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      Something about Sasha Brown catches Ridley Brone’s eye the
moment she walks into his karaoke bar. Not just her angelic voice when she takes the mic. Or the way the stage lights make her white-blonde hair shimmer. She seems to embody the very essence of innocence.

So when she ends up dead on a snowbank in the middle of a harsh Michigan winter, he becomes obsessed with learning the truth behind her demise. But the truths he discovers will not only bring into question his fanciful ideal ofSasha, but expose a dark underside to his hometown he thought he knew so well.
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For Lawrence Block, whose Matthew Scudder novels introduced me to a genre I would love forever.
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Chapter 1
I met Sasha Brown the day before she died. She came into the High Note with three other friends—one boy and two girls. Their boots were crusted with snow, the shoulders of their coats dusted white. The waitress that served them drinks had to card them because they looked fresh out of high school and nowhere near legal drinking age. But it turned out each of them hit the minimum age, a couple just barely. Though Sasha ended up only ordering water.
I sat in my regular booth, sipping a gin and tonic with a lime. I’d spent most of the day in my office upstairs running background checks. Tedious work, but I owed a favor to a friend.
My name is Ridley Brone. By day, I run a detective agency, by night, I follow my parents’ last wishes and run the karaoke bar they built from the ground up and once made so famous real musicians made sure to stop by Hawthorne, Michigan, whenever they had a tour that took them from Detroit to Chicago. Hawthorne sat nearly halfway between. A good place to stop. A town big enough to serve your needs, but small enough to keep you from getting mobbed by fans.
Times have changed, though. We don’t see many celebrities here anymore. Still, Hawthorne provides a fair share of wannabes and regular drunks to keep the place running.
I said I first met Sasha that night, but we never actually spoke. She put her name in with my karaoke host to sing, and when her turn came up I forgot all about background checks and the good old days when my parents ran the High Note. I forgot about my drink. I might even have forgotten my name.
The sound of her voice rang out like a clear bell, like an angel’s voice, like a perfect breeze on a summer day. Something like that anyway. I was raised by professional musicians and songwriters, yet I couldn’t think of a single way to describe how perfect Sasha’s voice was. Just trust me—she could sing better than most of those kids on the reality shows, let alone the locals.
If I were a record producer, I would have tried to sign her right there on the spot.
The stage lights shone against her straight cut bangs of white blonde hair that looked like something spun in a fairytale land. She kept her eyes closed most the time she sang, but when she needed a reminder of the lyrics, she would open them for an instant, exposing the crystal blue that, again, looked fanciful, the eyes of a Winter Princess.
My memory of her looks might have suffered some exaggeration in translation. But no matter how I described her, the fact was she was plain beautiful…just not nearly as beautiful as her voice.
I did not recognize the song she chose. It sounded like a gospel tune, which I had no idea we had anything like in our songbook. She sang it as if she’d learned it at birth.
When she finished, the whole bar burst into applause. My bar tender, Paul, who had the standard disposition of a prickly pear, even put his fingers in his mouth and whistled, then put his hands together for her.
As she smiled and gave a little bow, I felt like I had to do something. I felt antsy. This girl had to become something big. A sensation. She should try out for The Voice or…or…move out to California and find herself a record deal. Something.
She stepped off stage and beelined back to her table with her friends—who also clapped, but in a casual way, as if they’d heard this all before and were even a little bored by it. Or jealous. I wanted to pop up, rush over to her, and say something. I kept my seat, though. I mean, what the hell would I say? I didn’t want to gush. A hardass private eye doesn’t gush.
Instead, I flagged Paul for another drink and settled in for the next singer. I nearly cried when I saw Hal climbing the steps.
Hal makes most regulars look like part-timers. He’s been coming to the bar nearly every night for as long as I can remember. Even before my parents died and left the place to me. And before my high school years when I worked at the bar before opening, cleaning, unstacking chairs, testing the sound system, and the like.
Hal wore his standard uniform—a button-up shirt buttoned up only enough to form a V on his chest, showing off the once dark, now graying curls and the gold chain and medallion around his neck. His pants were a couple sizes too short, accentuating all the wrong things. Despite his age—which I’ve never been able to pinpoint—his eyes shone a clear blue. His voice, on the other hand, did not always shine as bright.
He started in on a Jack Jones number and I started working on tuning him out.
The gin helped.
When I glanced back to Sasha’s table, I found it empty. It was like she had dragged her friends in so she could sing one song while they had a drink, then leave.
I was disappointed. I really would have liked to have said something to her, encouraged her at the least. I had a pretty good musical pedigree, despite my choosing a very different path than my musician parents would have liked. Of course, she was so young, she probably didn’t know a thing about the name Brone and how famous it used to be in this town.
No worries, I decided. There wasn’t another karaoke bar in town. She’d come back for another song sometime and I could have a word with her then.
My mistake.
The next day, Sasha Brown was dead.
* * *
I first learned about her death on the news. I sat in a pub down the street from the High Note, having lunch. The pub had a damn good cheeseburger with bacon that I tried to indulge in only once a week. This was a Sunday, and I technically didn’t need to work today, but I wanted to get those blasted background checks off my plate. I figured I deserved a nice lunch since I was doing boring work on one of my normal days off.
I ate at the bar, watching the television hung above one end, the volume low but the closed captions on so I could read whatever my ears missed. The story took my breath away. One minute, the talking heads were going on about the economy, the next they had a head and shoulders picture of Sasha whose body, they went on to inform, was found on top of a snowbank on the edge of a parking lot at Garfield Park.
The name of the park gave me a chill. I’d had some of my own trouble there a couple years back. Someone had died then, too.
The news story was how I finally learned her full name.
Of course, police authorities were not revealing any further information at this time, yada, yada. Cause of death was unknown. No confirmation or denial if foul play was involved.
All I could think about was what a beautiful voice had been silenced. I’d missed my chance to tell her how talented she was. I guess it wouldn’t have mattered. You can’t sing when you’re dead. Though the voices of the dead did linger. I could still hear both my parents and the sounds of their singing.
I had half of my burger left, but after hearing about Sasha, I didn’t want it. I dropped it on the plate next to my untouched fries and asked for the check. Then I shrugged into my coat and went outside to face the wind.
I had to squint at first as the snow blew sideways, flakes cutting like tiny razors across my face. About an inch had accumulated in the parking lot since I went inside for my burger. I made footprints in the snow as I crossed to my car, a six year-old BMW I’d inherited as part of my parents’ estate. I also got a Rolls-Royce, but that one didn’t leave the garage very often.
The second I got in the car, I started it up, cranked the heat, and turned on the radio to a local station. The station was in the middle of a Billy Joel song, not any news about Sasha. I switched to the public radio station, but they were discussing wars overseas, not a death in a small Michigan town.
I snapped the radio off and drove back to my office, the Billy Joel song stuck in my head.
I found a car parked in the lot when I pulled in, an old beater of a thing that looked like it belonged to somebody’s grandpa. Exhaust puffed from the tail pipe. Despite the car running, a film of snow clung to the windows, so I couldn’t see much more than moving shadows inside the vehicle.
I really hoped I did not have a couple making out in my lot.
They held a spot close to the building, by the side door that led to the stairs going up to my office. The main entrance a handful of yards down would, obviously, take them into the bar. At that moment, both doors were locked. So rather than a kanoodling couple, it could have been a client waiting for my return to the office. But it was Sunday. And a damn cold Sunday at that. Why not wait until business hours Monday? Unless they knew I was working that day. But the only person who knew that was me.
I pulled up right next to the boat on wheels, taking the spot on its driver’s side. Then I tapped the button to bring down the window on my passenger side. A gust of wind wooshed into my car and nearly made the heater irrelevant. Wild swirls of snow blew in, landed on the leather interior and instantly began to melt.
The driver’s side window on the boat cranked down in fits and jags, the driver having to manually crank the glass down.
I recognized the young guy behind the wheel instantly. I recognized the girl on the other side of him in the passenger seat as well. Something told me a third one sat in the backseat as well.
Sasha’s friends who came with her the night before.
Both the kids I had in view had raw, red eyes as if they’d cried a lot and for a long time. The girl in the passenger seat dabbed at her eyes with a crinkled-up tissue.
Nobody said anything, as if giving Sasha a moment of silence on this first official meeting between us after her death. A little buzz ran up the back of my neck. I had a feeling they knew more about what happened to Sasha than the news reporters. I also had a feeling they somehow wanted me to do something about it.
I would have to give my standard speech about how the police were better equipped for this kind of investigation, I was only one man, they had a whole department and forensics specialists, and all that jazz.
“Hi,” the boy finally said, his voice partially swallowed by the wind.
“Can I help you?” I asked, raising my voice to compete with the blustering.
“You’re Ridley Brone. The detective?”
Yep. Here it came. “I am.” I almost added a “but” followed with The Speech. I didn’t feel like shouting the speech, though. And with my window down, my heater was starting to lose its battle against winter.
The boy wiped his nose with a leather-gloved hand. Glove looked expensive. If he came from north of the tracks, he sure was driving a funny car. Most of those kids drove either mom and dad’s hand-me-down Beemers, or they got brand new Mercedes for their sixteenth birthdays. A wide generalization, true. But I lived north of the tracks, and kids like that were my neighbors. I saw it all the time.
Made me wonder about this kid. Made me curious.
Never a good thing.
“We want to hire you,” the boy shouted.
We couldn’t really have a conversation like this, hollering through the wind. “Come on upstairs,” I shouted. I zipped my window back up, cut the engine, and got out, making sure I had the door key ready. The less time I had to spend in the cold and schlepping through this white crap the better. Nothing made me wish I could move back to California more than damn Michigan weather.
I unlocked the office door and kicked my boots against the first step to knock off the snow.
As I had guessed, a third passenger in back—the other girl from the night before—joined her friends as they filed in through the door and let it swing shut behind them, all of us now cramped on the landing.
The trio followed me up the stairs after stomping their feet on the landing’s rubber mat to clean the snow off as best they could. It was wet snow that tended to cling. Good snow for making snowmen or having snowball fights or building snow forts.
Everyone filed up the stairs and into my office proper, which amounted to little more than a single room, sparsely decorated, a metal desk in the center, one chair behind the desk and two in front of it. I also had a couch tucked in one corner where I could take naps if my upstairs job started conflicting with my downstairs job and regular sleep got cut in order to balance them both.
I was pretty picky about the work I did, so I seldom needed the couch. But sometimes, usually when doing favors—like those lame background checks—the couch came in handy.
I had recently hung three framed posters as well, one for each of the original Star Wars trilogy. The older I get, the more nerdy I get.
The kids looked around, appearing let down. I’ve seen all the movies, so I know the stereotype everyone holds about what a PI’s office should look like. I even feel bad when I burst that bubble for them. But the reality is, I could work from home if I wanted. A PI doesn’t need much when it comes to an office. Especially in the modern era. Most of my work gets done on the computer sitting on my desk.
I removed my coat and shook some of the snow off, then hung it on one of a series of pegs by the door. The kids followed my example and hung up their coats. I noticed they wore little pins on their shirts, small round buttons with tiny lettering on them I couldn’t read from a distance. The girl from the front seat and the boy had matching pins, but the redhead’s was a different color. They all had crosses hanging from a chain around their necks.
I sat behind my desk and waited for them to decide how to settle. Only two chairs in front of the desk. Interestingly, the boy and the girl who sat in the front seat took the chairs. The girl from the back seat sat on the edge of the couch.
She sat with her back straight as if her spine were a broom stick and folded her hands in her lap. She had curly red hair that flowed down over her shoulders. Freckles crowded her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. She wore a conservative pair of slacks and a white button-up shirt. Her outfit looked like part of a uniform.
The girl from the front seat wore exactly the same thing, which—detective that I am—led me to believe the clothing was part of a uniform. She had straight brown hair that hung just shy of her shoulders. The cut looked a lot like Sasha’s, with the straight bangs across the forehead.
The boy had a typical preppie haircut made to look stylishly messy and neat at the same time. He wore light tan pants and a blue sweater vest over an Oxford shirt and tie. He had loosened the tie and unfastened the top button at his throat.
They all looked like they went to prep school, but if they were drinking at my bar, they were too old for that. Next guess was they attended a private college of the religious variety. There was no such college in Hawthorne, so they must attend somewhere out of town.
All three of them sat rigid in their seats, hands clasped or fidgeting, gazes directed downward as if they’d been sent to the principal’s office to get their knuckles rapped.
I gave them a reassuring smile, but none of them looked up to see it.
I noticed the girl on the couch, with the red hair, didn’t have the same raw look around her eyes from crying as the other two. Maybe she hadn’t been as close to Sasha.
I cleared my throat and got to the crux. “I have a pretty good idea why you guys are here.”
Red glanced up, but only for a breath.
“I remember you guys from last night. And your friend…Sasha.”
The boy and the girl sitting at my desk reached out and clasped hands. “This is hard for us. We’re not real experienced with this kind of thing.”
“Well, I have a little background on it. But I’ve probably wasted your time having you come inside. You really ought to let police handle things. They have more manpower, more tech, more everything.”
Now the couple in front of me exchanged glances. Confused glances. The quality of the energy in the room changed. I went from thinking I knew it all to wondering what the heck was going on. I kept quiet, deciding to let them come out with whatever they wanted on their own time.
A light dawned in the eyes of the girl with the brown hair. She looked at me with a somewhat crooked mouth. It was hard to tell if she was smiling or frowning. “This isn’t about Sasha.”
I raised my eyebrows. What else could this be about?
The boy told me. “This is about Sasha’s dad.”
I spoke slowly, as if I were the only English speaker in the room. “What about her dad?”
Red spoke up from her place back on the couch, lifting her chin as if in challenge, though I didn’t know to what. “Sasha’s dad went missing three days ago. We want to hire you to find him.”
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Chapter 2
I sat there blinking for a few seconds, my brain changing gears. I looked over to the Empire Strikes Back poster, but Darth Vader wasn’t giving out advice. Wasn’t Darth the ultimate missing father?
I shifted in my seat, leaning on one arm of my chair as I took the trio in, trying to get a read on them in case their friend’s death had messed with their heads. Then I asked the necessary question. “You have no interest in investigating Sasha’s death?”
“Of course we do,” the girl at my desk said, her voice thick as if she might start crying again. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. She got control of herself, but one tear did manage to escape and skate down her cheek. “But the police are doing that, aren’t they?”
“Most definitely,” I said.
The boy started to talk, but I held up a hand. “I can’t talk with you three much longer without names. Help me out here.”
They each called out their names as if in a school room, starting with Red.
“Carrie.”
“Holden,” the boy said. “Like Caulfield.”
I smirked. Nice.
“Rachel,” the girl next to Holden said.
I noticed the two of them still held hands.
I looked at each of them in turn. Carrie seemed to be the most put-together at the moment, so I focused on her, rolling my seat to the side so I didn’t have to look over Holden’s shoulder to see her. “So what’s the interest in her father? Do you think he’s somehow tied to Sasha’s death?”
Carrie scooted to the edge of the couch and leaned her elbows on her knees. All that red hair flowed over her shoulders in winding curls and waves. I didn’t know much about the trio’s relationship dynamic, but if I were young again, I’d say Holden made the wrong choice. Of course, I had a secret obsession with redheads. (So much for that secret, huh?)
Carrie said, “There’s no connection.”
It seemed a strange coincidence that her father went missing and three days later, she’s found dead in the snow. But I still didn’t have a lot of information. Hell, cause of death for Sasha hadn’t even been released yet. If the local reporters didn’t squeeze this info from the police soon, I might have to give Palmer a call and draw it out of him myself.
I stroked my chin like a kung fu master contemplating the worth of a student’s skills. I’d actually been watching a lot of old kung fu movies lately, so I had the gesture down pat. Don’t judge. After working as a private eye and running a karaoke bar, there isn’t much left for a wealthy bachelor to do.
I drew back my focus to include the entire trio. “Do you guys know anything about what happened to Sasha?”
Holden opened his mouth, but Carrie jumped in first with a single, declarative, “No.”
Holden clammed up and looked down at his knees. I saw his grip get a little tighter on Rachel’s hand. Rachel squeezed back.
I looked from their clenched hands to Carrie’s eyes which I could tell were focused on a point over my left shoulder, but not really on me.
“You guys do realize I’m a private detective, right?”
Carrie wrinkled her nose as if something smelled bad. “Of course.”
The other two nodded, gazes still downcast.
“A big part of my job is noticing little things. Like tells.”
Holden looked up, genuine light in his eyes. “Like playing poker.”
Rachel hunched her shoulders, turtling her neck in between them. “Holden, you can’t gamble.”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t watch it on TV,” he said. He asked me, “Ever watch the World Series of Poker on TV?”
“I don’t watch a lot of TV,” I answered, but my attention was on the now blushing Rachel. She blushed so hard the color went down her scrunched up neck. “What’s wrong with gambling?”
“It’s a sin,” Carrie cut in.
“I see. Are you guys Mormons?”
Holden made a face and a disgusted sound. “No. We’re members of CYAN.”
I knew he wasn’t talking about the color. “What’s that stand for?”
He lifted his chin and his back when straight for the first time since he’d come into my office. “Christian Youth for an American Nation.”
Rachel nodded, got a little stiffness to her spine as well. “It’s sort of like a church youth group, only it doesn’t belong to a particular church. Young men and women from all over are welcome to join, as long as they’re dedicated to Christ and how his teachings can make ours a better nation.”
Sounded swell. Sounded exactly like not my kind of thing. I tried not to judge them, though. Everybody had their quirks and beliefs. One of mine was that I didn’t believe in much of anything. Live and let live.
“You guys have a meeting this morning?”
Rachel nodded with vigor. “Every Sunday. We hold them late morning, so everyone can go to church first, then meet up at the Hawthorne Rec Center.”
Oh, goody. My tax dollars paid for the building where a bunch of nutty religious kids met up every Sunday.
Easy now. What happened to live and let live?
I decided the best thing was to get back on track. “I was talking about tells.”
All three of them nodded. Holden and Rachel continued to hold hands, but talking about their special group had perked them up a bit, too. Their gazes stayed up and on me. Holden even had a sprouting smile.
“A bit ago, I asked you a question. I asked if you knew anything about Sasha’s death. Carrie answered for all three of you. Not one of you could look me in the eye. And you two,” I swung a pointing finger between Holden and Rachel, “nearly broke each other’s knuckles holding hands so hard.”
As if I’d flicked a switch, all three of their gazes dropped. Carrie studied the floor. Holden had his eyes on my desk. Rachel turned her gaze to Holden’s and her hands twined together.
The central room to the building’s upstairs, my office, was well insulated and, as an inner room, had no windows. It made for a thick silence. At that moment I couldn’t hear a thing but the sound of this odd trio breathing. Holden sounded a little congested.
I also noticed a lack of any perfumes or colognes on the trio. Only a whiff of body odor as if they’d recently left a locker room. I wondered if deodorant was also a sin. Then I remembered that they’d been drinking the night before while Sasha went up and did her song. I couldn’t imagine liquor being any less of a sin than poker. But I let it go. None of my business.
“Again with the tells,” I said, though I didn’t need to. They knew they were caught in a lie. I stayed quiet and let them simmer in the silence.
“Last night,” Rachel said. “Sasha—”
Carrie cut her off. “Don’t, Rachel.”
Rachel turned in her seat to look at Carrie. “We’re trying to hire him. Shouldn’t we tell him what we know?”
“What happened to Sasha had nothing to do with her dad.”
I butted in. “How do you know that?”
Carrie threw me a fierce glare. “Because he’s been gone. He wasn’t even around.”
“As far as you know,” I said. “Just because he’s missing, doesn’t mean he can’t be close by.”
“You’re making it sound like he killed her.”
“I’m not making it sound like anything. I don’t have enough pieces to even form an opinion. But the fact remains, her father disappeared three days ago and Sasha ends up dead sometime between yesterday and this morning…” I threw my hands up. “Coincidences make me skeptical. I’m skeptical by nature.”
“Well, he couldn’t have had anything to do with it, because Sasha killed herself.”
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Chapter 3
Carrie covered her face with her hands and wept softly.
Rachel and Holden lost their firm grip on each other. They drew their hands in like hauling up anchors. Holden rubbed his hands together. Rachel sat on hers as if she were afraid what they might do unleashed.
I cleared my throat. “How do you know?”
Carrie wiped her face. Aside from the redness around her eyes and the blush to her cheeks, no makeup smeared along with the tears. That clued me in that neither of the girls wore any makeup. A fashion choice? Or another sin?
“After I got home last night,” Carrie continued, “she sent me an email. It was a video she made on her webcam. In it she said something about a terrible sin she couldn’t live with. It was too hard. She said she loved us like family.” She gestured in a circular motion. “She meant the three us. Then she said she was sorry she couldn’t be with Christ, but she had to end it.”
Carrie covered her face again. But I waited in case she or one of the others wanted to add anything.
Just silence.
“Have you all seen this?”
Nods.
“Did you hand it over to police?”
More nods.
I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Oddball religious kids or not, I felt damn sorry for them. “Do you know what she was talking about when she said she couldn’t wait anymore?”
All three of them shook their heads.
Carrie shrugged. “I guess she could have meant waiting for her dad to come back.”
And here we came, full circle. “So why do you three want me to find him?”
“He needs to know,” Carrie said, “that his daughter committed the ultimate sin, and that it was his fault.”
“How was it his fault?”
“Because he ran off when she needed him most.”
“So you lied when you said this has nothing to do with Sasha.”
Carrie dropped her hands into her lap. She gathered the nerve to look me in the eye. Her face was flushed, the color highlighting her freckles. “You didn’t need to know that part, not for tracking him down.”
I leaned back in my chair and surveyed the three of them. “Listen, most of the work I do, I don’t need to do. I don’t need to make a living. I’m set up fine. Google me and you’ll see why.”
Holden pulled his phone out of his back pocket and started tapping at the screen with his thumbs. I watched as he found me and started reading. His eyebrows went up. His mouth opened. “I know some of those songs,” he said. He must have read something about my parents. They had written a number of songs that famous pop stars went on and made famous. That’s why they were so stinking rich when they died, and why I was so stinking rich after inheriting it all.
Rachel gave him a playful jab with her elbow and took his phone. She read a little and her eyes turned big. “Whoa.” She twisted in her seat. “Carrie, you should see this.”
Carrie crossed her arms and kept her eyes locked on me. “I already looked him up.”
And here I had expected the one from the back seat, the girl who took the couch in the corner, would be the passive bystander of the group. I had pegged her way wrong.
“My point in showing that to you was so you know where I come from. Not to brag or anything.” I thumped my fingertip down on the surface of my desk a couple times. “I do this job because it means something to me. It fulfills some…I don’t know. My point is, I don’t need cases. I can take my pick. So when clients…or potential clients…aren’t straight with me, their case gets kicked right out the door.”
I could see the thinking going on behind Carrie’s eyes. Her mouth formed a line. Her red eyebrows drew close.
Both Holden and Rachel pivoted in their seats to look at Carrie, waiting for her lead.
Carrie unfolded her arms and nodded. “I’m sorry. We should have been more straightforward.”
“It’s a tough situation,” I said. “Have you or your parents spoken much with the police yet regarding Sasha.”
Carrie shook her head. “Not us. But I know they’ve spent a lot of time with Sasha’s mom and her little brother.”
Damn. A little brother? First his dad abandons him. Then his big sister. What a clusterfuck.
I took a deep breath to keep my voice steady. “What about cause of death? Do you guys know that?”
“No,” all three of them said as if a chorus.
“What does this have to do with her dad?” Carrie asked.
Good question, too. For some reason my mind kept getting drawn back to Sasha. She had made quite an impression on me with her signing and my mind didn’t want to let her go. If I got honest with myself, I could say I was almost disappointed that they didn’t want me to investigate her death.
But they hadn’t. Which meant focusing on the dad.
I ignored Carrie’s question and simply got relevant. “What’s the father’s name?”
“Peter,” Carrie answered. “Peter John Brown.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “You know his middle name?”
“I did my research.”
“What else do you know about him? Any of you.”
Holden shrugged slowly. Rachel cocked her head and made a hesitant sound.
Carrie gave me the details. “DOB is March third, nineteen sixty-five. He weights around two-twenty, probably about six-feet tall. He smokes Camels, the ones without the filters. Dark hair, normally parted on the left side. He uses Vitalis hair tonic to style it. I have a picture of him on my phone I can email you. I don’t have his social or driver’s license number, though.”
Another inch and my jaw would have hit my desk. At least that’s how it felt. I didn’t even have a notebook out. I pulled open the top drawer and withdrew a fresh pocket-sized notebook and a pen. I suppose I could have used my phone to make notes—I’m sure some PIs did—but I liked to scribble on paper with ink. Pixels were too easy to lose.
I wrote down in my own shorthand what she’d already given me. When I came to the part about the Camels, I looked up. “Smoking’s not a sin?”
“Oh, it’s a sin all right.” She curled her lip. “The body is a temple, but Mr. Brown isn’t much of a church-goer.”
Made sense. I felt certain abandoning your wife and two kids also sat somewhere on CYAN’s list of sins.
That made me think of the drinks at the bar again. It shouldn’t have mattered. Was really none of my business. Then again, details mattered. If all three of these kids chose the night before Sasha’s suicide to break a cardinal rule, there could be some connection to… And there I went, thinking Sasha was my case again.
I forced myself to forget about the drinks and focus on the case. The real case.
I finished my notes and looked up from the pad. “Anything else you can think of I should know about Mr. Brown?”
The three of them exchanged glances, then shook their heads.
“You have no idea why he left? Is it remotely possible he didn’t leave of his own volition?”
Rachel scrunched up her face. “You mean, like, someone kidnapped him?”
“Huh,” Holden said. “Never thought about that.”
“Do you think it’s possible?” I asked.
“I guess so,” Holden said.
Carrie made an unconvinced face. “Anything is possible, especially in the Lord’s hands. But Mr. Brown left on his own. No doubt.”
I clicked my pen and held the tip ready on the notebook. “Why no doubt?”
“Sasha would talk to me about things going on at home. Her parents were having trouble.”
Holden drew back. “She never said anything to me.”
“Or me,” Rachel added.
Carrie shrugged as if the reason was obvious. “You guys aren’t the most…discreet.”
At first, the couple looked insulted. Carrie stared at them until their indignation collapsed under their own thoughts. You could see in their posture and eyes that they knew Carrie was right and there was no point trying to deny it.
I made a brief note, then asked, “What kind of trouble are we talking about here?”
“Lots of fights. Shouting. And one time Mrs. Brown went after Mr. Brown with a kitchen knife. Almost killed him.”
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Chapter 4
I asked her to explain that one real quick.
She blushed, as if embarrassed by the story and that she had some part in it. She didn’t. But the players in this drama should have been ashamed of themselves.
According to Carrie, who got the story from Sasha—third-hand stories aren’t the most reliable—Mr. and Mrs. Brown had had another row about his drinking problem. Apparently, Mr. Brown, a line worker for the Ford factory just beyond Hawthorne’s southern border, would come home at night and polish off a twelve pack of canned beer while watching Saturday Night Live reruns on the DVR. He would also smoke his Camels until the haze in the room made it impossible for non-smokers without a gas mask to breathe.
Mrs. Brown had said on occasion that the only reason Mr. Brown smoked so much was to keep people away from him.
On this particular evening, he was doing a pretty good job of it. But apparently, Mrs. Brown had invited some friends from church over for supper. Pete Brown, however, hated his wife’s church friends, and so he camped himself in the living room with an ashtray and a twelve-pack, and had the living room nice and smoky by the time company arrived.
Pete actually refused to sit at the table with them. He collected a plate and took it back to the living room to eat, drink, and smoke while chuckling at his SNL reruns.
Needless to say, when Mrs. Brown bid her friends farewell, she went to the only thing that kept her calm besides prayer. She started making a rhubarb pie.
With his wife’s friends finally gone, Pete came out of the smoke-filled room to scrape his plate into the trash and set it in the dishwasher. He came upon his wife vigorously chopping rhubarb.
“You go at that rhubarb any harder,” Pete said, “you’ll likely take off a finger.”
Debra Brown spun on him, knife in hand. She pointed the tip of the knife at him and wagged it like a sharp finger. “Don’t even start to pretend you care what happens to me.”
Then, Peter John Brown dropped the worst kind of verbal bomb you can at an angry woman. “Aren’t you blowing this out of proportion?”
I stopped Carrie’s retelling to ask where Sasha was in all this. According to Sasha, she was clearing plates from the table to put in the dishwasher. They carried on this argument as if she wasn’t even there, which apparently was common when they really went at it.
I nodded and asked her to carry on.
Carrie took a minute to find her place in the story, then continued.
Debra Brown’s eyes widened while her face turned red. The tip of the knife drew tiny circles in the air as her hand that held it trembled. “Sure, Pete. I’m overreacting. I have no business being embarrassed about my sinful husband, who disdains his wife’s friends so much he refuses to be in the same room with them.”
Pete thumped the tip of his thumb against his chest. “I spend twelve hours a day on the line, working my ass off so you can waste time with your church groups and your crazy friends. I think I’ve earned a right to spend my evenings however the fuck I want.”
Well, Debra had a number of dislikes, and as many peeves as the next person, but she simply despised foul language, especially in her own home. Some kind of cruel instinct took over and she swung the knife at him.
Pete had just enough time to flinch back, the knife slicing through the air a few inches from his face.
He gaped at her.
She glowered at him.
Sasha stood on the other side of the table, a couple plates in hand, her feet seemingly glued to the floor. She couldn’t believe the scene playing before her now.
A smile, probably brought on by the ten out of twelve beers he’d consumed for the night, cracked Peter’s face. “Not very Christian, trying to kill your husband.”
Debra looked at the knife in her hand as if she hadn’t a clue how it got there. Then her face twisted into a livid scowl. She waved the knife at him again, this time with more menace. “You don’t know what it means to be a Christian.”
Even with the knife, he egged her on. “If it means threatening your spouse with sharp knives, I’m sure glad I don’t.”
She swung it again. Debra was a small woman with knobs for elbows and a waist so narrow she had to shop for pants in the juniors section. Her slight size gave her speed. The knife looked like a flash of light arcing toward Pete’s chest.
He tried to step back, but the beers made him unsteady. He moved crookedly and bumped against the kitchen counter. The knife sliced open his shirt. From underneath, blood welled up. The cut hadn’t gone much deeper than a couple centimeters, but the blood flow was extraordinary.
