. You too, Nick."


His
hard gaze told me he wasn't kidding. I nodded at him. Bolino backed off as
well.


Madden
said, "Can we link these two to Olivera?"


"Maybe,
but I doubt it," I replied. "He's pretty well insulated. But if
you'll check their DNA against that hair you found in Ryan Farrow's bedroom,
you'll probably get a match from one of them. Also, I would imagine one of
their weapons will match up in a ballistics test against the bullet that killed
Farrow."


Madden
was writing things down in his notebook, and I continued. "In my opinion,
Olivera was definitely behind the Ryan Farrow hit. You'll probably never tie
him to it, though. He was upset over Farrow's failure to 'rescue' the wine from
Sandra Blake's house. But what I think really set him off, was learning that
Sandra had gone over to helping Blake in their deal for that downtown land.
Olivera really wants all that land, the whole sixty acres, but when he learned
that Sandra had switched to Blake's team, he likely figured Ryan would follow,
taking the forty-three million dollar loan with him. Killing him sent the
message to Colby, and Colby got it. He went ahead and nailed down the loan for
Olivera. He was the one who had developed the connection to the money people
anyway, not Ryan."


Madden
turned to Bolino. "Call headquarters, Nick. Get the Crime Scene Analysts
over here on the double." Bolino pulled out his cell phone to make the
call. Through my curtain, I could make out the synchronized flashing of red
lights approaching outside. Madden then said to me: "Here comes the
ambulance now. Let's get you to a hospital and get you patched up."


As
Bolino rang headquarters on his cell phone, Madden leaned into me and
whispered, "Good work, Jack."
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They pulled the slug out of my shoulder in the emergency room
of Sunrise Hospital, and I was released from the hospital the next day with my
arm in a sling and painkillers in my system. I didn't have any insurance, so I
had them call Blake. He drove down and guaranteed payment for their services.
He gave them a credit card, or filled out paperwork or something, I didn't
really see. That seemed to satisfy them, though, so he and I left at around
five in the afternoon. He gave me a lift home.


On the
way, he said, "Were either of those two thugs the one who killed
Sandra?"


"I
don't think so. I could be wrong, but I don't believe so."


"Well,
who did?"


"I
can't say right now, but I'll know more tomorrow."


"That's
good. Because Olivera's coming back to town tomorrow or the next day. If the
World Series ends tonight, he's getting on a plane for Las Vegas tomorrow
morning. I want to meet him at your apartment."


"My
apartment? What the hell for?"


"We're
going to resolve this whole question of the land, as well as the wine. I've
faxed him some papers, he signed them, and faxed them back. And I want you
there, in case you have to produce the wine, which I'm pretty sure you will
have to do. I don't want this meeting to take place in my office."


"Isn't
this kind of … unorthodox?"


He
looked at me. "Jack, there hasn't been anything about this whole affair
that you could call 'orthodox'. This will just be the final chapter of this
long, drawn-out nightmare. So how about it? Your apartment, tomorrow, say
around four o'clock?"


I
thought for a moment. I put it all together in my mind, then said, "Four
o'clock sharp. I'll be there."


Pretty
soon, he dropped me off. I rushed into my bloodstained apartment and turned on
the TV to game six of the World Series. While the game was on, I picked up the
overturned furniture and cleaned the place up as best I could with one hand. I
didn't get far. It was obvious I was going to need more reliable help for this
job.


I
eventually gave up on it, poured myself a Dalmore, which I could easily do with
one hand, and settled in to watch the game.


I sat
there, staring in complete disbelief, as the Marlins handled the Yankees with
ease, 2-0, winning the World Series, four games to two, becoming the champions
of all baseball.
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The next day, Sunday, I
slept late. It took me a long time to take a shower and get dressed. Just try
doing all that with one arm out of commission and while pain is shooting
through your entire body.


Hours
later, when I was finally together, I called Martine. I gave her a brief
version of the events, emphasizing the fact that I was basically all right, but
that my arm was in a sling. She came rushing over immediately. It was about two
o'clock when she arrived.


She
stepped into my apartment. As soon as she saw me, she gasped, then gave me an
extra-gentle hug. Looking around in horror, noticing the general disorder,
along with the remaining bloodstains on the carpet and on the furniture, she
wanted to know everything that happened. I gave myself permission to pour a
double Dalmore, then I returned to the living room. We took a seat on the
couch. I gave her the same detailed story I gave Madden, including the fact
that I didn't know who my saviors were.


"So
these guys just happened along?" she said. "They just happened along
and happened to be carrying guns?"


"That's
right."


"Were
they connected with the Cubans in any way?"


"Not
that I know of. They weren't Cuban, I know that much." I finally took a
good look at her.  She wore a loose,
white Mirage sweatshirt and tight jeans. The white of the sweatshirt combined
with her pale complexion to set off a extra-dramatic contrast with her dark
hair and eyes. The look was perfect for her.


She
said, "So that's why you weren't home when I tried to call you the last couple
of nights? I was pretty worried, you know."


"That's
why, Martine." I paused for a long taste of the Dalmore, then said,
"Or should I call you Netty?"


"What?"
Her hand slipped off my good shoulder into her lap.


"Netty.
Just like Blake used to call you when you dated him, right?"


"H-how
— how do you —"


"How
do I know about it? The other night, when you got broken into, I got a look at
your driver's license after you showed it to Madden. Your middle name is
Annette. That and a couple of other things pointed to it. But the real question
is, why did you not tell me you used to date him? Got an answer?"


