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Miami



Chapter One

It was a beautiful day with glorious sunshine, dazzling blue skies and 75 Fahrenheit.
I cruised onto the driveway of a stunning white bungalow in North Miami Beach and pulled up behind a gleaming white Chrysler. I killed the engine, climbed out the glittering silver Cadillac and wandered towards the house.
As I reached the door, I pressed the bell.
A few seconds later, the door slid open and my cousin, Stevie Dunkley gazed at me.
He was a tall, slim African American dude in his late 30s with a crew-cut.
He wore a black shirt with a pair of jeans.
“Hey, Tom!” he said excitedly as we quickly hugged on the doorstep. “We’ve been expecting you, man!”
“How you doing?” I said.
“I’m good,” he said as I whizzed past him into the air-conditioned house.
I found Auntie Candice and two of my other cousins sitting around in the lounge looking extremely melancholy.
Candice Dunkley was my mother’s younger sister and at 72, she was a shapely, grey-haired mother of six. She wore a black frock and there was a sombre expression in her red-rimmed eyes.
“Hey, baby!” she said as I waltzed into living room.
She spoke with a strong southern accent.
“Hey, Auntie!” I said as she rose to her feet and we hugged. “I was sorry to hear about Mason.”
She started to shake uncontrollably as she suddenly burst into tears.
“They killed my baby!” she cried as we embraced in a passionate hug. “I warned him not to go to New York, but he wouldn’t listen!”
“Take easy, Auntie,” I said as I tried to console her and a sudden whirlpool of extreme emotion swept through my spine. “That’s all you need to do.”
Mason Dunkley was not only my cousin, he was one of my best friends. And that made it personal!
“Take a seat, Auntie,” I said as we finished hugging and tears streamed down her cheeks. “And you can tell me all about it.”
She eased herself onto the sofa and I sat directly opposite.
She was flanked on both sides by her children, Wayne and Serena and they both had their arms around her shoulders.
Stevie loitered within the lounge, a sombre expression in his eyes.
Auntie managed to compose herself.
Then she started to talk.
“I received a call this morning that Mason is dead.”
“What happened?” I said, frowning at her. “How did he die?”
“He was killed on his doorstep in the Bronx,” she said. “He was shot to death.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, honey!” she said as she started to sob again. “I really don’t know! I warned him not to go!”
“Take it easy, Auntie,” I said as the children started to console her. “Just stay cool.”
“Look, Tom!” said Stevie, “all we know is that he was shot on his doorstep. He died an hour later in the hospital.”
I gazed at him.
As far as I was concerned, Mason was an industrious, well-bred family man, who steered clear of trouble, loved his family and lived a quiet life.
So why was he killed?
“He wasn’t the kind of dude who easily made enemies,” I said. “And that’s a fact. He was a nice quiet boy. But did he mention any recent altercations? Anyone who had it in for him?”
They shook their heads.
“Mason was a wonderful boy!” said Auntie. “Wouldn’t hurt a fly! So why would anyone have it in for him?”
“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “He never said anything to me. But somebody, somewhere must have had it in for him or they wouldn’t have gunned him down.”
“I warned him not to go to New York!” said Auntie. “I told him it’s a dangerous place, but he wouldn’t listen! He was bedazzled by the bright lights and big city!”
“It’s not more dangerous than Miami,” I said. “Miami can be extremely dangerous if you step out of line. But that’s not the point. I wanna know why he died! I wanna know who did it! And I want some justice in due course!”
They nodded.
I continued to talk.
“I know he was devastated when he broke up with his wife. And that’s why he went to New York. He wanted a change of scene.”
“That divorce hit him bad,” said Auntie, suddenly interrupting. “He was very depressed about it. But New York wasn’t the answer and I told him. But he just wouldn’t listen.”
“Stay cool, Auntie,” I said as she suddenly burst into tears again. “Just take it easy. So nobody knows why he could have been killed?”
They shook their heads again.