Sasha dropped the plates she was holding and screamed.
The scream snapped Debra out of her angry daze. She looked at the blood on the blade and tossed the knife onto the counter as if the handle had grown hot. She put her fingers to her lips. “Oh, God. What have I done?”
Peter staggered, the alcohol combined with the loss of blood making him lightheaded. He dabbed his fingertips at the wound and gazed at the blood that came away. “You really cut me?” He started to list to one side. Luckily he had the counter to lean on.
Debra came around to his other side and took his arm. “We need to get you to the hospital.”
He looked at her, the stunned expression on his face like nothing Sasha had ever seen on her father.
“We can’t tell them the truth,” he said. “They’ll arrest you.”
“We can’t lie.”
“We have to.”
So they did. They made up some story about Pete standing behind her, only she didn’t know it, and she turned around to say something to Sasha, turned too fast with the knife, and sliced him good.
After Sasha shared this story with Carrie, she added, “I’d never seen my mom lie so convincingly. I didn’t know she had it in her.”
* * *
I leaned back in my chair and steepled my fingers. My brain worked at processing Carrie’s story. She told it well, with a number of details. She might have embellished to convince me. But stories like this one were more common than these kids realized. I didn’t need convincing.
“Anything like this happen again?” I asked Carrie.
She shrugged. “Not that Sasha told me about. But Mr. Brown would have probably made her lie about it again.”
I wondered about their automatic dislike of Sasha’s father. Was it because he wasn’t religious like them? Something else, more specific, they’d yet to share? I felt like I could ask them questions all afternoon.
“You guys don’t like Mr. Brown.” I left it as a statement.
The trio exchanged glances. Then Carrie said, “It’s not that we don’t like him—”
“Remember what I said about lying to me.”
She sighed. The trio did their exchange of glances again. This time, Rachel spoke up.
“We feel he is a bad influence on Sasha.” She made a pained face. “Or was…I guess.”
“Because of his drinking? Smoking?”
“His lack of faith,” Carrie said. “He talked to Sasha about her faith a lot. He didn’t have nice things to say.”
“You think that weakened Sasha’s faith somehow?”
“Obviously,” Holden blurted with an eye roll. “Life is God’s greatest gift. She would have never taken her own, forsaken that gift. He had her questioning.”
“So you want me to find him so you can…what? Shame him?”
Carrie shook her head. “No. It isn’t our place to judge another’s sins. We want to find him because that’s what Sasha wanted. It tore her apart when he left. And I think his leaving had a lot to do with her last, terrible choice.” Carrie crossed her arms again. The pose suited her. “Would I love to rub his face in the damage he’s caused? Yes. But I won’t. All I want is for him to come back to his daughter, even though it’s way too late.”
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Chapter 5
This was the kind of case I turned down. Too emotional. Too convoluted. Too many dark corners to get lost in.
I thought I could get off the hook the easy way by quoting the top tier of my retainer and hourly wage—the tier meant to discourage clients from hiring me. But Carrie pulled out a checkbook, flipped it open, and asked to borrow a pen.
I handed one over, wondering what the hell I was doing. Then tried to console myself by looking at the case boiled down to its basic nature: nothing but a simple missing persons case. Find Sasha’s dad. Easy-peasy.
Then I thought of Sasha. Found myself wondering about why a girl with such a beautiful voice would walk into a karaoke bar, sing one gospel song, leave, then kill herself that same night.
And there was the real reason I shouldn’t have taken this case.
I kept letting my case merge into another case I had nothing to do with. But I try to make it a policy to stay honest with myself. When Carrie ripped the check for my ridiculous retainer from her checkbook—which told me something about her—and handed it over, I took the check knowing full well that I wanted to investigate Sasha’s death more than I wanted to find her father.
That should have shut down this whole deal then and there.
Only I took the check while thinking about my own teen daughter, the one who doesn’t even know I exist, and who I didn’t know existed herself until only a few years ago. Maybe that clouded my judgment here a little, too.
I slid the check into my top drawer for the time being. Then I gave Carrie my boilerplate contract for her to read through and sign. Once that was done, there was little left to do.
I had them all write contact information down for me on a sheet from a legal pad. “Expect to hear from me again as questions come up. I can never get everything in on a first visit.”
They all three nodded.
I looked at them from face to face. Their uniform clothing. Their nicely styled hair. When I finally stood, indicating the meeting’s end, the others stood and I noticed their loafers. Only Carrie’s didn’t have scuff marks. Made sense she was the one with the checkbook.
As they filed toward the door to go out, I hit them with my last question, the one that had bothered me from almost the beginning.
“Hey, gang.”
The three of them stopped and turned back to me.
“Drinking alcohol’s a sin, right?”
They all nodded.
“Then how come the three of you ordered drinks last night?”
Carrie smirked. Holden blushed. Rachel looked away.
Carrie said, “Sasha had wanted to come to the bar to sing for a long time, but we were under age. Then when we turned twenty-one, we thought you had to order alcohol if you came in. Sasha insisted we didn’t, but we didn’t want to be freeloaders. So we ordered.”
I cocked my head and gave them a skeptical stare. “You didn’t have to drink it.”
“Satan’s most powerful weapon, Mr. Brone, is temptation. You of all people should know that.”
They left. I stood there a minute or so, mouth hanging open, wondering what she meant by that last bit. I have plenty of faults, but I never had much trouble with temptation. Had I? She must have meant because I own a bar and I see it all the time.
Yeah, that must have been it.
“Temptation,” I said aloud. “Gimme a break.”
Then I sat down in front of my computer and started Googling for news clips about Sasha Brown’s death.
* * *
I got very little new info from reporters. Young girl, Sasha Brown, graduated from Hawthorne High, was currently finishing her degree in religious studies at Western Michigan University in nearby Kalamazoo. Cause of death unknown at this time.
Nothing about her amazing voice. Nothing that indicated she used that voice, either in a choir membership or a musical studies minor. They all ran with the same picture, probably handed over by the family or gleaned from some social media site or corner of the Internet where Sasha hung out. She looked drab in the head-and-shoulders shot. Nothing like the glowing creature with the voice as pure as her white-blonde hair.
Jeez, I really had built her up in my imagination.
I stopped bothering with the net surfing and turned to the old-fashioned way. I dialed Lieutenant Palmer, who had just recently inherited the new title. He answered on the second ring.
“What is it, Brone?”
Freaking caller ID. You could never surprise anyone with a phone call anymore. “What’s up Palmer?”
“I’m up to my elbows in a case. But you probably knew that.”
“Sasha Brown?”
“What do you want?”
Palmer’s always been very brusque. But he likes me, I swear it. “We should get together for drinks.”
“Is that why you called? You want to take me out, get me drunk, and take advantage of me?”
“You wish,” I said. I got to the point. “What can you tell me about Sasha?”
“I find it interesting that you’re on a first name basis with my vic. You’re not going to come in and muddle this up, are you?”
“Not at all. I’m working something parallel. I just need some info.”
“What do you mean, ‘parallel?’”
“I’m not sure I’m ready to give out too much info there, buddy.”
Palmer’s voice turned to gravel. “Okay, buddy. I’m not ready to give out any more than we’ve released to the press.”
“I already know more than they do. For example, I know it was a suicide.”
Palmer made a choking sound through the line. I gave him time to recover.
“Who gave you that idea?” he growled.
“I’m not going to hand my clients over to you, Palmer. You should know better than that.”
He huffed. “One of her friends, I’d bet. The redhead?”
I said nothing.
“Brone, I think our connection is breaking up. What did you say?”
“I was giving you the silent treatment.”
“Fine. I can make my own assumptions. Better yet, I can haul her in for questioning and let her know a certain PI might have dropped her name.”
“Why are you being so rough about this one?” I asked. “I told you, I’m not investigating Sasha’s death. But I need a few facts about her before I feel comfortable moving forward on my own investigation.”
Or, I was just being damn nosey, which was going to get me in trouble if I pushed this too far.
“I’m ‘rough’ about this one,” Palmer said, “because she was young and had her whole damn life ahead of her, and it’s bothering me more than usual.”
I let go a sigh. At least I wasn’t the only one. “You should have heard her sing.”
“What?”
“Night before she came into the High Note. Sang an old gospel tune. I’m not much for gospel music, but she could have made a Weird Al song sound like opera.”
There was a long pause. I thought I heard Palmer swallow. “It’s a sad damn thing.” His voice sounded thin and strained. I’d never heard Palmer get emotional before—besides his typical grouchy nature. “I got my fair share of info from her mother about her and her life. You know her dad took off on the family three days ago?”
With Palmer softening a bit, I wanted to be honest with him, but if I admitted knowing about Peter’s walk off-stage, I’d expose my clients. Never a good thing unless you had to. Right now I wanted to protect my case, keep any outside influence off. Palmer had the same reasons for holding tight to any info about Sasha’s death. You want to keep the flow of information going in one direction for as long as possible, until it benefited you to change the flow’s direction.
Rather than outright lie, I stayed quiet. I figured it was more rhetorical of a question anyway.
“Then this shit happens,” Palmer went on. “I don’t remember Hawthorne being such a stage for tragedy.”
He and I had clearly opposing viewpoints on that score. I didn’t argue the point, though.
I leaned back in my chair. It creaked loudly. I needed to oil it or get a new one soon. “Do you think you can help me out, Palm?”
“Only if you can help me out,” he said.
“I’m just looking for cause of death. I don’t think I can’t help you much, though. You’re the police, right?”
“You know it was a suicide, but you don’t know how?”
“My sources have limits. Why are you dancing around this?”
“We can’t get an autopsy scheduled until tomorrow.”
“So? You don’t have a preliminary cause of death from the ME?”
“Not definitive.”
“What are you saying?”
Palmer’s voice sounded as worn and breathy as I’d ever heard. “We don’t know cause of death. She was just laying on that snow bank as if she’d fallen asleep.”
I leaned forward in my seat and it creaked as it rocked into place. “Had to be drugs, right?”
“That’s the running theory. But I talked to her mother. There weren’t many drugs in the house. Family had a strange religious bent. Most meds are taboo.”
“So she got them from someone else.”
“Exactly.”
I tripped over the sticking point Palmer had led me to. “Which means you have a suspect you need to run down. What kind of charge are you thinking?”
“It depends on what we can convince the DA of. Basically, someone helped her kill herself but we don’t know who, we don’t know why, we don’t even know with what yet.”
A heavy pit dropped into my gut. I even felt queasy. It was bad enough that Sasha had taken her own life, but that someone had assisted her made the whole thing seem that much more sinister. Unless…
“Could the drugs have been forced on her?”
“Like I said, autopsy’s tomorrow. But there’s no evidence of struggle. And…” I couldn’t see him, but I have the feeling he shuddered. “Only her footprints in the snow.”
“There was no pill bottle, I take it.”
“Oh, gee, I didn’t think of that.” Palmer made a disgusted sound. “Just a Zip-Lock baggie in her coat pocket. Which bolsters the theory that someone else gave her those pills, or she took them from someone.”
Palmer had given me way more information than I expected. Then I recalled him asking for my help in return. “What do you think I can do?”
“I know you’re working for her friends,” he said.
I glanced around my office as if looking for the right response. No one in the Star Wars posters offered advice. Nor did the clock. My computer monitor had switched to the screensaver. A slide show of surveillance pictures cycled through, each photo containing a shot of my daughter. Yes, I had stalked her to take these photos while, no, I still had not made my existence known to her. As far as she knew, the parents she lived with were the real deal. She had no clue she’d been sold to them as a baby on the black market.
I twitched my mouse, not in the frame of mind to see those pictures.
“You there?” Palmer asked.
“Just tell me what you want,” I said, “and I’ll tell you if I can give it to you.”
He cleared his throat. “Since you have an in with her friends, you might have an easier chance getting a name of someone who could give her the drugs. Teens tend to stick together, whether or not it’s smart. And they don’t talk to cops.”
I must have fell silent for a while, like dropping through a time warp.
“Brone? You there?”
I grunted. “Yeah, I’m here. Just trying to get a handle on this. Are you seriously asking me to take an active part in your police investigation?”
He growled low in his throat. “I was afraid of this. You really gonna rub it in?”
“I never admitted who my clients were. You’re making a big assumption.”
He chuckled, but it still sounded like a growl to me. “Probably not such a big one.”
“What would they hire me for?”
“That’s the piece I can’t figure. But you’ve practically admitted I’m right.”
“I never said who I was working for. And since you’re being such a dick about it, maybe I won’t help you.”
That growly chuckle again. “Yes you will.”
“Why should I?”
“Because Sasha Brown isn’t just some girl. She’s the girl. The poster child for small town America.”
“Hawthorne isn’t that small.”
“Shut up. You know what I mean.” He paused for a second. “This one is different.”
That’s all he had. But it was all he needed. I knew exactly what he was talking about, even if I couldn’t describe it myself.
“Fine,” I said. “I’m not admitting anything about who my clients are or are not. But if an opportunity to help comes along, I won’t pass it up.”
“I don’t care what everyone says, you’re a good man, Brone.”
“You only say that because I saved your life.”
“Saved my life?” He sputtered. “You nearly got me killed, more like.”
“Talk to you later, Palmer.”
I disconnected the call and set my phone on my desk. I scanned the office again, still not finding any answers around me. I looked at the computer and my ass cried out for mercy. I’d been sitting too damn long. Time to hit the field.
I stood and stretched. My tailbone ached. My spine popped mid-stretch. I could smell that musky kind of sweat you get from sitting behind a desk for a long while. Yuck.
I decided to swing home, get a shower, then brave a hell of a difficult interview. Difficult, but instrumental to the investigation.



  
    Saving Sasha Brown
    
  




  
Chapter 6
The news vans found her first, of course. A line of three of them sat parked along the curb in front of the house and into a neighboring house’s turf. A break between the back two provided access to the driveway. Otherwise they looked like a defensive wall topped with satellite dishes instead of machine guns. But there was nothing defensive about these guys and gals. They would do anything to get their precious story, including impose on a poor woman who had just lost her daughter and whose husband had taken off three days ago. All of this with only three weeks until Christmas.
Who would do such a thing?
I parked across the street from the news vans, my heart thumping. It had been a long time since I had to suffer through a job interview, but that’s how I felt approaching Mrs. Brown. Oh, and I also felt like a complete dick. The only thing that didn’t lower me to their level was that I had a more righteous goal. I wanted to help her get her husband back…if she wanted him.
The bitter wind bit my cheeks as I slammed my car door shut. My eyes watered in the cold. The air smelled like cold metal. I noticed plumes of exhaust coming from all three of the news vans’ tail pipes. So people were inside them, keeping the engine running and the heat on.
As I sloughed through the unplowed street toward the house, one of the van’s side doors snapped and rolled open on its track. A man with gray at his temples but otherwise pitch black hair, hopped out of the van and approached me. He wore an expensive-looking overcoat along with designer slacks that got all wet as he walked through the thick snow on the street.
The Brown house sat close to the middle border of Hawthorne, where you would expect to find upper middle-class neighborhoods peppered with the lower middle-class. The Browns lived in one of the latter neighborhoods, the kind of place the City Council didn’t feel it a priority to get plows out to until after most the northern half of town had theirs plowed and salted. In other words, a rich guy like me could take out my Beemer for a spin right after a snow storm, but anyone in one of these places could wait to get their groceries for a day or two, if they were lucky.
When I was younger, before I moved to California, I hated Hawthorne for this biased dichotomy. But I don’t blame Hawthorne anymore. It’s like this everywhere.
The reporter didn’t have anyone with a camera following him. I guess he or she got to stay in the warmth of the running van until I was deemed newsworthy. He smiled at me, showing off a perfect set of teeth as white as the freshest of the snow.
I must have had my eyes on the Brown house, because I don’t know how or why he decided to come out of his warm van just to talk to me.
“Trent Spears,” he said in his newsy voice. “Channel Seven Action News.”
I didn’t take his hand. I kept getting this weird vibe from him. I’d seen his face hundreds of times on the TV and it never bothered me. But in person? He gave me the heebie-geebies. “What’s up?” I asked, as glib as I knew how.
“Are you headed to the Browns?”
I said nothing.
“It appeared as if you were headed toward the driveway.”
Still nothing. I didn’t even return his smile.
That smile started to slip. He furled his brow. “Was it something I said?”
I shook my head. “It’s what you do. Sitting in front of her house like a turkey vulture, waiting for scraps.”
The smile evaporated entirely. “Oh, you’re one of those anti-reporter people.”
“No, no. I love reporters. Real reporters. Not sensationalists.” I clapped him on the shoulder as if we were old buddies from a long time ago. “Look, I appreciate you stepped out of the heat into the cold to try me, but I have nothing to say.” I glanced back and forth to the other vans. “Your peers seem to have gathered that. So why don’t you get back in your van and leave me alone. Or better yet, leave the Browns alone and get out of here.”
Spears pointed at me with a leather-gloved hand. “Citizens have a right to know what’s going on in their community. If this young girl was killed, how do we know the killer won’t strike again? The people need to know.”
I shook my head and laughed. Then I sauntered through the snow past him, between his van and the one on the other side of the driveway, and up the driveway, which someone had shoveled as well as the short cement approach to the porch. A fresh snowfall left enough powder on the shoveled sections to capture my footprints as I approached the house. I noticed a few other prints as well, up and down the approach. At the bottom of the drive, the number of prints increased, coming from all sorts of angles, a documentation of Mrs. Brown getting accosted by the press as they left their house and headed for the street, perhaps to get to a car parked there. The investigator in me wondered, why they wouldn’t park in the garage? But there were dozens of reasons.
I tried to imagine Mrs. Brown and her son’s state of mind as they had to deal with the vultures. I belonged to a famous family once. I remembered how the press could be in their effort to get a fresh quote or a scandalous tidbit. Nowadays, they pretty much left me alone. I most definitely qualified as old news.
But to deal with all that on top of losing your spouse and daughter—or sister and dad? My stomach turned.
When I reached the porch, I heard a van door slide shut. Thankfully, Spears had given up on me. Unfortunately he didn’t take my advice about leaving altogether.
I pulled a glove off and rapped on the glass storm door, then rang the bell.
Silence greeted me.
I leaned close to the door, listening for any sign of movement inside.
Nothing.
I glanced back at the driveway and wondered if they hadn’t returned yet from their trip. I tried to read the footprints, but I wasn’t an expert tracker or anything like in the westerns my father used to watch.
I knocked again. Afterward, I swore I heard a soft noise from inside, but I couldn’t bet on it. What I could bet on was the reporters. If Mrs. Brown and her son had taken off, there was no reason for the news crews to stand by. Wasting gas to stay warm when you had no idea when or if someone would return home soon didn’t make sense. Not that I expected much sense from television “journalists.”
I became more convinced, though, that I had heard something inside.
I knocked again, but this time watched the curtain in the picture window facing the street. I didn’t hear anything again, but I saw the curtain twitch. Probably Mrs. Brown, peeking out and trying to make sense of the guy on her porch who didn’t look like a reporter, but you never could tell.
“Mrs. Brown,” I said, voice raised so she could hear me through the glass. “My name is Ridley Brone. I’m a private investigator hired to look for your husband.”
I stopped there to give her enough room for questions. Questions, I’ve found, make good bait. A reluctant interviewee could turn into a chatter box if you toyed with their curiosity enough.
The curtain moved again. Or maybe it was my imagination. Maybe they weren’t home and all my reasoning was more like wishful thinking.
I decided to go for broke. In other words, tell a little fib.
I knocked again.
In my louder voice, I said, “Please, Mrs. Brown, I have information about your husband I need to discuss.”
I felt a little greasy after saying it. Here I get all high and mighty about the TV news crews, and I resort to twisted words to lure Mrs. Brown to open the door to me. But I didn’t outright lie. I did have a tiny bit of information about her husband—mainly that he had run off three days prior—and I did want to discuss that fact with her.
Didn’t make me feel any better, though.
I felt even worse when the inside door finally opened and instead of Mrs. Brown, a kid not much older than fourteen stared through the outside door’s glass. He was a tall, gangly kid. Too gangly to utilize his height for a sport like basketball, but not so awkward that he’d get easily pushed around at school. He did have a dusting of acne on each cheek, but nothing serious. His eyes sort of bulged, which gave him a permanently frightened look even while his eyebrows drew together. His warm breath fogged the cold glass.
“You know about my dad?”
Feeling very much like a salesman or a Jehovah’s Witness, I smiled at the kid and asked, “Is your mother home?”
“I’m not supposed to open the door to anybody.”
My guess, then, was that the kid was home alone. I noticed a scrape on his arm. Despite the cold weather, he wore a short-sleeved T. The scrape had a familiar pattern I recognized from my brief homeless stint in Los Angeles. You learn a lot of things when you spend that many days on the street. Like the kids at the skate parks and their road rash.
I pointed to the scrape. “Where can you go boarding when it’s snowing out?”
The corner of his mouth quirked as if he wanted to smile but was on strict orders not to. “The Rec Center has an indoor skate park.”
“Cool. I didn’t know that. You go there with your sister?”
He looked down. Big tears swelled, then dripped off his face. He snuffled and wiped his nose. With his head turned down, and his breath directed elsewhere, the patch of fog on the glass faded. At first, I hadn’t seen any resemblance to Sasha, but I caught a glimpse of it there. The sorrow in his face. Sasha had the same sorrowful look as she sang that night. I wondered if she knew then that she was going to end her life in the park. I’d never seen her in the High Note before. Maybe singing there had somehow made her last-wishes list.
I tapped gently on the glass. “Are you okay? I’m sorry I mentioned her.”
He lifted his shirt and wiped his eyes with it. I noticed a set of washboard abs, a stark contrast to his otherwise gawky appearance.
He dropped his shirt and shook his head. “I’m fine.” He looked back up at me. “What do you know about my dad?”
I looked over my shoulder at the news vans. Every one of them had someone peeking out a window at me, including the guy, Spears, with the sparkling white teeth who’d approached me on the street. Either they all had plans to accost me when I left, or they were contemplating rushing the house now that someone had finally answered the door.
If I stayed on the porch, this wouldn’t last long without interruption. But I didn’t exactly feel comfortable asking my way into a house with only a fifteen year-old kid home alone.
So I had to be quick. And a little bit harsh.
“I know your dad left you three days ago,” I said. “I was hired to find him.”
“You said that already.”
“Do you know when your mother will be home.”
He curled a lip. “She’ll never talk to you.”
“I can be pretty persuasive.”
“Do you know something about him or not?” He put his hand on the inside door’s knob as if ready to slam it in my face if I answered wrong.
But how could I answer right? I’d only just begun the investigation. So I tried general facts. “In most missing persons cases, they end up with someone they know. A relative. A friend. Can you think of anyone like that?”
The kid narrowed his eyes, but he did not slam the door in my face. “I really shouldn’t be talking to you.”
“When do you expect your mother home?”
He shrugged. “About an hour.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “How long have these reporters been here?”
“Since this morning.”
I looked up at the sky, at the giant sheet of winter gray brining on an early dusk. We were creeping up toward dinner time. The air smelled wet and cold.
I didn’t really want to grill the kid without his mom around. I hadn’t come here for him, anyway. I needed to speak with her. But maybe I could juice just a little more information to kill time between now and when she came back.
“Just answer me one question,” I said, “and I’ll leave you alone. Can you think of any friends or relatives your dad might go to?”
“Mom called them all. He’s not with any of them.”
It’s really easy to lie over the phone, I thought, but didn’t say aloud. “How many people did she call?”
“You said only one more question.” He adjusted his grip on the door knob. I think the only thing that kept him from slamming it was his curiosity.
“It’s a two-part question,” I said with a smile.
The kid rolled his eyes. “Whatever, dude. She called about three people. One was Uncle Matt. I don’t know the other ones. One I think was on his bowling league.” He shrugged. “I dunno.”
“Your dad and uncle close?”
“So now it’s a three-part question?”
I ducked my head, felt my cheeks flush. Smart kid. “Busted.”
“You don’t seem so douchey like the others, so I’ll let you have a bonus.”
Douchey. I liked that term. I lifted my head and gave him a nod. “Appreciate it.”
“My dad and uncle are twins. And they’re close as hell…er…heck. It’s almost creepy. Like one will know the other is thinking about him and so give a call.”
I took a chance and pressed for another question. “Did your dad get such a call the day he disappeared?”
The kid’s eyes went wide. The fog on the glass obscured the rest of his expression, though. I wanted to wipe it off, but the condensation formed on his side.
He must have figured the same thing. He lifted his shirt again and wiped away the patch of condensation. He backed off so his breath wouldn’t hit the glass as much and bring back the fog. “Yeah. I think so. He actually took the call in his bedroom; told me, Mom, and…Sasha…” His voice quivered at her name. “…told us he needed to take it in private.”
“But you’re sure it was your uncle?”
“I answered the phone. Caller ID said so. And Uncle Matt said ‘hi’ to me and all that. No doubt it was him.”
I was well beyond pushing the “one more question” edge and into flat out taking advantage of the kid. But if I could get the info I needed to run this guy down myself, I could call Paul at the bar, have him watch over things in my place for a while, and get this out of the way. Maybe even close the case.
“Does your uncle live close?”
The kid backed up. “I shouldn’t tell you where he lives.”
I held up my hands. “You’re right,” I said, while imagining how many Matt Browns in and around Hawthorne their might be. My stomach dropped at the prospect of tracking him the easy way. I needed one more piece of info, and I grasped for an easy one.
“Do you know your uncle’s middle name?”
“Why? So you can look him up on the Internet?” The kid eased the door closed a foot. He stood in the narrow opening. The kid was savvy, I’d give him that. “I’ve talked to you way too much as it is.”
“Sure. I got it. How about this, though? I never got your name.”
He seemed to chew on the idea of giving it to me, then must have decided it wouldn’t do any harm, and would be an easy thing for me to find on my own. “Collin,” he said, then swung the door shut before I could say another word.
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Chapter 7
By the time I got back to my office, Paul was opening up the High Note like I’d asked him to when I called on the way over. I didn’t bother peeking into the bar. Instead I went straight up to my office by way of the separate staircase—the same stairs I led the kids up earlier that day.
From inside my office, I could hear the karaoke host, Holly, doing her routine sound checks, which included variations in volume depending on the singer. In other words, when one of our regulars, like Hal, hit the stage, Holly turned the volume down to make up for his belting voice and poor working of the mic. If you ever notice your favorite pop star pulling the mic away from their face during a high or particularly powerful note, it means they’re working the mic. It’s an easy and professional way to keep from blowing out an audience’s ear drums. It can also look dramatic as hell. Just watch Beyonce.
I also heard a few cars pull into the lot outside, engines idling as they waited for official opening time at eight PM. Hal had to be one of them. He rarely missed getting his name in first on the roster of singers. In fact, Hal’s early arrival has often had him singing to an empty room, barring staff. Never seemed to bother him, though.
I pushed away thoughts of the bar for the moment. If I didn’t get down there right at opening, my crew could handle things fine. They probably didn’t need me at all. All I ever did was take up a back booth and siphon off a bit of the gin supply. But if I didn’t sit at my usual table, I missed performances like Sasha’s. Talent like hers made all the cheesy, off-key, and downright dreadful performances worth the ear pain.
I woke up my computer and sat staring at the blank screen. I clicked open the browser and stared at my homepage—Google—a little longer. Google is an investigator’s reliable friend.
But I’d need a little more this evening.
The advantage I had was knowing Matt and Peter were twins. That means they probably went to the same schools growing up, which meant a quick search on the schoolmates site would give me his full name. Luckily, a middle initial was indicated, as well as a bunch of other info. Apparently, Matt had registered on the site, actively looking to reconnect with old classmates. As long as this information was recent and up-to-date, it appeared Matt still lived in Hawthorne. This site didn’t give me a specific address or phone number, though.
Not a problem.
I went to the white pages site, typed in his full name with middle initial: Matthew Luke Brown. The results popped up with his number unlisted, but his address in full view.
Too easy.
I printed off the address along with a map. I retrieved the documents from my printer which was set on a short filing cabinet in the corner opposite the couch. When I sat back at my desk, I held the map and stared at it with a scrunched face. He didn’t live far from me. In fact, his address put him along a ridge of homes in Lakeside Park that all sat—obviously enough, thanks to the name—along the manmade lake, Lake Thornton. Probably the most pretentious name for a lake I had ever seen. But the homeowners along that stretch could boast homes well into the five-, six-, or even seven-thousand square foot range. Never mind the few acres and the outbuildings many had on site.
The richest of the rich folks in Hawthorne, MI.
They could make someone like me and my massive house feel insecure—if I actually gave a shit about material things like that.
What a massive contrast between one Brown and his brother—Peter living in the lower middleclass, his twin living the high life along the lakefront.
I double checked my search online, but the results remained the same.
I would not be in the least surprised to find Peter had run from his wife to his rich twin if they were having marital issues. Especially if they were as close as Collin made them sound.
I did a little more magic with the computer and tracked down a phone number for Matt. When I scribbled the number down on my notebook I noticed a pattern. I had written both of the Brown brothers’ names one above the other:
Peter John Brown.
Matthew Luke Brown.
Each brother had both first and middle names taken from books of the Bible. A religious thread wound long and strong through this family tree. I felt like that was important information, but I couldn’t find a use for it. At least, not yet.
I wrote this observation in my notebook, then let it go for my subconscious to work on.
From below, I heard Holly’s sound check turn into a full-on song, with her at the mic. Business at the High Note had officially begun. I gathered my notes and my map together and exited out the second door in the office. This one let into a storage room behind the actual bar. Boxes and crates were stacked tightly, with only a narrow gap allowing a path from the stairs to the storage room exit.
I slipped through and entered a small office space with a matching desk to the one I had upstairs, a standard metal desk like a school teacher might have. On a corkboard above the desk, a dozen or so reminders were hung by thumbtacks. A calendar still showing November also hung from the board.
Paul DiMicco, my head bartender had a standard-sized spiral notebook open on the desk and was sitting in what his large physique made look like a miniature desk chair. One of the wheels had cracked so it wouldn’t roll. One of the reminders on the tack board was for me to purchase a replacement.
Paul looked up from his notebook—what he used to track our supplies—and glanced at the notebook and papers in my hand. “Taking the night off?”
I looked at the stuff in my hand as if embarrassed to be caught with it. “Yeah. I got a detective thing I want to follow up on, could be time-sensitive.”
“Anything to do with that dead girl in the park?”