"I
— I just didn't think it —"


"You
didn't think it mattered? Am I right?"


She
nodded once, not looking me in the eye.


I
said, "You still love him, don't you."


She
couldn't bring herself to nod. That would be like saying it out loud, something
she got very good at not doing. Instead, the corners of her mouth started to
slide downward. I knew the tears weren't far behind.


Then I
said, "But it was a one-way street, wasn't it?" I didn't give her
time to answer. "Blake already knew you from before his divorce. You were
attractive, convenient, there was never any thought of commitment on his part,
but no matter how hard you tried, you couldn't make him love you. After a few
months of his late night visits and gooey text messaging, your one-way street
became a dead end."


"He
loved me. In his own way, he loved me." The first tears found their way
out of her beautiful brown eyes, beginning their long tumble down her face.


"In
his own way, he loved you. Right. Women have been clinging to that fantasy ever
since apes jumped out of trees and stood up straight." Her head turned
quickly as she started to look away, toward the window. "So you changed
your cell phone number without telling him, hoping that if he tried to call you
and got the 'no longer in service' recording, he might come out to the
Bootlegger to see if you were all right. But that didn't happen."


I
softly put my hand on her sculpted cheek and turned it back toward me. I said,
"And then there was your 'friendship' with Sandra. If you can call it
that."


"We
were friends! Good friends!" She pulled a small pack of Kleenex out
of her purse, and started drying her eyes, but the tears kept coming.


"Good
friends? You really think so? Do good friends let phone calls go unreturned?
Her call directory showed you phoning her a number of times in the weeks before
her murder. But there were no calls from her to you. You forced yourself on
her, pestering her to go out with you, so every couple of months, she caved in.
She figured that was easier than giving you another bullshit excuse why she
couldn't see you."


Her
face reddened as I spoke. It was the first time I'd ever seen blood rush to her
cheeks. Rather than bring her porcelain face to life, though, it cast an eerie,
pinkish glow. Scary, kind of.


She
said, "Sandra liked me. She did!"


"You
think so? I don't. I think she thought you weren't of 'her standing', as you
said she liked to put it. I saw her house. It's a multimillion-dollar palace.
She drove a new Mercedes! She had original art hanging in her living room. She
sold high-ticket condos, and made big money doing it. Her electric bill in an
off-month is probably more than two months rent for your one-bedroom apartment
on West Flamingo."


"Stop
it! Stop it!" Her head went straight into her hands, as her words
struggled to slice through the sobbing.


I
wouldn't let up. "Her friends hang out at the Las Vegas Country Club, not
the Bootlegger. When she went to dinner with her real friends, they went to a
five-star restaurant in the Venetian, not to Pasta Mia. You knew all this, and
you resented it."


"I
didn't! She was my friend!"


"That's
what you kept telling yourself. And then, somewhere along the way, Olivera
entered the picture. You found out she was working with him to get Blake's
downtown land." I drank more Scotch. "She probably didn't tell you
about it right away. Why should she? You weren't that important to her. My
guess is one night when she went out with you, she most likely mentioned it in
passing. Maybe you pressed her for a few more details, but you got the overall
picture nevertheless. You were probably recently split from Blake by that time,
but still carrying the torch. When she told you she was working the other side
of the fence, you saw that as betrayal. A stab in the back to the man you
loved. The man who once loved her. It was too much for you to take. That's when
you killed her."


I
hated saying those words. Worse, I hated myself for having to say them. I knew that
this moment and those words would echo in my mind until I drew my final breath.


"No,
I didn't!"


"You
couldn't bring yourself to tell Blake you killed her. I know that because if he
had known you did it, he never would've hired me. He would've just taken out
his own justice on you."


"No,
Jack! You've got it all wrong."


"Do
I?"


"Yes!
I was at the movies when she was killed. I can prove it! I did prove it to the
police."


"Your
torn ticket stub, right? To see American Wedding, right?" She
nodded. "Except you didn't see it that night. Oh, you went to the Palms
and bought the ticket, all right. But you tore it yourself. Then, after tucking
the stub into your purse, you left the theater immediately and made the drive
back to Sandra's house. She let you through the gate and in the door, never
knowing you were coming there to kill her. Then, the next afternoon, when the
police were trying to find you, you went back to the Palms, bought another
ticket for the one-twenty showing of American Wedding, and actually watched
the movie, so you could prove you'd seen it."


Her
tears flowed now, uncontrollably. I knew it would be a minute or two till they
subsided, so I picked up my cell phone and punched in Madden's private cell
number. It was Sunday, he was probably at home.


"Frank,
Jack Barnett. I'm at my apartment. You better get over here right away. I've
got Sandra Blake's killer sitting on my couch."


I hung
up. She put her hands to the sides of my neck, her lips inches from mine. With
wet, red eyes and wet, red cheeks, she said gently, "Jack, honey, you
can't do this to me. Not after what we mean to each other. Please!"


I
didn't pull away. "You might never believe this, but I hate doing this
almost as much as you're going hate having it done to you." I placed a
soft, brief kiss on her lovely lips. All our good times came back to me in a
rush, all that she meant to me. Even so, I knew that would be the final kiss
between us.


"We
had it all, Martine. You could've been the one for me. You were everything I
ever wanted in a woman. Except for the murderer gene, of course. And now,
you'll have to face the law for it."


She
pulled away, but not by much. Her voice shot up to the next octave, adding
urgency. "You don't have to do this. You can tell them it was all a
mistake. That you were mistaken!" Her brown eyes were still wet, but
pleading.