“We don’t know nothing, Tom,” said Stevie as his siblings consoled their mother. “If we did, we would have told you.”
“All we know,” said Serena, talking for the first time,” is that he went to New York and he died.”
“He was only there for a year,” I said.
“Just over a year,” said Wayne, cutting me short. “He left last March.”
“Whatever,” I said with a wave of dismissal. “I’m gonna get to the bottom of this. I’m off to New York. I wanna know what’s going on.”
“When are you going, honey?” said Auntie, a depressed expression in her red-rimmed eyes as she gazed at me.
“In due course,” I said. “The sooner I can get down there, the better.”
She nodded.
“You wanna take it easy, baby. New York’s a dangerous place.”
“It’s not too dangerous for me,” I smiled. “I’m streetwise, Auntie and those New York suckers ain’t gonna push me around.”
“Just take it easy, baby,” she said. “I’ve just lost my baby and I don’t want another bereavement.”
“I’ll be all right,” I said, rising to my feet. “Don’t worry about me. Kicking a sucker’s ass is part of my job. And I’m damn good at it.”
Serena chuckled.
“Want me to come with you, Tom?” said Stevie as I wandered towards the door. “You could do with the company. And two heads are better than one.”
“No, thank you, brother!” I said as I continued to walk. “You’re staying right here with your mama!”
“Are you crazy?” screamed Auntie as she gazed at him incredulously. “I’ve just lost a baby! I don’t intend to lose another one!”
“I give you a call,” I said as Stevie followed me towards the door.
“Okay, honey,” she said. “I’ll pray for you.”
“So long, Auntie,” I said as we wandered out of the room.


New York


Two days later, I cruised into the parking lot of Crafty Willie’s Hardware Store on East 149th Street in the Bronx and climbed out of the gleaming black Lincoln.
It was a beautiful day with blue skies, warm glorious sunshine and 72 Fahrenheit. People wandered in and out of the store as I sauntered towards the entrance. But I wasn’t interested in them. The only dude on my mind right now was Crafty Willie. Everyone else was insignificant.
I entered the bustling store and wandered towards a black dude in a green uniform. Ravishing soul music wafted from the expensive speakers.
But I wasn’t there for the music.
“I’m looking for Crafty Willie,” I said as I paused in front of him. “Where do I find the dude?”
“Willie’s the boss,” he said with strong New York accent.
“I know he’s the boss,” I said, cutting him short. “Just tell me where to find him, buddy!”
I wasn’t in the mood for irrelevant information.
“You’ll find him in his office,” he said, pointing to an office straight ahead. “If he’s not there, he’ll be floating around on the shop floor.”
“Thanks, man!” I said, walking away and heading towards the office.
As I entered the airy office, I found a tall, massively built, African American dude in his late 50s, wearing a stylish grey suit, sitting behind a desk gazing at a computer screen. He reminded me of Bernie Hamilton in his Starsky and Hutch days.
Another African American in a green uniform stood over him expectantly as he searched the computer.
I had a feeling he was waiting for information.
“How you doing?” I said as I wandered into the office.
They gazed at me.
“Hey!” said the dude behind the desk, a dazzling smile appearing on his face as his eyes swept over my suit. “How you doing?”
He spoke with a strong southern baritone.
He had a Barry White kind of voice.
“I’m good,” I said as I paused at his desk. “I’m looking for Crafty Willie.”
“That’s me,” he said, an attentive expression on his face. “What do you want?”
“Private Investigator, Tom Swanson,” I said, flashing my detective card. “I’m Mason Dunkley’s first cousin from Miami. I’m investigating his demise and I’d like to ask some questions.”
“Sure thing, brother!” he said breezily as he glanced at my professional ID, a surprised expression appearing in his eyes. “Let’s have a little talk!”
The other dude was gazing at me in amazement.
“Get out of here, Gavin,” he said. “I’ll give you a call later.”
He wandered towards the door and left the room.
“Have a seat, Swanson,” he said as he left the room.
