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      Three years after the case that changed Ridley Brone
forever, he has cobbled together a life he can deal with, working as a PI out of the office above his karaoke bar. Then Eddie Arndt walks in. He wants Ridley to investigate his family’s murder-suicide
from twenty years ago. But to Ridley, it doesn’t sound like there’s much to investigate. He passes on the case until he receives a peculiar phone call—cryptic, vulgar, and disturbing. the caller threatens the one thing most precious to Ridley—something very few even know about.

Ridley uses Eddie’s case as a distraction from the continued harassment by the strange caller. But when Ridley learns Eddie has a caller of his own who claims to be his family’s real killer, Ridley can draw only one conclusion...they’re both getting conned. The search for who’s hustling them and why leads Ridley down
the twisted trails of both their pasts. What he discovers will force him to question every assumption and lead him to one hard truth...the easiest targets are those with the most to lose.
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He wants Ridley to investigate his family’s murder-suicide from twenty years ago. But to Ridley, it doesn’t sound like there’s much to investigate. He passes on the case until he receives a peculiar phone call.
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Ridley uses Eddie’s case as a distraction from the continued harassment by the strange caller. But when Ridley learns Eddie has a caller of his own who claims to be his family’s real killer, Ridley can draw only one conclusion…they’re both getting conned.
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The Hustle
A Ridley Brone Mystery
Rob Cornell



For Patricia Pinianski (a.k.a Rosemoor). Mentor, former landlord, and friend.



Chapter 1
Bobby Quinn, an old friend and private eye I once worked with in LA, used to say a person’s eyes never changed, even as they got older—which always sounded like a load of crap to me until Eddie Arndt walked into my bar.
I didn’t know it was Eddie right away, but I knew I knew him from somewhere. While he scanned the bar, squinting as if he’d gone from a dark place into a light one instead of the other way around, I studied his movements, his posture, the way he pinched his lips together and to one side, all the while trying to figure out where the hell I knew this guy from.
I’d like to say my sharp detective mind dug through the old mental files, pulled out the proper dossier, and gave me a name. My mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be, though, detective or otherwise.
Apparently, he knew who I was, because when his gaze found me in my usual booth back by the bar, his eyes widened and he headed straight for me, unzipping his snow-dusted coat on the way.
I finished off the last of my gin and tonic. Somehow, I felt I’d need it. The determined twist to his mouth, perhaps? The look of a man troubled and looking for answers. I see the look a lot. But usually my clients meet with me during normal business hours in my office upstairs.
On the stage, the High Note’s most dedicated regular, Hal, snapped his fingers in time with the song on the speakers, bobbling his head like some parody of Tom Jones. The title on the karaoke screen claimed the song was “I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor, but Hal’s off-key Sinatra style made it near impossible to recognize.
Eddie didn’t ask. Just sat down across from me, movements jerky and nervous, with a contagious quality that set me on edge, too. “Ridley? Ridley Brone?”
Voice sounded as familiar as his eyes looked. No doubt now, I knew this guy.
He must have caught something in my expression. “Eddie Arndt. We went to school together.”
Click. Like that, the memories tumbled into place like the pins in a lock. Yeah, I knew Eddie. But I never really knew him. Rumors and news reports filled his reputation back in high school like the straw in a scarecrow. And boy how us kids treated him like a scarecrow, scurrying like a flock of crows whenever he came near. Not because we had anything against the guy. We simply didn’t know what to say to someone who had suffered through what he had.
When you’re young, tragedy is as good as leprosy. No one wants to get infected. I guess that’s true when you’re not young, too.
I slid my empty glass aside for something to do. I didn’t like the way Eddie gaped at me. He made me feel like a life raft in the middle of shark-infested water.
Eddie took my hesitation as a gap in memory. “You remember? The kid whose dad…” He couldn’t say it, but he didn’t have to.
I wasn’t going to let him squirm. “I remember.”
He sighed through his nose and his shoulders dipped, though I hadn’t realized he was hunching them. His long neck and prominent Adam’s apple drew the last lines in my memory’s sketch of Eddie Arndt. High school was twenty years ago, but it might as well have been yesterday.
“I’m looking for help,” he said.
I could see that. Obviously he hadn’t come here for drinks. But God only knew what kind of help he’d need from me. “You married?”
He shook his head. “No, why?”
“Cheating spouse is the A-number-one reason people come see me. I was trying to show off my canny skills of detection.”
Eddie let a corner of his mouth lift, but no part of that half-smile spread further than that. He held onto that desperate and drowning look.
I fidgeted in my seat. That stare got my skin feeling all squidgy. “What do you need?”
“I need to hire you.”
I opened my mouth to toss a smartass remark his way—something along the lines of No shit, Sherlock, but with some clever twist. Instead, I kept quiet and nodded. Some people can take a little jabbing. Eddie here looked like he might shatter in the wind of a whistle.
That half-smile twitched again, gone as quick as it came. “I guess you figured that out already.”
The guy knew how to read a person. I’d give him that. Which left me feeling like I should tear up my investigator’s license right there, because I couldn’t figure out what the hell he’d want from me.
I guess the obvious answer didn’t occur to me because it was so ridiculous.
“I want you to investigate my family’s murder.”

I only knew Eddie’s story from what the newspapers, TV, and rumor mill told. That he came home from school one day to find his mother on the living room floor, a bullet in her head and her body already cold. In the hall, he found his little brother, not even four yet. Two shots to the chest. Dad sat in a corner in his bedroom, propped against where the walls met, brains dripping down the paint behind him, the revolver he had purchased as protection against a home invasion five years prior gripped in his right hand resting in his lap.
A familiar story, no matter how damn sick. A father, pushed to some invisible edge, overtaken with the urge to tear his life free from this world and take his family along with him. It never made any sense. Never got easier each time you heard about it. But that’s all you did. You heard about it. It never happened to you, or anyone you knew. At least, that’s how it was supposed to be. But a lot of us knew Eddie Arndt, even if we didn’t really know him. Close doesn’t only count in horseshoes and hand grenades, no matter how the saying goes. Senseless tragedy sends its ripples far and strong when it strikes nearby.
But this tragedy happened over twenty years ago. Enough time for everybody to shake off the psychic tremors. Everybody except Eddie, of course.
I swallowed to make sure my throat still worked. “That’s out of my range, Eddie.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, the words rattling faster than a sales pitch. “It was murder-suicide. End of story. Case closed. Get over it already.”
“Not exactly.”
“Something like it. It’s what everyone thinks. My dad went crazy and killed my mom and little brother. He was a nut job. A psycho. A sick, sick man.” Eddie’s sneer wiped the desperate clean off his face. “People don’t think I hear them talk. But I can. I know what they say about Dad.”
“I’m not into rumor mongering. And I didn’t know your dad. But from what little I know…”
“That’s just it,” Eddie said. “You don’t know. Nobody does. And nobody ever wanted to listen to me. My dad would not do that.” He bounced his fist on the table to emphasize those last six words.
Was there a delicate way to tell a guy he was deluding himself? Denial ain’t just a river in Egypt, Eddie. Didn’t matter. It wasn’t my place to fix his broken soul. In fact, I had no place in Eddie Arndt’s life. He’d come to the wrong bar, talked to the wrong detective. “I can’t help you.”
“You won’t help.” Eddie sighed, fluttering his lips so he sounded like a deflating balloon. He raked a hand through his thinning hair. “Sorry I wasted your time.” He slid out of the booth.
“Eddie.”
He paused, the look of hope in his eyes enough to vent a guy’s heart.
“Let me get you a drink, at least.”
“I don’t drink.”
“A pop then?”
He sniffed and ran a finger under his nose. “Don’t need your pity.”
“Hey, that’s not—”
“Go fuck yourself.” With that, he turned and stormed out of the bar.
I leaned back in my seat and subjected myself to some self-flagellation by listening to Hal caw the last lines of his song. It was a Wednesday night. Quiet compared to the weekends. No college kids to laugh, applaud, and goad Hal on, making him feel like the star he always wanted to be. About a half-dozen in the bar, total. None of them said a word when the song ended. A few of them groaned, however, when my karaoke host, Holly, announced the next person up to the mic—the only one doing karaoke tonight. Hal.
I waved a hand to get my bartender’s attention.
Paul nodded and brought over another gin and tonic, took my empty glass. “What was with that bundle of nerves came in here?”
“Wanted to hire me.”
“Another cheater?”
I shook my head. “Murder.”
Paul snorted. “You remember what happened last time you investigated a murder?”
Just the mention brought Autumn’s face into focus in my mind. Sometimes I could see her so clearly, I felt like I could touch her. Not that I would. Not after what she had done.
“I didn’t take the case,” I assured Paul.
“See that? You’re not as dumb as you look.”
“Get back behind the bar before I fire your ass.”
He harrumphed. “Don’t do me any favors, Brone.”
Paul returned to his post at the bar. Hal started in on Elton John’s “Crocodile Rock.”
I leaned back and sipped my drink, thinking about Eddie Arndt, which got me thinking about high school, which got me thinking I should have never left LA to come back to Hawthorne fucking Michigan. Hard to let go of your past when you lived in it.



Chapter 2
The following morning I woke up with a headache, like I had spent too much time thinking too hard the night before. I couldn’t chase off thoughts of Eddie Arndt. His visit had torn loose part of the plaster cast I had covered old memories with. I did not appreciate that. There were too many things I still had to reconcile before I could even think to get through stuff from high school. My own parents’ murder for one. And the fact that I had a teenage daughter somewhere out there who, when she was a newborn, had been sold on the black market by her grandfather.
I still slept in my old bedroom in the house I grew up in. Like the karaoke bar, I had inherited the 5,000 square-foot mansion after my parents’ death. Though I hadn’t lived here since I left for California at eighteen, occupying any other room in the house didn’t feel right. Certainly not the master bedroom, where my parents once slept.
A house this size was more than anything I needed anyway. I kept most of the rooms locked up, the furniture draped with sheets. I used the kitchen, my bedroom, an upstairs bathroom, and a study downstairs that I had turned into my TV room. Most of my time I spent at the bar anyway.
I swallowed a few Advil before getting in the shower and getting on with my day. By the time I reached my office, the headache had faded. I wished I could say the same for the thoughts about Eddie Arndt tumbling in my mind like threadbare laundry in a dryer.
Nothing on the docket, I spent the morning on the computer, checking the various adoption forums I belonged to on the web. There were a lot more kids “adopted” through the black market than you’d like to believe. Enough that numerous groups had come together online, trying to reunite adoptees with their birth parents—a tough trick when the paperwork was faked to cover up the transaction.
Kids as commodity. Pretty sick shit.
I seldom get much more than company for my misery while participating in these forums. I keep hoping for some miracle like those I read about. But in most cases, the only way a sold child can connect with their birth parents is if they know they were sold in the first place. In other words, it’s a long shot.
I didn’t have any other leads, though. The one person who could have told me who had my daughter was dead. Still, haunting the forums made me feel like I was doing something. Which was a shitload better than doing nothing. Doing nothing isn’t really in my nature.
My faux research took my mind off of Eddie for a while. When his words crept back—My dad would not do that—I turned to doing my books. That took all of fifteen minutes, since the only business I had recently was for a local insurance company what wanted me to take pictures of some skid marks on the street. What they did with the photos, or if they helped at all, I have no idea.
My dad would not do that.
Of course Eddie thought that. Put me on his side of the goal line, I’d feel the same way, trying to block any doubt from getting in the net.
Then why did it keep poking at me? It didn’t amount to a case. There was no puzzle to solve, no questions of method, motive, or opportunity. Well, motive maybe. But these kinds of killings didn’t require motive. The dad snapped. Plain and simple.
Only, it wasn’t the facts of the killing that bothered me. It was Eddie. His unexpected arrival in my bar. His desire to investigate his tragedy over twenty years after the fact.
There was the crux. Why now, Eddie? You had all this time to get someone else to investigate your family’s death. Why me? Why now?
It didn’t matter. Not my issue. I kept telling myself that as I turned back to my computer and surfed a few porn sites. Not the best use of company time, but like I said, doing nothing doesn’t work for me. Surfing porn didn’t do much for me, either. I almost started twiddling my thumbs when the phone rang.
Never had that ring sounded so sweet.
When I picked up and said the customary, “Hello?” all I got back was jagged breathing. I could tell by the low tone, it was a man. Maybe someone who’d had better luck with porn from the sounds of him.
“This your first day as a telemarketer?” I asked. “If so, you need to work on your introduction.”
The breather didn’t take the bait. Just kept on breathing.
“You do know heavy breathing over the phone is a serious cliché. Call me back with something original.” I hung up.
So much for getting my mind off my troubles. Add a dash of new weirdness, stir, and pour. Story of my life.
The phone rang again before I could start to forget about the first call. I run a business, so I kept my greeting professional even while expecting Mr. Breather on the line.
Sure enough, more exaggerated exhalation. At the very least, this game had become mildly entertaining. Better than stewing about Eddie. Suppose I could have some fun.
“Let me guess,” I said. “You’re watching me right now.”
Huff and puff. Such a generic reply.
I looked out my window. The steel November sky stared back at me, daring me to complain about the weather. Wasn’t snowing, so I didn’t complain. “You keep breathing this hard, you’re going to get light-headed. Pass out maybe.”
An airy chortle came back. This dude couldn’t do anything without breathing all over it.
“You think that’s funny? I got a whole book of them. Call me when you’re done with your Lamaze.” I hung up again. Stared at the phone. Waited for it to ring.
Notta.
I swiveled in my office chair, doing a full three-sixty, then stopped with a foot against the leg of my desk. I wondered if the caller was Eddie. He’d left the bar pretty pissed. If enough glue had come off his edges, I could see him crumbling to pieces, getting a little crazy on. Just like his dad, right?
Again, the phone rang.
My heart took an extra beat. Don’t let the son of a bitch get to you, Brone. I gave it three rings before finally picking up.
“Hi,” the voice said, all full of air and a slight rattle as if he had phlegm caught in the back of his throat.
“Hello, stranger. Finally decided to talk?”
More breathing.
For crying in the night. This wasn’t any shred of amusing anymore. I could appreciate a goofy prank call as much as the next guy, but Jesus Christ. This time I checked the caller ID. I hadn’t bothered before because I had a feeling…yep…blocked caller. I remember a time when caller ID actually worked worth a damn. “You got three second before I hang up and unplug my phone, douche bag.”
“Douche…bag…” Another chortle. Then it hit me. It was either Bevis or Butthead on the line. Lucky me.
“You are a funny, guy,” he said.
“I’m a laugh fucking riot. But I think your three seconds are up.”
“Then you don’t want to know.”
I should have hung up. Fanning crazy flames never ended well. “Know what?”
“Where she is.”
“Where who is?”
A couple deep breaths. Deeper than any before. “Your daughter.”

The heat worked pretty well in my office. I could thumb my nose at winter through the window while wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt. But the fire crackling inside of me would have done the same with the thermostat down to thirty. I gripped the phone so tightly my knuckles ached. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Your daughter,” the man repeated. His breath had evened out. He didn’t sound like a masturbating perv anymore. But the creak in his voice didn’t make him sound any friendlier.
“What about my daughter?”
“I know where she is.”
“Bullshit. How?”
“How doesn’t matter. Ask me why.”
I’d be damned if I played his games. I didn’t ask him anything. But I bet he could hear my own hot breathing through the phone now.
“You don’t want to know why?”
I still didn’t answer. Fuck him. This was a load of shit. Some con. After all, it was no secret that I had inherited a fortune from my song-writing parents. Composing chart-toppers helped them support their true love—the High Note. Not too many people knew about my daughter, though. A local police detective named Palmer; my daughter’s mother, Autumn; and Sheila, an old friend of the family. But Autumn was in prison and Sheila had run off to parts unknown after I ousted her for stealing booze from the bar to support her secret drinking habit.
I couldn’t see Palmer letting something like that slip, or use it for his own scheme.
Which left one other possibility. This guy on the phone was somehow connected to the adoption ring my daughter was sold through.
“I can hear your wheels turning,” the caller said.
“Who are you?”
“Ask me why.”
“Fuck you. Tell me who you are or I’ll hang up and my next call goes to the cops.”
“Wow,” the guy said, drawing it out so he sounded stoned. “You are dumb.”
The caller had caught me in the middle of an empty threat. He held the dice in this game and he knew it. I had a choice. Play along and see if he really knew something. Or cut him short and spend the next week wondering if I’d made a mistake. I chewed up and spit out my pride. “Okay. Why?” I asked, though I couldn’t quite remember what I was asking about.
“Because,” the caller said and for a second I thought that was it. Then the creepy breathing started again. “I know where your daughter is because I’m the one who bought her.”



Chapter 3
“Are you listening?”
“I’m here,” I said through clenched teeth. I wanted to crawl through the phone line and strangle this bastard on the other end. I’m the one who bought her. Like she was an easy chair on sale at Art Van.
“I don’t want her anymore. She’s too…old…for me.”
My intestines tied themselves into knots. I stared at the ink blotter on my desk. A doodle I had drawn on the calendar of a cartoon detective in fedora and trench coat stared back at me. I thought I had drawn him with a goofy look of suspicion. Now he looked angry, accusatory. I picked up a pen and scribbled his face out. “What have you done to her?”
“Nothing but loved her.”
I kept scribbling with the pen until it tore through the paper, ripping apart the detective’s head. “You sick fuck. If I find you, I’m going to—”
“Cut my dick off? I’ve heard it before. My dick is still intact and works perfectly.”
“I won’t go anywhere near your dick.” My hands trembled. The pen shook loose from my fingers and rolled off the desk. The air smelled stale and tasted dry. “I’m going to shoot you in your sick fucking mouth.”
“Does that mean you’d like to meet?”
My throat closed. I didn’t know what this guy was aiming for. Did he want to torture me? Make me torture myself with the blanks he left for my imagination to fill about what he had done to her all these years? No. This was all just a means to a blatant end—money. “How much do you want?”
The caller chuckled. “How much is your daughter worth to you?”
“Quit playing and give me a number.”
“Well, she is damaged goods. So I guess that warrants a discount.”
Oh, man, I was going to kill him. And kill him. And kill him some more. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. All that would pour from my mouth were more empty threats. But if I did end up meeting this fucker, I planned on reloading every one of those threats and opening fire on his sorry ass.
Then I drew myself back. I had let my emotions get the better of me. Mr. Breather had pushed every right button to send me into the red zone, where instinct instead of intellect made the rules.
“This is a con,” I said.
“You don’t sound so sure.”
“Child molesters don’t make confessions over the phone before demanding a ransom.”
Another stupid chortle. “I never said I molested your daughter.”
“You implied it. To get a rise out of me, I’d guess.” I took a deep breath and tilted my chair back. “I’m not biting. You want money, get a fucking job.” Then I slammed the phone down and yanked the cord out of the back.
I splayed my hands flat on my desk to stop them from shaking. I saw the wreckage of my doodle and laughed. A laugh I didn’t believe, but needed at the moment like a breath of fresh air. The guy had played me like a six-string and a wa-wa pedal. I didn’t know how he knew about my daughter and what had happened to her. I did know, however, that he didn’t have her like he claimed.
I left my office and went downstairs to the bar. Helped myself to some straight gin. It tasted flat and bitter without the tonic, but the burn going down did the trick I expected. My nerves straightened a bit. I poured another two fingers, threw it back, and returned the bottle to the shelf.
I left the glass on the bar. Paul would bitch about that when he came in. I wasn’t in the mood to care.
I retrieved my coat and headed out to my car, the Beemer that came with my parents’ estate. I started driving without a conscious destination. My good old subconscious had this. I ended up at the Hawthorne Public Library. The internet is cool and all, but sometimes I like to roll old school. Besides, what I’d come to look for—now that my subconscious had shared his plan with my conscious—probably couldn’t be found online. I needed newspapers. Old newspapers.

I sat down at the microfiche machine, feeling like Indiana Jones before an ancient and powerful relic. Kids in school these days would probably laugh at the contraption. But when they hit college and had to do a serious research paper, they would leave their computer keyboards behind and come crying back to the microfiche. That is, if they could find one. I was lucky enough that Hawthorne’s library had one of the machines. Seemed most libraries had fazed them out, under the same delusion that all the world’s answers could be found on the World Wide Web.
Enough of the back-in-my-day spiel. I had work to do.
It didn’t take long to find the articles I was looking for. The first one was only a three-inch paragraph of vague speculation. Police investigate deaths of Hawthorne family. That’s all they knew at the time. The next article had the full outline of the story, with more speculation to fill the gaps left by police. A follow up article in the Hawthorne Tribune bordered on tabloid exuberance. They detailed a narrative, introducing Eddie for the first time in any of the papers, how he discovered his mother and brother murdered, and his father killed by his own hand with the weapon he used to erase his family. They portrayed Eddie as a sad victim, paving the way for all the other news stories and local gossip to run a game of telephone, each telling more lurid than the last, dripping with pity for Eddie and bald contempt for his father.
What I didn’t find in the articles was any indication—even a sliver—of the dad’s possible innocence. Only a broken heart could deny the facts—Eddie’s dad had wiped out his family, sparing his teen son simply because he was in school at the time Dad snapped.
Did I really expect anything more? Wasn’t this really just a way to distract myself from that damn phone call?
I shut off the microfiche machine and returned the cartridges to the research desk.
Outside, my breath steamed in the cold air. I stood at the top of the cement steps leading to the library doors, trying to decide what to do with myself.
The stretch limo that pulled to the curb made the decision for me.