I
shook my head. "And if I did that, I would regret it every day for the
rest of my life. Sandra Blake's face, complete with the bullet hole in her
forehead, would haunt me all the way to the grave."


Fifteen
minutes later, Madden knocked at my door. He'd rounded up Bolino on his way
over. The two of them came in. I gave them Martine.


"She's
the one you want, Frank." I ran it all down for them. "Check with a
kid named Jared who takes tickets at the Palms movie theaters." I gave
them the photo of Martine I had shown to Jared. "He works days, and he can
put her in the theater watching the same movie the next afternoon. That was
supposed to be her cover, in case you asked her to describe the movie. As for
the gun, I don't know. Maybe it's still in her apartment. Maybe she threw it in
the lake. I don't know. You'll have to get that out of her."


Bolino
briefed Martine on her rights, then put the cuffs on her. As he led her out to
the car, I stopped Madden before he got out the door.


"I
could have fallen in love with her, Frank. I almost did."


My
voice cracked. He caught it, then placed his big hand on my good shoulder. He
pulled his lips together tight, then nodded twice. Finally, he patted me a
couple of times, and went out the door. I closed it behind him.
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Blake showed up at quarter to four. No-Sleeve Steve was with
him. His Cadillac Escalade was parked in the next spot over from mine, just a
few feet from my front door. I spotted Julius holding down the driver's seat.


Even
though it was Sunday, supposedly an off day, Blake wore his major-dealmaking
power costume: European-cut designer suit, charcoal gray, custom white shirt
with French cuffs, and a silk tie. The tie probably cost a hundred bucks, but
it was Kelly green and totally hideous. He carried a black leather briefcase,
which looked to me like one of the most expensive I'd ever seen. No-Sleeve
Steve wore his customary sport coat, this one was navy blue, over a pale blue
dress shirt, which was no doubt sleeveless.


I, on
the other hand, wore a brown sweatshirt pulled over my sling with wrinkled
khaki pants.


I
apologized for the disheveled appearance of my apartment, then motioned for
them to sit down. Blake took the one easy chair in the room. No-Sleeve Steve
took it upon himself to go get one of my dinette chairs, which he brought into
the living room. He sat in it, his large hands folded in front of him.


"How're
you feeling, Jack?" Blake asked.


"Better.
The pain has subsided to a mere throb." I was about to blurt out the news
about Martine, but decided to wait until Blake's little show with Olivera had
concluded.


Blake
said, "What's going to happen here is this. I'm going to sell Olivera my
land for the price he offered me. We're going to sign the contracts here today,
and he's going to give me earnest money in the amount of ten million dollars.
We'll have the actual closing in a couple of weeks. I'm also going to throw in
the wine. Can you go and get it when the time comes? I mean, are you able to
drive?"


Ronnie's
place was less than ten minutes away. Today, with little traffic, I felt
confident. "I can get it. But wait a minute. You're selling your land to
him? I thought you were using the wine as a hammer to pound him into selling
his land to you."


"Things
have changed. I'll explain afterward. But you're certain you can get the
wine."


"I'm
certain." I knew Ronnie would be home at this hour watching movies.


"Want
a drink?" I asked. "I've got some good Scotch."


"No,
thanks."


I
looked at No-Sleeve Steve, with the same offer in my eyes. He shook his head. I
went to the kitchen and poured myself a short Dalmore.


Before
I got back to the living room, there was a knock at the door. I set the drink
down and went to answer it. I saw Olivera and Calzado through the peephole.


"Mr
Olivera," I said, as I opened the door widely. "And Mr Calzado.
Please come in."


They
slowly entered behind tight faces and clenched jaws. Their eyes darted this way
and that, not exactly knowing what to expect from this odd meeting where so
much was at stake. They both wore expensive dark suits, with appropriate shirts
and ties. Calzado carried a briefcase, as though it were a spear. I assumed it
belonged to Olivera. Blake and No-Sleeve Steve stood up when the Cubans got inside
the room.


Olivera
saw the blood on the carpet. "What happened here?" As if he didn't
know.


"I
was attacked Friday night by two armed men. Fortunately, I was able to
successfully defend myself."


"Armed
men?" Olivera asked, keeping up the charade of having no idea what went
down.


"Yes,
it was just terrible," I said, trying to inject mock drama into my voice.
I figured he'd swallow it.


He and
Calzado took seats on my lumpy couch, a far cry from the soft leather sofa in
Olivera's suite at the Venetian. Olivera sat closest to Blake. He and Blake
shook hands just as they were sitting down. "Mr Olivera," Blake said,
"thank you for coming to this unusual meeting place on a Sunday. In
addition, let me congratulate you on the Marlins' stunning victory."


Olivera
couldn't hold back the smile that exploded over his face. His eyes ignited with
joy as he said, "It was the most important event in Marlins history, and
one of the greatest victories in the history of all baseball! This year marks
the beginning of a long period of greatness for the Marlins. Maybe even an era
of domination!"


Of
course, he was swept up in the hype and in the improbable turn of events, but I
had to admit, my Yankees were definitely dominated by these outliers from
Miami.


I
added, "Let me congratulate you too, Mr Olivera. I'm a Yankee fan, and I
will say right now that the best team won. Good job."


His
smile was radiant, almost infectious. "Thank you, Jack. I appreciate your
good will."


I
noticed that even Calzado wore a wide grin. You couldn't blame them. They were
part owners of the world champions of baseball.


He
turned his attention back to Blake. "So, Mr Blake. Are we ready to do
business?" He continued smiling.