Paul never, ever, ever showed any interest in my detective work. “Why do you ask?”
“You can’t answer a simple question? Never mind, now I know it does.”
I shook my head. “It doesn’t. Really. But it’s close.”
He narrowed his eyes. His prominent brow seemed to bulge over those eyes like a furry awning. “That don’t make sense.”
“What in this life does, Paul?”
He shrugged, as if conceding the point.
I figured we were done, so I headed for the doorway leading into the bar proper.
As I passed him, Paul grabbed my arm. He had a light touch for a guy with such big hands. “We know anything new about Sheila?”
“I told you, Paul. I’m done chasing after her. After that crap she pulled with the con man, I don’t really have much desire to see her. She’s still a damn drunk. And she still betrayed me.”
Paul let go of my arm. “You could find her pretty easy, I bet.”
“Only if I wanted to.” I hoped my words sounded final enough. The last person I wanted to talk about was the woman my family trusted for years and who then betrayed me twice—once by stealing from the bar in an effort to hide her alcoholism and the next giving information to a an old friend-turned-enemy who used it to shake up my whole life.
Paul looked me in the eye, saw I was serious, and nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “Sorry I brought it up.”
“Trust me, Paul. The Sheila you knew and cared for doesn’t exist anymore.”
* * *
Dark had taken full residence over Hawthorne. Fortunately, most of the roads between the High Note and the lakeside properties were plowed. The steady but light snowfall of the day had ceased. Couldn’t say the same for the blustering wind. Good thing there was no ice on the roads, because I had enough of a fight staying in my lane from that wind.
On a normal night, I’d probably make it to Matt’s house from the High Note in about twenty minutes. This night it took me forty. I never once made it up to the speed limit. With the wind’s new strength, I couldn’t imagine what would happen if the snow kicked on again. Bad combo.
Of course, the residents of Lakeside Park put a pretty green gate around their community with only one entrance in and out. Seeing as the “park” catered to a mere seven properties, it seemed less like a gated community and more like a gated rich-folks club. Although, if I had to guess, I bet these people hardly knew each other. Why bother with a neighbor hidden behind your tree line a few acres away?
I pulled up to the gate and watched as the woman in the small booth tried to straighten her green and gold uniform—it made her look more like a girl scout than a security guard—and blink the sleep out of her eyes. I could only imagine being the gatekeeper for a measly seven families, most of whom probably had property down in Florida where they could escape the snowy weather and weren’t even home. Not a lot of traffic coming though the gate, I bet.
As I reached the gate, I buzzed down my window. The wind came from the east, so buffeted the passenger side of the car, but I was kept reasonably sheltered from it.
The guard peered out at me with the stern face of a border guard, which was fair enough. Even compared to someone of my wealth, Lakeside Park might as well have been a foreign country. She slid open her window and the wind attacked her instantly, whisking into the guard box, tugging at her blonde hair in its pony tail. She wrapped her arms across her chest and leaned out the window. “Can I help you?” she asked in a nasal tone.
It’s not like I check out every woman I see, but being a man, I noticed her pretty face. Alas, the baggy uniform hid any indication of her figure. The glimpse I got of her slim hands, however, suggested a slim body.
I tucked these kinds of thoughts away.
A few years ago, I learned I didn’t have the best taste in woman.
“I’m here to see Matt Brown,” I said.
She held up a finger. “Let me ring him. Your name?”
“Brone. Ridley Brone. Tell him his brother Peter sent me.” That ought to get some kind of reaction, especially if Peter were staying with him.
She nodded and slid her window shut again. She picked up an old-fashioned-looking green phone that matched the green parts of her uniform.
I watched her as she listened to it ring, then when she started to talk, relaying my name and message. Her expression remained bland, bored even. She nodded once, firmly, then hung up the phone. She slid the window open and squinted at the gust of wind that struck her like a slap in the face. “Go on in.”
“Really?” I asked, my mouth not collaborating with my brain at that moment.
She nodded, said, “Really,” and slammed her window shut.
* * *
The shock of how easy it was get past the gate still rang as I pulled past the guard box and onto the brightly lit streets of Lakeside Park. Seemed like someone had planted a blazing streetlight on every corner and bend. I probably could have navigated just fine without my headlights on.
The wind rocked my car as I drove past breaks in the rows of pines stuffing this cordoned-off community like packing paper between fragile ornaments in a box. Thinking of ornaments reminded me Christmas was right around the corner and I still hadn’t purchased anything for Paul or Holly. I also thought about sending an anonymous gift to my daughter, but thought that might complicate things more than necessary. I had all this money, and no one to spend it on during the holidays. I bought for Paul and Holly. I donated to various charities. And that’s all I had.
Made me feel like a sad, old hermit.
Anyway, I ditched the paper map for the GPS built into my smartphone, and followed the winding curves and angled corners until I reached a driveway with a mailbox bearing Matt Brown’s address. The mailbox was fortified in a brick pillar just at car window height. The address shone in golden numerals attached to the side of the pillar.
For the fun of it, I pulled up to the box, buzzed my window down, and checked for anything inside. Nothing. But you never know what you might find. Not that I would have opened anything. I wasn’t into breaking small-time federal laws for the fun of it.
I pulled into the driveway, which ran at least a half mile before I reached the house. The driveway was black asphalt the whole way until I reached a loop at the end done in cobblestone. The loop allowed for circling around and heading back out. In the center of this loop stood an electric version of an old gaslight. I started to feel like Sherlock Holmes already.
The house… My, God, the house. Could have swallowed mine. But it wasn’t just the size of the place. It was the presence. I don’t know much about architecture, so I’ll go with layman’s terms. It looked like the kind of place you’d see on one of those TV shows where a bunch of spoiled, rich Victorians would complain about their servants not bringing their second course exactly on time. White pillars glowed in the light cast from porch lights that matched the faux gaslight in the driveway’s loop. The front door looked like a portal into another time. The light coming from within the house carried a warmth that seemed to advertise no room in this structure had anything so low-class as a draft.
It killed me to wonder what this man did for a living. I wondered if I shouldn’t have done a better background workup on this guy before paying him a visit. The ultra-rich sometimes had very skewed ideas about reality that could make it near-impossible to interview them with any success, let alone cop to holding his brother in secret—though he certainly had the room to do it.
I knew a guy who worked as a servant in a place about as big. He lived in an onsite servants’ building. This place, if it had servants, probably kept them below, just like in those TV shows and books.
I parked my car on the edge of the loop closest to the front of the house. I noticed a spoke of blacktop jutting from the loop about a quarter around from where I parked. This additional driveway curled around to the back of the property. I guessed a garage sat on the far side of the house.
I tried not to walk up the three steps to the long stone porch with my mouth hanging open or my eyes bulging. I have millions in the bank, but I felt like a pauper begging for alms as I approached the door.
The door opened even before I reached it.
A gentleman in a suit and tie stood to one side, holding the door open. He bowed when I arrived at the threshold. “Mister Brone, I presume?”
I smiled, but damn if it didn’t feel cheesy. “That’s me.”
“The Master will see you. This way please.”
He led me down a long, narrow foyer lit by a crystal chandelier. He didn’t offer to take my coat, which told me no one expected this visit to run long. I was still shocked I got in so easily, so I would take what I could get. But the coat, in the heated house, started me sweating not long after I entered the house.
We turned one corner, then another, then stopped at an open door. The doorman or butler—or whatever he was called—gave another short bow and gestured into the doorway. “The Master’s study, sir. He shall meet with you shortly.”
“Thanks,” I said, and a small, mischievous part of me wanted to tip him like a hotel valet. I resisted the urge and entered…
…an honest to Betsy, real life cliché.
I entered the study.
Unlike the outside of the house and some of the indoor touches, this room was more modern. The U-shaped desk in the center of the space barely swallowed a fraction of the large room. It had a glass top and was equipped with all the modern gadgets necessary for conducting business—phone, fax, printer, and computer, of course.
Away from the desk, closer to the door and where I stood, a pair of comfortable, leather recliners stood sentry on either side of a round glass table with an ashtray and a crystal decanter with matching glasses. The liquid in the decanter was clear, so I could only guess at the contents. Could have been moonshine for all I know, which would have put a nice twist on Matt Brown’s character as I understood it from everything I’d seen so far. I could summarized him like this:
Motherfucker was rich, and liked it.
Seeing all this, and thinking about how my own wealth often made me feel uncomfortable, this actually made me feel a little better. I decided to do some extra donating this holiday season.
I hadn’t moved far from the door, so Matt Brown nearly ran into me as he rushed into the room, panting as if he had sprinted from the far end of the house.
He shouted.
I jumped.
An awkward second or two of silence followed.
Then we both laughed it off.
He offered his hand. “You must be the PI.”
I shook his hand. “You must be filthy rich.”
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Chapter 8
It slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it. I blame this direct from the subconscious to mouth thing on the singing training my mother gave me. Sing straight from the soul, Ridley. Leave thought out of it. That last part I was especially good at.
Brown laughed in spite of my comment. “You’re wondering why I even let you in, let alone how I know who you are and what you do for a living.”
“Not at all,” I said. I tried to end the shake, but Brown clung hard. “I’m very charismatic and easy on the eyes. I’m sure the gate guard put in a good word for me.”
He still wouldn’t let go of my hand. “I’m afraid not.”
“Then young Collin must have warned you about me.”
Brown’s eyebrows rose and he finally release my hand. “Bravo.”
“Doesn’t take a genius. Sorry about the hour. I would have been here sooner if Collin had just told me where you lived.”
Brown had dark, longish hair parted in the middle, that hung over his ears. It shone in the light from the small—compared to the foyer’s—chandelier and the couple of floor lamps in the room. He wore his facial hair in that stubbled middle-ground that looked rugged, yet stylish. His black eyes shone like his hair. But he had thin lips that ruined his chances for movie star handsome. His mouth, especially when he smiled, looked like a cut in his face’s flesh.
Brown clapped my shoulder. “Collin’s a good kid.” He pointed to the recliners. “Want to have a seat.”
I still had my heavy coat on. I glanced around for a place to hang it or set it, but nothing really presented itself. The bookshelves lining the walls were all built-ins, so I didn’t even have a corner to hang it from.
I left it on and pretended I wasn’t overheated and uncomfortable. I went ahead and took a recliner. I supposed I could have hung my coat over the back of the chair, but it would have come across as rude, and I felt certain that leaving me with my coat on was a signal that I shouldn’t anticipate staying long.
I think Brown was actually surprised I took a seat. But he didn’t let it show.
His mistake. If he didn’t want me to ask all the questions I needed to, he should have never let me in in the first place.
He came to the meeting in business casual—a pair of slacks and a sweater vest, but no tie like Holden had when he and his friends came to hire me earlier. He looked cozy, but not feverish like I’m sure I did sitting in a heated room wearing a down parka.
Brown slid onto the other recliner, his movements precise, like a dancer’s. In fact, I would have bet he danced at least semi-professionally at one point in his life. He had the lithe body and slick maneuvering of a dancer.
While Brown leaned forward to grab for the decanter, I decided to throw him off a bit with my new knowledge. “Local company or do you dance abroad?”
The decanter nearly slipped from his grip. He recovered quickly, removed the crystal stopper, and looked at me with his head slightly cocked. A good performance of confusion. “I’m sorry, what?”
“You’re a dancer,” I pressed. “When I was a boy and I sang in my parents’ shows, I spent a lot of time with dancers. I can spot one from a mile away just by how they move.”
He smiled and poured himself a drink. From where I sat, the stuff smelled like turpentine. He didn’t offer me any, either because I made a face when he opened the decanter or as an insult. Probably the latter. Just another signal, like the whole coat thing.
Once he had his glass filled, he took a sip, shrugged. “I haven’t danced in a long time.”
“You must still,” I said.
“I have a private trainer who comes to the house.” He tossed back the remainder of his drink, squinted hard, then sighed and relaxed. “I don’t perform any longer.”
“What is it you do now, Mr. Brown?”
He waved a dismissive hand and poured himself another. “Why don’t we get to the point of your visit instead?”
I sat back and let him tell me why he thought I was here.
“You like to…meddle. Best word I can come up with. As you know, my family’s been hit with a few bouts of bad news.”
“I was very sorry to hear about your niece. She sang at my bar the night before she was found.”
He peered into his drink as if unsure he really wanted another swig of the stuff. “The High Note. Lot of history in that place. At least before it burned down.”
“Well, it’s back up now.”
He did that little wave of his again, like I should just shut up and listen. “It’s not the same anymore. All that history down in flames. The autographed photos. The rings in the tables. The grooves in the seats. All hints of what the place was, who had been there. That’s all gone.”
This dude knew how to hit below the belt with a mouthful of words. I leaned my elbows on my knees. Sweat trickled down my sides and along by back. My armpits felt like pools of fiery lava. My voice, I kept cool. “I like to think the spirit of the place remains.”
The wave again. A condescending nod. “Sure, sure. Of course. I was just talking about the visceral history. That’s what’s lost forever.”
I could give him something visceral.
He might have had the body of a dancer, but I had a fighter’s body.
Let’s put on a show, motherfucker.
Of course, I just sat there and took his little barbs instead of delivering a right cross.
“What was I saying?” He put a hand to his temple. Then he withdrew the hand and snapped his fingers. “That’s right. I was talking about how your profession is a school of meddlers. People who put their noses where they don’t belong.”
“I’m afraid you have the reality of my profession mixed up with the TV version.” I kept each word measured so my voice wouldn’t snap into a scream. “The fact is, I’ve been hired to find out what happened to your brother.”
Brown put his hand over his mouth and nodded. Through his fingers he muttered, “Peter. Yeah. Timing couldn’t have been worse.”
“Do you think he knew something about his daughter’s mental state?”
His eyes widened as if I’d asked him his girlfriend’s bra size. He planted his drink down on the table, the crystal and glass meeting to make a sharp tink sound on impact. Some of the drink splashed out onto Brown’s hand. “See what I mean? What the hell kind of question is that?”
“One you or one of your relatives have probably already heard from the police.”
“Well, you aren’t police, are you?”
“No. But I would like to find your brother. He might be in some kind of trouble. He might not even know about Sasha. Wouldn’t you want him to know his daughter is gone?”
He slapped his hands together, then balled them into fists. His face burned red. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you in here. Curiosity got the better of me. A real, live private dick. But you’re as much a leech as those reporters hovering over at Debra’s. Sickening.”
Man, was this guy pronged. Rather than let myself get reeled into his bitterness, I took a calming breath and tried to start over. “Do you have any idea where Peter might be?”
His black, shining eyes narrowed to slits. “You came out here wondering if he was with me.” Flat statement; no question.
“I came out there, because talking with you is one way to gain information on where he might be. I can only assume if he was with you, you would have told me by now.”
Try as I might, I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice. The guy had started this meeting as an adversary and he didn’t seem like he wanted to play it any other way.
Brown grabbed up his glass and cleaned it out with one swallow. He set the glass down with the same firm tink as before. “He’s not here.” His voice came out rough and strained, more because of the alcohol than anything. That’s what you get for drinking paint-thinner, I supposed.
“Thank you,” I said carefully, washing my words before I spoke them now. I was afraid he might pull a pistol or something. I also cut him some slack, considering he had recently learned his niece had killed herself and his brother had gone missing. A twin brother, at that. And if you believe the urban legends, that had to have bothered him even more than a regular brother.
“Now,” I continued, “can you think of anyone he might go to in a pinch. A friend. An ex-girlfriend. A—”
“Peter and Debra have been married for almost thirty years.” He threw up his hands. “What kind of girlfriend are you suggesting?”
I made the universal gesture for calm down, pressing my hands down in front of me. That got Brown to lower his and take a deep breath.
“I should have never let you come in,” he said.
“All you’ve done,” I said, “was show concern for your brother. A part of you thinks I can help. I know you’ve been through the wringer, but try to hang on a little longer. Let me help you.”
His eyes shifted from side to side, then they locked on me. “Who hired you?”
“I can’t say.”
“Was it those crazy friends of hers? The voodoo kids?”
“I can’t say anything about my client. I’m sorry.”
I expected him to blow up about it, but he let that one pass without quibble. Though I did wonder about his personification of the trio. Strict religion didn’t necessarily make them crazy. And how the hell did voodoo fit in there? I chalked it up to his addled mind.
“Some of my questions are generic. I was not suggesting your brother had a girlfriend. I’m just trying to find out if there is anyone he might have gone to?”
Matt Brown rubbed his temples as if trying to work out a headache. He sighed long and softly. When he spoke, his voice trembled. “I would have hoped he’d come to me.”
“But he didn’t.”
He shook his head. “I haven’t seen him in a week. When Deb called looking for him he’d been gone for two days already. I’m surprised she called me at all.”
“Why’s that?”
“Woman hates my ever-lovin’ guts. She’s like those friends of Sasha’s. Crazy fucking bitch. She told me one Thanksgiving, when I had them to my house here, only one we had together as a full family in years.” He boggled at that, then went on. “Anyway, she has to have this long-ass prayer before we eat and the food is getting cold, and this is a premium spread here. Paid big bucks for it. Best damn turkey feast you’d ever seen…”
He trailed off.
For a second, I thought that might have been the whole story. Right as I opened my mouth to prompt him further, he continued.
“I try to get her to cut it short and she asks me, ‘Who made this feast?’ And I’m like, ‘Andy Telerico, one of Michigan’s finest chefs.’ She goes, ‘No. God made this feast, and he’ll unmake it unless we finish our prayers.’”
He picked up his empty glass, looked at the decanter, set the glass back down.
“So I say, ‘My prayers are done,’ and I reach for the bread basket and the twat stabs my hand with her fork.”
He flipped he right hand around to show me the top. He pointed to a line of four dots of puckered flesh just below his knuckles. “Left me with scars.” He waved his hand in that same dismissive manner, but it wasn’t directed at me. Maybe he thought he had enough money to tell time and memory when to move along. “Anyway, we never made it through dinner. No wonder Sasha did what she did. I hate to say it, but if I lived under the same roof as that whacked-out woman, I would have offed myself, too.”
I sat there a moment, breathing through my gaping mouth. Then I collected myself enough to ask him something. “You think Peter had the same problems with his wife? Or was he on her side?”
Matt shook his head emphatically. “Hell, no. He knew she was batshit. He spent most of their marriage trying to make her sane, I swear. But she got worse instead of better.” He dragged a hand down over his face. “So the answer is no. I don’t know where he might be. But I’m just glad he got the hell out of there. I hope he stays away. Sucks for Collin, though. Maybe he’ll come back for the kid.”
“And get charged with kidnapping? You think he’d do that?”
His eyes went to the empty glass again. He gave in and poured another. After he threw it back and screwed up his face as if it tasted as bad as it smelled, he looked me straight in the eye. “Between Sasha—who was a lot like her mother in some ways—killing herself, and Peter in the wind…I’d believe almost anything.”
He stared through his empty crystal glass as if seeing his future among the glinting edges. “I always thought money could insulate me from the hard shit. My parents were dirt-ass poor raising me and Pete. We suffered and struggled a lot.” He shook his head. “Money ain’t gonna save little Sasha, though. Money ain’t gonna do a damn thing.”
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Chapter 9
I drove up to the guard box and waited for the woman inside to pull the lever and let me out. Meanwhile, I felt less informed than when I’d headed the other way through the gate. Investigations can get like that, though. It takes an unexpected turn, you have to adjust your expectations and roll with it.
I headed home, letting the thoughts popcorn through my head. A small flurry had started while I was in talking with Matt Brown. I drove a little under the speed limit and kept my eyes open for deer. In the heavily-wooded northern parts of Hawthorne, you could run into them often, literally, and do serious damage to your car, never mind the deer.
As wealthy as the residents were, my neighborhood did not have a gate. I pulled into my garage between the Rolls-Royce and the SUV my parents were killed in during a carjacking gone wrong. The police had long ago released the vehicle to me. There were still bloodstains on the seats. But I couldn’t bring myself to have it detailed and sold. And I wasn’t about to ever drive the wicked thing.
As I entered and made my way through the house, I nearly stumbled into what might have been a wingback chair covered in a sheet. A lot of the furniture remained draped under sheets to keep the dust off. The house basically looked the same as I had inherited it after the former staff, including Sheila, my parents’ executor, had put the house in stasis until I returned from California to decide what to do with it.
I’d meant to sell it.
A clause in my parents’ will that I run the High Note in their stead, lest I lose the entire inheritance, gave me second thoughts. Not that I worried so much about the property or the money. But when something means so much to your parents that they put a weird stipulation in their will to make sure it happens…needless to say, I felt an obligation to their wishes I continue to serve, however inadequately, to this day.
I wound my way through the sheet-covered furniture and upstairs to the same bedroom I grew up in. I had managed to do enough redecorating that it didn’t look like a teenager’s room as much, but there were still remnants, like the torn Guns and Roses poster featuring the original band.
I fell into bed before undressing, nearly fell asleep with my pants around my ankles. The house’s heat worked great, so it could have been summer outside for all I knew if I didn’t look out the window and see the snow, more than a flurry now, collecting around and inside the empty backyard pool.
Once fully undressed, I let myself drift.
In the dark I heard Sasha Brown singing. I saw the highlights in her hair caused by the stage lights. I remembered a few other details I hadn’t noticed before, like the small gold cross hanging on a chain around her neck. Or the way her lower lip quivered as she sang. The wetness in her eyes, though a tear had never fallen.
She knew, I thought as I fell asleep. She knew right then she would take her own life later that night.
I had no way to prove it, but I was still certain.
If I had had longer to look, I would have know something was wrong.
A light sparked behind my closed eyelids. I opened my eyes and sat up in bed, no longer even a tiny bit tired.
If I could see it, how come her closest friends had not? None of them had admitted to thinking something was wrong. None of them had so much as hinted they had felt Sasha a little ‘off’ that night. At the same time, none of them expressed shock that she had committed suicide. Carrie had referred to it as the “ultimate sin.” But other than that, they seemed rather level-headed about it. Everyone deals with grief in their own way, which is why this felt strange—because these three kids all dealt with it the same way: they marched into my office and asked me to find Sasha’s dad.
I was missing something.
I didn’t like missing things.
Tomorrow, assuming I could get any sleep, I would find that something, or I was going to be one cranky private eye.
* * *
I ended up spending most of the night downstairs in the entertainment room, playing Halo on my Xbox, putting mouthy thirteen year-olds in a different time zone in their place by delivering multiple headshots. I heard more foul language out of those kids in a night that I ever heard working on the streets of LA doing skip traces.
I managed about three hours of sleep after I finished my digital slaughter. In the morning, I took a shower that seemed to last a third of that time. By ten a.m. I was dressed in a button-up shirt, a pair of dress pants, and a matching jacket. I couldn’t find a pair of dress shoes that fit, so I went with navy blue sneakers that almost blended with the outfit. Almost.
I wanted to look as professional as possible. I think my laid-back nature, the jeans and t-shirts I tend to wear, give the wrong impression. At times, I want that wrong impression. Today, I meant to make a different—and deeper—impression than usual.
On my way to the office, I dialed the number Carrie had given me and asked her to round up her friends for an update at my office. I arrived first and left the downstairs door unlocked for them. I set my notebook on my desk, shimmied out of my parka and hung it up, then parked myself behind the desk, where the kids wouldn’t see my sneakers anyway.
I could have added a tie, but there was only so far I was willing to go. Voluntarily fastening a noose around my neck went way beyond that line.
From my bottom desk draw I pulled out a can of air freshener and spritzed some of that around. Put that away. Folded my hands on my desk. And waited.
The trio showed up about ten minutes later.
I smiled at them as they entered the office, all in a line, as if in pecking order, with Carrie in the front, Holden in the middle, and Rachel bringing up the rear. They brushed the snow off their coats and hung them up. Carrie wore a knit stocking cap, her red locks flowing down over her ears from underneath the cap and framing her freckled face. She left the cap on, and this time took one of the seats in front of my desk.
Rachel wore a pair of fuzzy earmuffs and a scarf. She pulls off the earmuffs and unwound the scarf, hanging them both with her coat, then took the other chair.
Holden, who didn’t have either a hat or a scarf, took the couch, his ears and cheeks a brilliant red from the cold outside. He blew into his hands and rubbed them together, trying to warm up.
“Did you find something?” Carrie asked, right to business.
“I found lots of somethings. Your missing persons case keeps veering on me.”
“What do you mean by ‘veering?’”
“My questions keep leading back to Sasha.”
It was hard to tell if the red on her face was an angry blush or from the cold. “We already told you, this isn’t about Sasha. It’s about finding her dad.”
“It’s about finding her dad so you can tell him about Sasha, right? Rub it in his face what a terrible father he is? A bit of karmic justice?”
Carrie crossed her arms and didn’t say anything.
Rachel brushed some snowflakes off her hair. “Mr. Brone, we really just want him back. His son and wife need him at a time like this. Family should stick together.”
“I thought mom and dad didn’t get along?”
“They’re still a family. Their marriage is eternal under the eyes of God.”
“So God is okay with Mrs. Brown slicing Mr. Brown open with a knife?”
Carrie looked like she wanted to say something, but she hugged herself tighter and stayed mum.
Rachel seemed the elected spokesperson for the trio. “Of course not. But you can’t let some adversity break the sanctity of marriage. Never mind what he owes Collin as a father.”
Maybe I’d sprayed too much air freshener. The scent of lilac and lilies (according to the can) started to turn my stomach. “I can get behind him coming back for his son, but from what I hear, Mrs. Brown is a dangerous, unstable woman.”
Finally, Carrie couldn’t contain herself anymore. She uncrossed her arms and let loose. “You mean because Mrs. Brown is dedicated to the Lord? You must have talked to Sasha’s uncle. He’s always had a twisted picture of Sasha’s mom.”
“She stabbed him with a fork,” I said. “And left scars.”
Abbey shook her head. “I don’t know anything about that.”
“He could show you the scars.”
“How do you know they didn’t come from somewhere else and he’s just blaming her because he thinks she’s…how’d Sasha say he said it?”
“Crazier than a banana-fucked monkey,” Holden said from the couch. Then he slapped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry,” he said, the word muffled by his hand. He cringed as if expecting a cosmic slap on the back of the head from God. But God spared him this time.
Me? I couldn’t help but snicker. The phrase barely made sense, yet it made all the sense in the world.
I quickly dialed down the chortling when I got three dirty looks, all aimed at me like a firing squad.
I cleared my throat, thinking about the four tiny scars lined up on the back of Matt’s hand. I tried to think of what else might make such a mark and came up empty. Still, I’d yet to meet Mrs. Brown for myself, so I had to reserve judgment until I could make my own assessment rather than trust the words of a few kids in their early twenties and a bitter, rich bachelor living in a huge house by himself like Bruce Wayne, but without the Batcave underneath.
I held up my hands in apology. “Let’s move past any second-hand opinions of Mrs. Brown for the moment so we can get to the issue I called you three over for.”
Carrie folded her arms again and leaned cockeyed in her seat as if thinking This ought to be good.
Rachel ran her hands down her navy blue pants, smoothing them out except for the sharp crease down the middle. Holden tugged at the collar of his turtleneck as if too warm.
“Since you three are my clients, I’m going to play this straight.” I waited a second, setting up the dramatic moment, eyes ready to notice the slightest strange twitch from any of them. “The night Sasha killed herself, did you guys know something was wrong with her? Did you have any idea what she planned to do?”
Holden stopped playing with his collar and pressed his hands together between his knees as if in prayer. “She didn’t record her video until after we split up for the night.”
“That isn’t what I’m asking. Did you guys suspect something wrong with Sasha’s mental state earlier in the evening?”
They started that back-and-forth looking among themselves as if checking the other for the correct response. Finally, Carrie shrugged. “She seemed fine,” she said. “And if you’re asking if we knew she was going to kill herself, the answer’s no. A hundred times, no.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “A hundred times?”
“A thousand.”
I didn’t noticed any ticks or tells from any of them, but I still sensed something ‘off.’ I sat up straighter in my chair. “I don’t believe you.”
Carrie’s lip curled. “Believe what you want.”
“That’s how it works, right? You pick and choose what to believe. Alcohol’s a sin, only when it isn’t. Suicide is the ultimate sin, but slicing open a man’s chest or stabbing them with a fork is okay because they deserved it.”
Rachel shook her head and said in the most innocent voice, “I never thought Mr. Brown deserved…that.”
Carrie threw up her hands, exasperated. “I thought you were looking for Sasha’s dad? What’s with all this stuff now? More ‘war on Christians’ stuff?”
“I’m not part of any war,” I said. “And all this stuff, as you call it, came up in the process of searching for Peter. Ever lose something, and when you go looking for it, you find all this other stuff you lost before? An investigation can kind of be like that. While looking for one thing, I found some other things.”
Carrie rolled her eyes.
Rachel kept straightening the best-ironed pair of pants I’d ever seen.
Holden bowed his head, completing his prayer posture, and for all I knew he was praying. Praying they could keep a secret was my guess.
I waggled the fingers on both hands in a come out with it gesture. “Time to play it straight with me, gang. What are you hiding?”
This time, they didn’t share looks. They all had their gazes directed in different places, and none of them were looking at me.
But Carrie spoke up. “While Sasha was singing, I went to move her coat. This baggie fell out of the pocket. It was full of orange pills. I showed it to the others. Holden…” She craned her neck around to give him a quick glance. “He said he recognized the pills. He’d seen them on the bathroom counter once at Sasha’s house. In a prescription bottle.”
So much for Palmer’s search for pills in the house. Which meant…
“For her dad,” I said.
Holden nodded. He seemed to press his hands more tightly together. Maybe his prayer wasn’t getting through. Back when I had a little bit of religion, God never listened to mine, either.
“What were the pills for?” I asked.
The trio shook their heads in unison.
“I only noticed the pills,” Holden said, “because I know Mrs. Brown is pretty strict about that kind of thing.”
“She doesn’t allow medicine in the house?”
“Only homeopathic things,” Rachel said, her voice meek. “Herbs, oils, that kind of thing.”
I’ve know a lot of Christians in my life, but never anything like this. Mrs. Brown sounded like one of those zealots you hear about on the news, the kind that refuses her toddler a major surgery because ‘God will provide’ or it’s “God’s will’ or what-have-you. I never would have imagined Hawthorne had one of those. But the more I learned about Mrs. Brown, the more I had to agree with Matt Brown on this one.
She was a few marbles short of a set.
“What did you do when you found the baggie?”