I eased myself onto the comfy chair opposite his desk.
“I’m sorry about your cousin, Swanson,” he said, a sombre expression in his eyes. “He was a nice kid. Hard-working and extremely polite. I was shocked when I heard of his demise.”
“I’m sorry too,” I said as we sat there gazing at each other. “But sorry won’t bring him back. How long did he work here?”
A thoughtful expression appeared in his eyes.
“About a year,” he said after a pause. “He came straight from Miami.”
“That can’t be right,” I said, frowning at him. “Mason came to New York in March 2012.”
“That’s right,” he said as he continued to frown. “It was last March. I’ll have to check the books if you want precise dates.”
“Don’t worry about dates,” I said. “I’m more concerned about your calculations. March 2012 to July 2013 is over a year.”
“He wasn’t working here when he died,” he said, a confused expression appearing in his eyes. “He left a few months ago.”
“Did he?” I said, a note of surprise in my voice.
“You got it.”
“He didn’t tell us that,” I said incredulously. “Everyone including his mother thought he was still working here.”
“He wasn’t,” he said, shaking his head in denial.
“When did he leave?” I said, suddenly producing my notepad.
A thoughtful frown appeared in his eyes.
“I think it was March. I’ll have to check the books for accuracy.”
“Okay,” I said as I nodded in agreement. “Can you do it now?”
He reached for the phone and grabbed it as a cute black girl waltzed into his office.
“Hey, Willie!” she said as she entered the room. “Can I ask a question?”
“Get out here!” snapped Willie, who was already holding the phone. “I’m busy! I’ll give you a holler.”
She stared at him reproachfully and left the room.
He dialled a number and waited.
“Get me Dunkley’s employment details,” he snapped when he got through.
“Yeah, Mason Dunkley,” he said after a pause. “Right now!”
I nodded in time to the beautiful music that was wafting from the shop floor as he waited on the phone.
The present song was Get Ready by the Temptations and it was one of my favourites.
“March 17, 2012 to April 29, 2013?” he snapped as I continued to rock.
“Thanks, baby,” he said after a pause. “I’ve got his cousin, breathing down my sweet little neck as we talk and he’s dying for information.”
“A dude called Tom Swanson,” he said after a pause as he suddenly glanced at me. “He’s from Miami. He’s a real hard-ass and he’s got all the cute little Miami attitudes. Speak to you later, baby!”
He suddenly dropped the phone.
“That was just over a year,” I said as I scribbled the information onto my notepad.
“You got it,” he said. “I’ve got a lousy memory for dates, but I remember certain details.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I suddenly looked up from my notepad. “You’re not the only one with a dumb memory for dates.”
We smiled at each other momentarily.
“I know it’s a dumb question,” I said after a pause, “but would you know where he was working when he died?”
He suddenly lost his smile.
He seemed to be one of those dudes who could switch from one mood to another at the snap of a finger.
It’s a beautiful talent; not many people can do it.
“It is a dumb question, Swanson. How would you expect me to know that? These suckers come and go and I’m none the wiser about their subsequent employment details.”
“He could have used you as a referee,” I said.
“It wouldn’t have been me,” he said defensively. “It would have been his team leader.”
“Who was his team leader?” I said as I watched him very closely.
“Steve England,” he said without hesitation. “England was his team leader throughout the time he was here.”
“Can I speak with England?”
“You can,” he said, his face creasing into a mirthless smile. “But you’ll have to go to the cemetery.”
“What you talking about?” I snapped as my heart skipped a beat.
“England died two months ago!”
“You kidding me!” I snapped, a note of sheer surprise in my voice as I gazed at him incredulously. “How did he die?”
“Hit-and-run,” he said without hesitation as he leaned back in his chair. “He was killed outside his house and they never got the bastard who did it.”
I stared at him in sheer amazement as we sat there gazing at each other.
“That’s two dead employees in two months!”
“I ain’t proud of it!” he said defensively. “Don’t make it sound so dramatic!”