"We
are." He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a sheaf of papers.
Calzado opened their briefcase, handing Olivera the necessary documents. They
exchanged a few of them, looked them over, then talked back and forth about the
broad outlines of the deal. Olivera had a couple of questions, which Blake
answered to his satisfaction, then they examined the papers some more. After
about ten minutes of this, during which time No-Sleeve Steve and Calzado sat
motionless, they whipped out their pens and started signing. Once the
signatures were in all the right places, Calzado handed Olivera a cashier's
check, which he in turn gave to Blake. Blake looked it over and they shook
hands.


Olivera
then said, "And the wine?"


Blake
looked at me. "Jack, would you please get the wine for Mr Olivera?"


I went
to the closet and put on my jacket. "I'll be back in about twenty-five
minutes," I said. No one objected, so out I went.


Julius
still sat in the Escalade. He nodded at me as I got in my car, as though he
knew everything that was going on. I hightailed it over to Ronnie's.


The
drive was mercifully quick, since my shoulder was starting to act up. Pain shot
out through my upper chest and down my left arm as I tried to maneuver the
steering wheel. When I got to Ronnie's, he was there, as he told me he would be.
After he asked me what happened to my arm, and after I told him the very short
version, he pointed to the wine in the corner of his apartment, still unopened.
I asked him if he would carry it to my car for me. He obliged.


About
ten minutes later, I pulled up into my empty spot in front of my apartment.
When I walked in the door, everyone was exactly where I'd left them. Blake and
Olivera had been chatting, but that all stopped the instant I entered the room.
Olivera leaped from his seat and said, "Where is it?"


I
pointed to my bum wing under my sweatshirt. "In my back seat. You'll have
to get it."


He and
Calzado rushed outside to my car, gingerly pulling the old wooden case from the
rear seat. As they brought it inside, Olivera said something to Calzado in
Spanish. Olivera asked me to push my coffee table to one side, as they placed
the box on the floor in front of the couch. Calzado reached inside the
briefcase, his hand coming out with a long, thick, flathead screwdriver.
Olivera took it, then started to pry open the first nail on the case.


A few
minutes later, he removed the final nail. As he lifted the lid, his grin
disappeared from his face. Calzado moved to the edge of his seat on the couch.
Apprehension was all over the both of them, as he reached into the case and
pulled out a magnum-sized bottle of Gallo White Zinfandel. Looking deeper into
the case, he saw five more bottles just like it.


Olivera
looked around the room like he had just become the butt of a practical joke.
"What the fuck is going on, Blake. Where the hell is the Château
Mouton?"


Blake
pulled his cell phone from his shirt pocket and punched in one number.
"Okay, Julius. Bring it in."


"You
better have some answers for me," Olivera said. In a moment, I thought I
might see steam coming out his ears, and maybe a gun coming from somewhere on
Calzado's person.


Blake
responded. "Mr Olivera, some time ago, I decided in the interests of all
concerned, that I would take the Mouton out of the case and keep it somewhere
else. To make sure it was … safe. If you get my meaning."


"Safe?"


Blake
remained calm. "Yes. It's very valuable wine, as you know, and I was
fairly certain it would be included in our land deal, no matter which way that
went. So I just wanted to protect it. To make sure no one would steal it. I've
been keeping it in proper wine storage facilities at another location here in
the city."


I took
all this in, smiling to myself at Blake's cunning. He knew all along what the
wine was worth, and once he got wind of Olivera's itch to get it, he pried open
the case himself — or more likely had it done by someone who knew how to
pry it open and then nail it shut again without leaving any traces. Then he switched
it out for the cheap shit, just in case anyone got any big ideas of stealing
it. He probably went over to Sandra's house to do it at a time when he knew she
wouldn't be home. Meanwhile, the whole world continued thinking this
million-dollar case of wine is sitting in a tiny pantry off her kitchen.


At
that moment, Julius walked in, carrying a wooden box a little smaller than the
Mouton case. It looked well-constructed, but homemade.


"The
wine," Blake said, "is in that box. Three magnums of it."


Olivera
picked up the screwdriver again and anxiously pried it open, while Julius went
over to stand behind No-Sleeve Steve. Inside were three objects, each wrapped
in what looked like a black woolen sweater covered with heavy gauge bubble
wrap. Olivera carefully removed one of the objects, sweater and all, placing it
between him and Calzado on the couch. After some fast instructions in Spanish
by Olivera, Calzado placed his hands a few inches on either side of the object
to prevent it from rolling around, Olivera slowly unwrapped the bubble wrap and
the sweater to reveal a magnum of Liberation Vintage Château Mouton.


Groaning,
he held it in both hands, his black Latin eyes widening as far as possible. His
mouth was open, but no words came out. He barely breathed. He didn't dare lift
it more than an inch or two off the couch.


The
dark magnum glistened in the light of my living room as all eyes became fastened
to it, mine included. No one said a word. Olivera calmly turned it around in
his hands, his every move measured. The Liberation label was intact, in mint
condition as promised, and the precious liquid sloshed around a little inside
the oversized bottle.


He
spoke softly in Spanish to no one in particular, but I didn't need a
translator. The awe that coated his voice told me what he felt. It was such a
human moment, I almost could've forgiven him for trying to kill me the night
before last.


He
rewrapped the magnum, then examined the other two, one at a time. They were
just like the first one, both in primo condition. Then he eyed Blake.
"What about the other three?"


"You
get those at the closing. I'll give you the original case today."