All three of them sagged where they sat, like a trio of wilting flowers.
Carrie opened her mouth, but she couldn’t seem to come out and say it.
Holden chewed on his lower lip. He let his hands fall apart and rest on his lap.
Rachel tugged at an hear as if she had an itch.
I waited, but no one seemed to want to field this question. I had a feeling I knew why.
Still, I asked again. “What did you do when you found the pills.”
Carrie looked up at me, eyes full of tears. “I thought they might be something she needed, but was hiding from her mom because she wouldn’t approve.” She wiped at her eye and smeared tears across her freckled cheek. “So I put them back. I put them back in her pocket…and now she’s dead because of me.”



  
    Saving Sasha Brown
    
  




  
Chapter 10
“You didn’t ask her about them?”
Carrie shook her head and wiped more tears from her eyes. She shifted in her chair as if she couldn’t get comfortable.
I looked from one kid to the other. “None of you said anything to her about the baggie?”
“It was none of our business,” Rachel said. “At least, that’s what I thought at the time.”
“You have to understand,” Holden said. “I saw the prescription for her dad. For all we knew they were antibiotics or something.”
“You thought she was sharing with her dad?”
Carrie snuffled, nodded. “We had a quick talk. Here we were, totally sinning with the drinks. The only one who didn’t order alcohol was Sasha. She’s always been the best of us. We figured she knew what she was doing. We didn’t want to come across like we were accusing her of something while we’re there drinking.”
I almost slapped my forehead. “You guys are out of high school. When does that petty shit stop?”
They all looked at me like I had two heads and had just ripped one off, their stares a mix of disgust and surprise.
I smacked my desk instead of my forehead, then pinched the bridge of my nose. “Do you know you have all three implicated yourself in her death because of this?”
They exchanged another hive glance. Carrie said, “We had no idea what she planned to do with those pills. We didn’t even know what they were.”
“A good DA could get pretty creative.”
Rachel opened her mouth, closed it, opened it. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know what that means.”
“You don’t watch cop shows?”
“On TV?” She shook her head so hard I thought it might twist right off. “Too much anti-Christian propaganda. We don’t even own televisions.”
The way she said that struck me. Something I had taken for granted, but shouldn’t have. “Do you all still live with your parents?”
The question earned a unanimous nod.
“How many of you are in college?”
That, however, got nothing. I could have had a threesome of mannequins sitting before me.
I wondered what they did with all their free time, but I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know. Still, I had to ask.
“We do charity work, mostly. I know Sasha was planning on a mission. I’ve been thinking of college, but I haven’t found one that…fits.”
“Hold it a sec. ‘Sasha was planning on a mission.’ What does that mean?”
“Through our church, you can go overseas, like, to Africa, and work as a missionary, spreading the word of God.”
Seemed like the Brown family had a bad case of wanderlust. Dad takes off without a word. Sasha considers moving to the other side of the planet. Did Collin have thoughts of getting the hell out of Dodge, too? If Debra Brown were my mother, I could see it. Did that make her the center of this family’s explosion.
“What’s going to happen to us?” Holden asked. “Are we going to get arrested?”
I shrugged. “I’m not a cop. I’m not going to arrest you. But if I were you I would…well, never mind what I would do. You should go to the police and tell them, just like with the video.”
I could tell by the sour expression on his face, Holden didn’t like that idea. I’d seen people suck a lemon after a double shot of tequila with straighter faces.
This was also exactly the kind of info Palmer wanted from me. I had promised him a quid pro quo, and I could deliver. I didn’t know how he would treat the trio with this knowledge, but he was a good cop, no matter how crabby he could get. He would treat them fairly.
Besides, I had to remember that the Sasha side of this case wasn’t what I’d been hired to explore. I needed to get a lead on her dad. Which meant somehow getting a sit down with the crazy Mrs. Brown herself.
I leaned forward to play it straight. “Look, if you don’t go to the cops yourself, I’ll have to. I promised a friend on the force I’d give him a line on anything to do with the drugs. From the sounds of it, you guys know where they came from. That will help a lot.”
“But we’ll get in trouble,” Carrie said.
“Isn’t lying a sin?”
Her lips turned to a line and that flush to her skin brought out the freckles. “You don’t have to mock us.”
“Am I wrong?”
“No.”
“Wouldn’t you rather the info come from you instead of me? That way it appears you’re sharing instead of hiding it?”
Rachel and Holden exchanged looks, then nodded.
Carrie kept herself out of it, She tried staring a hole through my face. That’s what it felt like, anyway. “We’re your clients,” she said. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest or something?”
“It might get a little squishy if you’d hired to me investigate Sasha’s death. But my case involved finding Peter Brown, and has nothing to do with the pills in Sasha’s pocket.” I lifted my chin an inch “What’s the matter, Carrie? Your friends are on board for going to police. Is there something more we need to know?”
Her face-burn stare quickly extinguished, she dropped her gaze to her hands. She picked at one of her nails. “I went to see Mrs. Brown yesterday.”
Here we go again. I felt like I needed a white collar for all the confession going on in my office. “What did you do?”
“Said I had to use the restroom. To see if I could find out what kind of pills they were.”
“Did you find them?” A twirly buzz circled my gut. Carrie didn’t know it, but her answer could work as more than one clue to more than one case.
Carrie nodded. “In the medicine cabinet.” She covered her face, but we could all hear her weeping against her palms.
“They were prescribed for Peter?”
She nodded, hands still on her face.
“And they were left there.” This was less of a question than me thinking out loud, but Carrie muttered an affirmative sound and bobbed her head.
“What were they?”
She drew her hand down off her face. “I can’t believe I went in there. Snooped around behind Mrs. Brown’s back. Didn’t say anything to her.”
“You were worried about a friend,” I said quickly, probably a little insensitively, but I wanted an answer to my question. “What was the name of the drug?” I drew my smart phone and pulled up the web browser.
The other two had gone dead silent and stared at their friend as if they didn’t know her and she hand horns growing from her head.
“I can’t…can’t believe you did that,” Holden said.
I felt slightly insulted. All Carrie did was a little of what I do for a living—peek into the places that hold the darkest shadows.
“Please, Carrie. The name of the drug?”
She shook herself, swallowed hard. “I’m not sure I’m pronouncing it right. Temazepam? Does that sound right?”
It sounded close enough. I searched using the best spelling I could. The search engine, thankfully, corrected my spelling and I found info on the drug right off the bat. Looked like a sleep aid that a person could become severely dependent on. Definitely not something taken “as needed.” In other words, without weaning himself, he’d have a hell of a withdrawal period, including not getting any sleep.
Not the kind of drug you leave behind if you’re planning on leaving. Maybe he had another bottle. Maybe he’d already weaned himself and there were leftovers. Maybe a lot of things. But it suggested a couple possibilities. Either Peter was in such a rush to leave, he didn’t think to take his sleep meds, or he hadn’t left at all, but had disappeared. Maybe there was another snow bank out there, one to match his daughter’s.
Lots of maybes in there without any proof of anything.
But there might be other, similar discrepancies, like the classic left-behind toothbrush, or other toiletries. Unfortunately, I didn’t have access to the house like Carrie did. Fortunately, I had to go back there to talk with Mrs. Brown anyway. If I could excuse myself to the bathroom, I might get a quick look around. However, as crazy as she sounded, I’d rather not get caught rummaging through her missing husband’s things. I didn’t need my own knife wound.
There was another option.
But it meant convincing one of three hardcore Christians to sin his or her ass off.
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Chapter 11
Not surprisingly, when I laid out my idea, Carrie volunteered straight off. Holden tried to argue she’d done enough, but he didn’t fight her arguments for long or very strongly. He didn’t really want to come along, but wanted to do his part to look like he wanted to help. On the other hand, Rachel folded her hands in her lap and looked down and to one side. She looked like a meek old lady on a park bench, feeding the pigeons.
She kept perfectly silent, which made her thoughts on the whole plan loud and clear.
So Carrie was with me, which meant Holden and Rachel had to contact the cops and tell them about the drugs they found in Sasha’s coat that night she died. I gave them Palmer’s direct line.
Once Carrie and I hit the road, we both got on our cell phones. Carrie called the Brown house and made sure Mrs. Brown was there and would still be by the time we reached them. She left out any mention of me. And while, from the corner of my eye as I made my own call, I could see her blush, her tone gave nothing away. If she could erase that blushing tell, she’d make a hell of a liar.
I got an answer to my call on the fourth ring, almost to voicemail.
“Palmer,” he answered with a growl.
“Good afternoon my bald friend.” Palmer’s one of those guys that gave his receding hairline a big fuck you and shaves his whole head clean. It’s a good look with his dark, horn-rimmed glasses and his permanent scowl.
“What now?” he groaned.
“Good news,” I said. “A couple of Sasha’s friends are going to give you a call in a few. They have some information about the drugs that—”
“Temazepam,” Palmer cut in. “Docs already got it to us. One of these kids sell it to her or something?”
“Chill, okay? These are odd…”
Carrie gave me a sidelong glance.
“…but good kids. I’m giving you a head’s up so you can go easy on them. Don’t be your dickish self, if you can help it.”
“Anything for you, highness.”
“Anyway, there’s no selling or assistance involved here. Just listen and go easy, like I said.”
Palmer grunted, but he didn’t tell me to shove some unusually large, inanimate object up my rear end, so I suppose I was doing okay. “Are we cool?” I said.
“Yeah,” he said and hung up.
I thumbed off my phone and jammed it into my pocket. “Man’s got a heart of gold. Or is it fungus. I always forget.”
Carrie had finished her call before mine, so had caught most of it. “He’s not going to lock us up for anything, is he?”
“Unless the Hawthorne PD is really hungry for some blame on this, I doubt it. But I can’t guarantee anything. I don’t work for them.”
She pulled off her stocking cap and ran her fingers through her hair.
The snow had picked up with vigor and the car fishtailed a bit as we crossed the railroad tracks that, for as long as I remember, had worked as an artificial border between northern and southern Hawthorne. If you lived above the tracks, you counted as a person, often a very wealthy and powerful person. Anything south was either a now-defunct industrial park or middle- to lower-class tract housing. You served the meals. You tended the gas pumps. You cleaned the toilets. You worked a factory line for twelve hours a day. You did all the things most of those north of the tracks folks took for granted.
And I’ll be honest. The only reason I had any idea what happened south of those tracks is because I lived in similar places before coming back to this city. Had I walked the path my parents had set out for me, I might have never known what went on “below.”
Knowing didn’t make me a better person. It just made me aware. And I can tell you, sometimes ignorance is bliss.
After the tracks, the Brown’s house wasn’t far. The bad news was, the street still hadn’t had a plow run down it and I wasn’t sure if I parked at the curb if I could get the traction to get out again. The good news was the TV vans had taken off.
I parked in an indented square by the driveway where one of the vans had idled, hoping the slightly lower snow level would work to my advantage in getting out.
Collin answered the door again when we knocked. Luckily, the front porch hand an overhang that kept much of the snow off. You could barely tell the driveway and approach had recently been shoveled. And all those footprints were gone.
“Hey, Carrie,” Collin said. The skinny kid wore a pair of cut-off sweat pants and a tank top. I shivered just looking at him. But he held the door open as if it were another sunny August day. His face looked sunburnt, but I recognized a crush blush when I saw one. The kid had the hots for Carrie.
He turned his gaze to me and the blush faded, along with the small smile. “My mom is piss…er…angry with you. You’re not supposed to interrogate minors without a parent present.”
“I didn’t interrogate you, trust me.”
“Whatever. I don’t have to say anything to you.”
“You never did, Collin. I asked questions and you answered.” I waved a hand. “But never mind that. If you’re mom is concerned, I’d like to talk to her.”
Collin’s eyes swung back to Carrie. “Are you with him?”
“He gave me a lift. But I was hoping to talk to you some more.”
I wanted to call out, Easy there, Carrie. I wanted her to sneak through the house looking at a list of things I’d given her to check, not get stuck seducing Sasha’s little brother. I hoped she knew what she was doing.
“Me?” Collin asked with all the awe of a kid asked to man the first space flight to Mars.
“For a bit, yeah. We’re trying to find your dad, you know.”
His gaze snapped toward me for a second. “That’s what he says.”
“It’s true. We hired him for it.” Carrie took a step beyond the threshold and into the house. Now she crowded the small square of tiling with a row of wet boots along one side.
Collin almost tripped on one of the boots.
Beyond the tile stretched a spotless Berber carpeting. I had a feeling Debra Brown was one of those “no shoes on the carpet” kind of moms. Especially not snowy boots.
Carrie took Collin’s hand. Laying it on thick, I thought. But the smile on that kid’s face and the color on his cheeks turning his acne a bright crimson said it all. Carrie had him under her wiles, and good.
“Let me go get my mom for this guy. Then we can…ya know…talk and stuff.”
Pretty sure Collin was hoping for more of the “and stuff” than the talking. Carrie had six years on the kid. I hoped she knew how to let him down easy.
He untwined his hand from Carrie’s with painful reluctance, judging from the pinch to his face. Then he ran out of the front room through an archway that appeared to lead to the kitchen. “Mom,” he shouted. “That guy I told you about is back.”
I stepped into the house, closed the door behind me, and turned to Carrie while we had the moment alone. “What are you trying to pull?”
“What? Collin’s had a crush on me since he broke puberty. I’m going to use it to my advantage. Is that what you private eye’s do?”
“The seduction thing is a little heavy-handed. Go easy on him from now on. Besides, you’re supposed to be searching for those things I listed.”
She lifted her chin with a royal sense of entitlement. “And little Collin will give me a grand tour. Trust me.”
Trust her? She didn’t weigh much, but based on what I’d seen recently, I still couldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her.
By that point, Collin returned with his mother close behind, so our discussion ended there.
I don’t know what I’d expected. After all I had heard, I guess I thought Mrs. Brown would look like a shriveled old crow of a woman.
Not so much.
She looked a lot like Sasha.
She had the same white-blonde hair with a hint of a wave. It came down over her shoulders to the middle of her back and I swore pixies must have visited her every morning to brush out the beautiful locks. She even had her bangs cut in a straight line like Sasha’s. And the same blue eyes, though Mrs. Brown’s carried a weariness that Sasha’s had been too young to nurture. Unlike Sasha, Mrs. Brown wore blue and white ribbons tied in her hair.
Yes.
Ribbons.
Her physique did nothing to detract from her beauty. She wore a pair of jeans I wouldn’t call tight, but they hugged the right curves the way jeans were meant to. She wore a loose, peach button-up shirt, but it couldn’t totally conceal her ample bust. Besides, she had the top two buttons undone, enough to reveal a tease of cleavage and the cross on a chain around her neck.
Then she spoke, and I knew right away she could probably sing as magically as her daughter had.
“Mr. Brone, is it?”
I couldn’t remember if I had told Collin my name or not. I must have. But the way she said it made me feel like she knew more about me than I’d shared with her son. She must have seen something in my expression that showed my confusion.
“I did some research online,” she said. “I was especially interested with that incident with the woman a couple years back.”
She was talking about Autumn.
I didn’t really like talking about Autumn.
The wet boots on the floor next to me reeked of soggy leather.
I tried to steer the conversation onto the street I wanted to follow. “Do you have a few moments to talk?”
“I’ve been through a lot this week. I don’t really need someone of your…reputation ruffling things.”
I shook my head. “You’ve got me wrong. My job is to unruffle things. Smooth it out. Get answers.”
Her eyes flicked to Carrie standing at my side, both of our boots dripping melted snow onto the square of tiles by the door. “Is it true you hired him to find Peter?” Her voice sounded chipper, even with the drop of venom in the mix.
“Yes, ma’am. Holden, Rachel, and me—”
“And I, dear.”
Carrie scrunched her shoulders toward her ears. “Holden, Rachel, and I hired him.”
“I assume you or your father paid for it.”
“Just me,” she said. “From my allowance.”
Mrs. Brown sounded like a schoolmarm, which clashed so hard with her outside appearance, it was like an alien speaking through her human body. (Yeah, I need to cut back on the horror/sci-fi flicks.)
“Wasn’t that the money you planned on using to go on your mission trip with Sasha?”
Carrie ducked her head. She mumbled something, but I didn’t understand it standing next to her.
Mrs. Brown seemed to understand it perfectly, though. She stormed across the living room and slapped Carrie across the face.
Carrie’s head swung to the side from the impact, but she otherwise did not react. She let her head drop back, her chin on her chest.
“Hey,” I shouted, louder than I’d meant to, but the woman had startled me with the attack. “Easy there. You’ve got no right slapping her like that.”
Mrs. Brown lifted one blonde eyebrow. “Her mother and I have much in common. She would have approved.”
“Her mother isn’t here,” I snapped. “But I am. And I don’t approve.”
She looked around her, eyes wide, taking in her living room. The dusty organ in the corner. The loveseat along the wall. The two foot-tall crucifix with miniature Jesus nailed to it hanging above the couch. “Yes,” she said slowly. “This still looks like my house. Certainly, we’re not in your house.”
“All right, I get it.” I didn’t want to back off. I shouldn’t have, for Carrie’s sake. But I didn’t even know what she’d said to earn the slap. I wouldn’t let myself be fooled, though. However much she looked like her sweet daughter on the outside, Mrs. Brown had a demon living inside.
As if she knew what I was thinking, Carrie whispered, “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have…I shouldn’t have.”
Shouldn’t have what? That’s what I wanted to know. I couldn’t let this veer off in the wrong direction, though. I took a deep and disapproving breath, before asking again, “Do you have time to speak with me, Mrs. Brown?”
“Do you swear, Mr. Brone?”
Now there was a left-field questions. I stammered a second. “I don’t have the cleanest mouth.”
“Well, you can clean it up while you’re in my home. Also, I’d appreciate you remove your boots before coming inside. I’ll meet you in the family room. It’s straight through the kitchen.” She spun on her heel and sauntered back through the archway she’d come out of.
Collin peeked through the arch as if waiting for his mom to slip out of sight, then he turned back to me as I tried to take off my boots without stepping in a puddle in my stocking feet. “Dude, you aren’t going to last a minute with her.”
It sounded like gloating, but I heard the fear behind it, and the hitch in his voice as if he were ready to cry. I didn’t envy his position. A teenage boy with hormones raging, a strict religious mother, a missing father… Even without the tragedy of his sister’s suicide, he walked a fine line. And he still had three years of it at the very least. Longer, if he stuck around like his sister had.
Rather than address Collin’s comment, I looked to Carrie as I wrestled my second boot off. “What did you say to her?”
Carrie shook her head. She slipped out of her boots a lot easier than I could mine. She lined them up with the other pairs and started off toward Collin.
I half-stumbled, half-reached for her. When I grabbed her arm, my clumsy maneuver almost took us both down. We managed to stay upright, and I managed to kick my boot off. Some of the slush around the sole spattered the carpet even though the boot itself landed on the tiles.
Man, I’ll be lucky if I make it out of here alive.
I had Carrie by the sleeve of her coat. I tugged her back toward me and tried looking into her eyes. She kept her eyes low, refusing to meet my gaze.
“Help me out here,” I said. “I just let that woman slap you without doing anything about it. You owe me—”
“I wrote you a check,” she said with a serrated edge. “I know what I owe you.”
“I wasn’t talking about money.”
“Then it’s none of your business.”
I let go of her sleeve. “Fine,” I said. “I’ll ask her instead.”
That got Carrie’s attention. He looked up at me with eyes as wide as plates. “You can’t. You can’t.”
“Then just tell me yourself. What’s the big deal?”
Creases ran through her forehead. Her eyes squinted as if she were in physical pain, forming creases at the corners that could one day turn to permanent crow’s feet. “It was mean. I never should have said it.”
“How bad could it have been?”
Her shoulders sagged as if weighted by something heavy. “It’s all God’s plan.”
“What is?”
She waved her hands. “No. That’s what I said. She asked me about the money for going on a mission with Sasha. I said, ‘It’s all God’s plan.’ That’s why she slapped me.”
I got the feeling Carrie was a little less zealous than her friends. “You were mocking her?”
Carrie lifted one of her seemingly weighted shoulders. “It’s what she always says when something happens we don’t like. It’s her fucking answer for everything.”
Collin drew in a long, exaggerated gasp. “Carrie! You just said…” His voice turned to a whisper. “…the F-word.”
Carrie rolled her eyes.
I put a hand on her shoulder. I’d never noticed looking at her, but even through her winter coat I felt a bone pressing outward as if she were emaciated. To look at her, she seemed perfectly healthy, but I wondered then how good her diet was, if she might even have an eating disorder like anorexia. It was none of my business, and most definitely beyond the lines of my investigation. But let’s be honest…
When had I ever colored within the lines?
Last time was probably third grade. Maybe not even then.
She glared at Collin. “You’re sister’s dead and you still give a shit about swearing?” She hissed. She bared her teeth, which looked dull around the edges, as if something had eaten off the enamel. “You’re as bad as she is.”
So much for the Mrs. Robinson routine getting her the grand tour. Truth be told, I liked Carrie better with the rough edges showing. I doubted, however, that Mrs. Brown would approve.
I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Easy does it,” I whispered.
Collin stood looking shocked, whether at Carrie’s words or the message I couldn’t tell. The rims of his eyes turned red, on the verge of tears.
Carrie had a flow of her own tears going already. She wiped at them, nodded to me, then slipped out of my grip and crossed to Collin. She gave him a hug, his spindly body practically disappearing into the fluff of her winter coat. “Let’s go upstairs and play some checkers.”
Collin nodded, eyes watery now, as if Carrie’s tears had become contagious.
They went down a hallway to the left, out of my sight. Then I heard the sound of their footsteps creaking on a set of stairs, the sound rising with them to the second story.
Checkers?
I thought all kids Collin’s age played video games. Probably another sin on the list.
Finally bootless, I made my way through the archway which led directly into the kitchen. From there I could see the family room on the other side, the floor plan wide and open, with a large transition between kitchen tiles and family room carpet.
I unzipped my coat as I passed through the kitchen.
Here goes nothing.
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Chapter 12
I found Mrs. Brown on the couch, her legs tucked up underneath her and a magazine in her lap as if this were just another day in the life. Except she had dark circles under her eyes and a tremor in her hand as she tried to turn a page but couldn’t seem to get her quivering fingers to cooperate.
She gave up trying to turn the page and tossed the magazine across the room. It landed neatly on the logs in the dead fireplace. From where I stood at the border between rooms, I could glimpse a part of the magazine’s title: His Word.
Mrs. Brown looked up at me. “It’s a silly magazine anyway,” she said as if I required an explanation. “One of those ‘modernize the church’ articles at least in every issue. I’m going to cancel my subscription.”
It sounded like she meant to prove something to me.
I didn’t give a damn what she read in her spare time.
“May I take off my coat?” I asked.
She waved a dismissive hand.
I took it as a ‘yes’ and shrugged out from under the heavy down, which, in the heated house, seemed to weigh a ton. I took the coat with me to a nearby recliner that faced the small TV—still a cathode ray, not a flatscreen—at a right angle to the couch. I sat down and immediately sank into the indentation of a heavier person. My legs dangled over the edge, feet not quite touching the floor. The rocking mechanism itself had worn down so much, it offered no resistance and tipped me backward against my will.
Not the best interviewing posture. I struggled to slide to the edge of the chair and it thankfully rocked forward again, my feet landing flat on the floor.
“I appreciate you seeing me,” I said.
One of her blonde eyebrows rose. “What else would I do? I’d like to find my husband, too.”
You mean the same husband you sliced open with a knife then lied about it to the medical staff that stitched him up? I smiled. Sometimes that makes the snarky thoughts go away.
Didn’t work this time.
So rather than open my mouth and put a foot in it, I stayed silent, waited for her to add more.
“Are you at all close?” she asked. “To finding him, I mean.”
“I’ve hardly started, to be honest. I spoke with his brother, but as his spouse, I’d think you would have the best information.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that. In fact, I’m surprised you didn’t find Peter at Matt’s house.”
“Matt’s got a pretty big house. So if he’s harboring your husband, there are plenty of places to hide.”
Now her other eyebrow lifted to join the first. “You think he’s doing that? Hiding Peter in his house?”
“I don’t like to rule things out, but I didn’t get that impression when I spoke with Matt.”
“They’re probably over there drinking and swearing and watching movies with those harlots in them who don’t know how to dress proper.”
Harlots was a word I hadn’t heard in a while. Nice touch.
The heat kicked on, sighing from the floor vents and carrying a smoky, metallic scent.
“When, exactly, was the last time you saw him?” I asked.
Her hand came up and toyed with her blouse’s collar. “We had a small argument in the kitchen.”
“But nothing to send anyone to the emergency room?”
An actual smile touched her lips. “You heard about that.”
“I’ve heard a lot about you, Mrs. Brown. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to draw my own conclusions.”
“I’m crazy. That’s what Matt thinks, right?”
“I think he feels you’re a bit…extreme.” A lie. Matt thought straight up the woman was nuts, but I hadn’t come here to cast stones, and wasting time on how Peter’s brother felt about her wouldn’t do much for my finding Peter.
“Extreme?” Her voice sounded craggy when she repeated the word. “I do my very best to please God and raise my family. Without Him, I never would have made it this far.” She hung her head. “Why He has forsaken me despite my efforts, I don’t know.” Then she looked up and stared me in the eyes. “But the Lord never doles out what the spirit cannot handle.”
I carried strong disagreements to that philosophy. I knew a guy, in fact, with a lot of dead relatives who would very strongly disagree. But I kept all that to myself and pushed on.
“Is there anyone else besides Matt that your husband might have sought out?”
“He didn’t have a lot of friends. His bowling team that I set him up with. The Holy Bowlers. Through church. But he didn’t see them outside of the games. And I don’t believe a single member would have taken his sinful self in, especially without telling me.” Her hand moved from fluttering her collar to the cross on the chain around her neck. She worried at it with thumb and forefinger.
“You and your husband didn’t share beliefs?”
Her gaze turned soft. She stared off to one side. “Seemed like he used to. Seemed like we had a lot more in common than we do now. Especially before his drinking.”
Some lights went on here for me. A possible lead I could follow. “Does he have a problem?”
“He drinks. It’s a problem.”
“Has he ever got in trouble because of it?”
She shook her head. “Not outside of me catching him at it.”
“Did he ever sign up for a twelve-step program, or something like that?”
“He didn’t need a program,” she said, sounding like she wanted to spit. “He needed moral guidance. But I could only do so much.”
I had forgotten my definition of drinking problem differed from Mrs. Brown’s. As in, if he drank at all, it was a problem.
I turned away from the alcohol discussion, trying something else. “Did he keep things from his time in high school? Any old yearbooks or anything?”
Her brow furled. “Why?”
“Sometimes people leave old contact info in the books. There could be an old friend or crush he contacted in the last few days.”
“You think we went off to live with someone from high school?”
“No, ma’am, what I’m doing is collecting information. The more I have, the better chance I have of finding and following his path. If he contacted an old friend, he might have left that friend with an idea of where he was headed next. See?”
She frowned. “You don’t have to talk to me like a child.”
I didn’t bring up the whole incident of her correcting Carrie’s grammar or smacking her, technically a grown woman now, across the face. I stared her down and waited.
She sighed. “If he has anything like that, it’s packed away in boxes either in the basement or the garage.”
“Would it bother you if I went through those things?”
She smoothed out her pants and patted her knees as if calling a kitten to her lap. Then a kitten—more like a full grown cat—leaped onto her from seemingly out of nowhere. The animal had beautiful markings of gold, black, and white across its face and body. I could hear it purr as it rubbed its head against Mrs. Brown’s hand.
“This is Tonya,” Mrs. Brown said. She stroked Tonya’s back. “Sneaky little kitty, but I always know where she’s hiding.”
I had nothing against cats, except that they started me into violent sneezing fits. I tried to lean away and the stupid worn out recliner tilted back and threw me into the large indentation presumably made by hours of Mr. Brown reclining in front of the TV.
“To answer your question,” Mrs. Brown said, “I have no objection to you going through a few…select…things.”
“Did he have a computer I could take a look at, too?”
“No.”
“He didn’t have a computer?”
“We have a family laptop that is circulated like a library book. Anyone who needs it, signs it out. This way we can check the internet history and make sure nothing…inappropriate was done or looked up.”
I wondered what kinds of things would make her inappropriate list and had a feeling I’d have an easier time asking what wasn’t off limits. From the sounds of it, Peter wouldn’t have put anything sensitive on the computer anyway, so I didn’t bother asking to see it.
I noticed I’d never taken out my notebook. I didn’t think I needed it. This conversation would stick for a while in my memory.
“You do want me to find your husband, correct?”
“Of course.”
“Even with the troubles you’ve been having? He probably left because of those issues.”
“Again, you talk to me like a stupid, Godless child.”
“I just wanted to make sure you understand. Even if I do find him, I can’t make him come back home.”
Her hand went back to rubbing the cross hanging from her neck. “I should hope not.” With her other hand, she nudged the cat off her lap. It sauntered out of the room, purring the whole way. “Mr. Brone, I don’t want my husband to come back because you make him. I want him to come back because it is his duty to do so.”
His duty?
I knew the idea came out of her religion, but I couldn’t comprehend wanting to stay with someone you nearly gutted with a knife. What I did fully understand was why Peter left in the first place. Thankfully, if I found him, I had no obligation to tell Mrs. Brown about it. She wasn’t my client. I owed her nothing except a thanks for letting me dig through some old things that probably wouldn’t lead anywhere.
I smiled, and never did a smile feel more fake. “Why don’t you show me the way to those things of Peter’s so I can get out of your hair as soon as possible.”
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Chapter 13
From the boxes in the basement I found a full set of yearbooks from Peter’s days at Hawthorne High. Man, were there a lot of cheesy haircuts back then. I also laid my hands on a Moleskin notebook. I flipped through it quickly while Mrs. Brown actually stood about six feet behind me, her hands on her hips, an impatient tilt to her face. The Gestapo watching over me to make sure I didn’t start digging through the wrong boxes.
I fluttered the pages of the moleskin, using my body as a screen between her and the book. Not many of the pages had writing on them. I’d say about a quarter or less. I noticed a few dates above blocks of neatly written text as if it were a journal. It smelled like the box it came out of, musty and old.
Mrs. Brown provided me with a standard-sized moving box to carry things back to my office in, with a promise that I return the items as soon as I was done with them. I tossed the moleskin journal into the box on top of the yearbooks, trying to appear nonchalant about it so I wouldn’t draw her attention. I didn’t need her stopping me and asking, Oh, what was that? Then start reading and refuse me the access to his words.