I sat in the back of the limo, alone. The Friday edition of the Tribune lay neatly on the leather seat next to me. A pair of bottled waters sat in a cup holder to one side. A mini fridge was built in under the cup holders. When the limo took a turn, I could hear a faint clink from inside the fridge. I kept my curiosity on a leash and didn’t open it. I wasn’t thirsty. I wanted to know why the driver of this limo had found me at the library and invited me for a ride. I had hesitated at first. Officer Rogers taught me in elementary school never to get into a car with a stranger. But something the driver had said made it so I couldn’t resist.
The ride is courtesy of an old friend.
I didn’t have many friends in Hawthorne left. And I couldn’t think of any who would send a limousine to pick me up.
So in I went, and now I sat staring at the back of the driver’s head through the glass partition wondering how much stranger a single day could get.
We arrived at a hotel in what qualified as part of downtown Hawthorne—basically a collection of now abandoned machine shops, hotels, and a strip club or two all gathered around the Hawthorne airport. Not a lot of flights came in and out of Hawthorne. Mostly private planes. If you wanted to book a flight for the family vacation, you’d have to leave out of Detroit Metro.
The driver pulled into the half-circle driveway at the hotel’s front door. He got out and opened the door for me. All I needed was the red carpet and I could play the pop star my parents had always hoped I’d become. Imagine their disappointment when they learned I’d gone into private investigation instead. I never got to see their faces when I told them what I was up to out in LA, but I did hear my dad’s choked gasp over the phone. At the time, I felt like I’d really stuck it to them. I’d had no idea it would be the last time I ever spoke with them.
The driver slipped the valet a bill and changed roles to escort. He guided me to the elevator and we rode up to the sixth floor. I tried a couple of times to ask who we were meeting with. His answer was always the same.
“Patience,” he’d say like a Kung Fu master admonishing his student.
In silence, we exited the elevator and followed the hall till my companion stopped in front of one of the room doors and waved a delicate hand at the knob. “Go right in.”
“It’s been a pleasure,” I said. “We should do this again sometime.”
One eyebrow lifted, but I didn’t get so much as a smirk out of him. Some people have no sense of humor.
I let myself in, glad I had my gun tucked in its shoulder holster under my coat. I didn’t go many places without it anymore. I’d learned my lesson three years ago after the cluster-fuck Autumn Rice had dragged me into.
The last person I expected to see sat at a small round table by the window. The gray sky behind her gave her face a dark cast. Her eyes looked sunken, a trait she hadn’t had last time I saw her. Her white hair had turned a dirty shade that matched the sky. The lines in her face were a picture worth more than a mere one-thousand words.
She looked like hell, and from the color of her skin, I knew it was the drinking that had done it to her.
“Sheila.”
“Hello, Ridley. You’re looking a little haggard.”
“You should talk.”
A smile touched her face and cut some of the edge off her deteriorated look. “I have a lot to atone for.”
“Don’t you think you’ve blown things a little out of proportion?”
She hiked one shoulder. The pearls around her neck clicked. “There’s more to me than what you’ve seen.”
“What I see is a drunk wallowing in self-pity because she got caught being a drunk.”
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. When she opened her eyes again, they showed a small shine of clarity. “Sit down, Ridley. I have something important to tell you.”
“You disappear without a word, but now you puff back into Hawthorne with an important message? The days of you taking care of me are over. I have no interest in what you have to say.”
“Fair enough.” Her hand went to her pearls and worried them like rosary beads. “But you have to hear it.”
“Look at you. You’re a wreck. An insult to my parents’ memory. They trusted you with everything. You think they’d want to see you like this?”
Her face pinched, having the opposite effect of her smile. Now she looked ten years older than her sixty-some years. “None of that matters right now. I’ve made a terrible mistake—”
“You’ve made a few of them.”
 “Fine. Get it all out. As long as it means you’ll shut up long enough to listen to me.”
I shook my head. “I don’t even recognize you anymore.”
She touched one side of her face. “I hardly recognize myself.”
Underwhelmed with Shelia’s victimhood, I crossed my arms and stared her down. “Tell me so I can get on with my life.”
The room smelled like dried sweat. Not the kind of stink you’d expect from a hotel with valet parking. It made me wonder if it came from Shelia. How far had she let herself fall?
“I’ve been living in Miami since I left here,” she said. “I have a friend who lives there. She put me up until I found a condo to rent.”
“Did you bring photos of your vacation?”
Her wince almost made me feel guilty. But I didn’t have much love for a supposed friend who bails on you during one of the most jacked-up times in your life.
“There’s a bar I started to frequent,” she said, voice thick now. She was getting to the part she didn’t want to say. Which meant I probably didn’t want to hear it. “I met a man. We did a lot of drinking together. Became lovers.”
I scrunched up my face. “Not really into senior citizen erotica. Thanks, though.”
Her lips turned into a straight line and stretched some of the wrinkles around her mouth smooth. “Must you?”
“You know me. I have a rep to maintain as a smart-mouth PI.”
Her eyes watered. She dabbed at them with a knuckle before the tears could escape. “You’re angry with me.”
“Now who’s the detective?”
She slapped the table. The cheap wood made a hollow tock sound to accompany the snap of her hand against the surface. “Let me talk.”
I jerked back. I’d never seen Sheila so pissed. Served her right. But maybe I was the one blowing things out of proportion. Maybe I was taking my frustration about so many things out on her because she was an easy target. Which meant maybe I should lay off a little.
“Okay,” I said. “Truce.”
“I was never at war with you.”
“All right, Shelia. I get it. Say what you have to say.”
“The man I met. His name is Hersch Olin. At least, that’s the name he gave me.”
A twitch in my gut. I wasn’t going to like this. Not a bit.
“He took me for a lot of money. I don’t want to get into details. But he conned me good.”
The word conned worked like the cord that pulls open a set of blinds. “You’re the one who told him about my daughter.”
Her gaze fell to the floor, and with it the last threads of any dignity she still clung to. “He’s already found you then?”
The toxic mix of emotion roiling in me made it hard for me to decide exactly how I felt at that moment. “Called me this morning.”
She lifted her hanging head, making it look like the weight of the world was balanced on the back of her neck. “You didn’t…give him anything?”
“I know a con when I see one. He had me rattled good, though. You really know how to pick ‘em.”
“When I met him, he was the most charming man I’d ever had the pleasure to talk with.”
“Funny how being drunk makes even the sleaziest guys look good.”
She screwed her lips together and tried to burn a hole in my forehead with her concentrated gaze. Then she stood. “I had a feeling he might use the personal things I shared with him for his personal gain. I just wanted to warn you.”
“Now you fly back to Miami and get on with your bender.”
“I have been in your life since you were born. But you don’t know me, Ridley. Not everything.”
Seemed like there was a lot of people I knew who I didn’t know. Of course, Eddie Arndt wasn’t someone who helped raise me when my parents were too busy with their music. He got a pass. Sheila? Not so much. “Near as I can tell, I don’t want to know you.”
“Maybe so. Maybe that’s for the best.”
I snorted. I was dizzy with frustration, outright anger, and a nagging sense of loss. I had told Sheila I didn’t recognize her anymore. The same could have been said of my whole life. “Whatever. We’re done then?”
Her face softened. Her eyes shined. She nodded.
As I left, I thought I heard her say something. I didn’t stop. The limo driver followed at my heels until I turned on him. “Get the fuck away from me. I’ll call a cab.”
Which meant I had to wait an hour in the lobby, stewing and steaming. Not many cabs in Hawthorne. When the rusted and dinged Ford with the sticker on the side—Mr. Snappy’s Cabs—pulled up, it was all I could do to keep from running out the door.
The cabby, skin the color of dark chocolate and smooth as Shea butter, double checked with me on the address I gave when I called in. My home address.
“No,” I said. “Give me a second.” I pulled out my iPhone and fumbled with the touch screen. I’d only had the thing a few months and it still felt like an alien relic in my hands. I managed to pull up the white pages, searched for Arndt. Eddie was listed, along with his address.
I gave the cabby that address and flopped back in the seat. The last thing I wanted to do was sit in a mostly empty mansion that fed me memories I’d rather not chew on. Going back to my office and shooting hoops with perfectly good printer paper into the recycle bin didn’t thrill me either. Not even porn could keep my mind occupied.
I needed a case.
So why not take one that had fallen in my lap? Even if it wasn’t much of a case at all.



Chapter 4
Eddie lived in an apartment complex in South Hawthorne. South Hawthorne was the proverbial “other side of the tracks.” You could almost draw a straight line through the center of Hawthorne on a map. On the north side, you have a bunch of wealthy yuppies—not all as wealthy as my parents (or me now, I guess) but a few even more loaded. On the south side, poor and working class folks that supplied the service sector with bodies to cater to those in the north. Along the border, you have Hawthorne high school, where the two classes meet and mingle during the most formative parts of their lives. Going to school every day felt like fraternizing with the enemy. And no matter how nice you were to the other side, you were always someone’s enemy.
When he answered my knock, the look on Eddie’s face triggered my fight-or-flight instincts because he looked ready to deck me. I even took a defensive step back, clearing the way if I had to throw up a block.
Instead, Eddie hit me with a glare that only felt like a punch. “What do you want?”
“To make amends.”
“More pity. You can keep it.” He started to close his door.
I braced it open with my foot. “I want to take your case, Eddie.”
I could see the smoke as he thought about it, mouth set to the side like when he entered the High Note the night before.
“I’m good,” I said. “If there’s anything to be found, I’ll find it.”
“You still don’t believe me.”
“I’m kind of like a defense attorney. I don’t have to believe you to do my job.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s up to me to dig for information, not make assumptions.”
He shook his head. “I mean, why do you want to help me all of a sudden?”
Because you’re my salvation, Eddie Arndt. You’re the guy that can keep me from worrying about my own problems. I didn’t say any of that. I threw out my usual excuse for taking a case when I had no other reason. “I’m bored.”
That got a chuff out of him, even a little smile. “Least you’re honest.”
“Best policy.”
He swung his door open. “Good enough. Come in.”

Not much to his apartment. A sofa. A flat screen TV. A coffee table with a glass top. An end table with a lamp. None of it matching in the least, a hodge-podge of consignment buys. With no other seating besides the sofa, I figured Eddie didn’t have much company to impress anyway.
“Have a seat,” he said as he went into the kitchenette. “You want a beer?”
“I thought you didn’t drink.”
“I don’t. But my cousin comes over to watch UFC a lot. His wife doesn’t let him drink at home.”
I laughed and sat on the side of the sofa by the end table. A picture frame with a coat of dust on the glass stood beside the lamp. I recognized a younger Eddie, maybe by five years or so. His pallor looked better, his hair not so thin. I guessed the pretty blonde he has his arm around might have had something to do with that.
Eddie came out of the kitchenette with a folding chair. He flipped it open and set it across from the sofa on the other side of the coffee table, sat down. Hands folded in his lap and a slight pinch to his face, he looked like a Catholic school student waiting for Sister Mary to rap his knuckles with her ruler. “So how does this work?”
Ah, if I had five cents for every time I heard that question from a client, I could spend a week in Vegas on the nickel slots. “Simple. I charge a retainer. I track expenses. If the case stretches out past the retainer, I check in to see if you want me to keep going. From there it’s an hourly rate.” I ran over specific figures for him and watched his face grow all the more pale.
“That’s expensive.”
He was right. I charged unnecessarily on the high side, not because I needed the money. Obviously not. But I wanted to make sure my clients were serious. How much they were willing to invest on a case told me if it was worth investing my own time. The money I earned I donated to a cancer research organization.
“It’s what I charge,” I said.
He looked around him as if taking stock of all his possessions. The corners of his eyes crinkled. He worked his hands together in his lap.
I spared him some agony. “What do you do for a living?”
His gaze snapped back to me. “What? Oh. I work as a porter at the Honda dealership.”
A porter? That was the kind of job kids picked up during summer break.
I don’t know what Eddie saw in my expression, but I think he felt like I was judging him.
“I wasn’t always a porter,” he said. “I used to work at Microplane as an engineer. I designed switches, mostly for cars. But with the auto industry tanking…” He shrugged one shoulder. “You know how it is.”
Only I didn’t. I knew the state had fallen on hard times, but it was hard to see from the lofty heights of North Hawthorne. Those of us with money had to get our taste of the failing economy by watching cable news.
“I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.
He waved a hand in a no-big-thing kind of way. “I have a job. Lots of people aren’t so lucky.”
Now I looked around his apartment, a new kind of appreciation for what he’d managed to pull together on a porter’s salary. But if he used to work as an engineer, he couldn’t have always lived here. I thought about asking him, realized that might only salt an already sore wound. I had a better idea. “It’s customary for PIs to work pro bono every now and then.”
His eyes lit. “Really?”
Not really. But he didn’t need to know that. “Consider it done.”
He raised his hands. “I don’t want to put you out.”
I could just hear Bobby Quinn’s voice railing at me. Are you a bone head? Do you need a head X-Ray? Lucky for Eddie, I hadn’t worked with Bob in a long time. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like I need the money.”
Wrong thing to say. His face darkened. “So helping me is what? Part of your hobby?”
He nailed that pretty close to the head, didn’t he?
Not a hobby, maybe, but something to do in your spare time to keep your poor tortured soul occupied. I squeezed the voice out of my head. It was only half right. I didn’t do PI work as a hobby, a distraction, or a job. I did it because it’s the only thing that makes me feel like me. Running the High Note, managing my inheritance, hell, living in Hawthorne—none of that was the true me. I might have a responsibility to honor my parents’ wishes, no matter how rough our relationship in the past. But that didn’t mean I had to give up the very thing that defined me.
“That was insensitive,” I said. “I just meant that I want to help you. This isn’t a job to me.”
He gave me a curious look. “What is it then?”
The words came out of my mouth without much thought. “A calling.”
I knew it sounded cheesy, but he didn’t scrunch up his face or laugh in mine. Instead, he nodded sagely as if I had passed some test. “Okay. Where do we start?”
“We start with questions,” I said. “Lots of questions.

I ran through all the standard questions—friends, romantic relationships, finances, job history—all the while thinking I was wasting my time. It didn’t much matter what his current life was like. I had taken on a case to investigate a crime more than twenty years cold. I did, however, get a fuller picture of how Eddie had evolved since high school. Graduated with honors from the University of Michigan. Got snatched up working for a big-shot engineering firm outside of Detroit. Then the economic explosion that blew him out of his comfortable life and into one that had drained all his assets and investments. He had even lived in North Hawthorne until he lost his job.
What interested me most, though, was his romantic relationship with the blonde in the photo by the lamp.
“Her name was Elizabeth,” he told me. “We were together almost four years before…” He hung his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Is this important? I mean, I didn’t meet Liz until way after high school.”
Curiosity more than a need to know pushed me to nod. “You never know where a detail, no matter how insignificant it seems, can lead.”
He looked up at me, his eyes red. He pressed his hands flat onto his lap to steady the tremors. “Liz was killed.”
I hadn’t seen that coming. I fumbled for words, not sure how to follow up. Just kept thinking, Damn, has life kicked this guy in the balls or what? Tragedy seemed to chase him like a hungry puppy.
Eddie didn’t say any more.
Which left it up to me to get my shit together. “How?” I hated how obvious that question was, but what else could I say?
His prominent Adam’s apple bobbed. The wetness in his eyes made them shine in the lamplight. “We…oh, Christ…” He broke into sobs.
My muscles tensed even as my chest ached. I thought again about how the proximity of disaster could suck a person in like a vortex. I didn’t want to get sucked in. I wanted to bolt out the door. Hence the tensed muscles. I had to lock myself down. After all, I had invited this into my life my taking his case. Taking a case meant making a promise. No turning back now.
I felt like I should say or do something. Pat him on the back. Tell him it was okay. There, there now. I don’t know. I just sat there, though.
Eddie got control quickly. I got the feeling he had had a lot of practice putting this pain back in the box he kept it locked in. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, drew them back across his face to smear the tears away. “Sorry about that.”
“No need.”
He chuffed. “You must think I’m pretty pathetic. Nothing but bad news, right?”
“I think you’ve had it rough. No doubt. But you’re not pathetic. None of this was your fault.”
“Liz…I shouldn’t have left her alone. It feels like my fault.”
“Can you tell me what happened?”
He nodded, took a second to collect himself. While he did, I noticed a smell I hadn’t picked up right when I came in. A stale, earthy smell. Marijuana to be exact. So he didn’t drink, but he smoked weed. Guess everyone needed a way to drown—or choke—their sorrows.
“We were on a cross country road trip,” Eddie said, voice wavering. “I planned on asking her to marry me on the beach in Los Angeles.”
I wasn’t sure how Eddie’s life story could get any more depressing. Then he kept talking.
“We stopped at the Grand Canyon. There’s a section you can stand at, no railing or anything. I don’t know why they let people go near there.”
I felt as though my blood drained down to my feet. I could see where this was going.
“I had forgotten the camera in the car. Liz wanted me to take a picture of her standing by the edge. When I came back, everyone was screaming and shouting, pointing over the edge. Somehow I knew. Before I even looked around to find Liz, I knew.” He pounded a fist on his knee. “It’s like I’m fucking cursed.”
I didn’t believe in curses, but if he pushed, Eddie might have gotten me to change my mind. Once again, he left me speechless.
“I shouldn’t have left her,” he said.
“You couldn’t have known that would happen.”
“I replay that day in my mind over and over. I feel like if I can just picture it clearly enough, I might somehow get back there, change things.” He jostled his head. “Stupid.”
I felt like a jerk for making him go through all that. It didn’t have anything to do with his family’s deaths except for his incredibly bad luck. Still, I hadn’t entirely lied to him. Every detail paints a broader picture, each brush stroke a whole story on its own. You don’t know what can help with a case until it connects with something else.
My keen detecting skills came up with one possible solution—Eddie really was cursed. He’d pissed off some Gypsy in his youth and had paid for it ever since.
Marvel at my inductive reasoning. Sherlock Holmes, eat your cocaine addled heart out.
While I tried to comfort myself with smartass humor, Eddie stared at me expectantly.
I knew what he was waiting for. I felt like a shit for having to drag him through even more horrid memories. But we’d reached the crux. No more tap dancing allowed.
I shifted on the sofa, my body torqued and restless. “We have to go back now.”
The tip of Eddie’s tongue poked out and slid along his top lip. He screwed his mouth to one side again, an exact copy of the expression he wore into the bar the night before. “I’m ready.”
“Let’s start simple. Why?”
“Why do I think my dad is innocent?”
I nodded.
“Because I know him. I know he couldn’t do something like that. He loved us. Loved life.” He tossed up a hand and grunted in disgust. “I don’t care what it looked like. Dad didn’t do it.”
“That’s all you have to go on?”
“Isn’t it enough?”
“No, Eddie. It isn’t. My job is to peel back at loose corners, find out what’s underneath. I’ve got no corners. I need a corner.”
His puckered mouth shifted sides. His gaze drifted out of focus. His fingers tapped on his knee. “I don’t know. There’s nothing. I can’t think of anything.”
“Think hard,” I said. “Go through that day in your head. I know it sucks. But if we’re going to get anything, I need you back there. I need you to find my corner.”
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath through his nose, then let it hiss out between his tight lips like a failed whistle. He listed ever so slightly from side to side, on a boat traveling the ocean of memories.
He stayed that way a good five minutes. The smell of the pot smoke seemed to thicken while I waited. The sofa was permeated with it. Not sure why it stood out so much now. I wondered if a toke or two wouldn’t help straighten Eddie’s nerves and help him remember. I wouldn’t object. I didn’t smoke, myself, but I wasn’t in any position to play judge when it came to others’ choices.
Eventually, his eyes opened. I expected more tears gleaming there. He stared at me with dry eyes and perfect clarity. “Cops said nothing had been stolen. But there was something missing.”
A cold shot in my chest. Did I hear a corner peeling up?
“I told the cops back then, but they didn’t think it was a big deal. I didn’t either. It probably doesn’t mean anything.”
His reticence set my teeth on edge, but I kept my cool. It was just a buzz I got when a case started to move—even a little budge—that killed my patience. “Go on.”
“A sticker.”
“A what?”
“A sticker. On my bedroom door. It was peeled off, left some of the backing behind and a sliver of the sticker itself.”
A sticker? From a kid’s bedroom door? Not exactly the clue of the century—or even the day. Still, a professional asks for every detail, no matter how utterly mundane. “What was the sticker of?”
He looked at the floor, hunched his shoulders. “A Guns N’ Roses sticker with art from the Appetite for Destruction album cover.”
I loved Guns N’ Roses, even all these years after high school. This was the first hint of any commonality between us. Not much, but enough to make Eddie Arndt feel a little less foreign to me. Unfortunately, the sticker didn’t seem to signify much else. “Where did you get it from?”
“A music store in North Hawthorne.”
“A music store. I remember when those existed. Back in the good ol’ cassette tape days.”
My levity didn’t reach Eddie’s side of the coffee table. He kept his head down and his shoulder nearly up to his ears. “Doesn’t help any, does it?”
I didn’t want to lie, so I didn’t bother answering his question. “There isn’t anything else you remember? Anything out of place? Sounds? Smells?”
“The smell. I remember that perfectly. I still smell it sometimes. I’ll catch a whiff while I’m driving or taking a walk outside. Once, I smelled it when I opened the fridge. I threw up for an hour afterward.”
I knew what smell he meant. The stink of death.
“The clock radio was on in my parents’ room. I even remember the song. ‘Heart Shaped Box.’”
Nirvana. A grim coincidence considering how Curt Cobain had exited this world with a shotgun in his mouth. Strange how music had tied a theme to that day for Eddie. The sticker. The music on the clock radio in his parents’ room…
Hold up a second. “You said Nirvana was playing on your parents’ radio?”
His Adam’s apple bulged for a moment. “Yeah,” he said, a little choked.
“Your mom or dad listen to alternative rock often?”
His brow creased. “No.” He looked up at me, eyes full of the wonder of a child who had witnessed a magic trick for the first time. “You think it means something?”
“I don’t know. It’s a weird inconsistency.”
“Like maybe the killer had left the radio tuned to that station.”
I held up a hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
“But you’re right. They hated that kind of music. My mom forbid me to play anything like it in the house.” He snorted. “I just used headphones.”
“It’s odd, but so are the circumstances of your family’s murder. Who knows what was going through your father’s head—”
“See? You’re still assuming he did it. You won’t look at anything because you’ve already come to your decision.”
“I phrased it wrong. If your dad did it, he wouldn’t have been of sound mind. We can agree on that, right?”
His curled lip told me he didn’t want to go there. He didn’t exactly nod, but he jerked a hand as if telling me to get on with it.
“All I’m saying is, don’t pin your hopes on one little thing. It could mean nothing. Hell, maybe your dad secretly loved bands like Nirvana. You get me?”
“Sure. Yeah.”
Which meant, go to hell with your stupid theories, Ridley. I could deal with that. I got the same attitude from the folks who hired me to see if their spouses were cheating. When I showed evidence that they were, all of a sudden I was the bad guy for even suggesting such a thing. Never mind that they had hired me to find exactly what I had given them.
“I have one more question,” I said. The big one. The one I had obsessed over since I woke up that morning. “Why now?”
He started as if I’d shouted Boo! Not a good sign.
I waited him out. Nothing like an awkward silence to make someone start talking.
“I’ve always wondered,” he said. Then he stopped, as if that answered everything.
“You’re gonna have to give me more than that.”
“What difference does it make?”
“Same difference Liz made. And the sticker made. The radio. Maybe nothing. Maybe something.”
“There’s no special reason,” he said. “I heard you were a detective and I figured now would be a good time.”
“I’ve been licensed for two and a half years.” I leaned forward, planted my elbows on my knees. “You’re lying, Eddie.”
“So what if I am? Not everything in my life is your business.”
“What’s the big deal? Why can’t you tell me?”
“I don’t want to.”
“Which makes me think it’s that important for me to know. Do you want me to look into this or not?”
He clenched a fist. His pallor turned from sickly yellow to a mottled pink. “I just want to know the truth.”
“Then tell me the truth. Why now, Eddie?”
“Because,” he shouted. “Because he called me.”
His edginess had infected me again. My pumping heart made my breath come out in halted puffs. “Who called you?”
“The killer.” 