“It is dramatic!” I said. “Two close employees dead in two months! That’s too much of a coincidence for me, Willie!”
“It’s too much of a coincidence for me,” he said. “But there’s nothing I can do about it.”
“The deaths could be linked,” I said. “Have you ever thought of that?”
“Look, Swanson!” he snapped, a sombre expression appearing in his eyes, “I don’t want no problems! If the cops start looking at me, it could stink trouble!”
“If you got nothing to hide,” I said, “you got nothing to worry about.”
He gazed at me stupidly.
Nobody wants to be stupid and he was no exception.
I continued to talk.
“So they never got the killer?”
“They’re looking for him as we speak,” he said, moving about on his chair. “I hope they get the bastard.”
“I hope they get the bastard,” I said, agreeing with him. “But let’s get back to Mason. Would you know why anyone would want him dead?”
“Oh, Swanson!” he said, a sad expression appearing in his eyes as he sombrely shook his head, “how could you ask me a question like that? The kid worked for me! We weren’t bosom buddies!”
“It’s part of my job to ask dumb questions!” I snapped. “I’m a private investigator! And I’m looking for my cousin’s killer!”
“I don’t know anything about his private life,” he said defensively. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Swanson.”
“Did he have any enemies at work?” I said, determined to squeeze some answers out of him. “Did anyone have it in for him?”
“Not as far as I’m concerned,” he said, shrugging his massive shoulders. “As I previous said, he was a sweet kid, who people seemed to like.”
“But he’s dead!” I said, cutting him short. “Gunned down in broad daylight! So somebody, somewhere must have had it in for him!”
“He lived in a tough neighbourhood,” he said defensively. “People die every day in neighbourhoods like that.”
“I know,” I said. “But I can’t settle for that.”
“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” he said adamantly. “I don’t know why he died.”
I nodded understandingly.
I had a feeling he was telling the truth.
“Did he have any close buddies at work?”
“Now you’re talking,” he said breezily, a smile appearing on his face. “Duncan Freeman was his closest buddy here. They were bosom buddies.”
“Is he still here?” I said excitedly, suddenly very alert.
That was the kind of information I was longing for.
“He still works here,” he said.
“I’d like to speak with him,” I said. “Is he on the shop floor?”
“He’s not in today,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “He called in sick.”
“Where does he live?” I said, holding onto my notepad. “I’d like to talk with the dude.”
“He lives in Brooklyn,” he said. “But I couldn’t remember his address off the top of my head.”
“Can you get it?”
He reached for the phone and grabbed it.
“Hey, baby!” he said when he got through. “Get me Freeman’s address?”
“Yeah, Duncan Freeman!” he snapped. “Right now!”
As we waited, I nodded in time to the beautiful music.
“The Bronx?” he said incredulously, after a short pause. “I thought he lives in Brooklyn!”
“Okay, baby!” he said after listening for a while. “Speak with you later!”
He dropped the phone.
“Lyman Place!” he snapped as he dropped the phone. “It’s a few blocks down the road!”
He recited the full address.
“Thanks, buddy!” I said as I scribbled down the details. “I’ll find him.”
“I could have sworn he’s a Brooklyn kid,” he said as I put my notepad away. “The way he walks, the way he talks, everything about him stinks Brooklyn.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I suddenly rose to my feet. “We all make mistakes. Everyone’s a sucker to a certain degree!”
He gazed at me, a dazzling smile appearing on his face.
You’re a hell of a detective, Swanson! Did you go to college for this?”
“You don’t need a degree,” I smiled. “But you need to be streetwise.”
“I’m not dumb,” he smiled. “But I’m not as smart as you, Swanson. If I was a smart-ass, I’d be a detective too.”
“Stop putting yourself down,” I smiled. “If you’re not a smart-ass, how come you run a joint like this?”
“Now come on, Swanson!” he said jokingly as a dude waltzed into the office. “Get out of here! You’ve stolen enough of my time. I got a business to run!”