Olivera
turned to Calzado, speaking more Spanish. This time, it sounded like an order.
Calzado got up from the couch and headed away from the rest of us, into the
kitchen, as he opened up his cell phone.


Olivera
said, not to Blake, but to all of us in general, "As you might imagine, I
cannot trust the airlines with this treasure, so I am arranging for a limo to
take us back to Miami." He gestured toward Calzado. "Marco Antonio is
making the arrangements now. Two drivers. Nonstop. Even still, I will miss the
Marlins victory parade tomorrow, so you can see how much this acquisition means
to me."


Momentarily,
Calzado returned to the living room, speaking in Spanish, apparently telling
Olivera the long-distance limo was lined up. They then began to transfer the
Mouton into the old wooden case, carefully placing the magnums into the
original semicircular slats designed by the winery to hold them. When they were
done, and the case was resealed, Olivera stood up to shake hands with Blake
once again.


He
turned to me for a handshake, saying, "Jack, I am so sorry for what
happened to you. I will make it up to you in my own small way." Then, he
and Calzado guardedly lifted the case of Mouton off the floor and carried it to
the door. I held the door open for them, watched them put the wooden case into
their waiting car, and then they were gone.
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I let out an exhale as I closed the door and returned to the
couch.


"That
was a pretty swift move with the wine," I said to Blake. "Using the
original case as a decoy in case Olivera's people got too close to it."


"You
have to think ahead, Jack," he said. "I couldn't take the risk that
he would get his hands on that wine before we made the deal."


"Speaking
of the deal, how did you happen to cave in so fast? I thought you were after his
strip of land."


He
allowed a tiny smirk to land on his face. It almost made it into a smile.
"I was, until I learned that the Marlins aren't leaving Miami."


"What
do you mean, they're not leaving?" I just noticed the Dalmore I poured
before Olivera got there. I'd set it down and forgotten about it during all the
commotion with the wine. I went over and picked it up, drinking a little from
it.


"Do
you remember my telling you I had a source in Miami? A source of
information?"


"I
think so."


"That
source is none other than Elva Wiltenauer, majority shareholder in the Florida
Marlins."


"You
know her?"


"You
could say that."


"From
where?"


He
shifted his weight on the couch. "She's from California originally. A
widow. She was into Los Angeles real estate, big projects. I was out there
doing some business with her on a hotel complex, when … well, let's just say we
got to know each other."


"Don't
tell me," I said, recalling Martine's revelations about his divorce.
"You and she became an item, Sandra found out about her, and that's why
your marriage dissolved."


Now it
was his turn to be surprised. His eyebrows leaped up on his forehead.
"Whoa, where'd you get that?"


"I've
got my bed made. Go on."


He
gathered himself for a moment, then he said, "Okay. So Elva forms a group
and goes to Miami to buy the Marlins. The team was having all kinds of
problems, running into stone walls with the city, the county, and what have you,
over a new stadium. Now, along comes Olivera, who controls about five points of
local ownership in the team. He's hot to get a new stadium built under his
umbrella, for obvious reasons of profit. Elva goes along with him."


"Goes
along with him? As in stringing him along?"


Blake
nodded. "Even so far as letting him travel out here and nose around for
possibilities. He takes the bait, comes out here, and sets up the Las Vegas
deal from A to Z, getting the stadium financing, as well as the mayor's seal of
approval, with Elva even telling him the team will move out here in a New York
minute. You with me so far?"


"So
far." I took another sip of Scotch.


"Elva
encouraged all this. She wanted him to line up a pretty firm deal out here, so
she could hold that over the heads of the politicos back in Florida, and bash
them into submission with it. And believe me, despite all their rhetoric back
in Miami, the last thing they want is for the Marlins to leave town. That kind
of thing is public relations poison for a city. Say, would you have any bottled
water, by any chance?"


I
shook my head, saying all I had was tap water. He sloughed it off, then
continued. "So last week, around Wednesday or so, when it looked like the
team was just about ready to announce it was packing up its bats and balls for
real, the governor of Florida telephones Elva in the nick of time and asks her
to call it off. He tells her he's going to twist a few arms in the state
legislature and in the Miami city council to get the stadium deal done down
there, no matter what. Elva called me immediately, so I contacted Olivera and
told him he could have my land for the price we agreed upon, forty-three
million. And I would throw in the wine, of course."


"A
price which nets you about two million in profit?"


He
shook his head once. "More like thirty million. I can tell you now, where
I couldn't say anything before. It was too confidential. Remember, that
property was basically wasteland and I bought it piecemeal. I'm maybe twelve
million into it altogether."


"You
made over thirty million dollars on this deal?"


Blake
finally smiled. "I did." He said that as if congratulating himself.
Shit, I couldn't bedgrudge him this moment. He deserved it.


He
continued: "So Olivera jumped at my offer, thinking Mayor Niekamp
pressured me into it. Meanwhile, he's still positive he's going to build a
stadium here and ultimately grab a bigger stake in the team. He thinks he's
going to make hundreds of millions out of this. But all he's going to get
besides the wine is a big headache when he finds out the Marlins are staying in
Miami. The taxes on the downtown land will probably eat his lunch." He
smiled, this time all the way. "He might even consider selling his
interest in the team to cover the taxes. I'm sure Elva will give him a fair
price for it, and she might even give me a little taste for my efforts."


I
slowly shook my head from side to side in amazement. "So you and she were
in this together all the way."


"The
Marlins never had any intention of moving out here, Jack. Or anywhere else, for
that matter. She called me this morning to tell me the mayor of Miami had
spoken to her, after the governor had spoken to him. The mayor assured her a
stadium deal will be worked out. That assurance alone keeps the team in Miami
for at least three more years, even if they can't work something out."