Chapter 5
I was into my third gin and tonic, wondering where the hell Hal was, because I needed a good laugh. It wasn’t like him to miss a Friday night at the High Note, our busiest night of the week, where he could regal the locals with his ability to make up for his tone deafness with his amazing stage presence.
Besides Hal, the rest of the regulars—and a good amount of new faces—swarmed the place. The girls ran through their usual standards: “Brown Eyed Girl,” “Summer Loving” from Grease, and even “Baby Got Back.” For some reason the girls loved that song, despite its obvious misogyny. Guys, on the other hand, never selected that number. Karaoke is a strange land with some of the most alien terrain.
The guys picked their standards as well: “Just a Gigolo,” “Margaritaville,” “Achy Breaky Heart.” I hated most of these songs long before I had to hear them hundreds of times a month. Now, their lyrics lay scattered across the floor of my mind, impossible to clean up. I have no idea how my parents endured this for so long. Not just endured. Freaking loved every minute of it.
Ugh.
My only solace from the consistent off-key crooning broken occasionally (very occasionally) by real talent taking the stage was Eddie Arndt. The man with the worst luck I’d ever met. Who had dropped a serious bomb in my lap.
Because he called me.
Who called you?
The killer.
“You’re being conned,” I had said to him, not three seconds after his telling me this supposed killer had dialed him up on the phone.
He had given me a look like I had sneezed on his breakfast. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s funny. I got a similar phone call this morning. He claimed to be someone I’d very much like to meet…and throttle. But he’s a con man.”
Now he looked like he might eat his breakfast even after I sneezed on it. “Are you sure? Maybe this guy killed my parents and did…whatever happened to you.”
Desperation had a way of making the most absurd connections. I shook my head. “You ever hear of Occam’s razor?”
“I graduated from U of M. I’m not dumb.”
“Fine. Then you know the simplest answer is the most likely.”
“Most likely, but not for sure.”
“I can’t stop you from telling yourself that, but I think my theory’s better.”
He launched up from his folding chair. All that bundled nervous energy had finally overloaded his system. The pacing started. I noticed his path ran along a thinner section of the carpet. Must have been his pacing place.
“This is insane,” he said. “Insane. I’m going crazy.”
“Con men know how to manipulate hope. It’s their greatest power. Find out what a person wants more than anything, then charge them for the magic solution.”
He came to a halt, jammed his hands in his pockets. “He knew things.”
“So did my guy.”
“And you think they might be the same guy?”
“Same, or a partner maybe.”
His breath hissed out his nose like a pierced steam pipe. “How does he know this stuff about us?”
What felt like boiling swamp water rose in my throat. I had to force my words through my teeth. “A friend of my—former friend—got friendly with a grafter and let some things slip about me. If this is the same guy…”
I tried to remember last night, when Eddie showed up at the door. Who was sitting close by? Who might have been listening to the conversation? But, like most nights, all I could remember was the hacked up excuse for singing bellowing out the speakers. There weren’t that many in the place. I would have noticed anything strange. Except I wasn’t looking for it. Had no reason to.
“He might have overheard us at the bar. Maybe my guy was there to get more info about me and got lucky hearing your story.”
“Over all that music?”
If you wanted to call it that. “It’s the only thing I can think of right now.”
“What if my caller isn’t a con man? Maybe this is just a coincidence.”
“Occam’s Razor.”
He rolled his eyes and went back to pacing. With his hands stuffed in his pockets, he looked like a cartoon police detective worrying over an escaped evil doer. I hoped to God I never looked like that when I thought through a case.
He stopped, some light dawning in his eyes. “Our phones are bugged.”
“Have we ever discussed your case over the phone?”
His shoulders sagged. He hung his head and shook it. “No.”
“Could be this guy got your story from somewhere else. There’s still a whiff of coincidence there. A grifter hitting two guys in the same area that just happen to have—” I snapped my fingers. “When did your guy call?”
“Four days ago.”
Okay. I closed my eyes and tried to sort out the timeline. Eddie’s call came on Sunday. Mine came this morning, Friday. Sheila told me about her lover, Hersch Olin, this afternoon. But the way she made it sound, he came up from Florida—or called me from there?—to hit me up with the stuff he knew, spinning his sick little tale to flip my switches and make me vulnerable so I would give him money for whatever info he had. Had this guy really stopped to con Eddie before he got to me? Then how did he know about Eddie if he called him first?
Jesus, had Occam failed me? Was this really the biggest coincidence in world history?
“This doesn’t make sense.” I thought I’d said it in my head.
Eddie dropped back onto his chair and leaned forward like a greedy miser spying a Leprechaun’s treasure. “What? What are you thinking?”
I couldn’t tell him. My thoughts chased their tails, too fast for me to pin anyone single one down for long.
He waited, rubbing at the knuckles of one hand so hard his skin turned a raw red. “You look like you just swallowed a hairball…or an entire cat.”
I shot him a look, surprised. That was something I would say. Maybe I was rubbing off on Eddie. Poor soul. “I feel something like that, too.” I threw up my hands and eased back on the sofa. “It’s crazy, but I think it really is a coincidence.”
“Which means…” His voice cracked as if he had regressed back to puberty. He cleared his throat. “Which means my caller might really be the killer.”
I cut a hand through the air. “I didn’t say that. Most likely, yours is a con, too.”
“Even if he is, I still know my dad’s innocent.”
That morning’s headache came by for another visit. Why had I taken this case again? Oh, right. To distract myself from some dude calling me up, claiming he had my daughter. How’s that working out for you, buddy-boy?
“I think we need to take a step back,” I said. “Let’s pretend I never got a call—”
“But you did.”
I held up my hands, palms out. “I said, ‘Let’s pretend.’”
He didn’t like the idea. He wanted the Grand Conspiracy. He wanted to tie loose ends of two different sweaters together and who cared if neither of them fit afterwards. I’m not a mind reader. But you didn’t have to be a detective either to see this written from his head to his pant legs.
He did concede, though. With a sigh and a nod, he folded his hands in his lap.
“Your caller is a con man.”
His folded hands broke apart. “We don’t know that.”
“Let me tell you how this works, Eddie. We run through possibilities. We talk it out. Get our thoughts out of our heads and in the air. So shut up and listen a second, will you?”
He did that thing with his mouth again. I started to see Eddie as a fish with crooked lips when he did that. His cheeks even puffed a bit.
“So, let’s pretend your caller’s a con man. What sort of things did he know about you and what happened with your family?”
“He knew where they…they were in the house. He knew about my dad’s gun, where he kept it. He said he had put the gun in Dad’s hand after killing them.”
“Let’s stick with what he knew, not what he claimed he did.”
Eddie swallowed, his throat clicking. “He said he knew I’d be at school. He knew exactly how they were killed, down to the number of shots fired and where…” He squeezed his eyes shut and one tear skated free down the side of his face. “He knew all of that.”
“So do I.”
He opened his eyes and glared at me. His breathing wheezed heavily through his nose.
“All of those things ended up in the papers. On TV. Anyone could have looked that information up.”
His face crumbled. He drooped forward until his head was almost between his knees, his hands curled into his hair. “I’m such an idiot.”
“No. You wanted to believe him. That’s how these guys operate.”
He straightened back up and looked at me with a new determination. “I still want to hire you. I want you to find this son of a bitch.”
I almost asked, Then what? But I could so easily put myself in his shoes, I had a pretty good idea what he’d like to do. And if I found the guy, I just might let him.

I ran through that whole conversation in my head as I raised a hand to signal Paul to bring me another drink. I hoped gin and tonic number four might have all the answers in its liquid loveliness. If not, at least I’d get a good buzz out of it.
Paul brought me the drink. I sipped while listening to the karaoke host, Holly, take the mic and give everyone a break from the ear scratching amateurs. She took it down a notch, treating her throaty alto to “The Very Thought of You.” An otherwise perfect song became marred to me as it brought up thoughts of Autumn.
How long would it take me to get over her?
Too long already.
Halfway through my drink, I had the buzz, but no answers. Just a lot of confused speculation. Two con men. Two different cons. Both marks who had recently connected over a case that tied into the first con.
Really? I mean, Really? What kind of messed up shit had I stepped in?
I’d have to sleep on it. Tomorrow I could head back to the library, look at the research from a grifter’s perspective.
I hadn’t expected a morning visit to slow me down.



Chapter 6
The pounding woke me up from a perfectly good and dreamless sleep. A rare commodity ever since I learned I had a daughter out in the word somewhere, sold like a discount appliance. I thought the pounding might be my head. But I didn’t have a headache. I felt pretty well rested, in fact.
When the pounding came again, I figured it out. Why, I wondered, couldn’t people learn to use the doorbell? I could sleep through that.
I threw on my pants and did the wobbly walk of sleepiness down stairs to answer the door. I had forgotten what month it was. I wasn’t wearing a shirt and the winter wind sent a shock of cold straight through me, doing a better job of waking me up than chewing on raw coffee beans would.
I jerked back from the open door and wrapped my arms around me. Only after that initial blast of freeze, did I take note of my guest. Eddie. He had himself bundled in a parka, a snow crusted scarf, and a knit cap pulled down so low it covered his eyebrows. A swirl of snow blew in behind him.
“Jesus Christ,” I shouted. “Get in here.”
He stepped in, and I swung the door shut, shivering like a hype in need of a fix.
While Eddie stamped the snow off his boots, he said, “Aren’t you cold?”
Well, duh. I rubbed my arms, trying to work back some feeling. “Is it storming out there?”
“Supposed to get six inches today.” He pulled his cap off and began unwinding his scarf. Clumps of snow dropped to the runner at his feet. “Roads already suck.”
“I’m going to get a shirt on, maybe some thermal underwear. Then you can tell me why you’re here.”

Like I said, I don’t use too many rooms in the house. I led Eddie back to the kitchen, where I ate most my meals and, more importantly, kept the coffee pot. My parents left me with this fancy Bunn coffee maker. At first, I looked at it askance. Then I discovered how fast it could brew a damn good cup of Joe.
I used the heavy stuff that morning. The darkest blend I could find in the cupboards. Nothing like a caffeine shock to the system to help get you through a cold, blustery day.
Coffee brewed, I offered some to Eddie, but he refused. So I poured myself a cup and was about to sit down when—
“He called me again.”
I jerked to a halt. A wave of hot coffee rolled over the top of my cup and splashed my hand. I used some of the more choice curses in my arsenal while I set the cup down and rinsed my hand in cold water.
“You okay?” Eddie asked.
“Not the most coordinated guy in the morning.”
“You do realize it’s ten o’ clock.”
“Still morning, right?”
He flashed a smile, not very convincing. “How do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Turn everything into a joke even when everything sucks.”
“Takes practice. Tough making new friends, though. I doth quip too much.”
He shook his head. I couldn’t tell if he was disgusted or amused. Didn’t matter.
I eased into my chair at the table. “Your con man called again?”
“I don’t think he’s conning, Ridley.” He stared me in the eye, his eyes rimmed red with dark circles underneath. “I really don’t.”
“We’ve been through this. All the details he knows were in—”
“He knows about the sticker.”
The smell of my coffee turned bitter. The inset lighting along the kitchen’s ceiling grew too dim. I craved sunlight. Great big blasts of genuine UV. Wasn’t going to happen in the midst of a typical gray Michigan winter. “Did you ever tell anyone else about that?”
“Just the police.”
That didn’t sit well with me. I’d had my trouble with the local cops after one of their own—and an old friend of mind—was killed in a trap meant for me. I didn’t want to consider one of them had decided to use Eddie’s case as a quick buck. Most of the guys working back then were probably retired by now. Could one of them have decided their pension wouldn’t provide the cozy living he wanted for his golden years?
Farfetched, but you had to go where the facts took you. “No one else? You’re certain?”
“No one. I hadn’t even thought about that sticker until you questioned me yesterday.” He picked at the table, gaze askew. “I’ve been thinking. Why would anyone con me? I don’t have anything to give. I’m broke. I can barely pay my water bill.”
The whole grifter angle had crowded my mind—after all, if I had a con man, shouldn’t everybody?—I had overlooked that one obvious detail. “Maybe he’s not after money.”
“What else could he possibly want?”
“You’d have to tell me. Anything you’ve held back, or didn’t think to tell me because you didn’t think it was important at the time?”
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
I leaned back and digested this, glancing at my coffee, which had stopped steaming. The gurgle of the coffee maker refilling its tank of preheated water sounded like a growling stomach. Or maybe that was my stomach, asking for breakfast. “What did the guy say when he called back?”
“He said if I had any doubts he was who he said he was I should think about the sticker.”
“What else?”
“That’s it. He hung up on me.”
I wrapped a hand around my coffee mug. The ceramic had already turned cool. I pushed the cup away. “I don’t know what to think.”
“Isn’t it obvious,” Eddie said. “He’s telling the truth. He killed my family.”

I told Eddie I needed time to process this new turn, saw him out, then went up to my bedroom to my computer and pulled up my internet browser—I told you I was weird about using other rooms in the house.
The idea of heading out to the library in the middle of a snowstorm did not appeal. The internet would have to do. I logged into the library’s periodical database, but discovered what I’d expected. Most of the articles from twenty years ago weren’t available digitally. I tried another tactic, surfing over to the Tribune’s website and accessing their archives. Again I hit the same dead end. The online archive only went back three years. I could have called the paper and asked if they could rifle through their on-site archives for the stories I was looking for. Unlike the PIs on TV, I didn’t have a special source at the paper. Calling up and asking a stranger if they could go through all the articles pertaining to the Arndt murder/suicide to look for any mention of a torn sticker…well, they would think I’m even more nuts than I actually was.
Faced with the ugly reality that I’d have to slough through the snow if I wanted to get anywhere, I bundled up and headed out.

I looked for two things while scanning the same articles I had the day before. First, any information about next of kin, friends of the family, reporters that seemed to have more information than others—anyone who might have had a connection to Eddie back then that, if I were a grifter, I could target for more information. I also looked for any mention of that sticker. An insignificant detail to the cops, but it might provide the dramatic flair to a reporter’s narrative about poor Eddie Arndt, the victim of the hour, who they would all forget about after a few news cycles.
The only thing I found mentioned Eddie’s grandmother, who had taken Eddie in after the tragedy. No stickers, though. Grandma was family, though. She would have spent time in the house, possibly noticed the ripped sticker. In this biz, you take what you can get.
Alas, it didn’t take me long to find her obituary in an issue of the Tribune from six years ago. She died at age 79. Not as long as some grandmas these days, but not exactly a short life. The obituary didn’t give any details about actual cause of death. Old age, probably. A heart attack or stroke. Out of curiosity, I did a little searching and found a small blurb on the back pages of the Tribune, where the paper gathered all the local tidbits—parades, wedding announcements, bake sales, charity auctions, and the occasional story about a lost member of the community.
Ruby Arndt had a nice little piece about her involvement with the animal shelter, a small mention of her taking Eddie in after his “tragic loss,” and the kicker—how she had died. Apparently she had mixed up her medications before bed one night. The mistake proved fatal. She died in her sleep. A “peaceful exit of a blessed soul” according to the article.
But not a natural death.
The curse of Eddie Arndt had struck again. Only there was no such thing as curses. And while I did believe in coincidence, there comes a time when you have to admit there’s a pattern, no matter how far flung.
Four members of his family and one soon-to-be wife, all killed by unnatural causes. Eddie wasn’t cursed.
He was a target.



Chapter 7
“Now you believe me?” Eddie’s jaw nearly hit the table.
“I think so. I’m not sure.”
We sat in my booth at the back of the High Note. I’d have rather been in my office, but I had this odd sense of responsibility to watch over the bar during operating hours. Part of the baggage that came along with that whole deal with my parents.
A girl no bigger than a twelve year-old—though definitely over twenty-one, or she couldn’t have gotten into the bar—had the mic. She sang “People” and put Streisand to shame. How such a big voice could come from such a little woman, I had no idea. Nice change from the usual. Though, speaking of the usual, I noted Hal’s absence again. Two nights in a row without Hal. Didn’t feel like the same place.
Eddie’s eyes looked ready to pop from the sockets. “Do you or don’t you?”
I didn’t have a drink in front of me. I wanted one, but I feared the alcohol might upset an already twitchy stomach. “Tell me about the rest of your family.”
“What do you mean?”
“Grandparents. Aunts and uncles. Cousins.”
He blinked while running a hand over his head. “Shoot, I don’t know. There aren’t many left of them.”
My stomach flipped. Good call on the no booze decision. “Why’s that?”
“What are you getting at?”
“Did you have a big family?”
He shrugged. “Not super huge. Probably average, I guess. The usual pair of grandparents. An uncle on my dad’s side. Two aunts on my mom’s. I had four cousins, but only two of them are still around.” He squinted. “I think one lives in California, or maybe it’s Arizona now. The other one actually lives here in Hawthorne. He’s the one comes over to my place to watch UFC.”
There aren’t many left of them. The words chilled me. But the way he was so casual about it baffled me. “What happened to the family that isn’t left?”
“Grandpa on my mom’s side, Grandpa Wagner, died of a heart attack. He didn’t eat very healthy. Was about four-hundred pounds when he died. Grandma Wagner died a while later. She was ninety-two. Got sick with the flu, but never recovered. She just shut down.”
I started to doubt myself. Those two had clearly died from natural causes. I could hear the air hiss as my theory deflated. “What about the others?”
“Why are you asking me all this?”
I wanted to get unbiased answers from him, didn’t want him to coat his memories with wishful thinking. But the more questions I asked in this direction, the more likely he was to catch on. I came at it from a different direction. “Were you close to your extended family?”
“The Arndt side, yeah. I didn’t see much of Mom’s side, except during holidays. I got the feeling she didn’t really get along with them.” He shrugged. “Amy moved away right out of high school and never came back to visit much.”
“She the one in California?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s Arizona now. But yeah.”
The small-body-big-voice girl finished her song and left the stage while the whole bar erupted into applause. Eddie said something, but I couldn’t hear him over the noise.
Once the clapping and hoots died now, I asked, “What was that?”
“I was telling you about Gary. Amy’s brother. He was killed in action in Afghanistan.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I didn’t know him too well.”
I drew up a mental version of his family tree. “So Amy and Gary were cousins on your mom’s side?”
“Yeah.”
“And the one still living here? He’s an Arndt?”
“Shawn? No. It’s weird. He’s the only Wagner I talk to. Growing up I hardly knew him. But at the funeral…” He took a deep breath. “We sort of hit it off and started hanging out after that. Now he’s like a brother to me.”
“You said only two were left. What happened to the other cousin?”
“He—” Realization dawned in his face. “Wait a minute.”
“What happened to your cousin?” I asked, trying to barrel through and get an answer before he could finish putting the pieces together. But I could see in his eyes I was too late.
“You think they’re connected.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
“But that’s why you’re asking, right?” He dropped back in his seat and slapped a palm against his forehead. “Jesus Christ, you think I really am cursed.”
Whoa. Not the direction I thought he’d take. “No, Eddie. I don’t think you’re cursed.”
He shrunk, shoulders hunched against his neck, color rising on his cheeks.
“While I was digging,” I said, “I found out about your grandmother and how she died.”
“She got confused. Took the wrong pills.”
“And Liz fell off a cliff. Your dad, mom, and brother also died from unnatural causes.”
A guy with a cowboy hat and platter-sized gold belt buckle sang “Achy Breaky Heart.” I wondered how much the business would suffer if I removed that song from our rotation. I made a mental note to check with Holly.
Meanwhile, Eddie didn’t look like he’d seen a ghost; he looked like a ghost. Pale face and dark, haunted eyes. His mouth opened and closed as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t get his brain to connect with his tongue.
I leaned forward to get in range of his ghostly stare. “The other cousin.”
He blinked his way out of his daze. “Hunter. Went to school at Wayne State in Detroit while I was still in high school. He died in an accident. He fell.”
“Fell?”
Eddie looked down at his hands while he picked at the edge of his thumbnail. “Hit his head on a concrete floor.”
The hair on my arms tingled and stood. As crazy as it sounded, it looked like someone was plaguing Eddie’s life by killing off his family members (or soon to be, in the case of Liz). Too many unnatural deaths were either the biggest hunk of bad luck known to man, or an undeniable pattern. And still another pattern emerged within the larger one.
“Any others?” I asked.
I didn’t have to elaborate. He knew exactly what I was asking. “My dad’s brother. Car crash. He was drunk, I guess. But he never drank. It’s why I don’t drink. The one time Uncle Mike got drunk, he was killed.”
“All of the unnatural deaths are on the Arndt side.”
He narrowed his eyes, gaze dipped to the table.
The voice of the cowboy on stage cracked so loudly feedback whined in the speakers.
Eddie made a face, then brought himself back. “Yes. All on Dad’s side.” Then he shook his head. “Except Liz. She wasn’t even family.”
“Yet,” I said. “But if you married her—”
“She’d be an Arndt.” He jerked back, his back thumping against the seat. “Christ, Ridley, what does this mean?”
I signaled to Paul for a drink. To hell with my upset stomach. I waited until he brought it over and I had a sip before answering Eddie’s question. “Well, Eddie. Do you have any enemies?”

The following morning, I stumbled bleary-eyed into my office, suckling on my to-go mug of coffee, ready to take on the strangest case I had ever faced.
Then the damn phone rang.
I flopped in my chair, reluctantly set my coffee down, and picked up.
“Have you thought anymore about getting your daughter back.” His breathy act sounded all the more staged this morning. I had never thought someone pretending to be a perv could over-sell it to the point of sounding like a sniveling villain from a kid’s puppet show.
“Fuck off. Sheila told me all about you, Hersch.”
He pulled back on the hyperventilation shtick, but his chuckle still resembled one of the pair of cartoon idiots from that old MTV show. “She did, did she?”
“I already called bullshit on your con. But now I know who you are. You best drop this shit before I track you down.”
“Did dear Sheila tell you what else she let slip about you, Mr. Brone?”
“I don’t really care. You played her. I get it. I’m not interested in your grift.”
“Then hang up on me.”
“Fine.”
“How’s Autumn doing?”
That jammed a rock in my throat. I swallowed it down. When I spoke, I heard the abrasion to my voice and hated myself for it. “I wouldn’t know.”
“She still loves you.”
“I don’t know what you’re playing at now, but you can give it up. I couldn’t give two shits about Autumn.”
“Then why haven’t you hung up yet?”
My face burned as if I stared straight at the sun—on a clear summer day, not this disgusting winter gloom. The muscles in my arm turned to stone. I couldn’t hang up. Couldn’t move.
Hersch tittered. “That’s what I thought.” He cleared his throat which worked like a switch. When next he spoke, the dumb dropped right out of his voice, replaced by a clear and wicked-sounding baritone. “I went to visit your girlfriend in prison. She’s so desperate for visitors, she agreed to see me even though she didn’t know me.”
I wanted to say I didn’t care, he could suck it, I’m through with this conversation. I didn’t.
“She wants to see you, Ridley. She wants to know how your efforts to find her daughter are progressing. How are they progressing?”
“What do you want?”
“Money, of course.”
“You’re not getting it from me. Why are you wasting my time?”
“I’ve decided to play a game with you. I like games. Video games, board games, word games. Name it. That’s why I do what I do. I’m not a con man, Mr. Brone. I’m a gamesman.”
“See, I grew out of games when I was a kid. I don’t play anymore.”
“Not even poker? Blackjack? Solitaire?”
On slow days at the office, solitaire on the computer was my go-to before the porn. But I had no intention of playing along with him. “I’m pretty game free these days.”
“So you don’t want to play my game?”
“No thanks.”
“The rules are simple.”
Last night, I ended up drinking six more gin and tonics than the zero I’d planned. Now I wished I had gone for an even ten and woke up with a hangover that would have kept me in bed and away from this stupid phone conversation. “Why don’t we play my game instead? It’s called ‘Hang up on the inept grifter and take a much deserved nap.’”
“I like mine better. It’s called ‘Who can find Ridley Brone’s daughter first?’”
A bolt of lightning cut through me as if I had dared God to strike me down. An electric ache shot from the top of my skull right into my groin and knocked the wind out of me.
“Would you like to hear the rules now?” Hersch asked.
I couldn’t answer. I didn’t have the breath to carry my voice.
“There’s really only one special rule. Obviously it’s a race. But you have a chance to win before the starting pistol even fires.”
I tried to say something and only managed a strangled gasp.
“Give me one-million dollars and I’ll step out of the race.”
I had to speak, no matter how hard. “Go fuck yourself.”
“Does that mean the race begins?”
“I’ll track you, Hersch. I’ll find you before you find anyone. And I’ll do something I haven’t done in a while. I’ll kill you.”
The laugh that came back at me was thick and sinister, the pervert stoner act fully shed. “My name isn’t really Hersch. You do know that, right?”
“I don’t care what your name is. I’m a damn good detective. You want to race? Fine. You can run from me.”
“Damn good, huh? Then how come you haven’t found her yet?”
I let loose, control out the door, reason a puddle at my feet. I popped off my seat and shouted so hard into the phone the tendons in my neck felt like a pair of hands trying to choke me. “You motherfucker I’ll fucking end you you son of a bitch cock-sucking piece of pig shit. You’re dead, you hear me? You are fucking dead!”
I dropped back into my chair, panting, throat raw. A cold sweat streaked my hot face.
“Are you finished?” he asked.
“Not by a long shot.” My voice sounded like gravel in a Vitamix.
“It’s your choice how you want to run this race. Come after me, if you’d like to try. But remember. You always have an out. One-million dollars and the game ends.”
I had my mouth set to spew another stream of curses, but he hung up before I got the chance.
I threw the phone across the room. The sound of it snapping apart against the wall satisfying, but not enough. I swept my arm along my desk. Pens, a legal pad, my to-go mug (coffee splattering as the top came off), a picture of my parents, a paperback copy of Stephen King’s Salem’s Lot all poured off the end of my desk like a knick-knack waterfall.
Gasping, I threw myself against my seatback and pounded my fists on the chair arms. I didn’t think I had ever thrown such a temper tantrum in my life, not even as a kid resisting another damned recital Mom and Dad forced me into.
And I could think of only one other time I had felt the bass-beat thrum of murder’s music pulsing in my body.