However, like a lot of this stuff, the notebook probably wouldn’t lead anywhere anyway. Had to cover my bases, though. And a secret journal—if that’s what it was—counted as prime material in the investigation.
I didn’t find much else. A manila folder full of what looked like old bills. A stack of old letters that I tried to get into the box before Mrs. Brown saw them, but she caught me and laughed.
“Those’ll be fun reading,” she said.
“What are they?”
“Letters he and I wrote to each other while we courted.” She smiled. “Days long gone.”
I put them in my box, and she didn’t not object.
The last thing I found worth taking was a photo album that crackled when I flipped through the pages. A lot of faces. A lot of people Peter might have turned to for help while disappearing from his wife. But it also meant spending more time with Mrs. Brown to identify any of those faces she could. I didn’t relish the thought of putting in that time. Still…
I held up the book. “Could we make an appointment to look through this together?”
She gazed at the album for a while, parts of the album’s blue cover torn in spots, as if it had received a lot of abuse over the years in the bottom of a box. Mrs. Brown sighed. She no more wanted to spend additional time with me and I did her. But she nodded. “I’ll call your office later, after I’ve checked my schedule.”
“Sounds fine.”
I placed the album in my box, flipped the flaps on the box closed, and faced Mrs. Brown. “Thanks for your help. I know this is a hard time for you.”
“He loved her.” Mrs. Brown wiped at her eyes, as if expecting tears, but her eyes were dry. “I can understand his leaving me. We’ve drifted. But not Sasha.”
I stayed quiet to let her go on at her own pace.
“He never would have left Sasha.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“I don’t know. Just the truth. And here’s a good one. If he really meant to leave me, he would have tried his damndest to take her with him.”
Damndest. Score one for Satan getting a swear word out of this woman.
“What about your son?”
“Peter and Sasha had a special relationship,” she said, ignoring my question—if she even heard it. “It’s why she started acting more like him, I’m sure. Restless. Defiant. Reckless. Just like him.”
I had trouble picturing the angelic girl with the amazing voice as any of those things. But one night at a karaoke and across the room did not make me an expert on Sasha Brown.
I rested a hand on the box of Peter’s things I meant to take with me. “Did Sasha ever say anything about going with him? Do you think she might have known where he went?”
“She never said anything, but…” Mrs. Brown pressed her hands together and looked toward the basement’s drop ceiling. Her lips moved silently. I only caught what she started with before my meager lip-reading skills failed me.
Lord, help me stay strong…
After a mere few seconds, she let her hands glide back down to her sides and returned her focus to me. “Prayer is a powerful thing, Mr. Brone.”
Didn’t know what to say to that, so I tried to get back on track. “Do you think Sasha knew where Peter went?”
“I heard her talking in her room, the night Peter didn’t come home as expected. At first I thought she had sneaked her cell phone into her room. We have a strict phone policy in this house.”
“Who was she talking to?”
“God.”
I took a confused step backward, as if Mrs. Brown carried that knife she had once cut her husband with. “I’m sorry?”
“She hadn’t gotten her phone. She was on her knees in prayer. Something I’d seen less of from her lately.”
“I don’t understand. How does this—”
“The Lord favors the patient, Mr. Brone.”
So I shut my trap and waited.
As if making a game of it, she remained silent a half-minute longer. But the haggard cast to her face, made worse by the fluorescent lighting in the basement, told me this was not play.
“I overheard Sasha’s prayer. Not much, but enough to awaken my curiosity. I heard her say, ‘Please bring him back safely from that place.’”
Not hard evidence, especially coming from a second-hand source. But all I needed was a chain to follow to find Peter. I didn’t need hard evidence.
“So you think she was talking about wherever Peter was headed,” I said.
“I asked Sasha about it later, but the girl lied to my face. Said I must have misheard. I slapped her for her sinfulness, but she remained insistent that she didn’t know where her father had gone.” She looked down at her right hand as if it still stung. “I had no choice but to stop.”
A felt a twitch in my gut. I didn’t want to spend any more time in Mrs. Brown’s presence today…or maybe ever. But, lucky me, I had that session with the photo album to look forward to. Maybe I could wrap this up before then.
I thanked her for her time, picked up my box, and got the hell out of there.
* * *
Neither Carrie nor myself said anything as we pulled away from the Brown’s house, snow crunching under the car tires. A buzz hung in the air between us though, both of us anxious to tell our story, but reticent at the same time, as if Mrs. Brown might somehow hear us.
It wasn’t until we cleared the block that Carrie spoke, blurting her words in a long breath. “Oh, my goodness, you will never even guess what I found.”
“I picked up an interesting tidbit myself. Plus some junk that might help.”
Her silence caused me to glance at her. I found her smirking, one eyebrow arched. “So should we flip a coin and see who goes first?”
I laughed. “Go ahead. I’m still recovering from Mrs. Brown’s psychoticness.”
“Is that even a word.”
“Introduce Webster to Mrs. Brown and it will be, guaranteed.”
“She’s really not that bad. Strict, but…”
I navigated the car around a snowdrift in the street. “Why do you stick up for her like that?”
“She’s lived a hard life. You really don’t know anything about Sasha and her family to make judgments.”
I wondered what a “hard life” meant to Carrie. On the streets of LA, I saw a lot of hard living. Nothing in Hawthorne ever came close. Not even on the south side. “But you don’t disagree with my judgments.”
“Yeah, but I’ve known Mrs. Brown for half my life. I earned my impression of her.”
“And I’m just getting started, is that it?”
“Something like that.”
Despite the initial buzz for both of us to share our respective info, we fell into a silence that lasted until we had cleared the Browns’ neighborhood, a few minutes from the interstate.
“I think Sasha knew where her dad is,” I said to break the silence.
“I think you’re right,” Carrie said.
“Why? What did you find?”
“You first.”
I shrugged. “Her mom overheard a prayer. Sasha was begging God to bring her dad back safely from ‘that place.’ Only we don’t know what ‘that place’ is. But apparently she did.”
Carrie smiled. She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out something that looked like a tri-folded piece of paper. Then the gray sunlight reflected off the paper’s slick surface and I realized it was a brochure of some kind.
She held it up proudly.
I had to keep my attention on the road, so I pulled around a corner, parked at a curb, and gave the item my full attention. On the front of the brochure was a picture of a group of people smiling, looking happier than they’d ever been. In an arch above them was printed, Sunnygale Sanctuary: A Place for Healing.
I took the brochure from her and opened it up. More pictures of happy people in a setting that looked like a cross between a resort and a hospital. I scanned the text and learned Sunnygale was a addiction and mental health center located on the outskirts of Hawthorne. I’d never heard of the place before, so I assumed it pretty new.
“Did you find this with Sasha’s things?” I asked, ready to come down on Carrie for veering from our agreed goal—Peter Brown’s belongings.
“No. I found it in the back pocket of a pair of Mr. Brown’s pants.”
I gaped at her. “You got into his closet?”
She waggled her eyebrows. “Impressed, aren’t you?”
“Where was Collin in all this?”
“In his room, where I left him after showing off my…boobs.” She blushed. “After that, I figured he’d appreciate some time alone, so I told him I was going to the bathroom. Then I went into Mr. and Mrs. Brown’s bedroom instead.
My gut turned to spin cycle. “You what?”
“It’s not a big deal. And look at what I found.” Her blush faded, while her voice took on a high pitched keen to it. “I bet you Mr. Brown checked himself in there.”
“Without telling a soul.”
“Or only telling a soul that wouldn’t tell any other souls.”
I tried to wipe away the knowledge of Carrie’s little trick to distract Collin. It sure as hell didn’t seem very Christian to me. But it had gotten results. This was a big hit. I thought it through. This Sunnygale place wouldn’t just let us in or confirm Peter was staying there. I’m sure they had protocols to keep their patients’ privacy protected.
So we had to find the person, if such a person existed, whom he told he was checking in.
He told Sasha.
Which didn’t do us much good. We had to hope he told someone else, too.
His checking into Sunnygale also explained the pills. Maybe Peter got hooked on them. He was trying to kick the habit. In the meantime, Sasha waits for him to come back. She has her own little baggie…
“No,” I said aloud.
Carrie crinkled her brow. “No, what?”
“If he told Sasha he was checking into this place, she had no reason to kill herself. Nor does it make sense that she had the pills in the first place.”
“Maybe she was trying to keep them from him.”
“But you said you saw them in the medicine cabinet the day before. Wouldn’t she have gotten rid of them all? And why, knowing her dad was getting help, would she take those pills herself?”
Carrie stared down into the car’s foot well as if she might find the answer printed on her loafers. “There had to be a different reason. Nothing about her dad. Maybe she killed herself because of something her mom did.”
“I’d believe that,” I said. “But there’s another or in there.”
“Or…” Carrie said, trailing off.
“Or she didn’t commit suicide at all.”



  
    Saving Sasha Brown
    
  




  
Chapter 14
“Play it again.”
The four of us sat at a center table in the High Note. I still had a few hours before we had to get ready to open, so we had the whole place to ourselves. I didn’t bring the kids up to my office because I figured a round table would make it easier for us all to see Carrie’s phone at once.
Carrie gave me an uncertain look.
I nodded my head. “Play it.”
We had already watched the video of Sasha’s apparent suicide note three times. We’d gone through it enough times that I started noticing odd details. Like the nervous glance she kept making at something beyond the frame, as if someone else stood behind her camera.
She was at the kitchen table in her house. I could easily imagine someone watching it from the opposite side of the table. Someone forcing her to make the message?
It sounded like a stretch. But the more I watched the video, the more times I saw those quick looks beyond the screen, the more times I heard the quiver in her voice that sounded less like sadness and more like fear, the more convinced I became that we didn’t have the full picture of what really happened to Sasha Brown that night.
Carrie played it again.
And again.
Rachel broke first. Her eyes were filled with tears. “I can’t take this anymore.” She stood. The legs of her chair barked against the tile floor as it scooted away from her. Wiping her eyes, she marched off to the short hall leading to the restrooms.
Carrie and Holden both watched her go, but neither of them stood to follow her. When Holden looked back at me, his jaw was clenched. “Why are we doing this?”
“Have you noticed anything more than the first time you watched it?”
He stared down at Carrie’s smart phone as if the video still played, though it remained paused on the last frame, Sasha’s wide eyes staring into the camera, her lips parted, her arms folded as if she stood out in the cold instead of sitting in her parents’ kitchen.
“Oh my goodness,” Holden said. “Her necklace.”
I’d asked a semi-rhetorical question, but Holden had found a solid answer. Yes, something was different. I noticed after he mentioned it. The cross on a chain that the kids all wore—and Sasha’s mom for that matter—was missing from her neck.
“Is that a big deal?” I asked.
“She never took it off. None of us do.” To illustrate, Holden reached into his collar and pulled out his cross and chain.
“He’s right,” Carrie said, and tilted her head back to show off the matching jewelry around her own neck.
“Wearing that is part of CYAN membership?”
“Everyone gets one when they join,” Carrie said. “They aren’t really worth much. It’s not real gold or anything. But they become a powerful symbol.”
I wondered what kind of symbol it looked like to Collin Brown when Carrie flashed him earlier. I pushed that thought away. “So it’s significant that she’s not wearing it in this video?”
Carrie shrugged. “It’s not like we never, ever take them off. I mean, sure, to shower and stuff.”
“So it’s no big deal.”
Holden pointed at the phone. “She said she wished she could be with Christ. If she’s thinking about…dying…she’d be wearing it.”
“Then let me ask you a question you might not know the answer to, and it’s okay if you don’t.” I pulled my notebook and pen out. “Could Sasha have been sending some kind of message by not wearing the cross?”
Carrie and Holden looked at each other for a second. Holden finally answered. “It’s possible. But I don’t know what the message would be.”
“How about,” Carrie said slowly, “‘I’m not myself.’ Or, ‘this isn’t the real me.’ Something like that.”
“Which means,” I said and let loose a long sigh, “we could be looking at homicide, not suicide.”
* * *
I thought about calling Palmer to let him know what the kids and I had come up with. Then I realized how full of speculation all that was, and how it didn’t exactly connect with my real case. As much as Sasha had left an impression on me in a single night—a single song, really—I was not the one investigating her death. I didn’t want to call Palmer with so little. He’d think I was an idiot asshole.
Wait. He already thought that.
In any case, I had to stay focused. That meant searching for a confidante that might know if Peter had checked himself into Sunnygale or, if not, where he might have headed.
That night at the High Note, I sat in my back booth, all the things from the box I’d taken spread across the tabletop, a mini museum dedicated to the life and times of Peter Brown. I had finished arranging the yearbooks into chronological order when Paul came over, surveyed all the stuff, and frowned at me.
“Fuck’s this?”
“I’m multitasking,” I said. “Searching for clues while listening to drunk and off-key folks from all walks of life. Can you imagine a better spent evening?”
We’d been open about a hour. Only a few people sat at the tables, and one at the bar. A girl on stage, no bigger than a twig off a Bonsai tree, trembled from her toes to the top of her skull while she tried to sing “Brown-Eyed Girl.” If we had a decent crowd of young girls come in, I’d hear that same song several times tonight. One of those quirks of the biz. Even the girls with blue eyes loved that song.
“I tune it out,” he said. “Can’t you? After all this time?”
I thought about trying to explain that my listening to every singer I could was part of my penance for the way I let my relationship with my parents deteriorate. But Paul would probably tell me to get the fuck over it.
“Don’t you have a bar to tend?” with more edge than I’d intended.
Paul cocked his mouth to one side. “Whatever, yo.” He trudged back behind the bar and offered the single patron a refill.
I looked down at my collection of things. My eyes went immediately to the journal. If he kept it at all up-to-date, I might get an easy line on where he planned to go. Best not to get my hopes up.
The yearbooks were probably worthless, but I had to give them a try.
I picked up the stack of letters. I sometimes use my curiosity as a sensor. I’ll follow it, knowing something deeper in my subconscious is at work. My curiosity about the history of Peter and Debra Brown’s courtship rang like a bell in my head. And as much of a waste of time it seemed, I let my curiosity get the better of me.
An old rubber band, half disintegrated by age, held the stack of envelopes together. The envelopes carried a faint hint of something flowery, overpowered by the mustiness of time. I wondered if Mrs. Brown had spritzed some of her letters with perfume.
I started to gently roll the rubber band off, but it snapped at its weakest point and flopped onto the table in front of me. I pushed the rubber band aside and set the stack of letters in its place. I started with the top letter, addressed to Debra L. Gould. The address belonged somewhere in southeast Michigan. I wasn’t familiar with that part of the state.
I recognized Peter’s return address right away. His letter came from Ann Arbor, which led me to believe he probably went to school at the University of Michigan. I also guessed he never completed his degree, considering he ended up on a factory line.
I slipped the letter out of the envelope, unfolded the paper, and started reading.
It was a pretty basic letter, running down the things he was involved with at the time with a bunch of I miss you so much variations to make sure he wasn’t having too much fun without her. It did give me a better idea of who Peter was, at least at that time. For example, he was studying engineering, wanted to design “cars of the future,” and was, so far, acing all his classes.
He also went into detail about this new church group he found called CYAN.
That surprised me. I couldn’t believe that organization had been a part of the Brown family for so long. We were talking at least twenty years or so.
My brain did some mental calculations and left me with a spark that hit so bright, it felt like someone had stabbed me in the brain with a mirror shard. Peter had been a sophomore when he wrote this particular letter. That meant Sasha was either born while he was still in college, or was the reason he never finished his degree.
But according to information that I’d gathered on the computer when I first started the case, Peter and Debra married right around the same time.
Can someone say “shotgun wedding?”
I started pulling the letters out of the envelopes and spreading them out on the table over all the other stuff as close to chronological order as possible, hoping I could track the progress of their “courtship” as if reading through a history book. While Sasha’s birth outside wedlock was a little scandalous, it wasn’t that unusual or big of a deal in this day and age. But the event could give me a better perspective on Peter’s psyche. The more I knew about him, especially those things hidden in the dark corners, the better I could track him.
But as I laid out the letters, I had to stop halfway through the pack.
I had stumbled into another dark corner.
And may have found exactly what I was looking for.
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Chapter 15
Four letters in the middle of the stack. Not one of them addressed to Debra Brown. These, instead, were addressed to Peter himself, but through a PO box instead of his house. And the return address on the upper left corner of each of the four claimed the letters came from a Ms. Elizabeth Garaski.
The envelopes looked newer than the others. No yellowing around the edges. A thicker, sturdier feel to the paper. A small bit of stickiness still on the flaps. I found the postmark on the top letter. The date stamped there was this past summer.
I opened the first of the four and started reading.
Ms. Garaski had a passionate way with words. She might have been a poet. Or song lyricist. The letter went on and on about their last encounter on the beach of Cryer Lake, one of the few draws of Hawthorne northerners into the south. A dead philanthropist named Cryer had the lake built and stocked with bass over seventy years ago. The stocking continued to this day, funded by some kind of trust started by yet another dead philanthropist.
Ms. Garaski didn’t write only of the lake and its beauty, but the feel of Peter’s body close to hers, the touch of his lips on her neck, the firm push of his hand at the small of her back.
At the very end came the inevitable post script.
Please tell her, she wrote, the three plainest words in the whole letter.
The other letters followed a similar format—Ms. Garaski gushing over their latest encounter with a post script that also stuck to a theme:
Have you spoken with her?
When can we shed light on our love?
You must tell her or I can’t continue with this!
That last, with the exclamation point and all, gave off a sinister feel almost. The ultimatum of every mistress, and usually the death knell of the relationship or the marriage—or both.
So did Peter finally answer to her ultimatum?
With a return address clearly written in the same flowered hand as the letters themselves, this had almost become too easy. I had to admit, I was a little impressed with Peter’s trick of hiding his mistresses’ love letters smack in the middle of his wife’s. That took some balls. It also showed some smarts.
When I finally found Peter, I knew I’d have to be careful. 
* * *
The following morning, I woke early, showered, made a breakfast that came out of a box and into the microwave. Some breakfast sandwich with fake meat and eggs. I had to put something on my stomach, though, and I didn’t want to waste time stopping somewhere. Obviously, I needed to make a grocery run.
Groceries would have to wait, though. I stopped by the office before daylight broke so I could run a background check on Elizabeth Garaski. It didn’t take long.
That done, instead of contacting or confronting Peter’s mistress, I decided to sit some surveillance time on her house. If he was living with her, he would have to come out eventually. Besides, she could block me at the front door while he sat inside watching Firefly reruns on TV, and I’d be none the wiser. I’d had to take the direct approach with Peter’s brother because of the whole gated community thing. Luckily, I didn’t have a similar issue with Ms. Garaski.
She lived on the north side, in a upper-middle class neighbored where all the houses looked like they came out of cookie cutters and were stacked so close they had lawns about the size of floor mats. Almost all of them had two stories and bright, fresh siding. Besides the numbers on the mailboxes along the curb, the ornate landscaping out front of each was the only thing that kept them distinguishable one from the other. But winter had killed most of the landscaping, so until they started decorating for the holidays, they remained a mirror images of one another.
I had the heat blasting. The snow had stopped, but only because it was too cold outside to snow now. At least, that’s what the weatherman said. “Too cold to snow.” Sounding like some corner of hell for people like me who didn’t mind the heat.
Weather could become an issue depending on how the surveillance went. If I had to sit on the house, I couldn’t do it with the engine running. The cold exhaust pluming from my tail pipe would give me away. With the houses so close around here, I didn’t have anywhere inconspicuous to park. Nearly every corner had one of those Neighborhood Watch signs planted on them. Mostly a scare-tactic to deter crime, it also meant the neighborhood had a few busy-bodies. Never fun for stationary surveillance, worrying about some widow in her eighties calling police about a “strange vehicle” parked in the street.
But in this neighborhood, some people actually did use the curb out front for parking, so I wouldn’t be the only one.
I had a scarf and a pair of gloves. Time to man up.
I chose to pull in behind a Toyota with a few inches of snow collected on it, which told me it hadn’t been driven in a couple days at least. This gave me a car to sort of hide behind, but the odds of the owner coming out for the car might be a little lower. So much of PI work is guesswork. You play your hand as best you can, because in this game you don’t get the draw again.
I cut the engine, buzzed back my seat, and hunkered down to stay low and, mostly, out of sight.
I had parked across the street and about six houses down. In the passenger seat beside me I had a digital camera with a telephoto lens, fresh batteries, and a clean memory card. I wanted to take a few preliminary snaps of Ms. Garaski’s house for the sake of my records, but working the camera meant taking off my gloves, and the heat had already begun seeping out of the car.
Have I mentioned I hate the cold?
But I wouldn’t let it beat me. I yanked my gloves off, picked up the camera, adjusted the zoom, tweaked the focus, and took a bunch of pictures of the house, closing in here and there as well as taking shots zoomed back a bit. I took the time to shoot the houses to either side of hers, too. You could never document too much. And it was as easy as a mouse click to get rid of what you didn’t need.
I sat watching the house, gloves back on and arms hugging my body, for another forty minutes before I had to start the engine up again and pump some heat in the car. As the BMW’s engine hummed and the heat spewed from the vents, I glanced around for any suspicious neighbors. I didn’t see anyone except for a someone shoveling their walk, so bundled against the cold I couldn’t tell if it were a man or woman. Just a hooded, puffy creature with a plastic shovel, face obscured by a red ski mask and the scarf wrapped up over his or her mouth. Not someone who would probably notice my car running.
I wasn’t feeling the vibe from this surveillance. I wasn’t feeling much of anything, actually, since the cold had turned me numb. I started to doubt my strategy. A Tuesday morning most likely meant Ms. Garaski was at work, assuming she worked at all and had a standard nine-to-fiver. The background work I did on her at the office before coming out didn’t have much on her. Based on the available data, and assuming it was up-to-date, the return address on the letters was still correct.
But her work history showed a secretarial position she held in southern Ohio. Sounded like a bit of a commute from this address. She was not, however, married according to the info I could pull. It raised the question about how she paid her mortgage and fed herself, especially in a nicer neighborhood like this one. Things I might look into more deeply if it turned out I needed to. Really, I was hoping to catch Peter at her house and make the whole thing a lot easier.
I waited for my heat to thaw me out, then cut the engine again. Fingers of cold almost immediately curled their way into the vehicle. I groaned and tucked my gloved hands into my armpits.
Twenty minutes passed before I had to start the car again.
Time for a new tactic.
I pulled away from the curb and drove toward Ms. Garaski’s house. I pulled right into her driveway, the cement neatly shoveled, but the surface slick enough, I almost fell onto my ass getting out of the car. I had to penguin walk up the approach to her front door. Unlike the day before, there was hardly any wind blowing. If there had been, my spit would have turned to ice. As it was, I felt my skin stinging in the cold despite my heavy parka, gloves, and scarf.
I hoped my clients would forgive me for what I was about to do.
I also hoped it was worth going out into the cold.
I rang the bell while dancing from foot to foot to keep my internal body heat up as best I could. I heard at least two dogs with big voices woofing and scrabbling their nails on the other side of the door.
I took a step backward.
A woman’s voice, stern, admonished the dogs, shouted for them to shut up and back off. Meanwhile the barking eased, the scraping sounds against the door stopped. The whole ordeal sounded like a rehearsed routine.
Finally, the dog sounds fell silent. A minute passed. I shivered, the cold wining against my efforts to keep moving. I started jumping on one foot and clapping my gloved hands together.
When the woman opened the door, she caught me in mid-hop, my hands pressed together as if in prayer. Her eyes took me in as I landed, hit a slick stop, and almost fell again. But I brought my other foot down onto a dry section of the porch and managed to keep my balance.
With my hands still together, I asked, “Are you Ms. Garaski?”
“Who are you?”
The woman barely touched the bottom side of thirty. She might have even been around twenty-seven. She had her hair cut short in the back and longer in the front, two blonde points hanging to her chin. She wore a blackberry shade of lipstick, layered on thick. Her eye shadow, a sky blue, looked air brushed on, as did the blush, as if she treated her face as a canvas every morning. Lots of make-up, but precise, not sloppy.
Then I noticed the thick pancake foundation.
Not a normal makeup job. But I realized now why I hadn’t found any recent employment history on her. No one counted a life in the arts as an actual job.
She didn’t have the body of a dancer—not that it was a bad body. Her snug jeans and tight red sweater gave me plenty of proof of that. But if not a dancer…
“You’re an actress.”
She crossed her arms. “I didn’t ask who I was. I asked who you were.”
“Sorry.” I made an awkward gesture toward her face. My shivering didn’t help. “I noticed the stage makeup. I used to do a lot of work in the theatre.”
“That’s cool and all, but I have a life, right? Are you selling something?”
“No. Not selling. I wanted to talk to you about…er…”
Brone, you started with this plan, you had to see it through.
I cleared my throat. “I wanted to talk to you about God.”
She blew to pieces with laughter. Her hand went to her belly as if she were pregnant and having labor pains. Her eyes teared-up, making her thick eyeliner glisten.
I stood there in silence, accepting the humiliation.
She glanced from my BMW in the drive to my face. It took some doing for her to finally swallow her laughter and speak again. “You’re telling me a Jehovah’s Witness drives a Beemer?” She cocked her head. “When you said you did theater, I assume you painted sets, ‘cause you’re a terrible actor.”
I didn’t think I was that bad.
“I was a singer,” I said. “It’s very cold out here. May I come in?”
“To talk about God?” She smiled, but I didn’t feel a single watt of humor from it. “I have a dress rehearsal in about an hour and I have to drive to flipping Portage. I don’t really have time for God.”
“There’s always time for God.”
She looked me up and down with some interest in her eyes.
I reminded myself about ten years sat between us.
I also reminded myself it had been a looooooooong time since I’d been on a date, let alone taken a woman to bed.
All of this was irrelevant, seeing as I was supposed to be acting like a professional investigator, not checking out women.
Then again, she checked me out first.
“So who are you really?” she asked, tapping a finger at the corner of her mouth as if trying to decide between a piece of cake or a slice of pie.
I should have picked salesman, damn it. I hadn’t even considered the BMW giving me away. Sometimes you follow instinct, and instinct leads you astray.
I had to come up with a better story, and fast.
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Chapter 16
Elizabeth Garaski made a buzzing noise and said, “Try again.”
I stood there, frozen, both in the figurative sense and a more literal one, too. As if to spite my poor planning, the wind picked up. It bit against my cheek, coming from the south. I felt like you could tap me with a small hammer and I’d shatter to pieces.
With only a thread of tolerance against this cold left, I had decided to go with bits of the truth instead of coming up with another ridiculous story on the spot. In fact, I blamed the cold for this whole thing falling apart. In the summer or spring—even fall—I’d still be in my car, down the street, working the surveillance like a real PI.
Today I felt like a total fraud.
Which is probably why Ms. Garaski didn’t believe the truth.
“I’m serious,” I said. “I’m a private detective.”
She didn’t explode into more laughter, but she snorted like a piglet.
That left me with my jaw hanging open and any words all jumbled and jammed in my throat. If I couldn’t convince her of the truth, I didn’t know what else to say.
She put the tips of her fingers over her mouth as if to hold in the laughter. She could still titter, it just came out muffled. Once she got control of herself, she dropped her hand and said, “I’m sorry. I don’t know who you are, but this is pretty ridiculous, isn’t it?” She crossed and rubbed her arms. She wore a long-sleeve dress that stopped at the knee, but the fabric didn’t look all that thick to me.
“I was hired,” I said, for some reason desperate to convince her of who I was, “to find Peter Brown. I’ve run into some things that suggest you know him.”
The last perks of laughter died in her throat. She visibly swallowed. Her eyes went wide for a second, then narrowed, honed in on me. “I think you should go.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“You need to go.”
She tried to slam the door in my face, but I expected that. I wedged my heavy winter boot against the bottom of the door, stopping it about two feet from closing.
“Ms. Garaski, please. I need to speak with you.”
“I don’t know where he is.” She tried shoving on the door, but my boots had thick soles and I used my leverage to keep it open. Good thing my other foot wasn’t on one of those slick patches, or I would have ended up on the ground with my head split open against the cement porch. “Stop that. Let me close the door. You’re letting the warm air out.”
“I’d call it hot air, actually.” I leaned my shoulder against the door and gently pushed so the door creaked another few inches open. “You know where he is, don’t you? Is he here?”
“I don’t have to talk to you. In fact, you need to leave before I call the police.”
I pulled the letters from my back pocket, having to reach up and under my parka to get at them. A chilling gust ran up my back through the brief opening I’d allowed. My spine turned to ice.
I held out the letters for her to see.
She jerked back as if I had reached out to grab her. But her gaze locked on the letters in my hand. She knew what they were. She pointed at them. “He kept those?”
I nodded. “Hidden in a stack of letters to his wife.”
Her face lost some color despite the cold air that had to be blowing in through the door and nipping at her cheeks. Instead of a rosy-faced elf, she looked like the ghost of Christmas yet to come.
“And you read them?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Why?”
“I already told you. He’s gone missing. I was hired to find him.”
“You really are a private detective?”
Why do people always ask me that? “Yes.”
She quit pushing on the door, but I didn’t move my foot—just in case. She said, “Is he in trouble?”
My heart sank a little. Either she didn’t really know what was going on with him, or she was putting on an act, pretending to have no idea. Either way made this harder.
“Ms. Gar—”
“Please stop calling me that. Makes me feel like an old maid. Call me Liz.”
“Okay, Liz. Are you telling me you do not know where Peter is?”
She looked at me as if I’d tried speaking to her in Esperanto. “Why would I? Our affair ended two weeks ago. He said something about being saved, and how he couldn’t defy God…” She smiled as she trailed off. “Ha. Looks like we got around to talking about God after all.”
“There’s a lot of God talk when it comes to the Brown family.”
As if God Himself didn’t appreciate my snark, a wind gust three times stronger than the last buffeted against me, almost knocking me off balance and burning my face with the cold.
Liz still had a hint of a smile on her face. “I don’t know anything about where he is now. But it’s good news he left her. That’s all I can say.”
“Why’s that?” My voice quivered while my body shook from the cold.
“Have you met her?” Liz rolled her eyes. “The woman is nuts. Talk about God. Sheesh. It’s like she decided whatever she didn’t like about her husband must be a sin. His sin. She’s no Christian, I’ll tell you that, too. She’s made up her own cult, and she’s the only member.”