"Which
slams the door on any hopes of bringing the team to Las Vegas."


"Slammed
shut," he said.


"You
sure you're not a closet poker player?" I asked, as I polished off the
Dalmore.


Now he
laughed. "Definitely not."


I
leaned forward, toward him, putting my elbows on my knees. "Now I've got
some news for you."


The
smile ran away from his face. "Go."


"Sandra's
killer is in custody."


"Who?"
I saw him hold his breath.


"Martine."


He let
out a groan, while he looked away. "Are you sure?"


"I'm
sure. But there's not a lot of actual evidence, so I don't know if the cops and
the DA can make it stick. She might actually walk, but there's no doubt that
she did it. She as much as admitted it to me earlier today right here in this
apartment. The cops took her away in handcuffs not long before you got
here."


"Oh,
God," he whispered, still looking away. "You know, she and I …"


"I
know all about it. She was 'Netty'. You were thick with her. Or as thick as
someone like you could ever get with someone like her." He slowly nodded
his head up and down. Then I said, "She found out Sandra was working with
Olivera against you. She figured Sandra was selling you out, and she couldn't
stand it. That, plus the fact that Sandra didn't really see their 'friendship'
the way Martine saw it. That was her motive. Ironically, if she had learned
that Sandra had come back over to your side of the street, she might've
forgiven her. But, being out of the loop, she never found that out. She always
thought Sandra was on Olivera's team."


Blake put
his fingertips to his forehead and sighed. "In the deepest, darkest
backwaters of my mind, I thought she might've done it, or that she was at least
capable of doing it. But I just couldn't bring myself to believe it. She was so
… so …"


"So
feminine."


"Yes,
feminine. Delicate. Not at all the type to shoot an unarmed woman in the head
at point blank range."


"No
one's the type. Until you give them a reason."


He
said, "And you think she might walk?"


"It's
possible," I said. "There's not much hard evidence. If they don't get
her to confess, well …"


He
gave that one a lot of thought. Then, in a voice that had turned from satin to
steel, he said, "Sandra will get
justice. One way … or another."


I gave
him a few moments of silence. Soon his voice returned to smooth level.
"Okay, Jack. Here's what I owe you." He pulled an envelope out of the
inside pocket of his suit jacket, then handed it to me. "Twelve thousand,
five hundred. For a job well done." He got up to leave, signaling
No-Sleeve Steve and Julius, and he appeared to be through speaking, but then he
added, "I didn't like the result at all, but it was still a job well
done."


I
considered that a high compliment. But coming from Blake, I would've expected
nothing less.
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About a week later, as I arrived home late one night from
Binion's, I heard, "Mr Barnett!"


The
raised voice came from the darkness behind me, just as I was about to unlock my
door. I wheeled around, ready for trouble.


"Mr
Barnett." This time his voice was at normal level. He stepped out of the
passenger seat of a big, black Bentley and walked the short distance to my
door. A driver remained in the car.


They
had apparently been parked there, waiting for me. The door to the car remained
open. The man walking toward me looked to be about thirty, with well-styled
dark hair and a firm, stony face. His charcoal gray topcoat probably set him
back at least a grand. I steeled myelf. Without changing his expression, he
said, "This is for you," and he handed me an envelope, Christmas
card-sized, with what felt like a card inside it.


"What
is it?"


"It's
for you." He quickly returned to the Bentley, jumping back inside. The
driver sparked the engine and the big sedan sped out of the parking lot, vanishing
around the corner into the night.


I
entered my apartment. I continued staring at the envelope as I headed for the
kitchen to pour myself a Dalmore. There was no writing on it, no return
address, nothing. I tore it open.


I
pulled out a fancy card on very thick, pricey stock, written in well-styled
calligraphy, with gold around the edges. It looked like a wedding invitation.
But instead it said:



 

Present
this certificate at any hotel / casino in Clark County, Nevada, and receive a
complimentary suite for four days and three nights for you and a companion,
inclusive of all room, food, and beverage charges. It also includes two VIP
tickets to the show of your choice anywhere in Las Vegas and a five thousand
dollar shopping spree in any of the stores on the premises of the hotel / casino
you have chosen. This certificate has no expiration date.



 

Also
in the envelope was a handwritten note on plain white note paper. It read:


Thank
you for your cooperation.


It was
signed, "Mr Black".


I
laughed out loud and slammed back my Scotch.
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I



 

Nobody is actually from Las Vegas. It's one of those towns
that eats its own. Needs a constant supply of fresh blood, like a vampire.


Fresh blood to
keep coming with outlandish ideas that won't work anywhere else. Fresh blood to
keep bringing money in to dump on the tables, or pour down the slots, or drop
it on somebody else's questionable deals.


Las Vegas. A
grifter's heaven for sure, because there's always a new mark somewhere. They
flow through McCarran Airport and the Greyhound terminal every day by the
thousands, looking to throw money at someone or something, or even just the
promise of something. You can find them up in the ritzy suites at the Venetian,
in the desperate two-bit motels on the edge of downtown, and everywhere in
between.


Even people born
and raised here aren't from here. Not really. First of all, there aren't that
many of them to begin with. Then, their parents quite likely came from
somewhere else. In most cases, the kids leave as soon as they're old enough,
looking to connect with more sensible locations. Most of those who defy the
odds and stay eventually wish they hadn't, because what the city needs can't be
produced locally.