Chapter 8
I had to get out of my office. The place felt like a prison. The buzz through my nerves made it impossible for me to sit still. So I broke out of that prison and headed to another.
This is a bad idea, I kept telling myself on the drive over. Yet I couldn’t stop myself, couldn’t turn around, like a lemming following the crowd to an inevitable plunge.
She agreed to see me.
I had hoped to do the whole phone through the glass kind of meeting. Instead, I was escorted to a room about the size of a café furnished with the plastic, metal, and fake wood kind of tables and chairs you’d find in a school room. Autumn came in from a door in the opposite corner of the room from the one I had entered through. When our gazes met in the middle I winced. Seeing her face sent a wind through my mind, tossing memories around like dead leaves.
She actually smiled, like we were old friends meeting after a long absence. We might have been old friends, but she was no friend of mine anymore. I didn’t smile. In fact, I could feel the corners of my mouth tug down. I wondered what the guard standing by would do if I crossed the room and slapped Autumn across the face. The guard’s rock-hard expression told me she would probably bludgeon me with her nightstick and take pleasure all the while. Not wanting to get beat up by a girl, I tamped back my urge and took a seat at the nearest table. Let her come to me.
She did, without hesitation, and took a seat next to me instead of across the table. She raised a hand as if to touch me.
I stood and moved around the table, took the chair across from her.
She drew her hand back and held it with her other hand like a wounded paw. “I thought you’d finally got over your anger.”
I spat air. “Never going to happen.”
“Never?”
I looked her over, just in case I thought I could change my mind. She had her dark hair cut short, hanging just below her ears. The style made her look more like she had back in high school. Enough so that I felt a familiar tingle low in my gut. Her skin had paled. But she looked clean and healthy. I don’t know what I expected. Apparently I had watched one too many prison movies.
Despite all of this, I came to a quick decision. “Never,” I said.
“Then why are you here?”
“To talk about our new mutual friend. Mr. Hersch Olin.”
Her brow creased. “I don’t know who that is.”
Figured. “He must have given you another name. It’s the guy who visited you recently.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh.”
“Yeah. ‘Oh.’ What’s he calling himself now?”
“He said his name was Oliver Heschel.”
Cute. Hersch Olin. Oliver Heschel. I had the feeling he’d made the aliases similar as a message for me. He knew I’d come see Autumn right off the bat. It also meant he had easy access to false identification—no chance he could have gotten in here without it.
“What’s going on?” Autumn asked.
“He’s a grifter, and you gave him fuel for his con.”
She shook her head. A lock of her hair caught against her eyelashes. She brushed it aside. “I didn’t give him anything. We just talked.”
“What about?”
“He said he was working for you.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “And you believed him.”
“Why wouldn’t I? He knew all about our daughter. About what happened with Daddy. How could he know any of that if you didn’t tell him?”
I didn’t see any reason to drag Sheila into this conversation. Sheila might have screwed up, but Autumn didn’t need to know it. “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “He’s not working for me. He’s trying to juice me for a million bucks.”
Her already prison pale face turned ashen. “Oh, God.”
“What all did you tell him?”
“We just talked.”
“About what?” A new flame kindled to replace the bonfire that had burned through me when I last had Hersch—or whoever the hell he was—on the phone. “About what, Autumn?” I pressed when she hesitated.
“About you. About us.” She shrugged. “Not much of anything.”
“You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”
She slapped a hand down on the table between us and leaned forward. “What do you want from me?”
The guard raised an eyebrow, her hand resting on the hilt of the nightstick on her belt.
“For once,” I said, “I want the truth from you.”
“You’re going to have to be more specific than that.” Her eyes smiled, a cold satisfaction in them at using my own words against me.
“What did you tell him,” I enunciated slowly, “that he didn’t already know?”
The smile in her eyes disintegrated. She rubbed at the table, pressing so hard the tips of her fingers turned white. “What could I have told him that matters?”
“Obviously something, or you wouldn’t be wasting my time dodging simple questions.”
The shadow that passed across her face told me everything but exactly what I needed to know. She had fucked up and she knew it. I tried to think of how. What piece of information could she have let slip that would give him an edge in his so-called “race.”
I stopped pushing. Stared at her. Either she would speak next, or we would sit in silence until the guard decided we’d glared at each other enough for one day.
I have to give Autumn credit. She held out a good couple of minutes before the quiet wriggled its way under her skin. I noticed the stone-faced guard even grew a little antsy. But Autumn couldn’t hold back forever. She never could from me. Apparently, she still couldn’t. Strange, considering I was significantly responsible for putting her in prison.
She pressed harder on the table until the white moved up to her knuckles. Any more pressure and I thought she might snap her fingers clean off. “He asked a lot about Daddy.”
“Like?”
“Where he grew up. Who his friends were. What kind of investments he’d had. He even asked about his sex life.” She scrunched up her face in a purely juvenile way—That’s like so gross, it said.
None of his questions surprised me. I knew what he was doing. I’d done it myself already. Track the path of Lincoln Rice’s past. Try to find someone else who might have known about the black market adoption ring he was involved with. He couldn’t have worked alone. But he had done a good job keeping his secret life separated from his public one. I had reached scads of dead ends. Still, could I have missed something? Something Hersch—I decided to stick with that moniker—might catch in his own investigation. Suddenly I doubted every move I had made while digging into Rice’s life. Maybe I hadn’t dug far enough. Probably hadn’t, because in my search I had ignored one obvious stream of information—not out of carelessness, but out of anger and distrust. Hersch had one up on me because he had gone to Autumn to ask his questions. Something I couldn’t bear to do…until now.
I sensed some tension from the guard. She was prepping to end the visit. Time almost up. “What was the last thing he asked you?”
Autumn hitched one shoulder. “I don’t know.”
“Dig it up, Autumn.”
“Why is this so important? I didn’t tell him anything that he could blackmail you with for a million dollars.”
Should I tell her? Give her something to stew over while she stayed trapped in prison, unable to do a damn thing about it? Why should I care? After her betrayal, why worry if she suffered a little? She had earned it.
I said, “He’s going after our daughter.”
Her fingers still rubbing against the table made a sound like a windshield wiper on dry glass. She stopped, curled her fingers into a fist. “What do you mean?”
“He’s trying to find her, to get to her before I do, so he can get his million.”
Her eyes widened. “You have to stop him.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do.”
She shook her head. “Give him the money, Ridley.”
“I’m not giving that bastard one cent of my parents’ money.”
Her voice turned shrill. “It isn’t your parents’ money anymore. It’s yours. Give him the money.”
The guard stepped away from her post against the wall and started toward us.
“What is the last thing he asked? The last thing you told him?”
“Why?”
“Because once you gave him what he needed, he didn’t need to talk to you anymore.”
She crunched her eyes in an almost comic expression of concentration. “He—”
“Time’s up,” the guard said when she reached the table.
I looked up at her, tried to offer my most charming smile. “Just one more minute?”
“You want to keep talking, you can join her inside. I bet we can find a nice cozy cell for ya.”
My Mr. Charming smile gave a little. “Isn’t this a women’s prison?”
She pulled her head back, feigned surprise. “Ain’t you a woman?”
Ouch. “You’re too sweet.”
“Time,” she said, “is up.”
Autumn reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “I’m sorry.”
I jerked my hand out from under hers as if she had pressed down on it with a hot iron. “You honestly can’t remember?”
“Hoe-kay,” the guard said and grabbed Autumn’s arm, tugged her to her feet.
“Please don’t hate me.”
Which pretty much guaranteed I would when she spoke again.
The guard jerked her head in the direction of the visitor’s door. “You need to leave now.” As if on cue, the door opened and another guard, his uniform fit to rip across his belly, stepped into the room.
I ignored both guards, my gaze locked on Autumn. “Tell me.”
“Daddy’s last lover,” she said. “I told him her name.”
The guard holding Autumn pulled her back toward the opposite side of the room. My guard put his balloon belly in my face.
“Who, damn it?”
Mr. Belly grabbed my arm. Despite his girth, he had a good grip. His fingers hit a nerve that numbed me from elbow to shoulder.
Autumn’s eyes filled with tears as she shuffled backward. “Sheila.” Then she turned her back to me and let the guard escort her out of the room.
“You need a broken arm?” Belly asked.
I smiled up at him, choking back the boiling gorge in my throat. “I got it.” I stood and yanked my arm free, then saw myself out of the visitor’s room. I had to go through the rigmarole of collecting my things and marching through a series of barred doors. The process was almost too much to bear.
I made it outside without unzipping my skin and leaping free of it. The air didn’t smell as fresh as I expected. A weird stink permeated from the prison grounds. I almost gagged on it.
I didn’t remember getting in my car, nor the drive to the hotel. All I could see was a sheet of red where memories should have been. Somehow, I didn’t get into a wreck on the way over. I guess fate had decided I was wrecked enough.



Chapter 9
The clerk at the desk told me no one by that name had checked into the hotel. I tried to argue with him, but it was half-hearted. Obviously, she had either checked in under an assumed name or had her driver/gopher check in under his name—a name I did not know.
I pretended to head out of the lobby, hesitated long enough until the clerk got involved with another customer, then slipped into the stairwell. Safely out of sight on the first floor, I took the elevator up to where Sheila’s room had been.
I didn’t really expect to find her still in the room. But if someone else hadn’t yet checked into the same room, maybe I could find a clue where she might have headed next.
I found something even better than a clue. I found Sheila.
I had knocked to make sure no one was in the room before attempting to break in. Then I heard the deadbolt click. I scurried through my mind to find some excuse for knocking—Oops, wrong room—until Sheila opened the door and stopped all thinking for a second.
“Ridley,” she said when I didn’t say something first.
“I didn’t expect to find you here still.”
“I hadn’t expected to stay. But I wanted to pay my respects before leaving.”
I felt a pinch deep in my chest. “You been over yet?”
“Not yet.”
“You want a lift?”
She thought a second, probably wondering why I’d come back to see her. But she didn’t ask. “Let me grab my coat.”

I used the drive over to chew on how I wanted to approach her about what Autumn had told me. I wanted to shout accusations and judgments in her face. I’d done enough shouting the last few days, though. Going on the offensive like that wouldn’t get me far with Sheila anyway. She had always had a steel coating over her heart, not cold, but strong. Though the drinking had probably cracked that shell, I could tell by the look in her eyes it still held.
The snowing had eased up, light flakes dancing on the cold breeze, alighting on the naked tree branches and the headstones in the cemetery.
Sheila and I stood side-by-side before my parents’ graves, looking down as if we could see them there, asleep on beds of silk and matching pillows. A crust of snow obscured the writing on their headstones. I brushed both of them off with a gloved hand. The thorny brown stems from the roses I left in the fall poked out of the snow, headless, between the stones.
Sheila took my arm. “I miss them.”
Despite my anger, her touch felt comforting. I could almost pretend we were back before Autumn had come back into my life, before Sheila had run off, before I’d learned about her secret affair with the man who had sold my daughter. Almost. The sour taste on my tongue wouldn’t let me, though.
“You’ve kept a lot of things from me,” I said.
I expected some surprise, but she didn’t so much as turn to me, just kept holding my arm, gazing down at the gravesite, our combined body heat a small buffer against the cold.
“Well?” I said.
“I won’t deny it.” She let out a long breath which smoked in the winter air. “What’s on your mind, Ridley?”
“I went to see Autumn today.”
Now she did react. I felt her start. “Why?”
“Because our friend Hersch went to see her first.” I turned to her so I could see her face. “He’s stepped up his con quite a bit.” I explained to her what had happened since that morning, stopping short of what Autumn had told me last.
The wrinkles around her eyes deepened. “Jesus. I’m so sorry I brought this on you.”
The faint sound of traffic from the road along the cemetery came like a soft breath over the hill beyond my parents’ gravesite. All other sound was muffled by the snowfall.
I looked back and forth between the headstones. More flecks of snow had collected on their surfaces. “Has Hersch contacted you since we last spoke?”
Her voice peaked. “No. Why would he?”
“How much do you know about Lincoln Rice?”
“Oh, Lord.” She let go of my arm and faced me. “Autumn knows?”
I nodded. “And now Hersch does, too.”
She staggered away from me, her heavy footfalls crunching in the snow. A sudden gust tugged at the hem of her coat, fluttering it around her thighs. Her back to me, I heard her voice, but the wind carried off the word.
“How much do you know?” I asked again.
She shook her head, wouldn’t turn back.
I glanced at my parents’ graves, pulling in a hard breath through my nose. The winter chill burned the insides of my nostrils and carried a metallic scent like cold steel. Then I marched up to Sheila, put a hand on her shoulder, and gently turned her around to face me.
Tears rolled in the grooves on her face. Up close, I noticed the jaundiced hue to her eyes. How much of her share of the inheritance had she washed away with drink?
I felt like I stood at the edge of a precipice. The deepest, darkest water breaks against the rocks, like giant dinosaur teeth, below. I could jump. Could plunge into the dark sea and immerse myself in whatever secrets it held. But I had to clear the rocks. This jump could kill me.
“Did you know about the baby selling?”
She scowled. “Of course not.”
“Did you know about my daughter?”
She inched back, drawing trenches in the snow with her heels.
My throat swelled. My face grew tight. “No, Sheila. No.”
“I didn’t know he would…sell her.”
Flakes of snow caught in my eyelashes. When I blinked them away, their melted remains felt like tears. “What did you know?”
“That Autumn was pregnant. That you were the father. And that neither of you were ready for such a responsibility.”
“You were in on it?”
“We had long stopped seeing each other, but he came to me when he found out. Asked my advice.”
Each word she spoke felt like a hammer strike to my chest. I could hardly breathe. “Your advice was what? Keep it secret then sell her off to the highest bidder?”
Her gloved hands curled into fists. “I told you I didn’t know about that.”
“Why should I believe you? You’ve kept this little lie for almost twenty years. If my parents knew what you’d done—”
“They did know.”
I shuffled back as if punched square in the solar plexus. My mouth opened and closed like a perch left on the dock planks to suffocate in time for dinner. “You’re lying.”
“I’m not. They knew, and they agreed with our decision.”
“Your decision? As if it was yours to make!”
“You were just a child.”
“I was eighteen. And you all were right. I hope that makes you feel better. I wasn’t ready to be a father. I couldn’t even figure out how to be a son.” The wind buffeted against me, but I felt none of the cold. “But all of you in your self-righteousness never thought to include the baby’s father in the discussion.”
“What would you have said? Done?”
I hesitated only a second. “I would have stood by my responsibility.”
Sheila pointed at me. “That’s why we didn’t tell you.”
“For my own good?” I twisted my fingers into my hair, ready to tear it out in chunks, maybe some scalp with it. “You knew what I went through after I came back. But you never said a word.”
“I was ashamed. And I didn’t have enough information to help you, anyway. After I brought your parents together with Lincoln, I stepped out of the affair.”
“How convenient.”
“It wasn’t my choice to make.”
“Mine either, thanks to you…” I swung a hand in the direction of the twin graves. “…and them.”
“If I had it to do over again—”
“You don’t.” I turned my back to her. “You don’t.”
I heard the snow squeak as she closed the distance between us. Her hand rested on my shoulder. I shrugged it off.
“What can I do?” she asked.
“Go the fuck back to wherever you came from. Disappear. I’m done with you.”
“I want to help.”
“You’ll get no redemption from me. You want to atone, do it somewhere else.”
“Ridley, please.”
I folded my arms across my chest. All that heat burning inside of me had burned itself out, leaving me twice as vulnerable to the cold. I couldn’t stop shivering. “He’s going to contact you.”
“I won’t tell him a thing.”
“How do I know that?”
“I may have made a grave mistake, an unforgivable one, but I’m not your enemy, Ridley. I have no reason to bring you more harm that I already have.”
She didn’t see the larger picture. She thought it would be as simple as saying “no.” But Hersch had proved he had a set of sharp grifter’s tools. And Sheila had a number of pieces he could dismantle.
“He’ll offer to give back the money he took from you,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter. I won’t help him. Besides, I don’t know anything that can help him.”
I forced myself to face her again. She looked like an ugly hag to me now. Nothing like the strong-willed protector she had pretended to be for so many years. “Are you sure?”
“I’m certain.”
“How long before you betrayed me were you and Rice lovers?”
Her eye lids fluttered. “Couple of years.”
“Did you go out? Meet any of his friends?”
“He treated me very well. Theatre, restaurants, carriage rides.” She shuddered. “I know he turned out a monster, but I never knew a hint of that while we were together. He was a gentle, sweet man.”
Who had killed his wife and pawned his granddaughter. A regular old Casanova, hey Sheila? “You only answered half my question.”
A sprig of gray hair blew free from her tight bun and whipped across her face in the wind. “He introduced me to a few fellow doctors. He called them his Club Med. His clever way of saying they were his club of medic—”
“I get it.” I wanted to reach out and pull that ridiculous lock of hair out of her face. She let it twitch in the wind across the bridge of her nose. It drove me crazy to look at. “You remember names?”
“You don’t think…”
“You’re damn right I do. Rice couldn’t have worked his adoption ring alone. Since he used his own status as an obstetrician to pick up unwanted babies from that old free clinic, it stands to reason his colleagues worked the same way.”
She covered her mouth with both hands. “Oh, dear God.”
“Names, Sheila.”
Her head bobbled as if loose at the neck and susceptible to the wind’s push. “I would have to think about it. Their first names shouldn’t be hard to recall. Last names… I would have to think about it.”
My teeth hurt. I realized I had my jaw clenched. I focused on relaxing the tension, then said, “Go back to your hotel. Think about it. Write me a list. And don’t fucking share it with anyone.”
“You don’t have to tell me that.”
“He’s going to come on hard and strong. This guy is good. And right now you’re a damn wreck. Won’t take much to break you open.”
She narrowed her eyes. “That’s lovely. Thank you.”
“It’s the truth and you know it.”
Her gaze fell.
“Now get the hell out of here while I finish with my parents.”
“But you drove me here?”
“You got a chauffeur. Call him.”
I strode back to the graves and stared down at them without seeing them. I listened until I heard Sheila’s footsteps recede behind me. Then I could focus on the ground that held my mother and father.
“Just when I’m about to forgive you two.” Tears burned in my eyes. I blinked and let them fall. “How could you do this to me?”
The sound of the traffic over the hill died for an instant. Near perfect silence stood in its wake. The top of my scalp was damp from melted snow, my face wet from tears. Neither had anything to do with my sense of drowning.
“This is the last time I’m coming here,” I said to my parents. “The last time for a long while.”



Chapter 10
I had just started helping Paul set up the bar to open for business when my cell rang. A sick wave rolled through my stomach even though my ring tone—the opening bars of Led Zeppelin’s “Immigrant Song”—sounded nothing like the digital twitter of my (recently deceased) office phone. I could never imagine living in a monastery. I wasn’t a very religious person. But the prospect of cutting myself off from phones of any kind made the idea tempting all the same.
I unclipped the phone from my belt and reluctantly answered it.
“Hey, Rid. Eddie. Just checking in on the case.”
Oh, yeah. That. “Sorry, man. I got caught up with another thing today.”
“That’s okay. I know I’m not the only case you’re working on.”
No reason to burst his bubble on that score. Though I supposed what Hersch had pulled me into was shaping up to look like a case. Another one without a check coming my way. Good thing I didn’t do this for a living.
“Promise I’ll put in some good time on it tomorrow,” I said.
“You think that list I gave you will help?”
His enemy list. Turned out mild-mannered Eddie Arndt had crunched on a few toes in his time. A half-dozen names graced the list of people Eddie thought might want to get at him for one reason or another. His family’s murder predated four of them, but following up on all possible leads was the name of the detective’s game. I could probably wipe out those four names with a few phone calls on each. Then I could get to the other two. Names I remembered from high school. One of them a detention friend—the kind of kid you associate with only during detention because you both ended up there often enough. Wayne Greenberger. Man, that kid loved detention. To him it was like winning recess back from elementary school.
“I think it’s a start,” I said. I tried to keep an open mind, even though I didn’t think the list would amount to much. High school squabbles usually weren’t severe enough to warrant a lifetime of stalking and killing your adversary’s relatives. “I’ll let you know if I learn anything.”
“Right, sorry. Didn’t mean to bug you.”
“Trust the process, Eddie. It may take a while before we find out what’s underneath this corner we’ve peeled up.”
“The corners. I liked that analogy.”
“Talk to you later.” I hung up and clipped my iPhone back to my belt. When I looked around me to see what else needed doing before we opened, I discovered Paul had finished it all while I was on the phone.
He cocked his mouth in his signature sneer-smile. “Please, your Highness. Don’t dirty your hands with the peasant work.”
“You want a raise, Paul?”
The smile turned genuine along with the surprise in his eyes. “Sure.”
“Then stop being such a smartass and I’ll consider it.”
He puckered his lips and shook a fist at me. “One of these days, Alice. Bang zoom.”
I smirked. Only Paul could out smart mouth this smart mouth detective. With all the shit smeared through my life, old Pauly was a good guy to keep around.

Sunday nights were hit and miss at the High Note. Sometimes you got a crowd desperate to string out the weekend for as long as the drinks kept pouring. Sometimes everyone stayed home, steeling themselves for the coming workweek, inoculating against dreaded Monday.
This Sunday tipped toward the latter. The gloomy weather probably had a hand in that. Nothing made the Monday commute worse than gray skies and icy roads.
But Hal never missed a night. Or hadn’t before the last two.
Tonight was day three.
Despite all the complaining I do about the guy’s cringe worthy attempts at song, I had come to expect him at the High Note as much as Paul, Holly, and my rotating wait staff. I didn’t pay him, but he might as well have been an employee. He was certainly more prompt than most of the rest of my crew.
Holly sat on her stool on stage, chin in her hand, elbow planted on one knee—the bored version of the Thinking Man sculpture. She had sung a few songs herself when no one entered their names into the rotation. After that, she perched on her stool and waited.
Only three people occupied tables, each on their own. Two old guys that reminded me of the shredded look Sheila had taken on since she left Hawthorne. The third, a middle-aged man, looked well on his way to joining the ranks of his two elders.
Not exactly karaoke fans.
I stepped up on stage and asked Holly about Hal.
Her bored eyes rolled up to look at me, one shoulder lifted maybe half an inch. “Don’t know.”
“Three days is a long time for him not to show up.”
“Three minutes is a long time for him not to show up.” For someone as expressive as Holly was while singing, she sure had the monotone thing down when she spoke. “Why? You worried about him?”
I realized I was. Which was crazy, considering I had plenty of other things to worry about. Part of me said to just forget it. But Hal was…well…Hal. A goofball? Yes. A travesty to all musical kind? Sure. Still, I saw his devotion to the High Note as more than obsessive compulsion. He believed in the place. Probably more than I did.
Holly waved a hand in front of my face. “Hey, boss, what’s with the far away stare?” 
“You hear anything about the old guy, let me know, okay?”
A smile took a chink out of her armor of boredom. “You are worried about him.”
“Aren’t you?”
“I hadn’t thought about it.” She paused a minute, as if taking the time now to think about it. “Yeah, I guess I am.”
“How much do you know about him?”
She cocked her mouth. “He worships Frank Sinatra. Dresses like Tom Jones. Knows every song in my book. And he can’t sing worth a shit.” She held her hands out, palms up. “That’s all I got.”
“Okay. Like I said, if you hear anything…”
Not moving her chin from the cup of her hand, she gave me a two-fingered salute with her other hand.
I returned to my booth and a fresh gin and tonic. I squeezed the lime in, kicked back, and took a sip. Sure, Rid. Have a drink, worry about Hal, forget your real troubles. 
They’ll still be there in the morning.