“Thanks, man!” I said as I wandered towards the door. “Have a good one!”
“So long, Swanson!” he said. “Swing by for a shot when you got some time.”


Lyman Place is a tough neighbourhood with classic American properties, violent crime and abject poverty.
It wasn’t kind of neighbourhood you would want to raise your kids.
And it wasn’t the kind of place that I cared to live.
I cruised past a billboard stating, Don’t Be A Sucker! Don’t Drink and Drive! And continued to drive.
A few minutes later I pulled into a parking spot and climbed out of the gleaming Lincoln in the glorious New York sunshine.
Most of the people were black, excluding a few Asians and Hispanics.
People gazed at me as I climbed out of the beautiful vehicle and wandered towards the house. I guessed they smelt money.
But I had other things on my mind.
“Hey, brother!” screamed a scruffy old black dude in a blue shirt and black pants as he shuffled towards me. His hair was as white as snow. “That’s a beautiful car, but it’s a bad neighbourhood. Someone might be tempted if you’re not careful.”
He spoke with a strong southern accent.
“You keep an eye on it, pop,” I said as I produced a crisp $5 bill. “I won’t be long. And if anyone gives it a second glance or staggers within an inch of it, holler and I’ll take care of the sucker.”
“You got it,” he said as snapped the money the way a kid snaps an unexpected gift. “I’ll keep an eye on it, brother.”
“Thanks, pop!” I said as I started to walk away. “And when I come out, there’s more where that came from.”
“You’re the man!” he screamed, a dazzling smile on his old face as people gazed at us and I sauntered towards the house.
I reached the main door of the two-storey property and leaned on the doorbell. I heard the bell ringing inside the house. I waited for a few seconds, then the door slid open and a gorgeous black girl in black lingerie and in her early 30s smiled at me.
“You fancy a good time, baby?” she said with a strong New York accent as her eyes swept over my suit.
“Not really,” I said as my eyes swept over her lingerie. It didn’t leave much to the imagination. “I’m looking for Duncan Freeman, baby. Have I got the right property?”
“Room number four straight down the hallway, honey,” she smiled as she let me into the house. “You can’t miss it.”
“Thank you,” I said as I wandered into the house.
“If he’s not in, I’m room number two,” she smiled. “Just knock the door.”
I ignored her and continued to walk.
I paused as I reached the door to room number four and rapped on the door as the hooker entered a room.
As I stood waiting, the opposite door swung open and a tall black girl in a tight-fitting black dress emerged from the room and smiled at me.
As she wandered towards the main door, swinging her beautiful hips, the door to room four swung open and I found myself gazing at a dude.
“You Freeman?” I said as we stood there studying each other.
He was a tall black dude in his late 30s or maybe early 40s, I wasn’t concerned about his age, with cropped hair, wearing a navy blue T-shirt with a pair of jeans.
“That’s me,” he said cautiously as the broad closed the main door behind her. “What can I do for you?”
His accent was New York through and through.
“Private Investigator, Tom Swanson,” I said as I flashed my professional ID. “I’m Mason Dunkley’s cousin from Miami. I need to ask some questions. Can I come in?”
A surprised expression appeared in his eyes.
“Yo the detective from Hialeah?”
There was a note of surprise in his voice as he gazed at the ID.
“Not Hialeah,” I said as I put my ID away. “Downtown Miami. That’s where I operate and it’s a cute little neighbourhood.”
“Come in,” he said as he let me into the room.
As I entered the room, I glanced around.
It was nothing to boast about.
A family-size bed, a small red sofa and small fridge were scattered around on the laminated floor. A small HI-FI and a 21inch TV lingered in the middle of the room like unwelcome visitors.
Two cheap standing lamps loitered in different positions.
It was decent accommodation for a struggling young man with limited funds in the Big Apple. But that was nothing to do with me.
“I’m investigating the demise of my cousin,” I said as I focused my eyes on him. “I need to ask you some questions, man!”