Halt the flow of
fresh blood into Las Vegas and you might as well halt the flow of water. The
whole place would dry right up.



 

≈≈≈



 

Take me, for instance. I moved up
here from LA about eight months ago, back in May of '01. An old buddy of mine
was a pit boss at the Desert Inn and told me he could get me on there in some
kind of job.


Moving seemed
like the right thing to do because things were starting to close in on me in
the City of Angels. I'd lost my private investigator's license for pushing a
guy around and doing some other stuff while trying to collect a debt for a
client. Problem was, the guy had big juice, so before I knew it, my license was
gone. He was threatening criminal action against me, too, so late one night, I
packed up and headed out while I still could.


Not long after I
got to Las Vegas, they announced they were going to blow the Desert Inn up. Then,
September 11th blew a hole in the country. So I stayed on, scuffling around in
the poker rooms for awhile until I could find something.


Well, it wasn't
long until something found me.


It started late
one winter night downtown at Binion's, two or three months after they imploded
the DI. I was sitting at a low-limit seven-card stud table. A hand tapped my
shoulder twice. It belonged to the swing shift supervisor.


"Jack,"
he said in a low tone. "Someone here to see you." He gestured toward
the cardroom entrance.


Glancing that
way, I saw an older guy in a camel hair topcoat over a suit and tie, way too
well-dressed for Binion's. I had no idea who he was, but I knew he couldn't be
LAPD. They never looked that good.


I peeked at my
holecards and at the upcards of the other players. I had no shot in this hand.
As I tossed my cards in toward the dealer, I rose from the table and made my
way to the entrance, eyeing him all the way and thinking about what he could
possibly want.


I found my best
smile as he held out a hand. "Jack Barnett?" he said.


"With two
t's," I replied, feeling his strong grip. This close, he appeared to be
very fit beneath his sharp topcoat.


"Jack, I'm
Robert Lansdorf. Could I speak with you a moment?"


I looked back at
the game. They'd started a new hand. I didn't like to miss hands.


"Well … what's
this about, Mr Lansdorf?"


He was the kind
of guy you would call "Mister", maybe twenty years older than I was,
around fifty-five or so, and not quite what you would call handsome. His hair
was dove-gray and well-styled. He looked like he might've had a Mercedes out in
the valet parking. Maybe with a chauffeur leaning against it, smoking a
cigarette, freezing his ass off in the January night, waiting for him to
return.


He modulated his
voice downward to a near-whisper. "I want to hire your services as a
private investigator."


A quick shot of
surprise lifted my eyebrows for a second. How did this guy know I was a PI?


I shook my head.
"Can't help you, Mr Lansdorf. I'm out of that business."


A cocktail
waitress slinked between us with an "excuse me" and a trayful of
drinks, while somewhere in the distance, a slot machine rang and rang,
announcing a big payoff.


"Please."
He motioned for me to walk with him a few steps out of the poker room. When we
got away from everyone, he said, "I know about your troubles in Los
Angeles. That's why I've come here to see you."


Process server,
I thought. I stiffened.


He caught it. As
he patted my shoulder, he said, 
"No, no, don't worry, I'm not here to bring you trouble."


I started
thinking that any guy in a camel hair topcoat who tells me he's not here to bring
trouble is probably the definition of trouble. The very last thing I needed
right then was somebody from LA who knows who I am, knows I was a PI. The way I
figured it, I had to bury that part of my past, bury it deep, if I wanted to
stay out of jail.


Then he added,
"The fact you've lost your license is the very reason I want to hire
you."


"It
is?"


"Indeed it
is. Now, does five thousand dollars get your attention?"


Five grand!
Jesus! I hoped he didn't see my eyes widen.


"You got
it," I replied.


"Good. Let's
go have a cup of coffee."








 


 


 

II



 

Down in the coffee shop, we took a corner booth, away from
probing eyes. As he removed his topcoat, I noticed his suit. It was dark and
expensive.


Back when I had
my license and things were going good for me, I liked fine clothes, and I can
tell when someone is well-tailored.


The waitress
brought our order. He sipped at his coffee. I could tell he wasn't sure if he
liked it.


"First of
all, Jack," he said, "let me tell you a little about myself. I live
in Los Angeles, but like you, I'm originally from New York. My father started
what became a chain of department stores there and had a lot of success. He
later expanded to California, but while still in New York, he did a lot of
business with your grandfather."


That one hit me
from my blind side. My jaw dropped just a little as he continued. "That's
right, Jack. My father did business with Mike Barnett, one of the greatest-ever
private investigators of New York. Had his heyday in the forties and fifties.
Always worked alone. As honest and reliable as any man who ever wore shoe
leather."


I'd always tried
to pattern myself after my granddad, early on, anyway. Even though he died
before I really got to know him, he was a legend around our house when I was
growing up. My parents kept all these scrapbooks filled with yellowing accounts
of his exploits, saving New York from one criminal conspiracy or another, or so
I thought at the time. He was the reason I went into that line of work.


Unfortunately, I
had a much shorter fuse than he did. I didn't mind using a little force if I
thought it would get the job done. He wouldn't have liked it.


Lansdorf added a
touch more cream to his coffee and stirred it.


"Anyway,
Jack, I read about your troubles in the paper back in LA. Your name caught my
eye, so I checked up and found out you were in fact the grandson of Mike
Barnett."


"And you
want to do a TV special on my family history?"


He sipped his
coffee again, looking for improvement. Bingo.


"Hardly."
He reached over into the inside pocket of his topcoat, then pulled out a
rolled-up magazine. As he unfurled it on the table, he said, "Are you
familiar with this?"