Next morning, on my way to the office, I stopped at an electronics store to pick up a new phone. I grabbed the same model I’d had, then put it back on the shelf and arbitrarily chose another. Best not to remind myself why I’d lost the first phone.
At the office, I set up the new phone, swept up the pieces of the old, then assumed my position behind my desk. I spread out Eddie’s list, written on a half-sheet of notebook paper, the left edge ragged where it once clung to its spiral binding.
Ryan York.
Jason Esquivel.
Amanda Warbler.
Dick Kahn.
And the two that Eddie had pissed off while still in school, before his family’s murder:
Christian Peacock.
And last but not least, my detention buddy, Warren Keats.
A list of names, much like the one I had asked Sheila to put together for me. Lists were nice. They gave you a place to start. Not all lists, however, were created equal. Eddie’s looked more and more useless as I stared at it. Staring at it wouldn’t do much good, though.
I started with the internet, great bastion of information both accurate and false. I have subscriptions to a few different “people finders.” If I had the social security numbers of the folks on the list, I could probably end this with exactly six searches. Instead, I had to fiddle a bit, sorting through similar first and last names, trying to use the information about each name Eddie had provided to figure out which Ryan York or Amanda Warbler matched the ones on the list.
First, I kept the search local. The only name I could find still in Hawthorne was good ol’ Warren Keats. He actually lived not far from me. A bit of a shock, since Warren had been a full-blooded south-side kid in high school.
Pushing the search out a bit, I found Amanda Warbler in a suburb outside of Detroit, but she had switched from a Warbler to a Lanski.
Ryan York, Dick Kahn, and Christian Peacock had all spread to various parts of the country—Ryan and Christian out west, Dick into New England. Granted, Eddie’s tormenter might have been operating outside the state, but taking into account Occam’s Razor—and a hell of a lot of good that had done me so far—it made sense that one of the two still close by were the most likely to fit. Since only one of the locals on the list was from before the Arndt family tragedy, I decided to start there. Besides, I had to admit to a certain curiosity about how a guy like Warren Keats—one time detention rat from the south side—had crawled his way up to a better standard of living.
Before I left, I did quick criminal record checks on every name on the list. Amanda Lanski had a nice sheet. Shoplifting. Attempted robbery. Possession of an illegal firearm. And one pop for prostitution. All this fun activity occurred under her maiden name. Apparently, she had shaped up before walking down the aisle.
Christian Peacock had a couple DUIs and three arrests for possession of narcotics. I’d had a hard time putting a face to Christian’s name until I read his record. This was the dude that had dressed like it was still the ‘60s—even though the closest he’d come to seeing the sixties was Easy Rider and old photographs of his parents in their glory days—and always carried the scent of marijuana mixed with patchouli. Once a stoner, always a stoner, I guess.
None of the others had sheets.
Funny. I had expected to find at least something on Warren. Which spoke to my own bias, still ingrained even after all these years, against those from South Hawthorne. The only reason I could recognize the bias was because I had burrowed under my upper crust world and had a dusty lick of what lie beneath that crust. Spending a couple years in Los Angeles, near homeless, could put a person’s life in perspective.
I made printouts of the information I found and put them in a folder that I assigned to the case. Then I grabbed my coat and went to pay Warren Keats a visit.

The house—more like a compound, really—had at least a few thousand square feet on mine. That didn’t include the outbuildings glimpsed through the foliage along the iron fence lining the property, which had to stretch a good ten acres or more.
Fucking A, had Warren moved up in the world.
My mind raced with questions as I pulled to the gate. A pair of cameras stared down at me from the tall posts on either side of the gate. I buzzed down my window and examined the tarnished brass monolith posted like a sentinel to the side of the driveway. The pedestal had a built in speaker with a quarter-sized red button next to it. The ultimate protection against Jehovah’s Witness—a gate and a buzzer. I thought about getting one for my own pad.
I pressed the button. Didn’t hear any indication that I’d accomplished anything with the act. No buzz or click. I wondered if it was just a prop, then a voice finally emitted from the speaker.
No fast food drive-thru speaker, I heard the voice as clear as if a little man hid inside the box waiting to greet visitors. “How may I help you?” asked the refined baritone. I had a feeling if I was driving anything less than a Beemer, I would have been run off.
“I’m here to see Mr. Keats.”
Hesitating, the fine fellow’s austere tone cracked a bit. “I’m sorry, who?”
 “You know, the person who lives here. The master of the house. Mr. Warren Keats.” I looked forward to having a good laugh about this with Warren when I finally got through the gate. What kind of people are you hiring, man? Your butler, or whoever the heck, doesn’t even know your name. Har-har.
Now the voice dropped pretense like a man drops his drawers for his proctologist. “Who is this?”
“You can tell him it’s his former detention pal, Ridley Brone.”
The speaker was so good I could hear the quick intake of breath. “Ridley? What the hell are you doing here?”
With the stuffy out of his voice, I finally recognized it. “Warren?”
“You are going to get me in serious trouble. Is this some kind of joke?”
“I thought…” What had I thought? I felt like I must have stopped thinking at least an hour ago. “I thought you lived here.”
“Yeah. In the servants’ quarters.” I heard some shuffling, then he came back on with his Jeeves act. “I’m sorry, sir. Mr. O’Leary does not tolerate solicitations.”
“Warren? What the—”
“Good day, sir.” The speaker snapped, connection cut.
So much for Warren moving up in the world. Servants’ quarters? Did people really still have those? It sounded so mid-nineteenth century. I liked Jane Austen and all, but I sure as hell didn’t want to live in one of her novels.
I thumbed the buzzer again. Then again, when no answer came. And a third time. I could do this all day.
Finally, Warren’s voice came through in a harsh whisper. “You trying to get me fired?”
“We need to talk, Warren.”
“Now’s not a good time.” He cleared his throat and came back on with his mock formality. “As I’ve said already, solicitors are unwelcome here.”
I wondered if he had someone standing behind him with a cattle prod or whip. Even in his professional voice, I could hear the shake behind it. “Come to my bar tonight. The High Note. We can talk there.”
The speaker clicked and left me with flat silence. I backed out of the drive, hoping he got the message and would meet me. I wasn’t sure how else to speak with him. Did live-in servants have visiting hours?



Chapter 11
After lunch, I returned to my office and gave Sheila a call at the hotel, this time giving the room number since I now knew she wasn’t checked in under her own name. The clerk put me through and I listened to the phone ring three times before someone picked up. I say someone, because the voice that greeted me on the other line did not belong to Sheila.
“Are you there?” the woman who was not Sheila asked when I didn’t respond right away.
The low roil in my gut came before I could consciously admit what had happened. “Is Sheila there?”
“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “You must have the wrong number.”
I hung up before I wasted any more of the woman’s time on my own denial. Face facts, friend. She’s bailed on you again.
I bounced a fist on my desk. “God damnit.” Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, and I’m a fucking gullible idiot who thought Sheila was still a friend.
Why? What did she have to gain or lose by sharing a list of Lincoln Rice’s old cronies? Especially when they might lead to finding my daughter. It was almost like Sheila didn’t want me to find her.

Another night at the High Note without Hal. Mondays typically sucked, outside of the after-business-hours rush of self-medicating working stiffs. But Mondays, like all days, had never stopped Hal from working the mic.
I shared a concerned look with Holly. She shrugged and shook her head, telling me she knew as much as I did about the old guy’s whereabouts. I contemplated tracking him down, but I didn’t have much to go on. I didn’t even know the guy’s last name. Maybe I could troll vintage clothing stores that specialized in leisure suits and large-collared shirts, rattling off his description to anyone who would listen.
Yeah, right. I had enough non-paying cases anyway. Hal was a grown adult, no matter how childlike his zeal for karaoke might have been. For all I knew, he’d found a new place to torture the patrons with his wavering, off-key voice.
Thoughts of Hal skipped off my brain when I saw Warren come in. Unlike with Eddie, I recognized Warren right away. He still had that shit-eating smirk as his default expression. Wore his hair buzzed close like he had in high school. He’d grown a slight paunch and some meat around his jowls, which reminded me of his appetite as a kid. Warren Keats would eat almost anything that qualified as food. I remembered one detention period where he had lifted a half-eaten slice of pizza out of the trash can. I didn’t know if he still ate scraps, but he did look like his metabolism had caught up with his hunger.
His gaze scanned the bar until he spotted me. He shook his head as he headed over. “You son of a bitch.”
“I should have done a better job with my research,” I said and shrugged.
He dropped into the booth and did a little drum rolled on the table with his hands. Then he pointed at me. “You are a dumb ass. You really thought that gargantuan excuse for a home was mine?”
“Why not? People change.”
“No they don’t. They just sometimes show you a different side you never seen before.”
I lifted my eyebrows. “Wow, that’s deep.”
He tossed up a hand. “You see? I’ve always been a philosopher. You just didn’t know it.” He crossed his arms and leaned back. “After all these years, why the heck would you want to see me?”
“Eddie Arndt.” I left it at that.
He squinted while his signature smirk stuck to his face. “That kid whose dad went crazy with a gun? What about him?”
“You two have issues back in the day?”
“Issues?” He shot air out the side of his mouth. “I had issues with everyone back then.”
I remembered. That’s why he ended up in detention so often. Warren had liked to pick fights. “So nothing special with Eddie?”
He looked around at the bar. “You know I used to use a fake ID to get in here?” He jerked his chin toward the bar. “Think that same guy served me at least a dozen shots before I got busted.”
“I never saw you around.”
“I never saw you around neither.”
Valid point. I tried to avoid the High Note as much as possible back then. Once I hit my teen years, my parents found it a lot harder to dress me up and force me on stage to impress their friends and the occasional celebrity musician that stopped by on their way from Detroit to Chicago.
“Places looks different now,” he said. “I read about the fire in the paper.”
Nice of him to say fire instead of explosion. “My fifteen minutes of fame.”
“It true you’re a detective now or something?”
“Yep,” I said and realized he had slyly driven the conversation down a different road than the one I had started on. “Which brings us back to Eddie.”
Warren rolled his shoulders. His back cracked. He let out a contented sigh. “All right. Let’s get it over with.”
“You know why I want to talk to you?”
“No. But I figure it’s about some trouble you think I caused. I got a good job, takes care of the room and board and gives me enough money for beers and an occasional trip to the antique bookstore.” He pointed at me again. “There’s another side you didn’t know about. In fact, there’s a lot you don’t know about me. That includes the fact I stay out of trouble these days. Everybody still makes assumptions, though.”
“I don’t assume anything,” I said. “I just want to ask some questions.”
“About Eddie Arndt. I guy I haven’t seen or heard about since high school.”
“You sure about that?”
His smirk gave way to a sneer, but only for a second. “Thought you weren’t assuming.”
“Eddie tells me you two had problems back in the day, thinks you might still be holding a grudge.”
“He thinks that, huh?” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. “You tell Eddie, if I’m holding a grudge, he’d fucking know it, not think it.”
The edge in his voice tweaked my defensive instincts. While for the most part he could hide it well, Warren was dangerous. I had no doubt. “I guess you’re right. People don’t change.”
“What’s Eddie think I did?”
“Who says he thinks you did anything?”
He rolled his eyes. “Come on. Obviously he hired you because someone hurt his feelings or some shit, and so you’re going around grilling anyone who might not have liked him.”
“You still haven’t told me what happened between you two in high school.”
“Didn’t he tell you?” 
“I want to hear your side.”
He rested his head against the seatback and puffed his cheeks as he exhaled. “I decked his books or something. No big deal. Next day, the little fucker sneaks up behind me and pushes me down the stairs on my way to the lunchroom. Broke my arm and sprained my ankle.”
“He pushed you down the stairs?” Eddie had told me he had pushed him. He left out the part about the stairs.
“I was out of school for a week, which wasn’t so bad. But I hurt like a mother.”
“What happened to Eddie?”
“You mean, did he get suspended or something? Nah. I said I slipped. That way, after I healed up, I could kick the crap out of him.”
That part, Eddie had shared. Including how Warren had bent back Eddie’s arm until it snapped. “And broke his arm in return.”
“Damn right. He got off easy. I didn’t touch his ankle.”
I’d never heard anything about this. But outside of detention, I didn’t run in either Warren’s or Eddie’s circles, so that wasn’t very surprising. What did surprise me was the venom in Warren’s eyes even after all these years. But did that make him a killer? I couldn’t picture a high schooler—even one as bitter as Warren—pulling off a triple murder and so masterfully covering it up.
“You have any more run ins with Eddie after that?”
He seemed to think about it, as if he couldn’t remember. “No. He got the message. Stayed away from me. And I forgot all about him.”
I decided to throw out one more from left field. “You ever been to the Grand Canyon?”
“I never been rich like you people from the north side. Couldn’t never afford vacations.”

On my way to Detroit the following morning, I replayed my conversation with Warren. The guy was full of contradictions. I wondered if he hadn’t been toying with me, throwing out lies just to prove I didn’t know him. The antique book shopping felt like a stretch. Who knows?
Still, it seemed ludicrous to imagine Warren tracking Eddie throughout his lifetime, killing off relatives, all in the name of revenge over a twisted ankle and a broken arm.
Amanda Lanski, formerly Warbler, had an equally innocuous confrontation with Eddie about a week before his family tragedy. Apparently, they were dating. According to Eddie, during a make out session in her parents’ basement, he got a little too hot for her tastes. She scratched him across the face when his hands got too friendly. They broke up and that was that.
After talking to Warren, though, I had a feeling Eddie had left out some key details like he had about the whole pushing Warren down some stairs. I did not, however, expect the drastic difference in their stories about that night in the basement.

“He raped me.”
We sat at her kitchen table, half of a decimated birthday cake between us. In the next room, the squalls from a dozen six and seven year-olds playing pin the tail on the donkey nearly vibrated the walls, and were loud enough to make me question that I’d heard Amanda right.
“Eddie did?”
She looked at me like I had licked the frosting off the cake right there in front of her. “Isn’t that what I just said?”
A collective squeal of record decibels cut through the wall separating the kitchen from the neighboring room. The other adult at the party, presumably one of the partier’s mothers, hushed them with little effect.
I cringed, not at the ruckus, but because I had interrupted the birthday party for Amanda’s son so that she could dredge up the kind of memories best left alone. “I’m sorry,” I said.
“He didn’t tell you, did he?”
“He said he got pushy, but…no.”
“Pushy. Right.”
“You never reported it?”
She hooked her lower lip against her teeth. Shook her head. “We were dating. I didn’t think anyone would believe me.”
I didn’t know how to go on. If what she said was true, I had a whole new spin on Eddie Arndt to deal with, including the question of whether I would continue working for him. I had to admit, though, that Amanda’s motives to torture Eddie with the murder of his loved ones had more oomph than Warren’s. It still seemed unrealistic, though.
“Can you tell me anything about what happened?”
“What more is there to tell? He raped me, got me pregnant, which meant I had to get an abortion so my parents wouldn’t kill me.” She gazed at the birthday cake as if looking upon a dead loved one. “He wrecked my life. It took me a long time to get back on track.”
“That explain the troubles with the law?”
Her gaze lifted from the cake, back to me. “You know about that?”
“It’s public record.”
A round of giggling erupted from the other room. Amanda cringed as if the sound hurt her. In the context of our conversation, it probably did. “That’s all behind me now.”
I poked at different questions with a mental stick to see which one might not explode in my face when I asked it. I didn’t want to make her feel like I was sticking up for Eddie, or discounting her experience with him. But in the name of following through on the case, I couldn’t let it go as is.
“I imagine you still hate Eddie,” I said.
She shook her head slowly as if daydreaming about another time. “I loved Eddie. I never expected him to do something like that to me. He was so gentle.” She pulled her lips in. Her eyes tightened, trying to hold back tears. “It was almost like he was a different person. Possessed.”
Her gaze floated across the table, from the cake to the stack of brightly wrapped presents, to the Thomas the Tank Engine balloon with “Have a puff-erfect Birthday” lettered above Thomas like a puff of steam from his funnel. The balloon twisted slowly on its ribbon tied to one of the chairs at the table.
I tried to gently prod her, sensing she had something important to say. “Do you think something was bothering him? Made him irrational?”
Her gaze snapped back to me. “Why? So you can make excuses for him?”
Not gently enough. “I’m not making excuses for him. What he did to you…it’s unforgivable.”
“No it’s not. I forgave him a long time ago. You asked me if I still hated Eddie. I never hated him. That’s what hurt the most. Even after what he did, I still loved him.” She took a deep breath. “Which made me think there must be something wrong with me. My life went downhill from there. I believed I was a bad person, so I acted like one.”
“How did you pull yourself out?”
“I met James. He…believe it or not, he was a client, a John. He had a sense of humor I never noticed with any of the other guys. Most men who use prostitutes come off as desperate and depressed. Like they know they’re doing something wrong, but can’t help themselves.” She smiled. “Not my Jimmy. He picked me up on a dare from some college buddies. I’d never laughed so hard on the job.”
“He’s your husband?”
She nodded. “The day I met Jimmy is the day my whole life changed.”
“And you’ve since forgiven Eddie? Honestly?”
“If I hadn’t, his memory would have poisoned all that I’ve gained.” She laughed. “Can you tell I went through therapy?”
She sounded sincere. I couldn’t pick up any sense that she was putting up a front to cover a simmering hatred for Eddie that could fuel a lifetime’s worth of vengeance. Besides, if I were Amanda and I wanted revenge against the man who had raped me, I would go straight to the source and end it with him. That didn’t mean she couldn’t still help with the case.
“I really appreciate you letting me talk with you, and I’m sorry for interrupting your party. Can I ask just a few more questions?”
“I remember you from school. That’s why I let you in. Before I got together with Eddie, I had a crush on you.” Her face flushed. “I went to all the musicals you were in just so I could listen to you sing.”
A nice little ego stroke. I tried not to let it inflate my head too much. “Thanks.”
“My curiosity got you in the door. Now it’s keeping you here. So you have to answer some of my questions before I answer any more of yours.”
“Fair enough.”
“Why all the questions about Eddie?”
“I’m working for him.”
Her brow creased. “Working how?”
“I’m a private investigator.”
“I thought you were—”
“A singer. I get that a lot. I haven’t sung professionally in a long time.”
She bit her lower lip again and gave me a concentrated stare. “What does your investigation have to do with me?”
“It’s complicated,” I said. “And I can’t get into details.”
“Okay.” She stood. “Nice seeing you again, Ridley. I guess.”
“You won’t let me ask a few more?”
“Not if you won’t answer mine.”
I rapped my fingertips on the table. How to do this without making it sound like I suspected her of killing off a bunch of Eddie’s relatives? “He wants me to look into what happened with his family.”
She paled, eased back into her chair. “That was awful. Happened a week after he…you know. I almost went back to him. In my mind I had mixed it up, thinking that’s why he hurt me, because he was so distraught about the murders. But it happened after, of course. I just wanted to make excuses for him.” Her eyes lit and her gaze screwed tightly to my eyes. “You asked me if something was bothering him that night. Do you think he knew somehow, what was going to happen?”
Even after all this time, she wanted to believe he had some right to rape her. I didn’t want to pity her. She deserved better than that. But I wasn’t a therapist. I couldn’t fix her anymore than I could fix all my own looming issues. Pity was the best I could do. “What can you tell me?”
“It’s like I said. He wasn’t himself. He’d always been respectful of my boundaries. Wasn’t like I was a prude or anything. But he knew how far I was willing to go. It’s like he forgot about all that, and when I wouldn’t go along, he snapped.”
“Did the two of you talk at all that night?”
“When he first came over, he was all sulky. I tried to find out what was wrong, but all he’d said was…how did he put it?”
The shouting and laughing from the kids in the next room cut with an eerie suddenness, as if they had overheard our conversation and now waited for what Amanda would say next. The silence lasted a handful of seconds, then a boy growled like a dinosaur, which triggered the rest of the kids to let loose with their screeching voices and mad laughter.
Amanda swiped her tongue over her bottom lip. “He said, ‘Everything is about to explode.’ Wait, not everything. Everyone. ‘Everyone is about to explode.’ God, that’s freaky. I never saw the connection until now.”
I wasn’t sure there really was a connection to be made. I did know I had found another corner to peel back. One that Eddie had stood on to keep me from noticing. How many times had he held back key information? The stairs. The rape. Now this. The first two he obviously left out to keep himself from looking like an asshole, though he had to figure I’d find out eventually. Maybe this last meant nothing. If it did, he would have told me about it, right?
The philosophical musing of Warren Keats had proved partially true—you never saw all sides of a person. It took merely a glimpse of an unknown side to change a person before your eyes like a magic trick.
Amanda had proved the other part of his theory wrong, though. People did change. Some of them even for the better.
“You’ve been a great help, Amanda. I won’t take up any more of your time.” I stood.
She followed suit. “How come you became a private investigator? Everyone always thought you’d follow in your parents’ footsteps.”
“My parents thought so, too.” I shrugged. “No one bothered to ask me.”



Chapter 12
The whole drive back, I fumed. Why, I wondered, did clients always have a propensity to lie to their investigators? It reminded me of something Bobby’s dad, Mort Quinn—who hired and mentored me as a PI—used to say. Assume everyone is lying, then find out why they’re lying.
It didn’t matter what the lies were, he explained. What mattered was why.
So I drove straight to Eddie’s to find out why.
When he answered his apartment door, I shoved my way inside and kicked the door closed with my heel. Eddie staggered back, eyes wide, as if he thought I was going to deck him. I hated liars. Unlike Mort, I didn’t want to believe everyone lied—not about the important things at least. If that made me naïve, fine. I could live with naïve. What I couldn’t live with was someone who I was trying to help lying straight to my face.
“Tell me about the stairs,” I said, stalking toward him while he scampered back.
“Wh—what do you mean?”
“How about the rape? You want to tell me about that?”
He held his hands out in front of him and cringed, waiting for that punch. I cocked a fist back for show. I’d let him tell his side of things before I bloodied his nose. He didn’t need to know that, though.
His back eventually hit the wall beside the entrance to his kitchenette, no where left to go. He cowered as I closed in.
“Talk, Eddie, before I lose my temper.”
“I made some mistakes, all right? I’m not proud of them.”
“You’re going to have to do better than that. Raping your girlfriend isn’t a mistake. You can’t accidentally force yourself on a woman.”
“Rape? Is that what Amanda told you?” He parted his quaking hands to show his face. “Do I look like a rapist?”
I let my fist go, striking the wall next to his head. “Why would she make something like that up?”
“Can you back off so I can explain?”
“I don’t want to hear excuses, Eddie. I want to know why you lied to me.”
He tipped his hands away from his face, palms up, making him look like an obsequious beggar asking for alms. “Because of this. You’re reaction. I didn’t think you’d help me if I told you about that.”
“And pushing Warren down the stairs?”
“He bullied me. All the time. Relentlessly. I got sick of it. He deserved that push.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But I deserved to know about it. You can’t send me out chasing clues when I don’t have all the facts.”
“I’m sorry. From now on, I’ll tell you everything. Promise.”
I shook my head. Already with the lies. The anger flushed out of me. Now I felt tired and heavy. It didn’t matter, though. He could lie all he wanted. I was done. “I don’t work for rapists, Eddie. It’s not good for the conscience.”
“Jesus, you make me sound like some lowlife criminal.”
“How unreasonable of me.” I backed off of him. “Have a nice life, Ed.”
He lurched toward me, grabbed at my coat like a drunk trying to stay on his feet. “What about the killer? He’s killed so many people I care about. You can’t let him get away with it.”
“That was a running theory. So far, I haven’t found anything to support it. Time to face facts,” I said, slightly aware of what I would say next, but not enough to stop myself. “Your dad went postal, and the only reason you’re alive to doubt it is pure dumb luck.”
His wet eyes stared at me with an intensity I could feel clear to the back of my skull. “You don’t believe that. What about the sticker? The killer knows about that.”
He kept pawing at my coat. I shoved him away. “For all I know, you’re making that stuff up to string me along.”
He shook his head emphatically. “I’m not. I’m not.”
I should have walked out at that point. I couldn’t trust anything that slithered out his lying mouth. Which rendered further conversation pointless. Unfortunately, like many investigators, I had the curiosity tic, the one that demanded pieces fit where it looked as though they were missing.
“How could you do that to Amanda?” I asked.
He squeezed his eyes shut and turned away. “What difference does it make? You’ve already made up your mind about me.”
“All right. Think of it as me being curious how you’ll lie to me next.”
“Fuck off. If you don’t want to help me anymore, I don’t have to listen to you judge me.” He turned back to me, a cold calm on his face. “You have no idea what I was going through.”
Get out of here. He’s a lost cause. Doesn’t deserve your time. “Do you know Amanda’s forgiven you for what you did? She even thinks you might have had a good excuse.”
He blinked the cold off his face. “She does?”
“She told me you were distraught the night you raped her. Something was bothering you. You weren’t yourself.”
He chuffed, rubbed his face with his hands. “That’s no excuse for what I did.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
“You have to believe me, though. I’ve felt terrible since that day. Warren might have deserved what I did to him, but not Amanda. She was just…collateral damage.”
“No, Eddie. She was your victim.”
“I know that.” He drifted over to the worn spot of his carpet and paced. “I know. But she’s right. I wasn’t myself that night.”
“Because everyone was about to explode.”
He jerked to a halt and gaped at me. “How do you know about that?”
“Amanda told me.”
“Well, how did she know about that?”
I raised my eyebrows. “Because you told her. What does it mean?”
He resumed pacing. “God, I don’t remember telling her that. I shouldn’t have told her that.”
I skirted the sofa and coffee table, planted myself in his path. He turned at the end of one pace and drew up short when he saw me in the way.
“You have one last chance at keeping me on.” I couldn’t believe I was saying that. My investigative curiosity had cleverly managed to short circuit my morality. “Tell me what ‘everybody exploding’ means.”
“Nothing that has anything to do with the case.”
“You should let the professional here decided that.”
“Look, no offense, but it’s none of your business. You want to keep investigating for me, that’s awesome. But I’m not getting into any of that with you. It is not relevant.”
Morality tried to get out from under curiosity’s claws, but curiosity kept its grip for another second. “What you did to Amanda is unforgivable, no matter what she says or what was going on with you. But if you can put things in context for me, maybe I can look past it enough to continue the investigation.” I would have to avoid mirrors for a few days, because I didn’t think I could stand looking at myself. But Mort’s advice rang like a struck tuning fork—find out the why behind the lie. Everything would follow from there. “Is that a fair deal?”
He sighed through his clenched teeth, hunched his shoulders, and twisted from side-to-side at the waist as if deciding which way to walk. “I can’t. I wish I could, but I can’t.”
“Why?”
“You’re not going to get this out of me, Ridley. Drop it.”
I stared at him for a moment. In that time, curiosity and morality swapped places. It was official. I was done with Eddie Arndt. Without another word, I left.