“He mentioned you!” he said as he closed the door behind him.
“I’d feel like a sucker if he didn’t,” I said. “He was one of my favourite relatives.”
“Sid down!” he said, waving to the sofa as he perched himself on the edge of the bed.
I moved towards the sofa and sat on it.
The sofa creaked embarrassingly as it registered the impact of my weight.
“I’m still grieving, man!” he said as we sat there looking at each other. “That’s why I’m off today.”
“I’m grieving too,” I said. “And blood is thicker than water.”
“What do you want to know?” he said, a sombre expression in his eyes.
“I understand that you and Mason worked together at Crafty Willie’s and you were pretty close.”
“Bosom buddies,” he said. “Mason and I were inseparable. He was my best friend.”
I nodded.
That was exactly what I wanted to hear.
“Did anyone have it in for him?”
He gazed at me, a puzzled expression in his eyes.
“If I knew that, I would have gone to the cops.”
“So he didn’t have any enemies?”
“He was a sweet guy,” he said. “It was hard not to love him.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said impatiently. “I know he was a sweet guy. We grew up together in Miami Gardens. But now he’s dead. Would you know why anyone would want to kill him?”
“No,” he said, adamantly shaking his head.
We gazed at each other.
I just couldn’t fathom why he was gunned down in broad daylight for no apparent reason.
“Someone must have had it in for him. He was gunned down in broad daylight.”
“That’s what I can’t understand,” he said. “How about mistaken identity?”
“I ain’t gonna settle for that,” I said. “I think there’s a more sinister motive. Can you tell me exactly what happened?”
“He was gunned down on his doorstep,” he said. “He was on his way to work at 8.15. As he came out of the house, they were waiting for him across the road in a vehicle, the dude in the passenger seat opened fire and they sped away.”
I gazed at him.
“How many dudes were in the ride?”
“Two, according to an eyewitness,” he said, a sombre expression in his eyes. “The driver and the killer.”
“Any descriptions?”
“They were black,” he said. “That’s all I can tell you, man!”
“What kind of car did they drive?”
“The broad, who spoke to the cops wasn’t sure,” he said, moving about on the bed. “All she could remember was that it was a dirty white Sedan and pretty old.”
“Who is this broad?” I said as I suddenly produced my notepad.
“I wouldn’t know her from Adam,” he said. “She was on CNN, talking to reporters and she was shaking with fear.”
“What did she say?” I said as I scribbled down some notes.
“She was on her way to work when she witnessed the shooting.”
“Poor girl!” I said as I looked up from my notes.
We gazed at each other.
I continued to talk.
“I understand Mason quit Crafty Willie’s in April.”
“You got it.”
“Why did he quit?”
“He got a better job,” he said. “He landed a new job on Lexington Avenue. That’s why he quit.”
“Doing what?” I said as I watched him closely.
I was extremely alert now.
“Working for Riverbank Sugarbaby,” he said. “She’s got an establishment in Manhattan.”
“Riverbank Sugarbaby?” I said, a note of surprise in my voice. “Who’s that?”
He smiled ruefully.
“If you don’t know Sugarbaby, you ain’t a true New Yorker, man!”
“Don’t be a sucker!” I said, slightly losing my patience. “I ain’t a true New Yorker, I’m a hard-ass, private investigator from Downtown Miami. And I’m determined to find my cousin’s killer.”
“Everyone knows Sugarbaby,” he smiled. “She’s a high-profile, stinking rich New Yorker.”
“Where do I find this broad?” I said as I held onto my notepad. “I’m longing to speak with her.”
He told me the address and I wrote it down.
“I understand another dude, who works at Crafty Willie’s was killed by a hit-and-run sucker two months ago,” I said, looking up from my notepad.
A surprised expression appeared in his eyes.
“Who told you that?”
“It came from the horse’s mouth,” I said. “Crafty Willie.”
“That dude talks too much,” he said.