It was a copy of
Las Vegas Weekly. You know, the kind of tabloid-sized publication
covering the local scene with irreverent writing and plenty of attitude. Every
big city has one of these.


"Yes, I'm
familiar with it," I replied. "Not this latest issue, but I know the
magazine. I like it." I picked up on the greasy aroma of french fries as
the waitress brought a couple of meals to a nearby booth.


He opened the
magazine to a marked page in the back, splashed with lots of ads for escort
services and the like.


"You see
this?" He pointed to an ad with a picture of a gorgeous young girl, seated
with her legs spread out from a skimpy thong. The headline read, "Blonde
Massage / We Come To You", with a phone number underneath.


He brought his
lips together hard, then said, "That's my daughter."


I looked at her.
Her eyes brimmed with promise, while her mouth formed a dark, pouty slit.
Tousled blonde hair fell across her forehead and down her back. What there was
of a top strained to contain full breasts. She didn't get that look by hanging
around her family's department stores.


I glimpsed
Lansdorf. His eyes were momentarily downcast from the embarrassment of the ad.


"What do
want me to do?" I asked.


"Find her
and —"


"Whoa, now.
I probably won't be able to bring her home, Mr Lansdorf. She doesn't look like
she'd be too interested."


"I don't
want you to bring her home. My wife won't have her in the house. And she
probably wouldn't come anyway." He fidgeted in his seat and paused for a
breath. "I — I just want to know where she is and I want to know
that she's all right. If she needs anything. That's all. Just to know she's all
right." Desperation crept into his voice.


I sat silent for
a moment. I could tell he needed it. Looking back at the ad, something in the
girl's face — in her eyes — grabbed my attention. It held me for a
few seconds. I don't know, maybe … maybe it was nothing.


I turned back to
Lansdorf and said, "What more can you tell me about her? And start with
her name."


He drank some
more coffee.


"Emily.
Emily Jean Lansdorf. She left home three — almost four years ago now. She
came here and started waitressing, then soon moved into the strip joints. She
took up with a string of men — I never knew any of them. We lost touch
with her altogether around eight months ago."


"Do you
have any idea where she lives?"


"No, but
she used to have an apartment over off Maryland Parkway. It's her last address
I know of. Here, let me give it to you." He pulled out a pen and scribbled
it on a paper napkin. I slipped it into my pants pocket. 


 "Do you know any of her known
associates? Friends? Lovers?"


"No."
His head bowed a little. "I'm afraid not."


"How old is
she?"


"She turned
twenty-three back in September."


The waitress
refilled his coffee cup. He pushed it aside.


I said,
"One more thing. Why me? Why not a licensed PI? He could find her just as
easily as I could. Maybe easier."


His head slowly
raised back up so his eyes were level with mine. They were steely now, like his
voice.


"I want
someone who isn't afraid to cross the line when necessary. And if she's in any
kind of danger, then it will be necessary." He leaned toward me
just a little, adding, "You know, Jack, you might think that running a
bunch of retail stores is a namby-pamby kind of job. But over the years, there
have been a few occasions when I've had to do things that were, shall we say,
questionable. And each time I made that choice, I did so because I knew in my
soul … that it was the right thing to do." His eyes penetrated mine even
more deeply as he said, "Not the easiest thing, nor the most legal thing
necessarily, but the right thing. You understand?"


I didn't have to
answer. He knew I got it.


"I'll find
her," I said. "And if possible, I'll make sure she's safe."


He pulled an
envelope from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. "Here's half
now," he said, sliding it across the table at me. "The other half
will be waiting for you when you deliver your report to me. I want the truth,
you understand? No matter what."


I put my palm
over the envelope. "You'll get it, Mr Lansdorf. I can't promise you'll
like it, but you'll get it."


We shook hands
and rose from the booth.



 

≈≈≈



 

I cashed out of the poker game
and headed home. As I motored out of Binion's garage, I started thinking about
Lansdorf, wondering what it must be like to be him. To have a gorgeous daughter
who no doubt had all the advantages growing up, only to piss her life away in
the sex trade of Las Vegas. What the fuck was she thinking? He's probably
wracked his brain a thousand times trying to figure out where he went wrong as
a father.


"I guess
that's how it is with fathers and daughters," I said aloud over the car
radio, wending my way through the downtown streets. "Daddy blames himself
when his little girl goes wild. Like there was something he could've done
differently."


Let me tell you,
I've been around enough of the daddies and enough of the wild childs to know
that girls like Emily, they're not usually thrown off course by the actions of
their fathers. They've got something inside them, way deep inside them, rotting
away in their DNA, tugging them in that downhill direction. And all the private
schools and credit cards and BMWs in all the world can't save them.


I can also speak
from hard experience. I think that was what twanged inside me when I saw
Emily's picture in that ad. It took me back to Redondo Beach.


Back to Lyla. 


Back, shit.
She's still with me. Her memory's all over me. Like a stain that won't scrub
clean, an open sore that never heals. Stings every time I touch it.


Lyla wasn't a
daughter, of course, because I have no kids, but she was someone who …


Never mind. I
don't want to think about it right now.


But she was like
Emily and all the other girls who end up where Emily's heading. They're like
alcoholics in that respect, being swept to their doom in the swift current of
that whiskey river. Before they drown, they've got to dig down within themselves
and find something they think is worth saving. And they've got to do it all
alone.


I thought about
it some more, then, as I arrived home, I put it aside and quickly crawled into
bed.
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