Chapter 13
Still no Hal.
We were having a pretty good Tuesday, too. A lot of kids from the university—though they probably didn’t think of themselves as kids. I know I didn’t when I was in my early twenties. I thought surviving my teens meant I had all the answers. If I’d known then that eighteen years down the line I still wouldn’t have even a tenth of the answers, I probably would have broken down and drank myself to death with my freshly minted legal ID.
I suspected I’d feel the same in my mid-forties. Age gave you perspective, but youth’s arrogance kept you alive.
I thought I should call Warren, considering how philosophical I was feeling. But if we got into some theological argument, he would likely break one of my limbs. I kept my phone clipped to my belt.
At least, until Led Zeppelin played to let me know I had a call. The caller ID showed me a number, but no name associated with it. My spider sense tingled. Somehow I knew who was calling.
Three girls on stage belted “Brown-Eyed Girl” through drunken giggles. Not the best environment for taking calls.
I slipped out of my booth and hurried to the stairwell that led up to my office. I closed the stairwell door, muffling the quote, singing, unquote, sat on the steps, and answered the call.
“I’m sorry, Ridley.” Sheila.
“You’re sorry all right.”
“Listen to me, will you? I have something important—”
“Wow. I feel like I’ve had this conversation with you before.”
Her words took on the static of panic. “You’re in danger.”
“Danger from what?”
“I don’t know for sure.”
“That’s helpful.”
Through the door I heard enthusiastic applause for the girls’ expert butchery of their selection. When it came to karaoke, taste did not have a seat at the bar.
Sheila said, “It’s Hersch. I think he’s in Hawthorne.”
“How would you know that?”
“Because I called him. I was trying to help you.”
“You have his number? Didn’t occur to you to share that with me?”
“I didn’t have it when we spoke last.”
What the hell? This whole thing with Hersch grew more and more convoluted every time his name came up. “Okay. How did you get it?”
“He gave it to me.”
This was going nowhere at the speed of light. “Start from the top. What the hell are you talking about?”
She cleared her throat. When next she spoke she sounded strung out and hoarse. “Hersch contacted me at the hotel. I don’t know how he found me. I guess he’s better than I thought.”
He was good, I’d give him that. “What did he want?”
“It’s just as you said. He offered to give me back the money he took from me if I helped him.”
“Did you?”
“Of course not,” she barked. “You have to stop second guessing me.”
“You honestly think I can do that? Especially after you skipped out on me again when I thought you were going to help me.”
A shaky sigh. “I left the hotel so he couldn’t find me again.”
“But not before he gave you his number in case you changed your mind.”
“Yes. Instead, I called him to try to bargain with him.”
A cinderblock dropped into the pit of my stomach. “Bargain? Did you give him the names of Rice’s friends?”
“You’re convinced I’m out to betray you.”
In the background on her end I heard a voice over a loudspeaker. I picked up a few key words. Mainly, gate and flight. “Going somewhere?” I asked.
“I’m flying out of here in an hour. I left Hawthorne for a reason. Surely, you of all people can understand that.”
“The difference is, I came back.”
“For how long? How long will your guilt keep you there before you finally can’t take it anymore?”
“Don’t turn this back on me.” I gripped my phone a little more tightly. “What information did you bargain with?”
“None. I offered Hersch more money.”
“For what?”
“To get him to stop all this.”
Through the stairwell door I could hear the faint strains of a ballad, but couldn’t make out the song. Behind the music, a soft, yet powerful voice followed the melody, the actual lyrics obscured by the barrier between me and the singer. I didn’t need to hear the lyrics. The woman’s voice was enough to send a shiver down my back.
“Are you there?” Sheila asked.
I shook myself out of my trance. “I know you got a healthy cut of my parents’ inheritance, but I’m pretty sure you don’t have a million bucks lying around.”
“In my account I have exactly one-million two-hundred thousand dollars.”
“Two hundred grand won’t keep you in booze, let alone fancy hotels and limousines.”
“I could sell my condo. That would give me a cushion until I could find work.”
I stood up from the stairs, but clung to the railing, my mouth hanging open. Was she really willing to give up so much to help me? “What’s the catch?”
“I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I just want to make things right.”
A niggling feeling drove me to roll back over our conversation. I had missed a thread. Then I found it. “You said I was in danger. How does that tie in?”
A pause, the sad sound of the ballad out in the bar filling the gap. “He didn’t accept my offer.”
“He turned down a million dollars?”
“He said he didn’t want it from me. He wanted it only from you.”
I tipped my head to rest it against the wall. The drywall felt cool against my scalp. “What is going on?”
“He has it in for you, Ridley. The way he spoke, it sounded personal. Like he’s trying to get back at you for something.”
“I don’t even know the guy.”
“How can you be certain?”
I hadn’t recognized his voice on the phone, but that didn’t mean anything. With his dopey mouth-breather act, he had proven himself talented in the art of voice disguise. Shelia had described him to me, but I was no police sketch artist, so I had to do my best to picture him based on a vague verbal description. Besides, if he could disguise his voice, he could probably alter his appearance as well. I saw another enemies list in my future—my own. Mine would run a bit longer than Eddie’s.
“This is getting weird,” I said, more to myself.
“It’s more than weird.” Sheila’s voice shook enough to send some of her panic through the phone and down my spine. “He said one more thing to me.”
I braced myself on the railing, ready for anything—or so I thought.
“He said he planned on making sure you were committed to the race.”
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. But it sure as hell doesn’t sound good.” The loudspeaker chattered behind her again. “They’ve started the boarding. I have to go.”
“I need those names, Sheila. Rice’s Club Med.”
“Of course. I’ll email them to you.”
“Thank you. And thanks for offering up all that money for me.”
“Be safe, Ridley.”



Chapter 14
I found Hersch’s “motivator” when I returned home from the bar just after three in the morning. It started at my front door with pictures. Taped all over the door like a collage, pictures of me with Eddie. Pictures of me going into the prison to see Autumn. Pictures of me coming out of the prison. A picture of me standing in the hallway outside Sheila’s room at the hotel. Pictures of me outside the High Note. Even a few snaps of me inside the High Note.
Impossible. Wouldn’t I have noticed someone taking photos of me in my bar?
That drop of panic Sheila had passed over the phone swelled inside of me. My nerves crackled. My skin grew tight and cold. Colder than the winter night.
I stood, stunned, on my porch, staring at the photographs until my face turned numb against the cut of the wind and my legs quaked in a struggle to stay warm. When I finally broke out of my stupor, I yanked down each photo and jammed them in my coat pocket. Then I turned in a slow circle, scanned my surroundings. The snow laden trees. The white dusted street. The shadows collected around the front yards and facades of the neighboring houses. I was looking for him, but I saw no one.
The last shred of warmth completely drained from my body, the winter drove me inside.
This is where I found part two of Hersch’s taunt—a trail of my clothes stretched end-to-end like a cloth line down a highway. Only this highway led from the foyer to the stairs. Up the stairs to my bedroom. From the doorway of my bedroom to the bed.
On the bed—a gold chain with a huge, shiny medallion. It took me a couple of seconds to recognize the gaudy piece of jewelry, it was so far out of context. Then the image floated up in my mind’s eye like the shimmering form of a swimmer coming up for air.
Wide collar, unbuttoned to expose a hairy chest and a gold medallion. The swaying hips. The broken voice.
Hal.
It didn’t mean anything. Hersch could have purchased a similar medallion as the one he saw on Hal. After all, he had obviously been in the bar. He could have marked Hal as a regular and taken note of his extroverted appearance. Then went out, bought something that looked like what Hal wore, then left it on my bed as a threat like a severed horse’s head, a la The Godfather.
None of this explanation covered Hal’s mysterious absence of late. I could try to pass it off as convenient coincidence. Even as Hersch taking advantage of the change in Hal’s routine to make it look like he was responsible for it.
Then again, I would be hard-pressed to find an exact replica of Hal’s famous badge of poor taste. Not unless I asked Hal where he got it from. Even then, who knew?
Hersch did, that’s who. And whether the medallion on my bed was the original or a copy, he had proven himself burrowed into my life’s flesh like a tick. The more he fed, the more dangerous he became.
I retrieved a pair of driving gloves, put them on, picked up the medallion, and dropped it into a zippered plastic bag. I didn’t know if I could get Palmer to pull a string or two and see if he got any prints off the medallion. I wasn’t sure it was even worth the effort. Hersch had consistently walked two steps ahead of me. I doubt he left any prints.
But he had.

Just not his own.
I looked at the couple sheets of the printout Palmer had handed me over his desk. My eyes burned from fatigue. I’d only managed a few hours sleep after finding the medallion on my bed. I gave up on sleep when the sun came up and I still lay awake, watching the minutes tick by on my alarm clock. That’s when I had climbed out of bed, had a coffee breakfast, and had called Palmer to set up a time to meet at his office.
Now, he stared at me intently through his black-framed glasses while rubbing his stubbled head. “You know him?”
I nodded. The top sheet had a large reproduction of Hal’s driver’s license. The photo of him stared back at me, almost unrecognizable. He had a haggard, unkempt look to him. Mussed hair, sunken eyes, deep grooves cut into his skin. The pic looked more like a mug shot than a license photo. I didn’t get it. He didn’t look like the Hal I knew. I recognized him, but I couldn’t reconcile the differences. Then it occurred to me that I seldom saw him out from under the stage lights, except when he sat in the dark of the bar waiting for his turn back at the mic. I saw him up close even less often.
Maybe he put on some make-up to go along with his karaoke duds. I wouldn’t have put it past him.
More interesting than his photo was Hal’s full name—Harold Fennimore Zelinski. Even more surprising? His address. A north side address. Not one of the posh neighborhoods, but definitely upper middle-class. I don’t know why, but I had always assumed Hal came from more working-class roots.
The next thing I noted on his license was his birth date. The guy was pushing eighty. Even his rough-and-not-so-ready driver’s license picture didn’t look like he was that old. Had I tried to guess while he was at the bar, I would have placed him in his mid-sixties, late sixties max. His picture made him look more worn, but not really much older.
“He’s the guy who’s missing?” Palmer asked.
“Yeah.” I flipped to the second sheet. This one made all previous surprises look positively mundane. “He’s got a rap sheet?”
“That’s how we got the hit with his prints.”
I scanned the list. All his pops revolved around burglary or attempted burglary. It hit home how little I knew about a guy I saw nearly every day for the last three years. Some folks knew more about their penthouse doormen than I did about Hal. Maybe that’s how he could afford to live on the north side.
I looked up at Palmer. “I appreciate this.”
“Don’t make it a habit.”
“Trust me. The looks I got on my way in? I’ll be lucky enough to make it out of here alive, let alone come back.”
He slid his hand back and forth on his shaved head, the sound like sandpaper on wood. “You can’t exactly blame them.”
“Why not? They blame me. Fair is fair.”
Palmer shook his head. “Whatever. You want to file a missing persons?”
“You think I can?”
“You can.” He dropped his hand from his head. “Don’t know it’ll do you much good. No one’s going to follow up on an MP just because he stopped coming to karaoke.”
I didn’t want HPD help anyway. Their version of help would involve thwarting me at every turn. And I didn’t want to waste Palmer’s time with it. Besides, this was the kind of thing a PI had more dexterity (and time) to deal with.
I shook my head. “Forget it.”
“What about the B and E?”
“Why bother, right?” I lifted the printout. “Can I keep this?”
Palmer has this way of staring at a person that makes you feel like melting into a puddle. He gave me that look—half disappointment, half pity—and snorted. “That’s all I need, you getting caught with that and having it traced back to me. I already get enough shit just for talking to you.”
“Fine,” I said. “Can I borrow a pen and a sheet of paper?”
He drew a pen from a bouquet of ballpoints in a coffee mug with a faded ghost of lettering that read, “#1 Dad.” He handed me the pen and a pad of lined paper.
While I copied down the info from the printout, I said, “I didn’t know you were a dad.”
He didn’t say anything.
I stopped writing and looked up. His expression was unreadable. “Christ, Palmer, I’m just making conversation.”
“The less you know about me, the better. You saved my life, but you’re also the one who put it in danger. That puts you in neutral territory for me.”
“Is this your way of telling me you don’t want to be friends anymore?”
“Never were friends, Brone.”
“Get yourself a dictionary and look up the word ‘sarcasm.’”
He looked down his nose at the pad of paper. “You done?”
I tore off the page I had written on, dropped his pen on the pad, and pushed them across his desk. “I’m good. Thanks again. Sorry I pried.”
As I stood, Palmer grumbled my name.
I folded my page of notes and tucked it in my coat pocket while I waited for him to say whatever he had to say. I didn’t hold my breath for an apology. Really, he didn’t owe me one. Just like he didn’t owe me any information about his personal life.
“He’s gone.” Palmer rubbed his chest as if struck by a sudden case of heartburn. “My son.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything,” I said. “I over stepped my bounds.”
“I want to tell you.”
I nearly asked why. Why did he feel he needed to confide anything in me? Besides, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. When someone says ‘gone’ about a loved one, they usually don’t mean on a trip to the Florida Keys. I nodded, signaling that I was listening and ready for him to go on.
“My son died from leukemia when he was six.”
“Jesus, Palmer. I’m sorry.”
A painful weariness pulled his posture down as if he sat in a circle of extra gravity. “Now you know.”
Why he had suddenly decided to open up to me, I couldn’t say. I made sure not to take it lightly. “Thanks for that.”
“For my attempt to depress you?”
“No, for… Forget it.” Us guys don’t like to get into the mushy, share-my-feelings kind of stuff. Palmer and I had come close enough to skirting that territory. The last thing either of us needed was to ruin our manly reputations by revealing our sensitive sides. “See you around.”
“If you must.”
There, back to the comfortable crusty banter. Satisfied that we had properly reestablished our working relationship, I left the PD, feeling the laser beams from every set of eyes I passed on the way out.
I wondered how many donuts it would take to get back on the police department’s good side. Hey, I was rich. Why not buy them their own personal Dunkin’ Donuts?
When I reached my car, I realized all the donuts in the world wouldn’t change a thing. The flattened tires and long key marks carved into my car’s paint cinched it for me. The fine folks of Hawthorne PD would never like me. More precisely, they would never stop hating me.

I returned home, thinking I’d catch a nap before having to head over to the bar. While I didn’t find any more photographs taped to my door, I did find Eddie Arndt standing on my porch. He had his hands shoved in his coat pockets, a scarf wrapped around his face just under the eyes, and a knit cap pulled down over his eyebrows.
Anyone else bundled up like that I probably wouldn’t recognize, but I knew it was Eddie the moment I saw him. Something about his posture and, as I closed in, his eyes, those unchanged eyes that carried the sadness from high school to the present day.
I didn’t have a hat or a scarf, so by the time I reached the porch my ears felt like someone had pinched them until the circulation stopped. The chill air dried out my throat when I breathed it in. I hunkered into my coat as best I could. “What’s up, Eddie?”
His answer came muffled through his scarf. “I want to talk.”
“I’ve nothing to say to you.” I skirted around him to unlock my door.
He grabbed my arm. I could feel the cold surface of his gloves cut through my coat and skate up and down my funny bone. I shivered hard enough to shake loose any fillings if I’d had some.
“You have to help me,” he said. “There’s no one else.”
I wrenched my arm free. “I tried to help, remember?” My voice quaked as I continued to tremble against the cold. “Now, I don’t want anything to do with you.”
“You have to let me explain.”
I stuck my key in the door lock after a few shaky jabs. As I turned the key, I said, “You can’t explain away a rape.”
He yanked his scarf down off of his mouth. “You said if I told you what happened to me, you would take back the case.”
I threw open the door, stepped inside, and turned to face him across the threshold. “I said I’d consider it. I’ve since realized there’s no way I could help and still respect myself.”
“You don’t know what happened. What I went through.”
“I can’t believe a word you say now. You get that, right?”
“I know.” He wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “Please. Give me a chance. I want to tell you everything.”
It struck me how those last words echoed what Palmer had said to me. Had I become a priest at some point without knowing it? Come to Father Brone. I will hear all your confessions.
The open door worked like a wind tunnel, funneling the winter air into the foyer, cutting right through me. At this rate, all 9,000 square feet of this monstrosity of a house would have the heat sapped away in seconds. “I’m freezing my ass off here, so you’ve got one chance.” I put my hand on the door, ready to slam it in his face. “Why should I help you?”
“It’s not a short answer.”
“Summarize as best you can, because I can’t stand another second of this cold.”
He curled one gloved hand into a fist and pressed it against his mouth. His eyes watered. When he pulled his hand away from his mouth, he looked me right in the eye. His stare put the cold wind to shame. “Because,” he said, “what I did before I went to Amanda’s that night…was worse than rape.”



Chapter 15
I could only think of one thing worse than rape, yet I still let him inside. There was no turning back for me now. I had to hear the rest of the story or I would never sleep again.
Once in the foyer with the front door closed against winter’s bite, Eddie pulled off his gloves and his hat and stuffed them in his coat pockets. When he went to unzip his coat, I stopped him.
“You’ve got five minutes to explain what the hell is going on before I kick you out.”
“Can’t we sit—”
“No.”
The cold had colored his cheeks, but that color deepened. His eyes narrowed. “I’m going out on a limb telling you any of this.”
“Let’s make it easy then. How about I call Amanda? She’ll want to hear whatever excuse you have for raping her.”
“Leave her out of this. I’ve already caused her enough trouble.”
What an exquisite understatement. I had seen Amanda, heard the quake in her voice as she told her story. All of her twisted rationalizations to keep herself from hating someone she thought she loved. Not to mention the streak of criminal activity that followed, a self inflicted purgatory born of the belief that she, herself, was somehow responsible for the rape.
I said, “This is a waste of time.”
“You haven’t even heard me out.”
I gave him the don’t-shit-in-my-coffee look. At least, that was the effect I was going for. “You know what I’ve learned in all my years as a PI? The more detailed and complicated the story, the more likely it’s a lie. The details come from a desperate need to sound convincing. The complexity comes from stacking lies to cover up holes in their story.”
“I’m not saying I haven’t lied to you.” Even with the light from the mini-chandelier hanging above the foyer, the ashen light seeping in through the half-circle window high on the door dampened the space. Eddie stepped toward me, a red conviction in his eyes. “I want to clear out the lies now. Will you please just give me that chance?”
Sometimes human emotion could act like a lie detector for someone attuned to recognizing the signs. The talent was more art than science, but a definite craft underlined the process, something that could be taught, something Mort had taught me. It’s partly how I had known Amanda’s story was genuine. Now, like a sixth sense, it told me Eddie might actually have something legit.
Like I said, PI’s are a curious lot. They make cats look aloof by comparison. I wondered if Eddie knew that, if he was using that against me to rope me back into his case. The only way I could know for sure was to let myself get roped.
“All right,” I said. “Take off your coat and stay awhile.”

I didn’t want to bring him into the kitchen again. The kitchen acted as heart to my home. I spent a lot of time in there, and I didn’t want to taint the room with possible bad memories.
I led the way into a den on the first floor. My parents had used the room for composing. A baby grand stood in the center of the room, covered with a sheet. The roll top desk was similarly covered, as was all the furniture—a wingback chair and matching footstool, extra long piano bench that could accommodate the two of them as they worked together on a song, even the mini wet bar in one corner had a sheet draped over it.
I don’t know why I chose this room to take Eddie into. I didn’t have any conscious reason. It was just where I ended up.
Eddie came in behind me, took the room in, and said, “Wow.”
To me the room looked like a miniature snow-capped mountain range with all the sheet-covered shapes. I didn’t see any reason for a wow.
“This is where they made their songs, right?”
A rough, scratchy sensation scraped down through my lungs. I felt the urge to cough, but couldn’t get it out. I busied myself with uncovering the pair of available chairs, one at the desk, the other the wingback. I shoved aside the footstool, then dragged the desk chair over so we could face each other while we talked.
When I finished setting up our mini parlor, I gestured to the wingback. “You can have the comfy chair.”
He started over, but paused when he reached the covered piano. He drew a hand over the drape. “They wrote some of my favorite songs.”
Cheesy pop songs, if you asked me. But I knew plenty of locals who claimed to love the music my parents wrote. I often wondered if they liked the songs only because their composers lived in the same city. I couldn’t be the only person in Hawthorne whose eyes crossed every time he heard the kind of sugary bubblegum pop music my parents wrote.
I stood by the keys on the opposite side of the piano from Eddie. My fingers acted on their own, curling a few inches from the drape as if they wanted to pull it free, open the piano, and start banging on the keys. I closed my hand into a fist and pinned it against my hip. “They were something else,” I said.
“You miss them?”
Not going to go there. Certainly not with him. “You want to talk, let’s do it.”
He pulled his mouth in his signature sideways pucker, shrugged, and took a seat in the wingback.
The desk chair was an old-fashioned wood deal on metal casters. When I sat down, the chair groaned as if relieved to finally have someone sit on it again. The second I sat, I wanted to pop up again. Wanted to choose a different room. Why the hell had I come in here? I couldn’t shake loose the sensation that invisible eyes stared at me from two sides. The ghosts of my parents perhaps.
Eddie didn’t say anything, so I pointed at him. “Go,” I said.
He swallowed, looking a little strangled for a moment. “I should have never gone to her house that night. I was out of my fucking mind.”
“Why?”
He gave me the palm. “I’m getting to that.”
I leaned back and folded my arms. I felt a titch queasy. Not sure if it was the metaphorical ghosts in the room or the sound of Eddie’s agitated voice that caused it. Maybe a combination. I kept my mouth shut and signaled him to go ahead.
He shuddered out a sigh. Lines pinched the corners of his eyes. He still carried with him the smell of cold from outside. “That thing about everybody exploding? That’s why I ran to her house. I had to get away, had to…” He moaned softly. “I can’t do this.”
“If you want to stay out of the cold a little longer, you’re gonna have to.”
He hung his head. “This isn’t easy.”
“I know you’re looking for sympathy, but it ain’t happening here. Got it? There’s no point to the dramatics.”
He lifted his gaze to me. “Fine.”
We had a couple second stare-down before he cracked first and continued his story.
“You talked to Warren, right?”
“Yes.”
“He told you about how he broke my arm to get back at me for pushing him down the stairs?”
“Yes.”
“Did he tell you he threatened to kill me?”
“It didn’t come up,” I said. “But guys like Warren make threats like that all the time.”
“How often do those guys put a knife to your throat?”
Did I hear him right, or did my brain just fart? “Hold up a sec. Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“Because I didn’t think it was relevant.”
“How could it not be?”
“Because I thought it was settled.”
Deep breath. He’s having a hard time. He doesn’t mean to be so annoyingly cryptic. “Keep talking.”
“After the incident with Warren, while I was in the hospital, I told my dad what had happened. He wanted to call the police, but then I told him why Warren had broken my arm and threatened me.”
Something ticked at the back of my mind like a time bomb.
“He was pissed at me,” Eddie said. “He all but told me I deserved what I got.”
“That’s harsh coming from a dad.” I didn’t add that it supported the case against him as a family killer. I was angry with Eddie, but I wasn’t a cruel person.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“Quit worrying about what I think.”
He paused a moment, eyes shifting to one side, thinking it over. When he made his decision, he rubbed his palms on his pants and continued. “A few weeks later, Warren’s out of school. No big deal, but then he’s gone for a whole two weeks. When he gets back, his face is all black and blue. He’s on crutches. His story? He fell down the stairs.”
“Had trouble with stairs, huh?”
A humorless puff of laughter escaped Eddie’s mouth. “Dad didn’t say anything to me, but I was certain he had something to do with happened to Warren.” He drew a thumb across his upper lip to wipe away some sweat. “I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful or afraid.”
I still couldn’t figure out how this supposedly led to Amanda’s rape. However, I could see how it might foreshadow his father’s last, tragic act. “If your dad was cold enough to beat up a high school kid—”
“No,” Eddie all but shouted. His voice buzzed in the dormant room. “You’re jumping ahead. I haven’t finished.”
There’s more? The abundant layers to this story stoked my doubt that any of it was real.
“It wasn’t my dad,” Eddie said. “I found out later my cousin overheard my dad telling my uncle about it.”
I blinked a few times, trying to follow that last sentence. Cousin, dad, uncle. Got it. “Which cousin?” I asked.
“My aunt Minnie’s son. Hunter.”
This thread was starting to unravel. I could feel us coming to the frayed end. “You think Hunter did that to Warren?”
“I know he did. He told me.”
So Eddie pushes Warren down the stairs. Warren returns the favor by breaking Eddie’s arm and supposedly threatening him with a knife to the throat. Eddie’s dad finds out, tells the uncle about it, and Hunter decides to even the score for his cousin by beating the crap out of Warren.
“Hunter’s a Wagner. I thought you didn’t get along with that side. Why would he do that for you?”
His gaze skipped around the room, everywhere but on me. “Hunter was a weird guy. He did a lot of things I…didn’t understand. I didn’t know what he’d done to Warren until the next holiday we saw that side. Easter. He pulled me aside, told me he’d taken care of my issue.” He waved a dismissive hand. “He was just strange.”
I leaned back. The wooden chair whined. A wicked story. As crooked as it was, it almost sounded true. One little thing bothered me, though. “How does any of this tie in with the night at Amanda’s?”
His jaw jutted as he clamped his teeth. A crazy thought crossed my mind upon seeing the shadow pass over his face—He looks like a killer. “Because what I did to Amanda? It’s Warren’s fault.”