“Is it true?” I said as we gazed at each other. “Or was he talking bullshit?”
“It’s true,” he said. “Steve England was killed in Queens by a hit-and-run sucker two months ago. The cops are still looking for the killer.”
I nodded.
“It’s a strange coincidence that two of Willie’s boys were mysteriously killed in two months.”
“I can answer that,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “That’s a job for the cops.”
“Did Mason have a girlfriend?”
“Coco Balata and Sheila Magalulu were his closest girls,” he said.
“Was he intimate with both of them?” I said, a note of surprise in my voice.
He hesitated.
“I ain’t too sure. Coco was his regular girl. Magalulu was bit on the side.”
That didn’t surprise me.
Mason was bad boy with the ladies. It was in his blood.
“Where can I find these broads?” I said as I scribbled down the details.
“Coco lives in Brooklyn,” he said, a thoughtful frown on his face. “I think Magalulu lives in Queens, but I ain’t sure.”
“You ain’t got Coco’s address?”
“I ain’t got Coco’s address,” he said, adamantly shaking his head.
“Any other friends?” I said as I watched him closely.
“Men friends?”
“You got it.”
“Silas Seadonkey,” he said. “He was Mason’s friend.”
“Where do I find Seadonkey?”
“7000 East Flatbush,” he said. “He’s Brooklyn through and through.”
“That’s what Willie said about you,” I said. “He thought you’re a Brooklyn man.”
“I was born and bred in Brooklyn,” he smiled.
I nodded and scribbled down the details.
“Who’s the hooker next door?” I said as I looked up from my notes.
“This place is full of hookers, man!” he said, a puzzled frown on his face. “Which one you talking about?”
“Your friendly neighbour in room two.”
“That’s Dirty Donna,” he smiled. “She’s amazing!”
I nodded.
He continued to talk.
“I go and see her when I’m feeling a little lonely and I got a few bucks.”
“That’s your problem,” I said. “I don’t need to know about that.”
“Look man!” he said, a crafty smile appearing on his face, “the reason I live in this dump is because I was kicked out of my property when I fell out with my wife and I couldn’t find anything better. I wouldn’t be living in a dump like this if I could help it.”
“That’s cool,” I said. “At least you got a roof over your head.”
“Living with hookers ain’t my style,” he smiled. “But there’s nothing I can do about it.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me?” I said, suddenly changing the subject.
I was getting a little bored with the previous topic.
“I don’t think so,” he said, shaking his head.
“Thanks for your time, man!” I said, rising to my feet and heading towards the door.
“It’s the least I can do,” he said as he sat there watching me. “I hope you catch the sucker, who killed my buddy.”
“I hope I catch the sucker, who killed my cousin,” I said as I opened the door and left the room.
As I wandered towards the main door, my mind was extremely busy.
I paused as I reached room number two and rapped on the door.
I didn’t have to wait for long.
A few seconds later, I heard a movement behind the door and the door slid open.
“Hey, honey!” said the hooker, a dazzling smile on her face as we gazed at each other.
There was a surprised expression in her eyes.
“Hey, baby,” I smiled as she opened the door wider and I slid into the room.
I was feeling a little horny.
And a little jiggy-jiggy wasn’t a bad idea after all.






Chapter Two



I cruised along Lexington Avenue in Manhattan in the glorious sunshine at 13.45 and observed the bustling activities. I hadn’t been to New York for 7 years, but New York hadn’t lost its touch. The hustle and the bustle, the teeming aggressive crowds, the yellow cabs, the hectic traffic and the amazing skyscrapers were still exactly the same. New York’s not my cup of tea. I prefer the sunny, laid-back ambience of subtropical Miami. That’s my style. But if you prefer a little rough-and-tumble, aggressive attitudes and a city full of action, New York is the place to be.
I cruised into the parking lot of Exotic Baby and left the gleaming Lincoln in a parking spot.
As I climbed out of the car in the hot sunshine, a tall, black dude in a natty black suit dashed towards me.