I kept my own judgments about Mrs. Brown to myself. I was still processing them, but so far I didn’t disagree with Liz’s take. I wondered if Liz knew about the knife incident.
“Have you ever heard of Sunnygale?”
“The crazy people hospital? Why? Did someone finally check Debra in there?” She sounded genuinely hopeful, though her voice remained tainted with sarcasm.
I hadn’t thought about it from that angle. Had Carrie and I taken the presence of the brochure wrong? Maybe Peter was thinking about having his wife committed. It put a new spin on things. His last ditch effort to be free of his wife’s deteriorating mental state might have failed, leaving him with the only option—abandonment.
Meanwhile, Sasha sees it as an abandonment of her as well and simply can’t take living alone with her wacky mother anymore…
“Afraid not,” I answered. “But I thought maybe he checked himself in.”
“Why in hell would he do that?”
“If I knew that, I wouldn’t need to ask.”
She leaned forward a little and looked beyond me. “Damn, it’s cold out there.” She drew back, pulling the collar of her dress closer around her neck. She shivered. “I hate the winter.”
“Me, too.”
She stared at me for a silent second, shook her head. “Not for the same reasons, I’ll wager.” She jostled her head as if she’d walked face-first into a spider web. “Anyway, do me a favor. If you find him, have him get in touch.”
“I can let him know you’d like that.”
“Thanks.”
I nodded, started to turn away, my head hung low, my spirits as tamped down as the snow under my boots.
“On more thing,” Liz called out. When I turned around, she had a gun in her hand aimed straight at me.
Adrenaline gushed into my system, but I couldn’t use it for a thing. I had my gun, of course, on a clip holster on my belt. But getting to my belt meant digging under my parka or unzipping it. By then, Liz could have emptied all six of her revolver’s chambers and started to reload.
I held my hands out at my sides. “Whoa.”
She stood in a traditional shooter’s stance as if she were at the range. I had every confidence she knew not only how to fire the weapon, but how to actually hit things with it. “If you ever pull that shit with the door on me again, I’ll have your brains all over my front yard. Got it?”
“Loud and clear.”
She stood there a few seconds longer, then slammed her door shut. I could hear the sound of a deadbolt snap into place.
I walked back to my car, trembling. From the cold, I thought. I’m just cold.
I wasn’t convinced.
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Chapter 17
I returned to my office to plan out my next move. I cranked up the heat, shed my parka, scarf, and gloves, then I got behind my desk and hit the computer. Objective: Get as much info about Sunnygale as possible.
Their official website didn’t give me much more info than the paper brochure. Outside of their own website, I found sites that offered reviews from people how had spent time at the hospital. Many raved about Sunnygale’s outpatient program, which offered them the benefits of attending the facility without having to stay overnight. I found a fair amount of negative remarks, too, but from what I could gather the reviews fell into two categories. The positive reviews came from people who had willingly checked themselves in. Most of the negative comments came from those forced to stay at the hospital.
What I had gathered about Peter’s personality from Carrie and the others, as well as the stuff Mrs. Brown allowed me to take, made it hard for me to believe he needed a place like Sunnygale. But when I returned to their homepage, started scanning the info again, I realized something that had sat in front of me the whole time.
Sunnygale had both a mental health branch and an addiction branch. Peter was known to come home from work and plow his way through a case of twelve beers nearly every night. He also had sleeping pills—heavy-duty sleeping pills. While Mrs. Brown might have felt quite at home in the mental health wing, Peter might have sought help from the addiction side.
Enter requisite thought of Sheila—old family friend, executor of my parents’ estate, and full-on alcoholic. She could have drank me under the table. Hell, she could have probably drank my bartender, Paul, under the table. She’d been real good at hiding it. Now, she’s in the wind. I have no way of finding her. And after her nasty little betrayal not long ago, I can’t say that I miss her much. Not the real her, anyway.
I brushed aside thoughts of Sheila and turned my mind back to the case.
So I had determined Peter might have been a good candidate for Sunnygale’s addiction recovery branch. Big deal. I still couldn’t drive over, knock on the door, and ask of Peter Brown could come out and play.
If Peter had enrolled in their program, he had made himself invisible and impervious for the duration. I supposed I could wait. But a little net search told me the average time in an addiction facility could range from a week to three months.
A week I could handle. I wasn’t about to cling to this case for a quarter of a year, though.
I chewed on my lip, staring at the computer monitor without actually seeing it. I tapped my fingers on my desk. I hummed the theme song to Downton Abbey—not that I watched the show or anything. Honest.
I thought of something. A ludicrous idea. Stupid in the extreme. I tried to shove it out of my mind. The idea nipped at my heels, not letting me go.
Was it worth the time and effort?
Was it worth possibly losing my PI license?
Was it worth a chance of going to prison for fraud?
I reminded myself that I took cases not because I needed to, but because I wanted to.
I scanned through Sunnygale’s website again, reading every inch of fine print I could find. Nothing suggested my plan wouldn’t work.
As long as I didn’t get caught at it.
* * *
“You want what?”
Devon “The Devil Man” Whitegard and I used to hang out in high school. In the last few years, we got to know each other again through some help he did for me on a case. In payment for his services, I took on the task of giving him singing lessons. Now he fronts a band currently called The Mugly Ducklings. They seem to rename the band every other week or so. Last time they called themselves Zod’s Creatures. Every other Wednesday they take over the stage at the High Note and play. Dev’s come a long way, and the band mixes styles from bluegrass, punk rock, easy listening and everything in between. It shouldn’t work. Somehow they make it work.
I found Devon where I usually do—in the basement of his mother’s house. Upon my arrival, Mrs. Whitegard started baking something. She always does.
Devon’s downstairs office felt more like a cave. The extreme lack of light when you first walk in from the lit basement shocked my eyes every time. But Devon likes things dark. The room’s only illumination comes primarily from the half dozen computer monitors and a couple desk lamps he has set around tables that line three of the four walls. The tables also have various electronic guts strewn across them in between the four computer stations he has set up. The number of computers in the office fluctuates. I’ve seen as many as eight running at the same time. Despite the cave-like feel of the office—which should reek of BO—the room smells like air freshener and sugar cookies.
Probably his mom’s doing.
I waved a hand to indicate all the stuff around him. “I need fake identification. Can you do something like that?”
Devon stroked his wispy excuse for a goatee. His “devil’s lock,” one thick lock of hair growing off the front of his otherwise shorn head, hung between his eyes, giving him a disjointed look. “The question is, do I want to?”
“So you can?”
Another stroke of the fuzz on his chin. “I never said that.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve been having those kung fu movie marathons again. They’re bad for your health.”
Devon made a face. “Cut me some slack, dude. I—”
An alarm sounded, the sudden noise nearly yanking my heart out through my throat. A cool wash ran down my back. I spun toward the sound and spotted the source on a wall shelf. The R2-D2 alarm clock whistled and bleeped in place and made a rocking motion between its two feet like a robot potty dance.
Devon stood from the wheeled chair he sat in at one of the computer stations. With slow, casual, tree-sloth speed, he shuffled over and gave R2 a bop on its domed head. The alarm cut off immediately.
“Time to wake up?” I asked.
“It’s my normal raid time. I’m one of the group’s healers. Can we take this up later.”
He started to saunter back to his chair. I put a flat hand on his chest to stop him.
“I’m pretty sure you were speaking English there, but it doesn’t matter. I need your help on this, and the more time I let by, the more my window closes.”
Devon gave his computer a longing look. Knowing Devon like I did, he loved computers more than he did women. He didn’t work and sleep out of his mother’s basement because he couldn’t afford his own place. Hell, he could live on the north side without a problem. He either stayed at his mom’s because he didn’t want to leave her in the house to live alone, or he did it for her famous cookies.
Maybe a little of both.
“Look,” he said. “I don’t do that kind of thing.” He pointed a finger in my face. “I’m not saying I can’t. But I don’t.”
Some of the buoyancy I felt when I first had the idea deflated out of me. Maybe it wasn’t such a great idea anyway.
Devon clapped me on the arm. “Don’t get all weepy on me. I can still hook you up, then I can get back to kicking the ass of Grimroara and get that fucking helm I’ve needed for weeks now.”
Devon could mix regular English with Geekese as good as anyone.
I waited. Usually a translation would come along without my having to ask for one.
He must have seen the confusion in my eyes. “How long have we been hanging again since the high school days? Three, four years? You still haven’t let me get you into the MMOs.”
This one I knew, simply because he had pushed so hard on the subject in the past. MMO stood for massively multi-player online. Shorthand for a game you played through the internet with other people. Video games don’t do a thing for me. Maybe because I suck at them so badly.
“Save it, Dev. You know I can’t get into that stuff.”
He sighed, bushed his devil’s lock aside, tucking it behind one ear. The piercings in his lip, ear, and eyebrow shined in the ghostly light cast by the monitors. “Doesn’t matter. That’s not my point. My point is I know a guy.”
Interesting. Devon never struck me as the type to “know a guy.” A little too mobster for a grown adult still living with his mother. “Can he put together a full package? I’m going to need more than a fake driver’s license that’s only good for underage kids buying beer with it.”
He scrunched up his face as if something bitter had touched his tongue—also pierced. “It all comes back to the MMOs, brother. You’d be amazed the people I meet. I have an FBI agent and a former CIA operative in my guild.”
“If you’re talking about people online, you know they can lie, right?”
“I did background checks on both of them. They’re the real deal.”
The kind of background check Devon could do made mine look pathetic. He could use his computer to slither his way into just about anything. I don’t know how he hasn’t made it into prison yet. In any case, it meant his info was good.
“You do a background on this guy you know?”
“Of course. What’s funny is, he and I met a while ago. We grouped on a dungeon. Got some sweet drops that night.”
I kept my mouth shut and listened. Eventually he’d start talking sense again.
“Anyway, I knew someday you’d come to me looking for his kind of thing.” His eyes glowed. I could smell his body odor over the air freshener. I could also smell incoming sugar cookies. “So I added him to my friends list and have kept in contact. I think I can convince him to do it for you, but he’ll have a hefty price.”
“I’m not worried about money.”
“Neither is he. He’ll want to bank a favor.”
The hot, sweet smell of those cookies drew even closer. “What kind of favor?”
But before Devon could answer, the knock came at his door. Devon’s mom peeked her head in. “Would anyone like a cookie or three?” She opened the door wide in a dramatic reveal of the plate she balanced on one hand. The cookies were shaped like Millennium Falcons and slathered with white frosting.
My mouth practically turned into a waterfall. My stomach growled.
I must have looked ravenous, because Mrs. Whitegard handed me the whole plate. “Enjoy, boys.” She closed the door and a few seconds later I could hear her muffled footsteps on the carpeted stairs going up.
I grabbed a cookie and chomped. With my mouth full, I asked again, “What kind of favor?”
Devon took his own cookie, shrugged, and took a bite. “That,” he said with his own mouth full of sweet, sweet magic, “will be up to you guys.”
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Chapter 18
Devon connected with his “guy” through the net, of course, and his connection suggested I meet him in two days. I didn’t want to wait, but I also had nowhere else to go where I could get a fake identity good enough to admit myself into Sunnygale under false pretenses. False pretenses tended to make people mad. Including those in a position to snag my PI license if they so desired.
At least, under an assumed name, I could check in and check out, and any sense of fraud or misconduct would belong to someone who did not exist.
A fool’s plan, I know. But if Peter Brown was in that hospital, I felt a nose-to-the-grindstone need to get to him. This feeling meant the case had successfully possessed me. Wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. What it did suggest was that I’d close out this case one way or another.
Two days later, a couple hours after the noon lunch rush, I sat in the back booth of a Big Boy, sipping a root beer and munching on a plate of french-fries with ranch dressing to dip them in. I felt like I deserved the splurge right before I planned on getting myself locked up. I doubted mental hospital food was any better than regular hospital food.
I checked my watch. I had spent about fifteen minutes after getting my fries eating, listening to the clank and shouts from the kitchen, and staring at random patrons while I played that game where I tried to guess what their lives were like. Devon’s “guy,” whom I now knew as Patriot X—like he was a frigging spy or something—spent ten of those fifteen running late.
I didn’t let a little tardiness bother me. I had my root beer and fries. I just hoped he actually showed and delivered.
Five minutes later, I ate my last fry and a guy came huffing around the corner. He had chocolate skin and a round face that made him look like a little boy if not for the three-hundred pounds he carried around his waist and through his legs. He had a backpack slung over his shoulder. A nice Eddie Bauer that would probably last twenty years. Probably outlive him if he kept on that much weight.
He scanned the patrons of the back half of the restaurant until his eyes found me with my empty plate and glass. He trudged straight over, breathing as if he’d run from Detroit to this Big Boy in the Hawthorne suburbs. That’s about a two-hour drive for those counting.
As he came, he unzipped his backpack, pulled a manila envelope from inside, and by the time he reached my table had the envelope ready to drop next to my plate. “We’re good,” he said, and started to turn.
“Wait a sec,” I said.
He turned back, rolling his eyes as if he’d heard it all.
“Don’t I owe you for these?”
“That’s right,” Patriot X said. “And I know your number, I know where you live, and I know who you roll with. When the time comes, you’ll give me what I need.”
“That’s a lot of tough talk from a guy who can barely keep his breath coming in from the parking lot.” I didn’t really want to get into it with him, but I also couldn’t make a habit of rolling over when another dog wanted to play alpha. Sends the wrong kind of message. “Why don’t we just settle the account now?”
“Only way of doing it now is you give me back that envelope.”
We weren’t yelling or anything, but those sitting nearby could sense the tension in our talk. We started drawing gazes.
I drew my wallet, opened it so he could see the large amount of cash inside—which I carried only because I thought I’d have to pay this guy something for the docs—and said, “Why don’t I pay for my meal and we can settle up our debt out in the parking lot.”
Patriot X snorted. I’d have bet my left testicle he had sleep apnea and sounded snorty-like that all night.
He dug into his pocket, pulled out the mother of all bankrolls, clipped together with a gold money clip adorned with, I shit you not, a diamond the size of a molar. I couldn’t begin to guess how much money was in there, but I caught a glimpse of Grover Cleveland and some zeroes. If the whole roll contained thousands, that clip held and least a hundred grand.
He threw the whole wad, clip and all, onto the table. “That’s mine,” he said. “But you can keep it. I got plenty more at home.”
So do I, I was about to say. I didn’t see the point in getting wrapped up over who had more money. Especially since I suspected it was him. Doing illegal things tended to pay off well for those who knew what they were doing.
I picked up the cash clip and held it out for him.
He looked at it as if considering not to take it back. A second passed before he took it and shoved it back into his pocket.
“What are my choices again?” I asked.
“Give it back,” he replied, nodded toward the envelope, “or do a favor for me at some point in the future.”
“I’m not a criminal. I won’t break the law for you.”
He smiled, showing yellow, broken teeth. His massive shoulders bounced as he laughed. “Course not, sugar, so long as the Patriot X can break it for you.”
More gazes snuck glances at us. Time to wrap this up.
I looked down at the envelope. I thought about Peter, who’d probably learned of his daughter’s suicide from the TV or one of the employees at the hospital—if he knew about it at all. I thought of Sasha, body cold on the snow drift.
“We’re agreed,” I said. “Nothing illegal.”
Patriot X held his finger and thumb an inch apart. “Just a tiny, legal favor.”
I threw some bills on the table to cover the food, grabbed the envelope, and slid out of the booth. By this time, the glances weren’t so furtive. Some people outright stared at us, although those sitting behind where Patriot X stood would have no sight of me on the opposite side of his girth.
I had to wait until he stepped aside to fit past him through the aisle.
I could feel his stare like the laser light on a sniper scope right in the middle of my back.
* * *
The documents looked good. Scary good. If I didn’t know any better, I would have believed this was my birth certificate, that was my driver’s license, these were really my utility bills featuring not only my fake name, but fake address, too. And, of course, they all matched up. I doubted I’d need it all. But better to have too much than too little.
I couldn’t get rid of the queasy twirl in my gut about the mysterious “favor” I owed and would one day have to pay up to Patriot X. It also slightly bothered me that Devon would hook me up with someone who had to be a gangster. Dev couldn’t claim ignorance with his super-powered background checks.
I sat in my car in the Big Boy parking lot, going through the documents, engine and heat running. I separated out what I figured I’d need for sure and put the rest in the glove box. From Big Boy I drove straight to Sunnygale.
The last couple days I’d spent killing time filling out paperwork and sorting files, I had time to think about what I was doing. I got real with myself. Could have starred in my own talk show, where I played both host and guest.
What made you decide to take this case?
Sasha Brown.
What about Sasha? Did you find her attractive?
She was nearly fifteen years younger than me. Besides, she was pretty, but not attractive. Not to me, anyway. It had nothing to do with her appearance. It didn’t even have as much to do with her singing voice as I thought it had initially.
Sasha represented something. An illness unrecognized. Someone who seemed to have her whole life ahead of her but didn’t agree with that assessment. Why? What drove her to that end? And had there been any way to save her?
Because that’s what it came down to. Even though I was hired to find her father. Even though she was already dead and put in the ground as of yesterday. I wanted to save Sasha Brown. I couldn’t bring her back. But I could save her.
Save her memory.
Save her place in her family’s hearts.
Save the sound of her precious voice in my mind until long after I forgot the sound of my own.
Palmer had felt it, too. If I got him drunk enough, he’d probably go off on some nonsensical tirade like I had for the past days, buried in my own thoughts, turning down all other work, giving the trio minor, false updates, so they wouldn’t have to know I was bending the rules a bit.
A bit?
More than a bit. A lot.
And why?
I already told you why.
* * *
From the outside, Sunnygale looked like any other hospital, only smaller. The entire facility consisted of a three-story building with mirrored windows, making it impossible to see inside. A blacktopped parking lot wrapped around one side of the building. On either side, other office buildings cast shadows from both east and west, denying the hospital the real-life essence of its name—the sun. Should have been more like Shadowgale.
Probably wouldn’t do much for PR, though.
I parked in the lot and caught a whiff what smelled like a burnt grilled cheese coming from somewhere in the building. It made my already nervous stomach more twitchy. Then I thought of Patriot X’s yellow, broken smile and his bouncing ham-hock shoulders.
This all better be worth getting locked up for a minimum of three days.
Three days was the stipulated mandatory minimum stay at Sunnygale. Their way of making sure you make the decision to leave while sober and not in the middle of a manic rage. Just a small way of making the revolving door nature of the place revolve a little slower.
I entered through the front door carrying a small duffel with clothes and my toothbrush, which, when I’d called ahead, was recommended I carry in with me if I could. I had considered going on a bender the night before to sell my story better. But a hangover could have also made me sloppy, turning a straight story into a disjointed and obvious lie.
I decided to go in like I imagined Peter had—on his own volition, packed, and ready to seek out the help he needed.
Of course, I had no way to know if that’s how he came in. (If he came in at all.)
Check-in was simple. Since I’d called ahead, they were expecting me. They took my duffle away. They asked that I undress in front of an orderly so that he could go through my clothes and make sure I wasn’t carrying any drugs or sharp objects. Once he’d done that, I got dressed and spent about an hour and a half going through an orientation process that involved copious amounts of paperwork to fill out and sign.
My wrist ached by the time it was done. Especially since I had to be careful not to accidentally sign Brone when my new papers had christened me Shultz. David Shultz.
I was shown to my room, which had three beds no bigger than army cots. One of them was occupied by a shape completely covered by the scratchy looking blanket he had pulled over his head. Occasionally the shape would moan.
“Ricky,” the orderly escorting me shouted. “Lights out ain’t till ten. You got plenty of time yet. Why not try the TV room?”
The shape under the blankets, Ricky, answered with a higher-pitched moan, then fell silent.
The orderly sighed. “Anyway, these are your new digs for the next few days, at least. But I can tell you’ll probably leave sooner than later.” He pointed to the corner of his eyes. “I’ve got the sight.” He gripped my arm and gave it a small squeezed. “Group is in thirty. Make sure you’re there. We’ll get you introduced around.”
“Are the addicts and the…others…all together?”
“That’s how we roll around here. Most the time mental illness and addiction cross over. We do a lot of DBT here, which is good for both. The docs will clear you up on things. No worries.”
With that, the orderly turned and left me standing in the sweat-smelling room on my own. I had my pick of two beds. I took the one furthest from my roommate, the one by the window with the bars on the inside. I dropped my duffle on the bed and sat on its edge, staring out the window.
I chewed on my thumbnail—something I hadn’t done since I kicked the nail-biting habit in middle school. The walls of my room felt close, so close I could feel my breath cycle back to me, bitter and hot. The bars on the window mocked me, dared me to try and pull them free, smash the window, and jump. I had taken the elevator to the third floor after my orientation, but somehow I’d survive the drop, somehow I’d land on my feet, running away from this place.
I heard a rap on the room’s open door, and looked over my shoulder. The orderly stood in the doorway, blocking most of the light coming from the hallway. “Group time.”
I checked my wrist, but they had confiscated my watch for the duration of my stay, and I found only a lighter shade of skin in the shape of the watch. I rubbed at the spot.
How much time had passed with me just staring out the window?
I had an amusing thought.
Maybe I do belong here.
God knows I could have used at least some therapy after what happened with Autumn a few years back. Instead, I had thrown myself into my work, both as the bar’s owner and my investigation work. No time to think, worry, or regret. I did what I knew would help me survive.
Maybe I ended up doing more damage.
I nodded to the orderly and stood. As I crossed the room, I gestured toward the lump named Ricky on his bed. “What about him?”
“We’re letting him sit this one out. He’s had a hard day.”
I reached the doorway and the orderly immediately headed away from the room down the hall, expecting me to follow.
I had to take a few extra steps to catch up. “What’s wrong with him?”
“For me, that’s info I can’t give. You should ask him yourself, though. He’s a lesson straight from God about all we take advantage of.”
The God talk made my internal sonar ping. Based on what I had gathered about Peter, he didn’t have much love for the religious anymore. I couldn’t remember seeing any indication that this was a religious-based facility, but I wasn’t looking at it from that angle, either.
Would Peter check himself into such a place if it were?
As we walked down the hall, passing an office area enclosed in glass with that chicken wire reinforcement in the glass, reminding me of an observatory—come look at the crazy people from the safety of our impenetrable glass cube—I noticed the crucifix hanging on the wall inside the office/observatory.
“Who funds Sunnygale?” I asked.
“Besides the insurance companies that agree to cover mental health issues? We got our start from the Church of Nazareth. Used to be this place did as much prayer as they did prescribe drugs, but times change.”
“So it’s a Christian hospital?”
He stopped walking.
Up and down the hall a few people shuffled toward a room, each of them disappearing through the doorway. Lots of folks dressed in pajamas and robes even at four in the afternoon.
The orderly turned to me. “Is that a problem?”
“Is there a heavy focus on using religion to help the patients?”
“No one can be saved without God. But if you’re worried that we just try to pray people to health, that’s not how we roll.”
The orderly was a large guy. I was fast and had lean muscle. I could probably take him if I stayed alert. But the second he got his big hands on me, I wouldn’t last long. I wasn’t trying to start a fight, though. I dropped the topic there, figuring I’d learn more once I experienced “group,” which I assumed meant group therapy.
The room everyone staggered into probably would have served better as a closet. But the hospital had made it work. A round table sat in the center of the room, plastic chairs circling the table close together in order to fit a dozen seats at the table. In order to get around to an empty seat on the far side from the room’s entrance, I had to press my back against the cinderblock wall and scoot sideways behind those already seated.
I squeezed into a seat and surveyed my surroundings.
Besides the room’s close quarters, it also smelled like a first grade classroom—a mix of disinfectant, glue, and a sticky sweetness. Some of this may have come from the only other furniture in the room, a plastic shelving unit against the wall with plastic drawers transparent enough to see the craft supplies inside.
Tools for art therapy, I guessed.
Eight of the dozen chairs were occupied when a man in a sweater vest and tie scooted around the table and joined us, making the total nine. He had closed the door on his way in, and already the temperature in the room had ticked up a couple degrees. The snow and cold didn’t sound so bad to me now.
I checked every face in that room, but none of them was Peter.
“So let’s get started, shall we?”
“Is this everybody?” I asked.
The man in the sweater vest lifted his eyebrows, bringing them above his stylishly small glasses. “Are we expecting another?”
“I thought everybody had to come to group?” I felt I could play it a little belligerent, seeing as I was supposed to be an addict or mentally ill or both.
“We encourage group. No one is obligated, though.”
If Peter wasn’t here, I had no reason to stay. “In that case…” I stood, looked across the room to the door on the other side, then the lack of a clear path around the table to get there easily without asking five people to scoot their chairs in and sit under the table.
The man with sweater vest, who I assumed was some kind of therapist or another, held his hands out. “Why don’t you stay? You’re our newest guest, correct?”
“‘Guest’ might not be the right word.”
“I understand you checked yourself in.”
“I did.”
“You obviously came here for a reason.” He gestured to the chair I’d stood from. “Have a seat. Group therapy is truly much less painful than they make it out to be.”
Only, I didn’t need to be here. I didn’t need therapy. I needed Peter Brown, for fuck’s sake.
“Please,” the therapist said.
Then my eyes found a non-traditional path out of the room. “I’m sorry,” I said.
I used my chair as a step up and onto the round table.
One of the women at the table shrieked as if I’d stepped on her fine furniture at home. This was a plain, fold-up table you might find in a school cafeteria. A few footprints would not hurt it. Nor did they as I marched across the table and hopped down on the other side.
I slipped out the door before the therapist could say anything.
I heard a frightened muttering among the other patients, the sound like a flock of pigeons all after the same piece of crust. Then I shut the door and cut off the noise.
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Chapter 19
I ran into my orderly friend just outside the group therapy room. We nearly collided, as if he’d been standing outside the door the whole time I’d been in there. Gave me a chance to check his name tag pinned to his shirt. It said in all caps, “Billie.”
“Whoa,” Billie said. “Group not working for ya, Dave?”
The strange name confused me for a second until I remember Dave was me. I’d spent so much time getting used to referring to myself as David, I never considered the shortened version.
“Not my style,” I said, a little breathless from my dramatic exit. I felt foolish about it, but there was no way I could sit through that session. Just no way. “What else have you got around here?”
“There’s the TV room. But you’re not gonna get any better watching the tube.”
“I figure I can take it slow. Want to show me the way?”
Billie eyed me for a couple seconds. I could tell something was churning in his mind. He sensed something off about me. “You don’t strike me as much of a TV type.”
“I like movies.” I shrugged. “What else did you have in mind?”
“There’s a game room. And the prayer room.”
Something in my expression must have amused him. He grinned. “You’re an atheist, huh?”
“I’m not anything,” I said. “I try to keep as many labels off of me as I can.”
“Do you believe in God?”
TV room, game room, or prayer room. I tried to figure which I’d find Peter in if he were here. I had a hunch. “Show me the prayer room.”
Billie smiled again. He scooped his hand in the air, indicating I should follow him. I stuck by his side as he led me down the hall to a door that looked no different than the one leading into the group therapy room. In fact, the door looked so innocuous, I had a hard time imagining what it would look like inside. Another crowded table for people to sit around, hold hands, and pray?
I reached for the door handle, but Billie grabbed my wrist. Not hard, but firmly enough to keep my hand from getting any closer to that handle.
“So you do believe?” he asked.
“Does it matter?”
He narrowed his eyes. Puckered his lips. Then he nodded. “For you, I think it does.”
“Can you let me go now?”
He released my wrist. “Even if you don’t believe, I’ll say a prayer for you, for whatever is really bothering you, Dave.”
Before I could insist my cover story was real, Billie walked away. Not cool. First day, been at the hospital a few hours max, and already I have someone suspicious of me. The next three days would be a hard road if Billie kept this up.
I had to let the worry go for now. It was time for me to find Peter, once and for all. I’d check behind every door on the floor if I had to.
I opened the door to the prayer room and stepped inside.
* * *
Of course, I had pictured the room all wrong. While square-footage wise, the room was even smaller than the therapy room, unlike the therapy room, it was the perfect size for its purpose.
At the far wall from the door, a secular alter took up most the space on that side of the room. It carried religious symbols from various faiths, not just Christian. In front of the alter, a padded step allowed for someone to kneel comfortably in front of the alter. On the alter at the moment a smoking stick of incense filled the room with the smell of cinnamon.
Only one person was in the room besides myself. He knelt at the altar, his back to me, his head bowed. I thought I could hear him whispering a prayer or plea. “Give me time. Give me time.” He repeated those three words several times.
Even though I had only seen a picture of him from the front, I could tell immediately from the body shape who knelt at the altar.
Peter Brown.
It’s nice when a plan actually comes together.
He must have sensed my presence. He stiffened. Lifted his head. “You’re welcome to kneel beside me,” he said.
“Thanks, but I’m not really the religious type.”
“Yet you’ve come here.” His voice sounded like water through gravel, calm but ragged.
“I came here looking for you.”
His shoulders tensed. He bowed his head again. “So my time is up.”
“I’m not sure what that means, and I don’t much care. My job was to find you. That’s all.”
“Of course.” He spoke so softly, I barely understood him. “You don’t even know why you’re here.”
“Because you walked out on your distraught daughter, and her friends want you to answer for that. I assume you know she’s dead.”
He didn’t say anything. His head hung lower. “Oh, Sasha, I let them get to you. Lord have mercy, honey. I’m so sorry.”
“What are you talking about, Brown?”
He shook his head. He wore his salt and pepper hair long, in a braided ponytail down the middle of his back. His hulking form—a significant contrast to his twin’s lithe build—made him look like he’d fit right in with a biker gang. Even when he started to weep.
I dared a step closer. “Turn around, Mr. Brown. Let’s talk about this.”
“There’s nothing to talk about. I’ve run out of time. They took Sasha from me. Next will be Collin. Then, finally, me. We’ll die with our sins and sit right in the middle of a burning hell.”
It appeared Peter had rediscovered his religious roots during his stay at Sunnygale. Or, rather, something bothered him so much, he had crawled under the cover of religion to protect his conscience. The man had the stink of guilt all around him.
“What really happened to Sasha?”
He wept and smashed the heels of his hands into his eyes as if he worried his eyes would wash out with his tears. “Just get it over with.”
“Get what over with? I think you have the wrong idea about who I am.”