Eddie laid it out for me. He gave me all the details and I didn’t stop him.
The night in question, Eddie rode his motor scooter home from a friend’s house. The spring had only just started, but on this night the humidity left the taste of the coming summer on every breath. His parents weren’t home and he was looking forward to a solid few hours of Nintendo. A junior in high school and his parents still treated him like a middle school kid, rationing his time playing video games and watching TV. They’d probably flip if they knew Amanda had given him a hand job. Not a full one. Just enough to get him so riled up that it felt like his balls were choking.
He didn’t think of Amanda that way, though. Not all the time anyway. He was only seventeen—which, according to Frank Sinatra, was a very good year—but he was pretty sure he was falling in love. He could see himself in ten years, married to her. Maybe even having kids. Okay, gross. No kids. But if she wanted them, he knew he’d give in. He would give her anything she wanted if he could.
He pulled his scooter into the garage and locked the side door on his way out. Crickets chirped like a hundred pairs of squeaky shoes. Despite the humidity, a cool breeze curled around him and carried the smell of damp grass from the rain shower that afternoon. Smells like that were what made spring his favorite time of year. He resented today’s intrusion of summer’s humidity.
After his pause in the backyard, he headed inside. The back door led straight into the kitchen. All the lights were out in the house, which was strange. Whenever his parents went out and didn’t plan on returning until after dark, they left the lights on. While the night still carried dusk’s powdery orange light, shadows sat perched like gremlins on the kitchen counter below the cabinets, crouched under the kitchen table, dangled from the shelves where Mom displayed her collector plates featuring Normal Rockwell reproductions and a few odes to the King, Elvis Presley.
A shiver tiptoed up his spine. He grunted at his fear. What a big baby, afraid of the dark. Easy solution, he slapped the light switch by the entry.
The lights stayed out.
That was weird. He backed out the door and checked the neighbors’ houses. Both had windows illuminated from inside. So it wasn’t a power outage. A blown fuse then?
He crept back into the kitchen, leaving the door open behind him. This let in a crew of mosquitoes that followed Eddie into the family room and down the hall to the basement door. The winged bloodsuckers swirled around his head like the planes around King Kong on the Empire State Building. Eddie had watched that movie with his dad only a few days before. Dad loved old movies, and he loved sharing that passion with Eddie. Lucky for Eddie, Dad’s tastes leaned toward the dark edge—old Hitchcock, Dracula, any flick with a mummy or werewolf. Mom liked old movies, too. But she liked musicals with some tap-dancing guy who always seemed to play the same character in every movie.
Feeling a little shaky about going into the basement without any lights, he hesitated after opening the door to the stairwell. The musty smell that always reminded Eddie of the days he used to play down there wafted out at him. A mosquito weeeeened in his ear. He smacked at it, but the insect dodged easily.
The smell reminded Eddie of something else. Amanda’s basement, even though it was finished with carpet and paneling on the walls, had a touch of that smell. He and Amanda spent a lot of time in her basement. He was supposed to see her again tomorrow. He hoped she didn’t want to go out to the mall or a movie. He’d rather put a movie on her downstairs TV and not watch it while they made out. But he wouldn’t push the issue. He didn’t want to come across as a perv that only wanted her for one thing.
Thinking about Amanda calmed his nerves. He shook his head at himself. Imagine what she would think if she saw how scared he was to go into the basement. But even if he was scared, he wasn’t an idiot. He went back to the kitchen and picked out a flashlight from the pantry. Flashlight on, he returned to the stairwell and descended.
Shadows curled like smoke around the beam of light. The eerie effect made the back of his neck tickle. He scratched at the ticklish spot, but the sensation came from below the skin. One of those damn mosquitoes buzzed him again. He swatted reflexively, knowing it wouldn’t do any good.
He reached the bottom of the stairs. Only a few narrow windows along the tops of the basement walls let in the remnants of dusk light. Beyond that feeble reach, darkness turned the contents of the basement into shadow puppets, their forms obscure but still decipherable by their shape. He swung the flashlight beam in a slow arc to get his bearings. There was Dad’s workbench and the pegboard on the wall above it, tools all neatly hung from the pegs. Mom’s old sewing machine parked in a corner, a layer of dust so thick on the machine it looked furry. Eddie’s old toy box, now his little brother’s, filled with a mix of hand-me-down toys and fresh from the K-Mart toy aisle toys. A few of those toys lay scattered on the floor as if the toy box had gagged on too many action figures and thrown up.
Then the light found the fuse box. The thin metal door hung open, exposing the switches inside that looked like crooked black teeth. He wasn’t sure if Dad had left the box open like that. Eddie never paid much attention to things like fuse boxes. Seemed strange to leave it open. They didn’t blow fuses very often. There were a million different explanations, the most likely that Dad had simply failed to close the box the last time he needed to get in there.
The dark has a way of fueling the imagination, though. His mind skittered across all manner of impossible scenarios:
A serial killer had broken into the house, switched off the power, and now hid, waiting, in the shadows. No, wait—
A burglar had slipped through an unlatched window and ran downstairs when he heard Eddie come inside. He cut the power so he could escape, unseen, through the darkness. No, that’s not right—
Eddie choked off his overactive—and completely irrational—imagination. Starve it with reason, and it had no chance. With the pieces of horror and thriller movies strained out of his thoughts, he returned to his original theory. Dad had just left the stupid door open.
He swiped the beam through the basement once more. See? No crouching beasts or crazed psychopaths waiting to get you. Get over there and get the lights back on.
Cutting a path with the flashlight beam, he crossed the basement and examined the double rows of switches. None of them had snapped to the off position like he thought they were supposed to when a fuse blew. The stickers on either side of the switches labeling each with a location in the house made him think of something else strange. When a fuse blew, didn’t it only affect one section of the house? Not the whole house?
He lifted the light a few inches, illuminating the main switch in the box.
Switched off.
Which meant…? What? That it had been switched off by hand?
Cold waved through his body. His hand shook when he lifted it to turn the switch back. The switch’s resistance was stronger than he thought it would be. He had to put some effort behind flipping it.
Finally it snapped home.
The basement remained dark, which in any other circumstance would not have carried the relief it did that night. Then he noticed the low hum. A sound he recognized, but forgot about in its absence. He turned the beam around and highlighted the squat box freezer tucked in under the hollow made by the staircase.
Well, duh. He hadn’t bothered turning on the basement lights before he came down because they wouldn’t have worked anyway. That’s why they hadn’t come on. But the freezer. That was plugged in. That had fallen silent until Eddie had flipped the switch.
More cold sidled through him as if he had climbed into the freezer.
He shook himself, trying to exorcise the chill without success.
He didn’t know what to think. All the crazy ideas he’d had a moment ago suddenly held a whiff of possibility. Maybe not a knife-wielding psycho, but could have been a burglar. Maybe armed. If that were the case, what was the best strategy?
A burglar would want to get out of the house unseen. So Eddie’s best course of action was basically no course of action. Stay down in the basement, give the intruder time to leave.
He backed up beside the workbench and swiped a hammer off the pegboard. Then he switched off the flashlight and waited. Listened. The freezer continued its old-man groan. A tick and crack sound came from above which quickened Eddie’s heartbeat even as he realized it was only the house settling. When he was little, he had asked his dad about that occasional noise. Eddie had been worried little trolls or something worse lived in the walls. Dad had explained it—no trolls—but it hadn’t totally eradicated his fears. Even now, some of that childhood fright worked its way back from the past.
The next sound he heard had nothing to do with the house relaxing its bones. Footsteps, right at the top of the stairs.
His throat tied into a knot. He gripped the hammer’s handle a little tighter, sweat oozing between his fingers. A wet sensation at the back of his shorts was followed by a rotten smell. His nervous stomach had forced some bad gas out the tailpipe.
Then the footsteps creaked their way down the stairs.
Eddie had no idea where his life was headed, but he knew one thing for sure—this was no burglar trying to escape. It was someone after him. He bit back a whimper. Amanda’s face wavered up in his mind’s eye. He wondered if he would see her again. An instinct from a primal place Eddie had never touched until now told him he probably would not.
He clenched his hands hard around the hammer and flashlight, the flashlight’s plastic casing creaking at the pressure. A cord of heat strung through his body’s chill. He lifted the hammer. Let him come. I’ll kill him.
Tough thoughts, but Eddie had never faced off in a fair fight. There was no pushing this intruder down the stairs. 
Wait. Could the intruder be Warren, taking his turn in their back-and-forth game of vengeance? It seemed more likely than any other possibility. He thought about the knife Warren had put to his throat the day he broke Eddie’s arm.
I should fucking kill you, he had said. If you fuck with me ever again, I will.
But Eddie hadn’t fucked with him. Hunter had. Warren wouldn’t see it that way, though. If Eddie wanted to get out of this unscathed, he had to stop cowering and fight for himself.
As the slow footsteps continued their way down the stairs, Eddie snuck to the staircase and crouched underneath, next to the freezer. He tested the weight of the hammer in his right hand. He positioned his thumb on the flashlight’s button. He waited.
The intruder stepped off the end of the staircase, the soles of his shoes softly tapping the concrete floor.
Eddie licked his lips, muscles wound like the spring in the barrel of his little brother’s toy dart gun. He strained to hear the soft pad of the intruder’s steps as he came around the staircase into the basement. Dusk had given way to night by this point, thickening the dark. But Eddie’s eyes had adjusted with the dying light. He could see the intruder’s form as he walked past.
Eddie hesitated at the last second, wondering if he could carry out the violence he planned to meet. If he didn’t, equal or greater violence would crash over him like a steel tidal wave. In this second he had a choice to make. He made it.
The dark shape of the intruder crept deeper into the basement, giving Eddie his back. Eddie launched himself out from under the stairs. The intruder heard the movement and turned. Eddie lifted the flashlight and mashed the button with his thumb. Light stabbed the intruder in the face. He threw his hands up to protect his eyes.
The time for hesitation had ended, so Eddie swung the hammer at the same time he turned on the light. When Eddie recognized the face in the light it was too late to alter the hammer’s trajectory. The business end of the hammer struck the intruder at the temple. On impact, Eddie heard a sickening mix of cracking skull and squishing brain.
He shouted, releasing the hammer, dropping the flashlight, scuffling away. A second later came the whump of the intruder’s body hitting the concrete floor accompanied by another squishy crackle that reminded Eddie of an egg dropped from its carton.
The flashlight clattered to the floor and spun, the light strobing, offering glimpses of the fallen body on the floor, eventually slowing like a roulette wheel until the beam stopped just right, casting light across the intruder’s face.
Eddie staggered away, sobbing. He wanted to close his eyes or look away, but he couldn’t keep from staring at that face. A face he knew. A face that didn’t belong here. A face that did not belong to Warren.
An acid taste washed over the back of Eddie’s tongue. He forced himself to move toward the body—
—so still. Why isn’t he moving?
You know why he isn’t moving.
Eddie knelt beside the body. The side he had struck with the hammer was opposite the illuminated side, hiding the exact damage Eddie had caused. But the red pool rolling out from under the head spoke of the damage to the back of the skull from hitting the floor.
He’s not going to move. He’s never going to move.
Tears streamed down Eddie’s face. He tried bargaining with God. Please make this just a dream. Please, this can’t be real. Wake me up, God. Wake me up!
God did not answer. In all the time Eddie had believed in God, he had never asked for anything, content to know peace awaited him in the afterlife. But God failed him when he needed him most. Eddie could feel his faith drain out of him as he stared into the dead eyes of his cousin.
Why, Hunter? What were you doing here?



Chapter 16
I needed a drink. Which reminded me that I was supposed to be at the bar by now. The mere thought of listening to karaoke turned my already turned stomach.
Eddie stared at me expectantly, waiting for my reaction. I could feel his eyes trying to read my face. To me, my face felt numb, expressionless. But Eddie must have seen something else.
“You don’t believe me?” he asked.
Hell, I didn’t know what to believe. Before he started his story, hadn’t I seen a glimmer of a killer in his eyes? He had let his milquetoast mask slip a little to show some of the green lizard skin of the monster underneath. “You thought it was Warren.”
“Who else would it have been?” He pressed the heels of his hands against either side of his head. “There was no reason for Hunter to do that. I told you he was crazy. We never figured out what was going through his mind.”
Ping went my PI sonar. “We?”
Eddie dropped his hands and looked up at the ceiling. “I panicked. I’d just…just killed my cousin, for God’s sake. I didn’t know what to do. So I left. I ran.”
Finally one thread tied to the next. “You went to Amanda’s.”
He nodded and swiped at one wet eye with his knuckle. “I didn’t know where else to go. I thought for sure I was going to jail. I wanted to see her one last time. I hadn’t planned on telling her anything. I barely remember telling her everyone was going to explode. But that’s what they would do when they found Hunter in the basement.” He sniffed. “I shouldn’t have said anything to her about it. But I couldn’t pretend it hadn’t happened.”
I tried to put myself into Eddie’s shoes that night. I would have liked to know for sure I would never hurt someone I loved. I would never rape her, that was for damn sure. But Eddie’s frame of mind that night was unreachable by my imagination. I heard enough. I could guess the rest. Eddie wasn’t done, though.
“I wanted to be with her so badly. I couldn’t explain that I’d never see her again, couldn’t tell her why we had to make love.” He coughed out a series of sobs, shoulders hitching, his hands curled out in front of him as if looking for something to hold onto so he didn’t blow away in the hurricane wind only he could feel.
I heard his anguish—could feel it emanating from him like heat from an open stove—and wanted to forgive his actions. But it wasn’t my place to forgive. That right belonged to Amanda, and she had somehow managed it by only suspecting something terrible had happened to Eddie before he came to see her. What would she have thought if she knew? She might have had a harder time forgiving a rapist and a killer.
Taking Eddie’s story at face value—which I wasn’t about to do—it sounded as if he’d made an honest, if not grievous, mistake. The worst kind of mistake a human could ever make in a lifetime. But still…would I have acted any differently if someone had invaded my home, cut the power, and stalked me into the basement?
Hell, no.
In terms of my corner-peeling metaphor, Eddie had torn away a serious chunk. But there was still some yet to reveal. “It sounds to me like a pretty clear cut case of self-defense,” I said. “But something like that would have made the news, Eddie.”
He nodded, crossed his arms so hard he looked as though he meant to squeeze the life out of himself. “My parents…” He took a close-mouthed gulp, his white face giving him the look of a man about to hurl in his own lap. “I went back home after…Amanda. I had no place left to go. When I got there, my parents were sitting on the couch, waiting for me. They didn’t look shocked or angry, just tense.”
He’d peeled up enough corners for me to make out the rest. “They covered it up?”
His pained face was answer enough.
“How?” I asked.
“Dad told me they took him home. They somehow made it look like he’d fallen there. They must have done a pretty good job, because no one thought it was anything but an accident. Just crazy Hunter acting stupid and falling on his head.”
I checked my watch. Our conversation had taken us past dusk and well into night. A fresh cliff of snow had collected on the window sill, signifying the snowfall hidden from view in the dark. Paul would grumble about my absence at the bar. Holly, to busy running the stage, probably wouldn’t notice until a little later. The ones I worried about were the wait staff. They were afraid of Paul, his gruff act keeping them at a distance just as he liked it. Holly didn’t know spit about the bar operations—not her turf. So they depended on me to give them direction. They would just have to learn to fly on their own tonight.
“Well?” Eddie asked.
Well, indeed. “There’s a few issues. First of all, the way you have it set, this whole story could be a fabrication. There is no one else alive that can corroborate this.”
“Look at me.” He pointed at his face. His finger trembled. “Do I look like I made this up? This has festered inside of me for two decades. A week after I accidentally killed my cousin, my family is wiped out. Four people dead in the space of a week, one of them my fault, my dad blamed for the others. I have enough pain in my life. Why would I make this up?”
It did seem a pretty elaborate excuse for what he had done to Amanda. Only it didn’t excuse him. And the way he told it, he wasn’t looking to be excused. He just wanted to explain. I supposed I could temporarily believe his story while cautiously waiting for the next lie.
Not that it mattered, because Eddie might have solved his own case without even realizing it. “It couldn’t have been easy on your parents to cover up a homicide.”
“Of course not. The only one who didn’t have a sack full of guilt to lug around was my little brother. He’d been with a babysitter that night. He had no idea what had happened.”
“That kind of guilt can change a person.”
“We’re back to that, huh?”
“You have to see some kind of connection. Your dad’s stability—”
“Why would he do that to my mom? To Scotty? Maybe I could see him committing suicide because of his guilt. I know it probably drove him crazy holding a secret like that in. And have me there every day to remind him of it.” He sliced the air with an open hand. “But he would never hurt Mom and Scotty. Never.”
I wasn’t going to get into a debate on abnormal psychology. But Eddie had made one good point. We were back where we had started. Soiled by the dirty back story, but nevertheless no closer to getting at this person harassing Eddie by claiming to be his parents’ killer.
I watched him for a handful of seconds. He looked back at me. Both of us held our thoughts in check like a pair of gunslingers waiting to draw at high noon.
I drew first. “I need to sleep on it. I’ve got some other problems I have to deal with. But I’ll do a little more digging when I get the chance. No promises though.”
“But you’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you? I can tell.”
I had no reason to lie. Besides, we’d dealt with enough lying to last a lifetime. “What you did to Amanda wasn’t rational. You cared for her, but because you were so distraught, you harmed her. Badly. The same could be said for your dad.”
“But what about the phone calls? Someone out there knows what really happened.”
“The only thing you have that didn’t make it to the papers is a ripped Guns N’ Roses sticker. There’s a reason the cops didn’t worry about that.”
“But how could he know?”
My back ached from sitting so long on a chair that felt made of bones. I stood. My knees cracked, my backed popped. Christ, I sounded like my grandpa used to when he got up to change his oxygen tank. “That’s why you hired me, remember?” It occurred to me that hire might be the wrong word, considering he wasn’t paying me. “To find the con man.”
His eyes narrowed. “You keep changing your story. What happened to someone targeting me and those I care about?”
The theory sounded ludicrous now. I was embarrassed I’d ever brought it up. “After the story you just told me,” I said, “I think it’s pretty obvious what’s going on.”
“What?”
“Your luck flat out sucks.”



Chapter 17
For the first time since I had the High Note rebuilt after the explosion, I played hooky and did not go to the bar after Eddie left. I went back into the music room, ripped the drape off the piano, and flung open the cover over the keys. The ivories grinned at me mockingly. I hadn’t touched a piano in a long time. I gave voice lessons to a friend of mine, but I used a guitar as accompaniment for those sessions.
Not that I had any intention of playing. But I wanted to stare this thing down. I knew it was responsible for drawing me into this room in the first place. It represented so much of what had fallen apart in my life. The music. The damn music that had hounded me from the day I could almost speak to this very moment, staring at a vile creature that anyone else in their right mind would either revere or think of as innocuous. When could a piano ever be sinister?
When it reminded you of your dead parents who you never had a chance to reconcile with. Parents who had died believing you had hated them, though what you had always hated was not them, but what they wanted to make out of you.
See that? A piano could be pretty fucking evil.
“What am I doing,” I muttered. I closed the piano and spread the drape roughly the way I found it. From there I went to the kitchen with my gun. I spent the next hour cleaning my gun and daydreaming. One of the things I kept visualizing was finding Hersch and shoving my gun barrel up one of his nostrils. I even spent time debating which nostril, and ended up deciding on his left for no better reason than I’m right handed, which would correspond with his left nostril when he faced me.
After that, I ran out of things to occupy me with any sense of accomplishment. The thought of going to be made me tired, but not tired enough to even think about sleeping. I had transformed magically into a hamster on his wheel, running hard and getting nowhere.
I hated that.
So I took stock. I couldn’t do much for Eddie. Didn’t really want to think about him at all. I’d maxed out my Eddie intake level for the day with some to carry over to the next. Besides, I had my own mystery stalker con man. He knew a lot about me, some things he couldn’t know if not for the help of Sheila. When a con man milked an unsuspecting friend or family member, they could appear positively psychic until you realize they got their info the same way any good investigator did.
I looked down at my gun as if it had been privy to my thoughts and just made a snide comment about stating the obvious.
“Screw you. You’re a gun. You wouldn’t have thought about it if I hadn’t first.”
The gun, thankfully, did not answer. I could put off my stay at the local psych ward’s luxury suite.
I kept talking, though, aware that the gun was my version of Tom Hanks’ Wilson in Castaway. “Friends and family members,” I said. “Sometimes they know things we don’t know they know.” I waggled my eyebrows at my genius.
My gun was not impressed.

The jolt I got from peeling up another one of those proverbial corners (and Eddie’s case must have come in an octagonal box with all the corners it had) made sure I would never sleep that night. My blood pulsed as if I’d slammed a double espresso chased with a handful of chocolate covered coffee beans. I wanted to jump back in right away, get a hold of Eddie, or do some more digging on the net. But I had to put it off. As much as I would have liked to pretend I didn’t have anything else on my plate—like, oh, a sociopathic con man out to find my daughter before I did—I couldn’t drop everything to focus on his case. I had more pressing matters as they said in stuffy old British movies.
First stop, the home of one Harold Fennimore Zelinski (a.k.a. Hal).