“Customers only, buddy!” he snapped as he paused in front of me. “This ain’t a public parking lot!”
He spoke with a strong New York accent.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, walking away from him and heading towards the entrance. “I’m here on business.”
“You look like an investment banker, man!” he said, a note of surprise in his voice as I continued to walk. “That suit’s second to none.”
“You got it,” I said. “Just keep an eye on the jeep. I won’t be long.”
“Hey, man!” he screamed indignantly as I continued to walk. “I’m security, not a parking lot attendant!”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Classic soul blasted from expensive speakers as I wandered into the luxuriously furnished, fully air-conditioned, Exotic Baby discotheque.
The present song was the classic Disco Inferno by Tina Turner.          The place was half-packed with a fascinating combination of locals and tourists. People danced in time to the beautiful music, nodded in time to the beautiful music and chatted over the beautiful music as classic laser disco lights oscillated and flashed blissfully and smartly dressed bartenders in white shirts and black pants industriously attended to the fun-loving revellers.
It was reminiscent of the funky 70s disco days.
It was absolutely fabulous!
And as I wandered towards the bar, I suddenly wondered why no one had thought of a racket like this in Miami. South Beach with its glorious, everlasting sunshine, ravishing beaches and wealthy exotic tourists would have been an ideal location for an afternoon discotheque like this.
“I’m looking for Riverbank Sugarbaby,” I said as I reached the bar and a good-looking black chick in a white shirt smiled at me.
“Riverbank Sugarbaby?” she said, a note of surprise in her voice.
“You got it.”
“Right there,” she said, pointing to a proximate table.
As I gazed towards the table, I noticed a fair-skinned black girl sitting alone, a dazzling smile on her face as she nodded in time to the beautiful music and surveyed the action.
“Thank you,” I said as I wandered away from the bar and sauntered towards the girl.
“You’re welcome, sir.”
But I was hardly listening.
As I wandered towards the table, I studied the lonely woman.
She tall, slimly built and mid-30s with beautiful light brown skin, cheerful light brown eyes and ravishingly beautiful.
I had a feeling she was mixed-race.
She wore a beautiful light blue dress that fitted her like a second skin and I thought she looked extremely elegant.
Right up my alley! But this was strictly business, baby!
There was something vaguely familiar about her.
Then it hit me!
She was the spitting image of Alicia Keys.
A glass of the finest whisky stood proudly in front of her.
I knew it was the best as women like this always settled for nothing but the best.
“Are you Riverbank Sugarbaby?” I said as I paused in front of her.
She gazed at me, a surprised expression appearing in her light brown eyes.
I had a feeling she was seeing me for the first time.
But that was insignificant.
“You got it!” she said, her face creasing into a dazzling smile. “That’s me, baby.”
She spoke with a posh southern accent.
She didn’t sound like a New Yorker at all. Yet instinct told me she was a New Yorker through and through.
“Private Investigator, Tom Swanson,” I said, flashing my professional ID. “I’m Mason Dunkley’s cousin.”
The present track ended and the classic Michael Jackson, Show You The Way To Go blasted through the air.
A surprised expression appeared in her beautiful eyes again.
But she was still smiling.
“You’re Mason’s cousin?” she said, a note of surprise in her beautiful voice as she glanced at my ID and suddenly rose to her feet.
“You got it,” I said as I put my ID away. “I’m investigating his demise and I’d like to ask you some questions.”
“Just call me, baby,” she smiled as she sudden extended her hand.
“I ain’t got a problem with that,” I smiled as I gripped her elegant hand.
Her handshake was firm and friendly.
“You must be the guy from Miami,” she smiled. “I’ve heard of you.”
“I’m flattered,” I smiled. “My reputation seems to precede me.”
“We’ve all heard of the famous Tom Swanson,” she smiled. “You were on CNN a while ago.”
That was true, but coming from her, it still surprised me.
I never realised how famous I was until that very moment.