Peter knelt quietly for a moment, then finally stood. He must have had a good six inches on me. Thick muscles earned in the real world, not some fancy gym, bulged in his arms and across his chest. The only giveaway about his beer vice was the extra gut straining against his t-shirt and hanging a little beyond the shirt’s reach. He wore a pair of sweatpants that matched the shirt, including the yellowish perspiration stains. The smell of old sweat wafted over to me, cutting through the incense.
“I won’t go easy,” he said.
“I’m not asking you to go anywhere.”
His lips peeled back from his teeth. “Don’t play games. I don’t know how you got in here. But if it’s a question of who gets to leave, it’s gonna be me.”
“You have this all wr—”
He charged at me, growling like an attacking warrior protecting his homeland, thankfully without a sword.
His large body collided with mine and he lifted me off the ground on his shoulder like a linebacker. I sailed a couple of feet and crashed to the tiled floor. Luckily, one of my flailing arms had cushioned my head. Otherwise my skull would have done a Humpty Dumpty all over the floor. There’d be no putting me back together.
As I recovered my senses, Peter continued his attack. I looked up in time to see his size twelve shoe cocked up and over my face. If he put all his weight on stomping on my head, I could lose teeth, get my face caved in, maybe even die if it hit me right.
I really didn’t want to die.
I reached up with both hands and grabbed his foot before he could crush me. With him standing on only one foot, he had no balance. I pushed, then jerked his foot to the side. He wobbled on his one foot for an instant, then tipped and slammed down beside me.
I took the initiative. I got him into the old-school headlock cops weren’t allowed to use anymore because it had led to too many accidental deaths. No such regulation existed for PIs or private citizens.
He was big, but way out of shape. Once I had him in the lock, the flow of oxygen to his brain slowing, he went limp. Part of it came from the headlock, but I could sense he’d also given up the fight.
Rather than let him pass out, I released the hold.
I got right to my feet and backed away from him in case he got a second wind and wanted to try another assault. No need. He stayed on his back, gasping. Tears pooled in his eyes. “Why is this happening to me?”
I ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know what to say, Pete. I have no idea what’s happening. But if you tell me, maybe I can help.”
He lifted his head slightly off the floor to look at me. “You’re really not here to kill me?”
I stared at him for a while, letting my brain try to fit together some pieces. “Why would anyone want to kill you?”
“Because I owe them.”
“Who?”
“CYAN,” he said.
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Chapter 20
I stepped over to Peter’s side and offered him a hand up. He took my hand and I helped get him on his feet. As luck would have it, just then Billie came into the prayer room. He eyed Peter, who still had tears streaking his face. Then Billie turned to me. His eyes narrowed.
“Everything okay,” Billie asked. “I thought I heard shouting.”
“Everything’s cool. I was just having a heated discussion about religion with Peter here.”
“I bet that was good,” Billie said, laying the sarcasm on thick.
As much as I wanted to, I didn’t say anything.
Billie stared me down. “Art therapy is in twenty minutes. I think you should come.”
I shrugged. “Maybe.”
“No,” Billie said, drawing it out. “You should be there. Mr. Brown here has plenty of issues of his own. You’re stressing him out.”
“You’re stressing me out, and I’ve only been here half a day.”
Billie smiled, but his eyes looked like black marbles in his doughy face. “Only two and a half more to go, huh?”
“That’s only if I’m better.”
“No. I know you from somewhere. I can’t place it, but I’ll figure it out. And when I do…” He clenched a fist as if he held something precious in it.
I noticed Peter trying to skirt around me, staying back, hoping I wouldn’t notice his effort to escape. I let him sneak around. It wasn’t like he could hide from me. We were both locked up in this place.
“Think what you want, Billie Bob.”
His smiled curled away like paper burning at the edges. His eyes grew darker. “Careful, or I’ll put you in The Room.” Without elaborating, he walked out.
Peter tried to scurry along behind him, but I put a hand on his shoulder. The muscles in that shoulder felt like padded rocks―hard but with a little give. He spun to face me.
“Billie’s right. You aren’t a real patient, and if you don’t leave me alone, I’ll tell them.”
“Tell them what, Peter? What sort of thing would they believe from a drug addict like you?”
He stepped into my personal space and didn’t stop there, kept trudging forward, forcing me to back off or get run over. He kept coming until I ran into the alter. A cross tipped over and clattered on the floor.
Peter leaned into me. His breath smelled like spoiled milk.
“Who are you?”
“You don’t have to bully me, Pete. I’ll gladly tell you who I am, why I’m here, all of that. But first you have to back off. Because your breath stinks and that Billie guy has put me in the mood to break something. Might as well be your legs.”
He glared into my eyes, a challenge in his. A few seconds passed. Finally, he stepped back.
“Tell me,” he said.
* * *
We moved from the prayer room to the book room. Peter said most the residents simply could not focus on reading, so they migrated to the TV room. This made book room a quiet place where we could talk and not worry about being overheard.
The room held three waist-high bookshelves and had that library scent that brought back a lot of childhood memories—I used to go to the Hawthorne North Branch library once a week with my mother.
The room rivaled the prayer room as smallest room in the hospital. In fact, this room had almost certainly been a storage closet first.
A couple of wooden folding chairs cramped the room even more.
We each took a seat, the old wood creaking under our weight. But our chairs held us both.
Peter folded his arms and rested them on his belly. “So?”
I leaned forward so I could speak in as low a voice as possible with Peter still able to hear me. “I’m a private detective, hired to find you, since you failed to mention you were leaving.”
“I told Sasha. She was supposed to let her mother know.” He hung his head. “I couldn’t stand telling Deb about it.”
“I got the impression you two didn’t get along too well.”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t still care about her. I had good reasons to marry her when I did. Sometimes people just…change.”
I mulled on this for a moment. Gave myself a chance to think about what to ask now. Peter interrupted my thoughts.
“Who hired you to find me? Debra?”
“I can’t say.”
“I’m locked up in here with you. What difference does it make?”
“It’s just how things work.”
“But you’re not with CYAN.” His voice hitched mid-sentence.
“Like I said, I’m not the religious type.” I thought of something. “You mentioned running out of time and someone coming to get you and your family. Is it the drugs? You owe money?”
He looked away, but I could still see the wet sheen on his eyes.
“Kind of,” he said, while studying the titles on the nearest bookshelf.
“That’s not helpful, Peter.” I braced my elbows on my knees. “Technically, finding you here puts an end to my case. I found you. That’s all I was hired to do. But I also don’t have to give you up, if you’d prefer. I think it’s the wrong move, but we could play it that way.”
“Really?”
“You’re an adult, Peter. You don’t have to answer to anyone. Not me. Not my clients. Not even your wife.”
His gaze snapped back to me at her mention. “Have you spoken to her?”
I nodded. “I talked with your mistress, too.”
Blotches of red formed on Peter’s cheeks. “Oh, jeez.”
I stuck out my hand and counted off on my fingers. “So that’s addiction to sleeping pills and booze, leaving your kids behind, cheating on your wife, maybe borrowing from a loan shark… Quite a list of sins.”
“We all have sinned, Mr. Brone. I’m not perfect. Neither are you.”
“Not by a long shot,” I muttered. “Anyway, I’m not judging. I’m counting up the issues you’d have to straighten out before you went back home.”
He seemed to think about this a moment, wondering if he should trust what I said. Then he made his decision. “I’ve never dealt with a loan shark, so you can cross it off your list.”
“I thought you said you owed money.”
“I said, ‘kind of.’”
I glanced at the door, imagining Billie with his ear pressed to the other side.
“We don’t have time for cryptic,” I said. “Be straight with me or I won’t help you.”
Peter mashed his lips together and hummed. “Why are you helping me?”
As if flicking a switch, I heard Sasha’s voice flowing from the speakers like audio sugar. I saw her white blonde hair, the straight cut to her bangs like spun gold in the stage lights. Then I pictured her still, on a snow bank, an empty baggie clenched in her dead hand.
I know it all was exaggerated. Fantasy, even. But that’s what the young lady inspired. What she stood for. Innocence caught in a shadow.
Of course, I didn’t say any of this. I left him with, “Let’s just say I have my reasons.”
“I don’t owe money,” he said. “But I am in debt.”
Kind of like the arrangement I had with Patriot X, I figured.
I figured wrong.
“I’m in debt to CYAN,” Peter said. “I started doing volunteer work for them almost thirty years ago, when they were nothing more than a notion. A rented office downtown on one of the scariest blocks.”
“How did you get involved in something like that?”
“A flyer at school. I was enrolled at U of M at the time. Had big plans about what I was going to do with my life.”
“And you’ve been involved with them all this time?”
“Only because of the debt.”
“How did you get in debt with them if you were volunteering?”
“The group grew quickly. Very quickly. And after five years of helping renovate houses or discussing partnerships with local churches, I found out how.”
I waited. The next question was obvious and he clearly needed time to work out the answer.
“They called it hyper-recrution.”
I made a face. Sounded like something out of a science fiction book. “What the hell is that?”
Peter sighed. “As the organization grew, they turned into an official non-profit. This meant they could pay some of us instead of having us volunteer. Seemed like God’s plan since I got Deb pregnant around the same time. In order to afford raising a kid, I quit school and went to work full-time with CYAN.”
I remembered mention of this from their letters. Some of the pieces finally started to fall in place. I realized I had hit a crucial point in the case. Then I remembered my actual case only involved finding him. But at some point I had decided answers became as important.
I wanted to know the truth about what had happened to Sasha.
“So you worked for CYAN doing…whatever it was you said…and got hooked on uppers to keep up with the work load, but after a while they wouldn’t put up with your behavior, especially since you’d expanded your narcotic repertoire. CYAN boots you, but you get a job at the Ford plant and everyone lives happily ever after.” I paused for effect. “Except they don’t.”
Peter sniffled. Again, the tears welled in his eyes. “Except they don’t.” He narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. “How’d you know all that?”
“I’ve seen this story before. Everyone has their own twists, but the structure is the same. In other words, drugs fuck up people’s lives pretty much the same way.”
Peter rubbed his forehead, eyes downcast.
I tried to feel sorry for him. Didn’t quite make it. Probably had something to do with my vision of Sasha on the snow bank and the echo of her singing in my mind’s ear. “The twist this time, with your family, is Sasha’s suicide. And this group, CYAN. They don’t fit the usual story.”
“It’s all my fault,” Peter said. “Sasha…she didn’t commit suicide. They killed her. They said I’d taken too long, so they took my baby girl away from me.”
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Chapter 21
I woke the following morning—Day Two—to the sound of muttering with the occasional whimper. I turned on my side and found my roommate still completely covered with his blankets two beds down. They called them “beds” anyway. Felt more like a cot to me. All springs with a tiny bit of padding.
Which explained the knot in my neck. The headache, though, I think came from what Peter told me yesterday in the book room.
I had to back him up when he accused CYAN of murdering Sasha. It sounded like paranoid crazy-talk, and seeing as we were in a mental hospital, I couldn’t be sure. So I asked again about that word he had used.
Hyper-recrution.
Peter had wiped the last of his tears out of his eyes. “It basically means recruiting young people into the group as quickly as possible. They gave us commissions on each new member we brought in. It became a sort of joke, because more than half the kids that started coming in were definitely not Christian.”
The acids in my stomach sloshed. I could feel the urge to puke roll up the back of my throat. “That’s…”
“Sick,” Peter said. “But the founders knew how to convert a kid quicker than reprogramming a computer. It would start with gifts. A new laptop. A cell phone. Stuff like that. They’d also get their little crosses to wear around their necks. Those worked like advertising. Kid would ask, ‘Hey, where’d you get that laptop.’ And the member would point to their cross. ‘Same place I got this.’”
“Then what?”
“The brainwashing would step up a notch. In order for them to keep getting their free stuff, they had to attend church—didn’t matter where—and they had to do volunteer work for the organization. Anyway, they have these tiers, and for the kids it starts out like a competition. Who can get to the next tier in the org first. Then the brainwashing kicks in and they become hyper-recruiters, too.”
“To what end?” I asked.
Peter looked at me like I was a fool. “Money. Isn’t it always about money?”
“But how do they profit by this?”
“By getting as many to the top tier as they can. These are the ones so dedicated to CYAN’s cause they would do anything for the leaders.”
“Like what?”
“Like enforce certain ‘protections’ to area businesses. Or deal meth south of the tracks. I even heard rumors of some of the younger female recruits disappearing. You can take your guess what that means.”
“You’re talking about a cult and organized crime in the same breath.”
“I am.”
That’s when the headache had started. Apparently, I had held onto it through the night. Right now, all I wanted was some Advil and some gin. But I had two more days at Sunnygale, and they didn’t give out either of those things.
Peter had gone on to explain that he had taken some advances on his pay in order to help with the baby. They didn’t have any insurance, and CYAN wasn’t the kind of business that offered benefits. They gave him the advance, but he had to promise to make it up with extra recruits. Between taking care of his family and trying to keep up with the normal amount of recruiting, he fell even further behind.
This went on until CYAN finally fired him and gave him a deadline to repay all the money they had advanced him, just under forty grand.
“But,” Peter said, “I have proof of how the whole operation works. I got hold of one of their books. It’s like their version of a Bible, but only those on the highest tiers get to read it. There’s stuff in there about what they do to punish recruits, or how they initiate women into the higher tiers.”
“Do they know you have this book?”
“They might. But you have to get it. Give it to someone who can help put a stop to their operation…” His eyes had watered, lips quivering. “You have to help me do right by Sasha.”
I had swallowed the knot in my throat. “Tell me where it is.”
I killed the rest of my three days in the reading room. Nobody bothered me in there, though I’d get an occasional glare when Billie would swing open the door and prop it that way. “This needs to remain open.”
After a while, when I knew he was on lunch or off his shift, I’d close it again. None of the other staff seemed bothered by it. In fact, the rest of the staff left me mostly alone. After my exchange with Peter on the first day, a tension simmered in the hospital, especially when Billie the Bully came around. Everyone seemed to know something wasn’t right about me, but that it had nothing to do with addiction or mental health. They could sense I didn’t belong, but couldn’t finger the reason.
Though I heard one nurse whisper to an orderly she thought I was working undercover for the FBI.
Not even the doctor I was assigned to visited me after the first introductory meeting I had with him as part of my orientation.
It all worked fine by me, as long as they didn’t find proof that I was someone other than David Shultz.
Occasionally, I would sit next to Peter at lunch or dinner. He’d tell me stories about Sasha, about how she joined CYAN and discovered he really worked for them, but had promised never to tell her mother. A bold sin he didn’t want her to commit, but allowed nonetheless.
When Day Three came along, I woke, packed my things, and spent an hour filling out more paperwork. I did this in the glass cubicle office at the heart of the hospital floor. From time to time, I would look up to give my eyes and wrist a rest, and would find Billie on the other side of the glass glaring at me as if I were Satan himself.
Every time I caught him staring, he would look away quickly, obviously. Poor Billie had no flair for surveillance.
I wanted to say goodbye to Peter and wish him luck, but I guess that didn’t fit hospital protocol. And they wanted me the hell out of there, anyway.
The sun outside shined bright enough to hurt my eyes. The cold, however, burned twice as harsh against my face. The wind came out of the north and staggered me as I left the hospital for the lot where I’d left my car.
I cranked the heat once I sat behind the wheel, took a long, deep breath, and let out a sigh that could have rivaled the northerly wind. I wanted to go straight home and take a nap in my own bed, but I had things to do.
I stopped at my office first. Paul had written a note and left it for me in the center of my desk. It read: A Carrie stopped by. Said she needed to talk right away.
I stared at the note.
I would have to call the trio in and let them down. Tell them that while I’d found Peter Brown, he had requested I not give away his whereabouts and that I would comply with his request.
The urgent note made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. What could it be this time? My investigation was over, damn it. I’d found Peter. It was over.
I crumpled the note and tossed it in the wicker trash can beside my desk. I’m normally not a wicker kind of guy, but the thing only cost a buck.
I leaned back in my chair and let my thoughts run. I thought about CYAN running a cult that gave them a frightening amount of people power to do their bidding. Robbery. Extortion. Fraud and confidence schemes. All in the name of God.
The idea gave me chills.
I called Palmer and got him on the first ring.
“Don’t you ever go out and make arrests?” I said. “Or is it always donut time at your desk?”
“Fuck you, Brone,” he grunted. “My three favorite words.”
“Tell me about CYAN?” I threw it out from left field to take him off guard. He was more willing to slip up and tell me something real that way.
He sputtered for a moment, then fell silent. “You got something?”
“So you know who I’m talking about?”
“Big ass Christian youth cult. The department’s been keeping our eye on them. We’ve had our share of issues with members of the group. Kids in their twenties, even teens, doing holdups, selling drugs, setting up collection sites for false charities. And they’re all wearing these little crosses around their necks. Coincidence?”
I frowned. “How come no one has done anything about it?”
“We can’t prove their related. And it could be a coincidence. There’s no pattern outside of these kids who are supposed to be Christians pulling small-time shit.”
I leaned back farther in my chair, bringing it right to the tipping point. I stared at my ceiling. A cobweb dangled between the ceiling and the light at room’s center.
“Again, I ask… You got something?”
“Not proof of anything. Not yet. But I’m about to collect it.”
“Are you serious?”
“Would I joke with you?”
“So you’re not serious.”
I laughed, despite feeling a little hollow and unlike myself at the moment. “Just trust me.”
“You’ve always made that real easy for me, Brone,” He cleared his throat. “Can I ask how you came by this proof?”
“I made friends with someone who’s been involved with the organization almost since its inception.”
“You make strange friends.”
“Don’t I know it.”
I disconnected the call, inhaled, exhaled, smacked my face a couple times to wake me up, and left the office, headed for the Brown’s house. Carrie’s note could wait.
* * *
“Did you find him?” Mrs. Brown asked as she let me in the door. She continued on into the house while I stomped the snow off my boots and slipped out of them. Mrs. Brown led the way into the living room. A full bottle of scotch sat next to a couple empties on an end table. A short glass with half-melted ice cubes rested on the table’s surface, the wood soaking up the condensation off the bottom of the glass.
Mrs. Brown didn’t seem bothered that I hadn’t answered her question yet. She sat down next to the end table, settling into the couch, cracked open the full bottle, and poured some into the glass. “I’d offer you one,” she said, “but I know you’ll refuse.”
She was right, too. I’m a gin man. Not much into scotch.
The wind blew against the house, rattling the window panes, the sound like a jet engine revving up for takeoff. On my way over, only a flurry of snow blew along the wind’s waves, but the forecast called for heavy snow that evening. Despite the harsh wind, nobody wanted to use the word blizzard, as if worried about jinxing us all.
“I’m fine,” I said, still standing. I unzipped my parka, but kept it on. “I don’t plan on staying long.”
Mrs. Brown sipped her scotch as boldly as her husband had probably downed his beers in front of the TV—while on sleeping pills to boot. Yet she didn’t seem to recognize the irony of her complaints about those doped-up nights of his.
What had Carrie said to me that first day the trio came to my office?
Satan’s most powerful weapon, Mr. Brone, is temptation.

In other words, Satan was a pretty good excuse for breaking the rules when they became inconvenient.
“So, did you find him?” Mrs. Brown swirled her glass, the ice cubes spinning in a scotch tornado.
“I did,” I said. “But he’s asked I not reveal his location.”
“Then what was the point of hiring you?”
“Not my place to say.”
She shot to her feet. Scotch sloshed out of her glass, but she didn’t seem to notice. “What bullshit. What…hypocrisy. You get to take money for nothing. For nothing.”
“Ma’am, you aren’t my client. I’ll discuss the issue of money with them.”
She opened her mouth to an O and waggled her head back and forth. “Oh, excuse me. Us poor folks don’t deserve to know where our fucking husbands are. We just have to sit by and hope they’re not dead.”
“He isn’t dead.”
“Don’t break your detective’s code for my sake. I’m not worthy.”
I glanced at the empty scotch bottles. I wondered how long she’d been drinking. A couple days, at least, only a little at a time. Otherwise, her face would be in the carpet-nap by now. Winning any kind of argument with her wouldn’t happen. She was good and pickled.
“Mrs. Brown, may I look through your husband’s things once more?”
“Why? You said you already found him.”
“There’s something specific I’m looking for.”
A crooked smile made her face look like a cracked egg. She poured the last of her scotch down her throat. “You mean the Book?”
My insides felt like they had locked like the gears of a broken watch. My gaze went to the cross around her neck. Another proud member
“What did you do with it?” I asked.
“I put it back where it belonged. With my faithful elders.”
“Do you know about Peter’s so-called debt?”
“It’s not ‘so-called.’ It’s real. And he should be ashamed.”
“He only did it to provide for his daughter.”
Her lips twisted into something between a snarl and a smile. She made a disgusted sound from the back of her throat. “And look how it ended.” She hurled her glass in my direction. It went wide and shattered against the wall, leaving a wet stain behind. “It’s his fault she’s dead. They’re going to kill us all eventually if they can’t get to him next.”
Her eyes flashed. A genuine, yet sinister smile rose on her lips.
My stomach dropped. How could I be so careless? I spun and ran for the front door.
“You’re probably too late,” Mrs. Brown shouted from behind me.
I only stopped to put my boots back on, then I was out the door sprinting for my car, the wind punching at me, but my own desperation was too strong to lose my footing. As I started the engine, I caught Mrs. Brown staring through the fogged glass of her storm door. She wiped at the condensation, opening a barn brushstroke to see through.
The bitch was still smiling.
My snow tires did their best to keep me from slipping off the street as I gunned the engine. I had to get back to the hospital, had to get to Peter before it was too late. Because I had screwed up big time. Without even thinking about it, I had led CYAN right to Peter. And if they were willing to kill Sasha to get at him, they would have no qualms with murdering Peter.
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Chapter 22
The wind carried the sound of the sirens far enough that I could hear them from six blocks away. When I reached the hospital, two patrol cars, an ambulance, and a fire engine clogged the circular drive in front of the main doors. Another patrol car blocked the entrance to the parking lot. I parked illegally at the curb in front of the hospital.
I no sooner got out of the car than I had a patrol officer bundled in his winter gear waving me away. “You can’t park there.”
“You guys are blocking the lot.”
“No one in or out for the moment.”
“What’s going on.”
“I’m afraid I can’t say, sir.”
Of course he couldn’t. He didn’t look much older than eighteen with the woolen earflaps of his cap blocking off everything but his baby face. “I need to know if Peter Brown is okay.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t help you. I have no idea what happened in there. They don’t always share with the guys directing traffic.”
Now he had me on a guilt trip. This young man would go far in the department.
I backed away from the cop, but I didn’t get back in my car. I drew my phone instead.
“Please,” the officer said. “You’ve got to move your car.”
I dialed Palmer.
“You got that proof for me yet?” he asked.
“Where are you?”
“My office. Why?”
“What’s going on at Sunnygale?”
“Sunnydale?”
“Gale. Sunnygale. The mental hospital south of town.” My phone beeped. I had a second call coming in. I checked the ID. Carrie. But I didn’t have time for her right now. I put the phone back to my ear.
“…still there,” Palmer was saying.
“I’m here.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said.
“Sir,” the young cop said, moving close as if he meant to snatch my phone out of my hand. “You must move your vehicle now or I’ll call to have it impounded.”
I covered the receiver on my phone. “I’ll be gone before the tow truck arrives.”
The cop frowned, knowing I was right. And since he’d been tasked with directing cars away from the hospital, he couldn’t take the time to write me a ticket. “Make it quick,” he said and stomped his way back to his post on the driveway in.
I uncovered my phone. “Sorry about that,” I said.
“What the hell is going on?”
“I found Peter Brown. But I also think I led some people who were looking for him, too, right to his door. Or the hospital’s door anyway. So I get to the hospital just now and it’s pandemonium. Can you find out what’s going on?”
Palmer groaned and sighed at the same time. It sound like some bizarre animal call. “Did you light off another clusterfuck, Brone?”
“I don’t know. This is a mental hospital. Could be anything.”
“Hang a sec.”
He put me on hold. Loud, ear-grinding Muzak blared through the phone, making my headache worse. I’d need a couple more doses of ibuprofen before the day ended, I supposed. Worse yet, I recognized the song. A holiday tune my parents had written for a young pop star of twenty years ago that no one remembers anymore.
I wandered back to my car, but stayed out on the curb. Despite the hammering wind and the snow blowing in tiny flakes that felt like ground glass in my face, I couldn’t stand sitting until I knew Peter was safe.
I shivered for what felt like an hour, but was probably only a few minutes.
Palmer came back on the line. “I don’t have names. Details are sketchy. It’s a little…odd.”
“Tell me.”
“Two bodies. An assisted suicide and a suicide. From the looks of things, one of the orderlies performed an assisted suicide using a plastic shopping bag to suffocate the first guy. Then someone caught him right after and this orderly pulls a pistol, sticks it in his mouth, and blows off the top of his head.”
Palmer didn’t have names, but I knew them.
“How do they know the first is an assisted suicide?”
“Guy left a note. But don’t fucking asking what it says. I don’t know.”
Damnit, you ass. How could you not have seen this coming?
Unlike me, CYAN didn’t need to send someone into the hospital. They had a guy there already. He obviously didn’t know Peter from any other patient, but when his higher ups found out Peter was staying at Sunnygale, one phone call to Billie with a description of Peter would have been all it took.
“Brone, what’s the deal here?”
I’d reached a point where I couldn’t go this alone. Billie had murdered Peter because I had given his hiding spot away. It explained a lot about Billie’s strange behavior. I wondered if he had received his kill order before I’d left the hospital, just waiting for my departure so he could give his cult what they wanted.
It made perfect sense to have Billie planted in an addiction and mental hospital, though. It must have proved a lucrative recruiting ground. Plenty of people in delicate emotional states to take advantage of.
Where else did CYAN have members planted?
My skin prickled at the possibilities. Churches, for sure. Schools. Doctors’ offices. Political offices, even.
“Brone, talk to me.”
“Sorry. This…this is bad. We need to meet.”
“Come to the station.” His voice turned serious. None of the gruff sarcasm, which worried me. It meant I must have sounded more freaked-out than I felt.
His suggested meet location doubled that feeling. What if CYAN had members working at the damned police station? I felt like a spy in Cold War Russia. Where could I go where they couldn’t see me? Hear me? Maybe even attack me.
“No,” I said. “Meet me at the bar. It’s the safest place I know.”
“You sound paranoid. Can you give me a hint?”
“Remember Waco?”
“Of course.”
“Picture that—with the Godfather leading the crazies.”
* * *
Palmer sat in his sedan in the High Note’s lot, his engine running, exhaust pluming from the tailpipe in the cold air. Some of the drifts created by the high wind reached a good six feet against the face of the building. Luckily, none of them covered the entrance.
Palmer got out of his car when I pulled up next to him. We walked in silence, necks hunched as low into our coats as possible. I felt my hair getting tugged into a tangled mess by the wind. I’d been so distracted, I had left my hat in my car.
Palmer either forgot his or didn’t bother wearing one. But he didn’t have any trouble with his hair since he kept it shorn to the skin. His scalp looked red and irritated from the cold.
Once inside, we made our way to the bar as we stripped out of our coats. I directed him to sit in my regular booth while I got drinks; he asked for a Heineken. I stuck with my usual habits and poured myself a glass of gin, only without the tonic this time.
I set his beer in front of him on a paper coaster and sat down across from him.
“The suspense is killing me, Brone.” He sipped his beer. “But you look like you just dug yourself out of your grave, so maybe I don’t want to know.”
“I’m laying everything out as best I can without revealing my clients.”
“More than one,” Palmer said. “Then it has to be all three.”
I didn’t say anything. Denying it was pointless. I took a hearty swig of gin, draining my glass by half. Then I set the glass aside and started in on what I’d learned.
I told him about CYAN, about Peter’s suspicions that they were responsible for Sasha’s death, and why I was certain they had taken out Peter once I made it easy for them.
Palmer stopped me there. “Seems like a nice coincidence to have a man willing to kill planted in the hospital.”
“From how Peter described it, there’s a whole tier of followers willing to do anything. And with this hyper-recrution thing, a place like Sunnygale is ripe pickings.”
He seemed to mull that over, then made a face. “This is all a story from Peter Brown, though. He could have been bullshitting you the whole time. After all, he was in a mental hospital.”
“But his wife isn’t. Whether she ought to be is another question.”
“His wife corroborated this?”
“Yes. And she’s also a member.”
I summarized my conversation with her, drunk on scotch, which amused him slightly. Then I finished my story and leaned back, drink in hand, waiting for his response.
Palmer pulled off his horn-rimmed glasses and wiped them with a small cloth he pulled out of his pocket. He tucked away the cloth and put his glasses back on. Stared at me.
“If this CYAN shit is real, we’ve got a lot of work to do and a tiny police department to do it.”
“But there’s more a tiny police department can do than a single PI.”
“Are you honestly handing this off to me?”
“My case is done, Palmer. And these fanatics scare the shit out of me. Now that I know about them, I’m going to worry they’re everywhere.”
“It can’t be that big. We would have heard about it.”
“That’s the trick. They tell their members they have to go to church, but it doesn’t matter which one as long as it’s Christian. That keeps them spread out. But they gather for meetings at the community center, doing the whole ‘youth group thing,’ which is just another recruiting technique.”
Palmer nodded, getting it. “Then they all spread out again, but they’re networked enough to be called when needed. Like your guy in the hospital.”
“Those on the higher tiers, yeah.”
Palmer laughed and shook his head. “First time you hand something over willingly and I’d rather have you keep it.”
“Yeah, well, sorry about that. I can’t always do your job for you.”
“Har, har.” Palmer raised his bottle in toast, then guzzled it empty. He slammed the bottle down on the table. “Another?”
“Aren’t you on duty.”
“I am actually off-shift in fifteen minutes. I think the department will understand. Especially when I drop the bomb you handed me on them.”
“They’ll want to deny it. There isn’t much proof.”
“There’s enough to make noise. If they try to brush it off, it won’t last for long. And I’ll make sure to keep bugging them.”
I went back to the bar, got him a second beer and topped off my gin. We made a toast.
“To Sasha,” I said. “She deserves justice.”
“Here, here.”
At some point the bar opened and we were still drinking. Paul must have sensed something, because he didn’t say a word, only kept the drinks coming at a measured rate that would keep our buzzes high without making us sloppy.
Every third drink or so, we would toast Sasha again.
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Chapter 23
Something kept hitting me in the head, but instead of a metallic clang—which was how it felt like it should sound—each strike came with an electronic trilling. When I dared to open my eyes, the sunlight pouring into my bedroom singed my corneas.
I slapped a hand over my eyes and groaned.
My head pulsed as if I had a heart in my skull instead of a brain.
That strange noise came again from somewhere on the floor.
I parted my fingers and peeked through them at the blinding whiteness surrounding me, forcing myself to keep my eyes open so I could adjust to the light. Meanwhile, pieces from the night before dropped back into my slushy memory. I also shed enough of my sleep shroud for my brain to function and recognize the insistent noise as my phone.
I flopped out of bed, onto the floor, and crawled on my hands and knees in nothing but my boxers, searching for the phone and finding it in the side pocket of the jeans I wore yesterday. I squinted at the ID.
Carrie.
I almost let the call go to voicemail. I was in no mood to break the news about how royally screwed the case got, when it should have been so simple—although by now the news media might have spilled many of the details, at least about what happened at the hospital.
Still, I had dodged a lot of her calls and the message Paul left for me when she’d stopped by the High Note. She deserved an update the same as any client.
I hit TALK and put the phone to my ear. “Hey, Carrie.”
“Oh, my fucking God, where have you been?”
My tongue felt like a salted slug in my mouth. I stood up and staggered out of my room, down the hall, and into the main upstairs bathroom. “I’m sorry, Carrie, but you’re going to have to be more specific.”
“Did you get into Sunnygale?”
Maybe the news hadn’t hit yet, or the cops had somehow kept a lid on it so far.
I turned on the faucet and drank straight from it, holding my phone over my head to keep from splashing it. Once I had my fill of water, I stuck my throbbing head under the stream and soaked my long, wavy hair. When I stood straight, water ran down my face and trickled along my spine. Drops pattered onto the floor, but I didn’t care. I felt a little better now.
I put my phone back to my ear.
Carrie was shouting about something and I had to pull the phone away again until I caught her taking a breath.
“Hold on. Let me tell you what happened,” I said in the gap before she could start yelling again.
I filled her in on what happened with Sunnygale, how I found Peter, and then my suspicions—as yet unconfirmed, but pretty easy to guess—that the two dead men were Peter and Billie.
I got an earful of silence.
“Carrie?”
A heavy sigh. A sniffle.
“Carrie? Are you crying?”
“It’s too late, then,” she said.
“Too late for what?”
“To tell him the truth about Sasha.”
My headache from the hangover crackled down the back of my neck. I staggered to the toilet and sat on the closed lid. A drip of water rolled from my hairline down along the side of my nose and hung there like a tear.
“What truth?”
“I know what really happened to…” Her voice caved in on itself when she tried to say her friend’s name. “She didn’t commit suicide. She was murdered.”
My stomach turned. If I’d had a little more last night, I probably would have had to do an about-face with the toilet and hurl. I tasted bile at the back of my throat, but otherwise kept the contents of my stomach where they belonged.
“Are you certain?”
“I’ve always been certain.”
I cocked my head, which didn’t help much with the pounding inside of it. I picked at my next words carefully. “Are you saying you have always known how Sasha died?”
She sobbed. “Yes.”
I held back the questions wanting to pour out of me like a breached damn. “We should meet. Can you do that?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
I grinded my teeth and counted back from ten. “Did you have something to do with it, Carrie?”
“No,” she said. “No way. Not me. It was…was…” She made that cough and sob noise again, louder this time.
“Did you actually witness the murder?”
Her crying overwhelmed her voice. She said something, but I couldn’t understand. I did think I heard a name, though.
“Can you say that again, Carrie? I’m sorry, hon, I need to be sure I heard what I thought I heard.”
“It was Rachel,” she said slowly, each word its own sentence and emphasized equally.
That’s the name I thought I’d heard, but hoped I hadn’t.
“Did you witness Rachel do this? Did she somehow force Sasha to take those pills?”
Carrie said something else, unintelligible through her tears. I decided right then we needed to meet.
“Can you come to my office? There’s no one there but me.”
“What if…what if they follow me?” I understood her better this time, possibly because I had the same question in mind. If Rachel had been taking orders from CYAN, they probably had a close eye on Sasha’s other friends. Carrie needed to meet me in a crowded place not in any way related to me.
“Meet me at the Hawthorne Mall,” I said. “There’s a cubby that has rental lockers. You know where I’m talking about.”
She made an affirmative hum.
“Meet me there.”
“But they could still follow me.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “If anyone’s following you, I’ll make sure you lose them.
* * *
Mid-day at the mall a couple weeks before Christmas on a Saturday? What was I thinking?
Just pushing through the crowds of people on the run to their next great deal took most of my energy. Searching for surveillance on Carrie seemed impossible with this many people. My small comfort was that anyone trying to follow her in here would have as much trouble.
I circled the wing of the mall that had the locker cubby I’d told Carrie to meet me in. I saw her in there on a couple of my passes, standing back deep in the cubby yet still visible from outside. She stood with her arms crossed, hugging herself while she leaned against a wall of lockers, the kind that take quarters and you get the key.
During my passes, I didn’t notice any other eyes consistently watching her. That didn’t guarantee anything, but I also didn’t notice the standard ticks that many doing surveillance suffered from. Quick movements. Excessive window shopping. Furtive glances. You had to pretend you weren’t looking while you were. Not an easy trick.
Still, I saw nothing of the sort. Either I was dealing with pros, or CYAN didn’t have anyone on Carrie and I was being paranoid.
I made one last circle around the wing, then slipped into the cubby and approached Carrie.
“Oh, my goodness,” she said and sprinted at me, threw her arms around me, nearly tackled me to the floor.
I went rigid in her embrace. I did not hug her in return, choosing to pat her on the back instead.
She buried her face in my chest, muffling her voice. “I didn’t think you were going to come.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were red and swollen. Her pallor was lighter, showing off her freckles. “Did you call the police?”
“You haven’t given me proof of anything,” I said. “They won’t be interested until we have something solid.”
She nodded quickly. “Good. Okay. We’ll get them something.”
I was glad she wasn’t crying anymore, but I didn’t like the cold steel in her voice either. It made her sound clinical, as if putting together the facts of Sasha’s death amounted to little more than a urgent puzzle.
“You need to give me more,” I said. “What makes you think Rachel killed Sasha? And if you’ve known this all along, why the hell didn’t you say something, instead of pretending this had to do with Peter?”
If she had come to me to look into Sasha’s death instead of Peter’s, Peter might still be alive. I hated games like this.
She slid her hands off of me while taking a step backward. Then she threaded her fingers together in a prayer position. She bowed her head and whispered something.
I heard the word sin several times.
When she looked up again, unlacing her hands, tears filled her eyes. “I suspected it was her, but I didn’t know for sure. And I worried about CYAN. Peter showed me the book he stole from them once. I couldn’t believe it at first, but there was the proof, right in front of me.”
A few sparks went off in my brain. “Wait a sec. Peter showed you it? You and her other friends.”
She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. I could tell she knew this question was coming and she had prepped herself to answer it. “Just me.”
I stood there a moment, jaw wide. Then I shook off the shock. Of course, Peter Brown couldn’t keep it in his pants. He’d already cheated on his wife with Elizabeth Garaski. Why not one of his daughter’s friends? She was an adult. She could make her own bad decisions. And Carrie was the racy one in the group. So now that made two Brown family males to see Carrie’s boobs.
“It’s not what you think,” Carrie said.
Before she could give me the speech that he really loved her and was going to leave his wife soon for her, and all that bullshit, I held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“But—”
“It’s none of my business.”
“It was a one-time thing,” she shouted. Her voice echoed in the small cubby.
Thankfully, it was only the two of us in there, since people didn’t seem to rent lockers at the mall anymore.
“I’ve asked God everyday to forgive me for that night. I don’t need you judging me, too.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was way off-base.”
“The point is, I’ve seen the Book. I think that’s the only reason Peter slept with me. He wanted to show that book to someone who understood CYAN, who realized how…terrifying they were.”
Something tickled at my subconscious. I tried to pull it up out of the sludge of my mind, but it kept slipping out of my mental grip. I gave up and moved on. “How does Rachel fit into Sasha’s death?”
“That night we found the pills in Sasha’s coat pocket, Rachel acted like she didn’t know anything about them. She must have forgot she already told me about the pills. Peter had to take them for sleep. Sasha had told Rachel—who told me later—that Peter was always afraid of taking too many, OD-ing, or getting addicted or something. So he asked Sasha to hide half his prescription until he needed it.”
This was turning into one of those ‘he said, she said’ kind of deals. I tried to simplify. “Rachel knew Sasha did this for Peter. Fine. That doesn’t make her a killer.”
“Why would she pretend she didn’t know about them?”
“Holden was with you. Maybe she was being discreet.”
“Rachel? Discreet?” She spat air that ruffled her red bangs. “Rachel couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. She’s a natural-born gossip.”
To me, Rachel had seemed too quiet and reserved to be a gossip. But that was the trick about the human species—we had many faces, most of them invisible.
“This isn’t enough for anything,” I told her. “Even my buddy, Palmer, won’t touch this. And he’s a generally nice guy.” See? I could be a good liar, too.
“I don’t care. I know it was her. I know it.”
My calves started to complain about standing there, a little shakiness left over from all the drinking the night before. My headache encroached, the effects of my morning Advil wearing off. But the break in our conversation came at the perfect time.
A woman with four kids swarming her like hungry chickens walked into the cubby. She had a load of puffy, kid-sized coats in her arms. She glanced briefly at me and Carrie, then tried to put a couple quarters in one of the lockers. With her arms full like that, I didn’t see how she could manage, especially with her kids, all under nine from the looks of it, chattering and poking at her for attention.
I stepped forward to offer to help, but the locker door swung open before I could say a word.
She stuffed the coats into the locker, took off hers, folded it, and added it with the others. Then she slammed the door shut, took her key, and headed off.
I turned back to Carrie who had a lopsided smile on her face.
“You want to save the world, don’t you?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Never mind.” Her smile faded and her cheeks flushed. “So are you going to look into Rachel, or what?”
I wrinkled my brow. That thing in my subconscious turned from a tickle to an itch. “You really want to investigate one of your friends?”
“She’s not my friend if she killed Sasha.”
True enough. But I had to throw down the big question, the one that defined many investigations into homicide. “Why?” I asked. “Why would Rachel want to kill Sasha?”
“Oh, right,” Carrie said. “I forgot to tell you. Would have been last Saturday. When we all went to your karaoke bar. We ordered real drinks to celebrate. Rachel had just been promoted to the next tier.”
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Chapter 24
I thought about calling Palmer.
I should have called Palmer.
But I couldn’t cool the hot wires burning through my body as I stared dumbly at Carrie after she told me about Rachel’s promotion. It clicked. The CYAN honchos knew Rachel and Sasha were close. They also knew Rachel was uber-loyal to the group. From the impression I got, she was the type of zealot who might sell out a friend for the cause.
But kill?
The cloying smell of the mall pushed itself into the cubby. Popcorn, corn dogs, pretzels, and the eclectic mix of cuisines from the food court, all layered on a base of whatever they used to polish the floors. The cubby itself had a smell, too. Like sweaty socks.
I had to get out of there.
I waved Carrie along. “Let’s go. I can’t stand it here anymore.”
“You’re not worried about someone following me?” she asked.
“No one was following you. I made sure.”
We drove to my office.
Today the sun was out, the sky clear, the snow all plowed. It would have been a beautiful day if not for how all that shiny stabbed me in the eyes like glass shards because of a stupid hangover.
When we arrived, I closed the blinds and lit the room with only my desk lamp. That eased my headache a little, but I wished for more Advil. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any left at the office. I get a lot of headaches working cases. All in the name of clinging to my personal identity. I’m a PI, not just a bar owner.
“Did you want to call Holden?” I asked while I added another couple magazines for my pistol into my coat pocket, giving me four spares and one in the gun itself.
Instead of answering my question, Carrie stared at me as if she didn’t know who I was. “You’re packing?”
I laughed at her term. “I’m carrying, yes. CYAN scares me, so I’m playing it safe. If I have to face them, I want to be ready.”
She smiled, which looked awkward with her eyes still puffy from her earlier crying jag. “No, that’s good. Everyone in America should have a gun for self-protection. That’s what the Second Amendment is all about, right?”
I kept my mouth shut. I try not to get political if I can help it. But there are a damn lot of people out there expressing their right to arms who really shouldn’t have so much as a book of matches in their pocket.
I also assumed much of that talk came from CYAN’s indoctrination process. No point discussing it further. I asked her again, “Do you want to call Holden? Tell him what’s happening?”
“I’d rather wait until we know for sure. I don’t want to upset him if we can help it.”
I gave her a pointed look. “And after this? However it ends, you have to make a choice about CYAN, don’t you?”
She turned away from me, pretending to admire the framed movie poster for Return of the Jedi. “I’ll have some thinking to do, I guess.”
I wouldn’t need to think at all. I learned my club put up one of my best friends to kill another? I’d want to go on a killing spree of my own. Line up the group’s leaders and make sure I put a bullet in every one of their heads.
Yeah, right. When the fuck did you turn into Don Corleone?
“You sure you can handle this?” I asked.
She still faced the poster, not me. “Of course.”
“Stick to the plan, remember. Don’t let on that anything’s amiss, and when she asks why you’re taking her to my office, keep it simple. I want to update you on the case. You can say Holden’s riding separately.”
“Then what?” She finally turned back to me. “You grill her?”
“I interview her. If it gets heated, I’ll interrogate as much as I can. But she’ll have the choice to walk out of here at any time. This isn’t a police station.”
“Thanks for that, by the way. I don’t want to ruin her reputation or anything if she’s innocent. But she isn’t. I know she isn’t.”
* * *
I got Carrie’s frantic phone call half an hour later.
“There’s so much blood.”
It was the first thing she screamed when I answered.
“So much, I…”
“Carrie?” My grip tightened on the phone and its plastic casing creaked. “Stick with me. What’s going on?”
I sat behind my desk, my pistol on the desk calendar in plain sight. Before Carrie had called, I was toying with the idea of leaving the gun there as a prop, something to intimidate Rachel. At the mention of blood, I thought I might have to take it with me, though.
“I’m at Rachel’s. She…she killed herself.”
My stomach dropped. I gripped the edge of the desk to hold steady. Killed herself? Another suicide? I didn’t believe it. “How do you know it was suicide?”
“I’m looking right at her,” Carrie screeched. “Are you coming here? You have to.”
“You’re in her apartment right now?” Unlike the rest of their crew, Rachel was the only one not still living with her parents.
“Yes.”
“How’d you get in?”
“What difference does it make?” The volume of her voice forced me to jerk my phone away from my ear.
When I returned the phone to within listening distance, I said, speaking slowly, “You’re at a crime scene, Carrie. It’ll look bad if you’re there when the police arrive. It’ll look even worse if you, say, forced your way in.”
“The door was unlocked. And why are talking about the police coming?”
“They’ll be coming because I’m going to call them. Now get out of there.”
“I…I can’t leave her. And you can’t call the police. I know you think CYAN is some big, corrupt cult. Maybe some of it is. But they’ve done great things. You can’t let the media ruin all that just because Rachel felt guilty about what she did to Sasha. They’ll see all these deaths and twist CYAN’s image for ratings.”
Personally, I didn’t see they’d have to twist much. I tried to look at it from Carrie’s perspective. But Carrie didn’t exactly have an unbiased view. Then I thought of Sasha. It always came back to her. “I have a friend on the force,” I said. “He can help keep a lid on this so the press doesn’t hear about it until we want them to.”
“I won’t trust any police. I’d rather hide Rachel’s body.”
I choked on the sudden knot in my throat. My voice went numb for a couple seconds. “Don’t you dare touch a thing.”
“Will you come here first, then? Come and call the police from here if you have to. But stay here and make sure they don’t…defile her.”
Defile?
I sighed. “Fine. I’ll be there as fast as I can. But I’m serious. Do not touch a thing.”
* * *
I arrived to find Carrie in Rachel’s bathroom, Rachel dressed to go to a CYAN meeting in her plain slacks and button up shirt. She even wore her pin on her collar and her cross around her neck. Yet she floated in the full bathtub, the water cloudy with the blood that had poured from her sliced wrists. The porcelain tub formed a shallow shelf where it met the tiled wall. A wicked-looking kitchen knife rested on this shelf, watery blood on the edge and sides.
I forced myself to take in the image of her like that, to burn it to my brain. While Sasha was found on a cold snow bank instead of a warm bath, I could extrapolate from the sight of Rachel what Sasha must have looked like on that winter evening.
Carrie knelt beside the tub, holding Rachel’s dead hand under the water.
“I told you not to touch anything,” I said, voice meek. I couldn’t blame her, seeing her friend like that. But I didn’t know what else to say, what else to do. Until I realized what I had to do.
I drew my phone and walked out of the bathroom. I started to dial Palmer’s number as I walked to the living room window and looked out at the crust of snow covering everything except the roads. The sun shined off that snow, making me squint against the bluish light.
Rachel had picked an apartment on the edge of town, close to the neighboring city’s university. Cheap housing meant mostly for students, though as far as I knew, Rachel had finished college already. She might have even graduated from the university.
“Wait,” Carrie called out. I heard a soft splash, turned, found Carrie rushing out of the bathroom, her one had dripping red water. “Not yet.”
“There’s no reason to wait.”
She hung her head. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I sensed her struggling with some kind of decision. “I want to hire you.”
“You already did that once.”
“This time to look…at this. At Rachel. Look around and make your own decisions before the cops get here and trample all over Rachel’s life.”
“You’re not making sense.” I stepped toward her and reached out a hand to reassure her. “I know you’re upset but—”
“You have no idea. No idea.” Her face flushed. Her freckles darkened. A mix of pain and anger flashed in her eyes.
I tried to view her reaction to this through a sympathetic lens. She had just learned that the religious youth group she was a part of ran itself like a mob and was responsible for her friends’ deaths. The first murdered. The second a suicide brought on by guilt for the first murder, which she’d committed by CYAN’s order.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. That thing stuck in my subconscious rose to the surface. This time I managed to pull it out far enough to recognize what it was.
“What do you expect me to find, Carrie?”
Tears ran down her face. She threw up her hands. Her red curls bounced like springs. “I don’t know. Proof of something.”
“Of what? That Rachel killed Sasha?”
“I don’t know any more.” She pointed at me. “You’re the fucking detective. I just don’t want her name dragged through the mud.”
“The press will eventually find out about this. They’ll spread the word about Sasha, Rachel, CYAN…everything. There is no stopping that. And I’m not going to hide any evidence, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
She turned her back to me, crossed her arms. “Why would God do this to us? After all we’ve sacrificed for him?”
I knew it was a rhetorical question, but I knew the answer, at least a halfway decent answer. “You once said to me that temptation is the devil’s greatest tool. CYAN knows that and knows it well. The gifts, the promise of promotion, the buttons you get to wear showing off your ranks.”
Could have been my imagination, but I think Carrie went suddenly stiff.
“What’s happened has nothing to do with God. Just some corrupt assholes who know how to manipulate young people.” I watched her for a while, meanwhile sensing Rachel’s dead presence not far from where I stood.
I swallowed. “I’m going to look around.”
Carrie didn’t move.
I shed my coat and felt the two extra magazines for my pistol clatter together as I dropped the coat on Rachel’s couch. I wore a suit jacket under my parka which held the other two mags in an inside pocket. I brushed a hand at the small of my back to feel the lump of my pistol itself snug in its clip-on holster on my belt.
I walked into the bathroom, crouched by the tub. As I peered into the tub, my stomach turned. She should have looked horrible floating in there. But death had lightened her skin and her hair flowed out from her scalp as if weightless or blowing in a powerful breeze. Rachel looked beautiful in death.
I forced myself to turn to stone, though. The professional had to step up and take over. So I did.
I reached into the cold water.
Movement at the bathroom entrance.
I looked up. Carrie stood in the doorway. “I found this.” She held out a slip of standard printer paper.
I saw the printed paragraph in the page’s center. I hesitated to reach for the note since it would qualify as evidence if it was what I thought it was. By this point, though, I’d broken so many rules, one more wouldn’t make a difference.
I took the sheet.
Read it.
A suicide note. Pithy and straight forward. She had to die because she couldn’t get over what she had done to her best friend. If any suspicions arose, a forensics team could match the printout to Rachel’s printer, though I didn’t think they’d have to bother.
I held a better piece of evidence in my fist.
I stood and set the note on the counter. With that hand free, I used it to pull my gun and aim it at Carrie.
She jerked as if electrocuted, skittering a few inches back on her heels. “What the fuck?”
“It’s kind of like the military, I suppose.” I raised my clenched fist out as if I meant to give out a knuckle bump. Instead, I turned my fist and opened my hand.
Rachel’s pin lay in my palm.
Carrie stared at it, her freckles as clear as I’d yet seen them. Her hands hung loose at her sides and trembled. “What are you talking about?”
“You guys get the pins to show off your ranks, right?”
“Why are we talking about this? I thought you wanted to call the police.”
“Now that you handed me this bogus note meant just for me, you’re ready to call the boys in blue, huh?”
“I have no clue what you’re talking about.”
I glanced at the note. The counter must have been damp. The paper had soaked up a puddle, making the note’s words illegible. “When you guys first came to see me, you were all wearing your pins. Rachel and Holden had the same color and design. Yours was the one that was different.”
“So?”
“So you’re the one who got the promotion that night. Not Rachel.”
“That’s stupid. You can’t prove that.”
I raised my hand with the pin in my palm to eye level. “I’m sure we can find someone willing to decipher the details on this pin. Proving Rachel doesn’t belong to the killing rank of CYAN should be a snap.”
“You’re so totally paranoid, you’ve…you’ve snapped.”
“I get it now. When you asked me if I wanted to ‘save the world,’ you saw me as a bleeding heart. You thought I’d find this note, feel sorry for what CYAN made Rachel do, and then what? Help cover for CYAN on this one? Run interference with the cops so they wouldn’t look any further than the note. So they wouldn’t get a tech crew in here gathering evidence that you killed Rachel. Just like you killed Sasha?”
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Chapter 25
Carrie’s gaze flicked to the note, to the pin in my hand, then to my gun. She brushed a curl of red hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear. “You can’t do anything to me, you know. CYAN has the best lawyers, political connections, people in places you don’t even know exist. They’ve been running Hawthorne for years and you didn’t even know it.”
The sweat between my hand and my gun turned the handle slick. I slipped the pin into my jacket pocket and supported my pistol with both hands now. I readjusted my aim for Carrie’s center mass. I found it a little surreal to hold a gun on such an innocent-looking girl. But there wasn’t anything innocent about her.
“I believe most of that,” I said. “But do you really think they’re going to risk their whole reputation and influence for a lackey like you. Odds are they won’t even let you make it to trial. They’ll have someone off you in jail.”
Carrie shook her head as if she could ward off the possibility of any such thing by pure denial alone. “They won’t do that to me. I’ve done everything they asked since they promoted me. All that forensic evidence you mentioned will be cleaned out. They’ll fix this.”
“Then why haven’t they?”
“Because…” Her eyes went to my gun again.
“Don’t,” I said. “You are not faster than a bullet.”
Her eyes swelled with tears. Knowing that she could start them flowing on-demand weakened their effect. “Ridley, you can’t do this to me.”
“I can’t bring a cold killer to justice? Someone willing to murder her friends and sleep with their fathers to get information—”
“It wasn’t like that,” she shouted, face blazing almost as red as her hair.
“Don’t bullshit me. That’s how you got the promotion in the first place. You slept with Peter because they wanted to know if he really had The Book, and what else he might know about upper tier operations.”
A sudden calm fell over Carrie. She took a step forward into the bathroom. The color started to drain from her face. It was like she could change her emotions with a dial. She put a hand to her throat, played with the highest fastened button on her shirt. “Can’t we work something out? We’ll leave CYAN out of this. We can work this out, just the two of us.” She unbuttoned that top button and immediately started working on the next.
“Hate to break it to you, kiddo, but that kind of thing doesn’t work on me anymore. I learned my lesson the hard way.”
“So what then?” Another step closer. “You shoot me?”
I held my aim. “I call the cops and they come take you away.”
“Gonna be hard to dial with a gun in your hand.”
She thought she knew me. She thought I was a hero, a guy out to save the hurt, the lost, and the weary. In her mind, I was little more than a comic book. But she didn’t know anything about what I’ve been through. Hell, I’d love to save the world. Sometimes, though, that meant not being so nice.
“Back out of the bathroom or I will hurt you.”
She challenged me with a half-step forward instead.
Any closer and I wouldn’t have room to take a good shot. I had to turn this around, put myself in control. So I pulled up my leg and thrust my foot into her belly.
The kick doubled her over and sent her back on her heels. She caught herself on the door jamb and hung there, leaning in the doorway, gasping and coughing. She glared at me, her eyes bulged, jaw locked.
I had a feeling she was going to make a run at me. I was prepared when she did. She launched herself forward and I spun out of the way and gave her a shove as she passed me.
She barreled into the wall face first. The crunch of cartilage accompanied the sound of cracking drywall. The whole room seemed to shake on her impact with the wall, similar to the regular tremors I had to get used to living in Southern California.
She fell onto her back at my feet, blood spurting from her nose, the nose itself bent sideways. It would never look the same again, that was for sure.
Carrie kicked her feet and screamed as if possessed by a mad demon. Maybe CYAN could hire an exorcist, though I doubted it would do much good. Carrie was not possessed. Carrie was the demon.
I knelt at her side and pressed the barrel of my gun against her cheek. “Calm down,” I said, “or I’ll knock you unconscious to keep you under control until the cops get here.”
“Fuck you,” she said and continued her tantrum. Her knee caught me in one of my kidneys.
Pain jabbed deep across my back and into my gut. I dug the barrel into her face. “Last chance,” I said.
She spit in my face.
I raised my gun over my head and brought the butt down on Carrie’s head.
She went instantly still and limp.
Her blood was smeared all over her face. I had some of it on my shirt somehow. Grunting, I sat down and leaned against the cabinets under the counter. I set my gun on the floor long enough to pull out my phone and dial Palmer. Then I grabbed the pistol in my free hand and waited for Palmer to pick up.
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Chapter 26
I begged Palmer to come alone at first. When he found me in the bathroom with Carrie unconscious and bloody, even his horn-rimmed glasses could hide the shock in his eyes.
Palmer made sure to get me out of there before the circus began, and boy did it. News of the four deaths broke loose from the leash Palmer and his crew tried to keep it on in less than a few hours. How they were connected came shortly after.
Then they started reporting on CYAN.
After the legion of questions I had to answer at the scene, Palmer informed me of the press breech. “Some of CYAN’s dirty laundry is out now,” he said. “Thanks to you.”
The “thanks” sounded facetious to me, but Palmer insisted he felt it a good thing to have the group out in the open and know for its corruption. At least until the next news du jour came along and made everyone forget about the mob cult, which is what me and Palmer started referring to it as.
“You want me to get you a ride home?” he asked while we stood in the hall outside of Rachel’s apartment.
“Why? You worried about me?”
“They know you now, Rid. Just like we know them. They’ll want someone’s head for this clusterfuck.”
“You really think they’ll come after me?”
“Let’s play pretend,” he said and adjusted his glasses. “Let’s pretend you, Ridley Brone, sit at the top of a massive criminal organization that succeeds because it’s full of religious fanatics.”
I pretended.
I didn’t like playing pretend.
I took him up on his offer for a ride in home in a patrol car.
* * *
Two days later, Holden came to my office. I noticed his pin had changed since our first meeting. It looked exactly like Carrie’s. He didn’t say a word as he entered and sat down in front of my desk.
For almost a minute, neither of us spoke to the other. I couldn’t read his face. It hung slack, emotionless.
I decided to break the ice. “Got yourself a promotion, I see.”
“I have a message.” His voice shook, and I realized he wasn’t emotionless, but rather trying to force himself that way. Of the whole group, Holden may have been wrecked the most. One of his best friends had murdered both his girlfriend and another best friend.
Was that why he stuck with CYAN? He had nowhere else to go for friends or emotional support? If his parents were members, too, it sure as hell must have felt that way to him.
“You have a message from the people responsible for wiping out your entire friend circle?” Harsh, but I’d lost patience. Not necessarily with Holden, but with CYAN. They had let me stew for two days while I wondered if someone else was going to show up and try to kill me.
“They didn’t do anything. Carrie just went crazy.”
“That’s the story that’s going to get you through this? That’s what’s going to help you continue working for a group neck-deep in this town’s crime and corruption? That’s what’s going to help you sleep at night?” I leaned back in my chair and cocked my head to one side. “Because if that’s all you’ve got, it’s pretty weak.”
Holden’s blank face looked ready to break. “The message is,” he continued as if we hadn’t strayed from that topic, “you are safe for now. The elders believe you didn’t know any better than to follow Carrie’s flawed scheme to find Peter Brown. Hiring you was her mistake. Not yours.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “Really?”
“That’s the message.” Holden stood and started for the door.
“Wait.” I swiveled in my chair until I was lined up with him. I stood. “What about Rachel? Doesn’t she matter to you? Matter enough to—”
“Stop.”
“I’m trying to—”
“Stop.” Holden crossed the rest of the way to the door, put his hand on the knob. “If you make waves, they’ll come after you. They will. You have no idea how much of this city they control. It’s too late for me. Save yourself.”
He opened the door and hurried out.
You have no idea how much of this city they control.
Save yourself.
I didn’t want to save myself. I wanted, as Carrie had insisted, to save the world. Okay, maybe not the whole world. But my piece of it. Wasn’t that why I went back to detective work, even though I had millions in the bank and a bar I had promised to run? It wasn’t about money, or the rush, or the puzzle. It was about making things better for the people around me.
So call me a bleeding heart. Fine.
I can also be a badass when I need to be.
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THANK YOU!
Thanks for reading Saving Sasha Brown. I hope you had fun. If you didn’t know already, this is the third book featuring my karaoke bar owner and private eye, Ridley Brone. The first book in the series is Last Call.
You can also check out my website for more info about other books I have available.
If you would like updates on upcoming releases, free stories, behind the scenes looks at my latest titles and other random bits, you can sign up for my email list HERE! (I only send out a newsletter about once a month, so I’ll never overload your inbox.)
The greatest support an author receives is from his readers. If you enjoyed Saving Sasha Brown, please consider posting an online review and telling your friends about the book.
Thanks again for joining me in storyland. See you again soon!
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