While technically Hal’s house had an address on the north side, it sat in a subdivision at the end of a fingerlike curl than dropped down along Hawthorne’s western border, dipping into southern territory. The houses were nice two story deals stacked together like pieces on a chess board, less than a porch’s worth of grass for backyards. It was one of those family neighborhoods where the air conditioner and heater made up for any urge to go outside into the shadows of the oppressive neighboring houses. I think they called it suburbia.
Hal’s place blended well with those on either side of him. Even if I had arrived during the day, I would have been hard pressed to tell the difference between the three homes beyond the house numbers. Yep. Definitely suburbia.
I parked across the street and down a few houses. I had no idea what to expect. Maybe Hal would answer the door when I knocked. If he didn’t, I wouldn’t stop there. I’d let myself in. Then I would either find Hal passed out asleep, absent, or…well…no need to get melodramatic.
The feel of my gun against my side in its shoulder holster provided a little comfort. But I didn’t really get off on shooting people. So walking into dodgy situations armed unnerved me as much as it empowered me.
Most of the houses on either side of the street had porch lights on, or some kind of illumination from inside, even if only the blue flicker of a television. On his front lawn, Hal had a lamppost with a lamp made to look like an old fashioned gas light. It sat a half-dozen feet from the edge of the driveway. It was the only visible light on anywhere in or outside of his house. I didn’t think I was going out on a limb assuming the light was either on a timer or had a sensor that turned it on at nightfall. The lone light gave the house behind it an isolated feel, as if it stood alone in space rather than a few paces from the house on either side.
As I entered the circle of light cast by the lamp, I hunched into my coat to obscure my face with my collar. I should have worn a scarf, but I had been in too much of a charged rush. Not only would it have kept my face from going numb, I could have made certain no one could ID me if I ended up having to perform my own B and E.
Not that anyone was looking out their window, watching Hal’s place. The snowfall was light, but steady. A few diehards would brave the cold night to shovel their driveway when more than an inch collected, but most folks would stay bundled inside. The day was done, night had come, and most people had no compelling reason to leave the toasty comfort of their abodes.
I strolled up the approach to Hal’s front door, drawing tracks with my feet in the several inches of unmarred snow. No one had shoveled here in a while. Nor had anyone walked to or from the house.
Not good signs.
Quite being paranoid. Even bad karaoke singers dressed like Tom Jones can take vacations.
That inside voice that likes to argue with me didn’t sound so convinced.
When I reached the doorway, I pulled a glove off and knocked on the door with my bare knuckles. The snow dampened silence that followed my knock’s wake had a thickness to it, like humidity. Each breath I took tasted like ice.
I poked the ringer with my thumb and started at the sound that rang through the house. I shouldn’t have been surprised—the opening bars of “New York, New York” played in an electronic series of tones, Muzak brought down to the lowest common denominator. An old mini Casio keyboard had better resonance.
Even good old digitized Frank didn’t summon Hal to the door.
At that moment I realized I was playing right into Hersch’s hands. He had me running after Hal while he kept on with his race. But I couldn’t keep from checking on Hal after the threat Hersch had placed in my home. Surely, he knew that.
Damn, that bastard had skills. Too bad he used them for the power of evil.
A quick glance around to make sure no eyes gazed in my direction, as far as I could tell anyway. Then I took off my other glove and withdrew my set of lock picks. A little rusty with the picks, it took me long enough to lose feeling in my hands. When I finally did get the door open, I found little relief from the cold inside.
I quickly shut the door behind me, yanked my gloves back on, and shivered like a crack addict in need of another fix. Not only had the path out front gone undisturbed for several days, the house couldn’t have hosted a living person for any length of time. The only thing that made the house warmer than the outside was the walls blocking the wind and the roof shielding the snow.
His front door opened to an open living room with a set of spiral stairs leading up to a short mezzanine enclosed by an iron fence with bars that looked better suited across a window. The doors to the upstairs rooms stood visible behind the bars. The lack of a full floor above the living room and the vaulted ceilings gave the whole house a sense of spacious luxury. It might not have been a rich man’s home, but Hal had a pretty nice pad, certainly nothing to be ashamed of.
The open floor plan also made the initial search easy enough. After scanning the living room, I only had the kitchen and the master bedroom on the first floor to check. Kitchen first, and nothing to report. I did check his fridge. That curiosity again. I don’t know what I expected. Old takeout cartons and empty pizza boxes? But the inside of his fridge looked like a miniature supermarket. He had the beverages—from apple juice to bottled water—in alphabetical order. Condiments stood lined up like soldiers in bright uniforms—yellow mustard, red ketchup, green salsa verde—in the shelves on the door. The only thing a little less than perfect in the fridge was a package of chicken breasts. The meat looked a little gray around the edges and, even sealed in the plastic, cast off a funkish smell that tainted the whole fridge.
Hal the neat freak. Unbelievable.
I swung the door shut on the fridge and checked the master. Bed neatly made. Clothes all folded neatly in dresser drawers and hung smartly (and grouped by color) in the closet. I recognized a lot of the outfits. What I did not expect were the collection of plain old, normal business suits. I started to wonder if our beloved karaoke regular had a split personality.
The master bath sparkled so clean I squinted when I turned on the light. The only toilet and tub I’d ever seen that clean was still on display at Lowe’s.
So far my search had told me a lot about Hal I didn’t know. It did not, however, uncover any evidence of harm to Hal. Before I started congratulating myself, I took the spiral stairs to the second story. Four doors to four rooms. Two of them were open. One was a small bathroom, cleaner than the master, if that were possible. The other open door led into a guest bedroom that looked like it had never been used and had a smell to back that up.
Door number three I had to open. I felt like little Danny in Stephen King’s The Shining, standing at the door to room 217, compelled to enter, frightened to know what waited on the other side.
Good thing I didn’t believe in ghosts.
I flung the door open to…not really a surprise—in fact, it made perfect sense—but it took me back a second as I realized what I had stepped into. Sound proofed walls lined the small room. A recording mic hung from a boom attached to the ceiling. One corner of the room held a sound booth no bigger than a modest walk-in closet. Black cords snaked across the floor. A candy apple Fender reclined in a guitar stand. Hal had himself his own recording studio.
“Wow.”
My house had one of those in it. I hadn’t stepped foot in there since leaving Hawthorne for LA. It sat in a far wing that I seldom had to enter, thus it remained out of sight and out of mind. This reminded me of it, though. Like the music study with the baby Grand, my parents’ recording studio cradled much of their waking hours.
I’d learned my lesson, though. I would not make any unplanned trips into the studio.
One more door left to go. I had no idea what to expect. Seemed like every door in Hal’s house opened to some strange corridor of his personality that led to places I never imagined I would find with him.
This last door was no exception.
My heart skipped a beat at the sight. Something about the room resonated inside of me. The reason was obvious, of course. The race car bed. The gaggle of stuffed animals crowded at the headboard. The jet plane mobile hanging from the ceiling. Shelves packed with books by the likes of Dr. Seuss and his many imitators. Bright blue walls with a stenciled border along the ceiling of cavorting zoo animals. Like the guest bedroom, this little boy’s room looked untouched, like a museum display. The only sign of any sort of attention was the lack of a dust coating on the furniture.
Nothing I could do made this connect with my image of Hal. Beyond that, this room didn’t connect with the rest of the house. It was like he had borrowed a room from another house, another life. Was Hal a father? At almost eighty it seemed hard to believe he could have a son at an age fitting the room. Grandson maybe?
That resonant twang I felt when I first opened the door vibrated again in my chest. Obviously, it made me think of my daughter. I realized that even if I eventually found her, even if I could somehow integrate her into my life, I had missed out on this stage of her life. Instead of the racecar bed, she might have had a small four-poster with pink canopy. Unicorns instead of jet planes. But the other items in the room wouldn’t have to be changed. This could have been her room. A room I would never get to see.
I shook off those thoughts. They wouldn’t help me find Hal. Though the hell if I knew what would. I had to make a more detailed search now. This was the tedious part of my job. In many cases it’s made easier when someone has a den or home office. Most of the good stuff goes in there for your local snooping sleuth to find. But Hal had a recording studio instead of a study. I doubted he kept any important documents in there. Except some sheet music.
The kid’s room tempted me, but what did I expect to find in there? I’d done enough catering to my curious nature. If I tracked down Hal, I could ask him about the room.
When all else fails, the place where a person sleeps is the best place to look for pieces that might answer questions, or give answers you never had a question for.
Downstairs and back in the master bedroom, I took a moment to turn in a slow circle while standing in the center of the room. This time I was looking for smaller details, not necessarily artifact of his everyday life, but those things that hinted toward the latest moments in a person’s life. Receipts, letters, new photographs, journals or diaries—the holy grail of a PI’s search, providing an easy picture of past and present.
Once I had the landscape of Hal’s room scanned, I moved into the detail work. I checked drawers, his closet, found a box on the top shelf full of signed photos from various musicians, including Sinatra, Dean Martin, even Jerry Lee Lewis. My parents had a number of similar pictures hanging on the walls of the High Note, including several contemporary artists who had visited the bar. A good many of those pictures were destroyed in the explosion and resulting fire. The ones that survived I had taken up to my office and hung there. I might not have wanted to be one of those musicians, but I could never deny my reverence for them. Much as I hated to admit it, music flowed through me as thick as blood and twice as hot. Who knew that a passion for music could pass through the genes?
Just when I thought I was out of places to search, I found an envelope taped to the bottom of a drawer in the bathroom vanity. I hesitated from touching it. I had no idea what I’d find inside. After all the rummaging I’d done through Hal’s things, now I felt like I was invading his privacy. Hilarious, I know.
I dug my right glove out of my coat pocket and put it on. With my gloved hand I peeled the envelope off the drawer, then took it out to the bed where I laid it on the deep red duvet. I stared down at the envelope, my breath puffing clouds into the cold air. It was a standard business-sized envelope, a cream color, no writing, and not sealed, but only tucked closed.
I put my other glove on, picked up the envelope, and opened it. I withdrew the single sheet of tri-folded paper, dropped the envelope back onto the bed, and unfolded the paper.
One sentence, three words and a question mark”
Found him yet?
I crumpled the paper into my fist then threw the waded ball away as if it might bite if I held on too long. I growled, the sound echoing back at me in the silent room. I stopped myself from kicking the night stand or punching a hole in the wall. An act of will far stronger than any I had made in recent memory.
Found him yet?
I could hear Hersch’s morphing voice speaking those three words. First as his Butthead stoner persona, then his refined, cold, and dangerous voice. He’d played me again. Right down to finding a place to hide his note that he knew I’d find, because he knew how well I would search.
I stalked out of the bedroom, not bothering to retrieve the note. It wouldn’t do me any good. In the living room I took a final look at Hal’s abandoned home. What could have Hersch done with him? Kidnapped him? Killed him?
Whatever he had done, I knew it wouldn’t be easy for me to find him. Hersch would have made sure of that. Hal was the ultimate red herring and a victim to Hersch’s wickedness simply because the poor bastard liked to come to my karaoke bar.
This left me with a choice. Continue my search for Hal and help him if he could still be helped. Or forgo that search for Hal and redouble my efforts to track Hersch. If I could find Hersch, I could find Hal through him. But I couldn’t know what condition Hersch had Hal in. Changing focus and going after Hersch might put Hal at risk if he wasn’t already lost.
I didn’t want to make this choice. I boiled it down to its basest ingredients.
Find and help Hal (if he could be helped).
Or find Hersch and protect my daughter from him.
Daughter.
Hal.
Daughter.
Hal.
I couldn’t hold back. I punched a hole through the drywall by the entrance. My glove kept my knuckles from scraping, but the impact sent shockwaves of pain through each joint in my fingers and up through my wrist. The pain in my hand, I felt, was a fair trade for the satisfaction I got from breaking something. I looked at that small satisfaction as foreshadowing to the exuberant glee I would feel when I did the same to Hersch’s face.
All those tough thoughts didn’t help with my current problem—an impossible choice that nevertheless had to be made.



Chapter 18
The choice fairies hadn’t made the decision for me while I slept. I woke up about mid-morning feeling weirdly refreshed. My stomach roiled too much to contemplate breakfast, though. I went through my morning ritual—besides the breakfast—then did something I hadn’t done since I lived in LA. I worked out.
Me and Bobby used to run on the beach, and not the paved path. That was for sissies. Us manly men chugged through the sand. We could make it from Manhattan beach to Santa Monica and still feel up to poking fun at the street performers on the Third Street Promenade. This was before Bobby had started with the cocaine—a part of him I tried to smudge over when it came to my memories of him.
Instead of a beach, I now had a personal gym (surprise, surprise). I had never, ever used it before. Not when I’d lived here as a kid, and not after I had moved back in after inheriting the house. The equipment was state of the art—did you expect anything less? A treadmill couldn’t just be a treadmill. It had to have a control panel that looked like it belonged on the starship Enterprise. Some torturous looking contraption with weights, pulleys, and a chair that looked well suited for water boarding haunted one corner of the gym. A pair of his and her matching stationary bikes with built in TVs stood side-by-side in the center. Plenty of free weights to tone up a small army filled a rack along the wall with another matching set of weight benches nearby.
For whatever reason, the gym equipment hadn’t gotten the sheet treatment, which meant a whole lot of dust. I wiped one of the weight benches clean and ran through a few simple exercises with the barbells. Arms magically turned from bone and flesh to floppy rubber, I moved on to the treadmill. The learning curve on operating the thing was pretty steep, but I grew up in the computer age—if I could surf the net, surely I could operate this treadmill.
Ten minutes later, I got the thing started.
I ran until it hurt to breathe. Then I pushed myself a little farther.
I was a mess of sweat and trembling muscles when I called it quits. I hit the shower room connected to the gym, scoring myself with hot water.
By the time I returned to the kitchen, clean and weak-kneed, I had made my decision. It hurt. But I made it.

Palmer munched on his burrito while I stared out the restaurant’s window at the falling snow. More than six inches had fallen since it started back up late in the afternoon yesterday. A salt truck barreled down the road, scattering rock salt pebbles in its wake. The huge vehicle moved way too fast down a snowy road if you asked me. Did the driver not realize the salt shot out behind him, not in front of him?
“So what you’re saying is,” Palmer said through a mouthful of rice, beans, cheese and flour tortilla, “Zelinski has dropped off the face of the earth and your guy Hersch has something to do with it.”
Why Palmer felt he had to state the blatantly obvious to the very person who had told him the story, I didn’t have a clue. Could be him thinking out loud. Could be he liked to talk with his mouth full and didn’t have anything interesting to add quite yet.
He swallowed and dropped the burrito on his plate. “You got the note?”
“I left it at the house. It’s not going to have anything on it.”
He wiped his mouth with a napkin, adjusted his glasses. “You know there’s not enough for me to do anything.”
“That’s not why I’m telling you about it.”
“Then why?”
“I’m going after this guy,” I said. “I keep looking for Hal, I’ll spend the rest of my life at it. The only way to end this is to cut it off at the source.”
“I still don’t know what you’re asking me to do?”
“This Hersch is serious ugly. Dangerous. I go after him, I don’t know what the collateral damage might be. I guess I’m giving you a heads up.”
He looked down at his plate and grimaced. The restaurant, Mama Bandito’s, made the best burritos in West Michigan. I’d never seen anyone look at one of them the way Palmer did.
“Sorry if I ruined your appetite,” I said.
“If I needed to diet, you’d be my go-to man.” He pushed his plate aside. “Are you telling me this because you think bodies are gonna drop.”
I took a deep breath. “Possible.”
He folded his arms and leaned back, head ducked so he looked at me over the top of his glasses. “You want to fill me in on your plan so I know what to expect?”
“Simple,” I said. “I’m going to offer him a million dollars.”

“Give me his number.”
Sheila sputtered a moment, probably trying to figure out who would start a phone conversation like that without even saying hello. “Ridley?”
“How’s Florida? Weather sucks here.”
“It’s chilly. Only in the fifties.” I heard her hurmph, and she caught up. “What’s going on?”
“I need the number Hersch gave you.”
“Why?”
“None of your business. Give it to me.”
“You’re going to give him the money?”
“Yes.”
Her next breath came shaky. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”
“I didn’t ask for your blessing. Just give me the fucking number.”
Now she huffed. “When are you going to—”
“Never, if you keep stalling.”
“I’m worried about you. Is that all right?”
Damn it, but I’d hope this would be a four sentence conversation at the most. Guess I should have known better. “Sheila, you were right. Hersch is in Hawthorne and he’s put someone I know in danger to get at me.”
“Oh, God. Who?”
“You probably don’t know him. He’s a regular at the bar. Pretty flamboyant fan of the old standards.”
“You mean Hal?”
“So you do know him.”
“Ridley, he’s been going to the High Note practically since your parents opened its doors.”
I tried to remember ever seeing Hal when I was a kid. Couldn’t, though. He would have been what? Twenty-five, thirty years younger. The High Note had a lot more high profile traffic back then, too. Hal could have easily blended in, except for his off-key warble.
“Well, he’s missing,” I said. “And Hersch is responsible.”
“How do you know?”
I explained the medallion and the note at Hal’s house.
She gasped. “Have you told the police?”
“I’ve filled in a detective with the department. But most of this is still circumstantial and doesn’t provide much to go on.”
“They have to be able to do something.”
“They can’t,” I said. “But I can. And you can help me.”
Silence for a moment, except for the soft sound of her breath against the receiver on her end. “Please be careful. The money isn’t important. Your life…and Hal’s. That’s what matters.”
I swallowed my cheeky response, reminding myself that she had offered up nearly every cent to her name to get Hersch off my back. “I know.”
She gave me the number.

His voice sounded like a snake on sandpaper, slick and rough at the same time. “Hello?”
“You know who this is?” I asked.
Hersch chuckled, reverting a little to his stoner laugh. “What can I do for you?”
“I got your note.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Sure, sure.” I sat at the piano in the music study. I had drawn the drape off completely. I brushed the keys with my fingertips. “You win, Hersch. I’m ready to pay.”
“You must think I’m stupid.”
A cold nail slammed into my heart. “Greedy,” I said while trying to hold my voice steady, “but not stupid.”
“So you changed your mind about the money out of the goodness of your heart?”
I traced the length of middle C with my index finger. I didn’t have to hit the key to hear the note. “I want Hal back.”
“You’re more worried about some old loser than your daughter.”
“Don’t you get it? I want to end this.”
“You still haven’t figured out who I am, have you?”
“You’re a dickhead. What else is there to know?”
His voice turned dark. “Do not fuck with me, Brone. While I did time, I met a few sex offenders. You don’t want me to introduce one of them to your daughter, do you?”
“I have your money. We don’t have to do this anymore.”
“Heh. So we set up a meet, you hand over the money, and then that cop friend you had lunch with busts me. That the plan?”
“That cop’s got nothing to do with this.”
“How do you think Detective Palmer would feel if his wife had a bad accident?”
Finally, a gap in his research. “Palmer doesn’t have a wife, asshole.”
“Oh, that’s right.” His laugh dropped to bass level. “He has a domestic partner.”
An icy hot wash fell over me. He’d blindsided me again. “You’re making that up.”
“What’s the matter? Are you homophobic? Or jealous?”
This grifter had worked hard to make himself appear omniscient, and his work was paying off. I felt like a preschooler in a college level physics class, totally out of my league and scared out of my mind. “What do you want from me if not the money?”
“Oh, I can use the money. No doubt. But we’re going to have to get creative with how I get it.”
“Like what? A drop off?”
“I was thinking more like a deposit.”
He liked his tricks, liked keeping me off balance by keeping me guessing. I didn’t play along this time. He could tell me what the hell he was talking about without any prompting from me.
He did, sounding only a little disappointed by not getting a rise out of me. “I have a bank account. It’s temporary and out of the country, so don’t get excited. You can’t trace me through it.”
I absently mashed down an E flat Major on the piano. “I’m not depositing money to an offshore account.”
“Then the race continues.”
“You’re scared to meet me? Even though whatever bug crawled up your ass claiming to have my name is tap dancing in your small intestines? “
“You come up with the cutest sayings. I think you should go into writing for bumper stickers and t-shirts. I think you’d have more success than in the investigative field.”
It was like a frickin smartass battle royal. Only, I didn’t want to play. I want Hersch’s neck in my hands. But he had me, again. If he had an offshore account able to accept a million dollar transfer, he had no reason to put himself in danger by good old duffle bag in a trash barrel at the park.
“Silence,” Hersch said. “Sounds like I put a damper on your lame plan to capture me.”
“Not capture. Kill.”
“That’s the spirit.” A faint wet noise came across the line as if he were licking his lips. “Call me when you really plan to hand over the money.”
I barked into the phone before he hung up, “This isn’t about money. What the fuck do you want from me?”
“Oh, no. I’m not giving away juicy details. That will spoil the fun.”
“Are you practicing to be an evil overlord? This is stupid. Quit the antics and tell me what you really want me to do.”
He hummed as if deeply considering. “I want you to suffer.”
The line clicked and went dead.



Chapter 19
There had to be some way to lure him in.
While I drove to my next destination, I drew my phone and called the bar. Paul picked up on the third ring. “You planning on coming in soon?” he asked.
“Sorry about last night. Everything go okay?”
“We managed somehow.” Paul could split a phrase so finely you could never tell if he was being sarcastic or genuine. I chose sarcastic for this one, a safe bet.
“I can’t make it in again tonight,” I said.
“Your work life interfering with your work life?”
He liked to tease me that I worked basically two full-time jobs when, with my inheritance, I didn’t really have to work at all. “Not a typical job. This one is in-house.”
Paul’s tone changed, lightening ever so slightly. “Anything you need help with?”
“Just keep things rolling at the bar.”
“You let me know if it gets serious. You’ve seen me. I’m good for more than just serving drinks.”
I thanked him for the offer, hung up, and drove the rest of the way to Devon the Devil Man’s house.

“Yeah,” Devon said, the light from four computer monitors the only thing illuminating his face. “That’s not really possible.”
I looked around Devon’s downstairs room—as in down in his mother’s basement room—and admired his toy collection which had grown exponentially since last time I had visited him at home. Devon’s the guy I teach vocal lessons to. He’s my only student, and the only reason I do it is because he helped big time with that Autumn snafu. Devon’s got computer skills like Tiger Woods has golf skills—only without the awkward public affairs and the worldwide notoriety. And, unlike Tiger, Devon didn’t get outside much.
Among the various action figures, spaceship models, and collector statuettes, several versions of Darth Vader stared down at us from the shelf above his desk. At one end, Devon had the old school original Vader with the light saber that came out of his arm. Beside the original stood the evolutionary chain of improvements to the figure throughout time, ending with a fancy looking, anatomically correct Vader that looked too expensive to actually play with. I often wondered if Devon played with his toys. I had a feeling he did, except for the ones still in their packages hung on the only wall that didn’t have a table with a computer on it.
Devon said, “The Viper Mark VII from Battlestar is new.”
While some of his words sounded like English, he might as well have said Bla,bla, blobbity, blabla. I smiled. “Cool.” I shifted in my so-called chair, which was a hot pink inflatable loveseat. Supposedly the blow-up piece of furniture could support two. I wouldn’t want to test it. “About the phone thing, though—”
The computer he sat in front of chirruped and a little box popped up on the monitor. He held up a finger and swiveled so he could type something on the keyboard. The box popped up again with another accompanying toot. Devon giggled and snorted. He swiveled back to me with a grin that looked ghastly in the monitor light. His devil’s lock—a long wave of hair dangling from his otherwise shorn head—hung over one eye. He swiped the lone lock aside and tucked it behind his ear. “You totally need to get on Twitter. I still can’t believe you’re not on. You can update all your followers right from the iPhone I set you up with.”
Whenever Devon started in on the techno toy talk (or TTT—pronounced titty, or T-cubed for the prudes) I felt tired all over, like I had after my annual workout session that morning. Devon had no patience for my luddite leanings. He spotted the boredom on my face and swatted my arm. “Step into the new century, Ridley. I bet you’re still reading paper books.”
“I like not needing batteries to read.”
Devon rolled his eyes. “Weird.”
We’re sitting in his mother’s basement where he lives, surrounded by toys, lights out and four computers humming along, and I’m the weird one. “Can we stay on task?”
“You’re task already crashed. Blue screen of death. Operation not found.”
“Now you’re doing that on purpose.”
“I’ll turn you into a techie yet.”
“The phone, Dev. Can you track it?”
He shook his head and his devil’s lock dropped free from behind his ear. “His phone company could. Some massive secret government agency probably could. Me? Not a chance. But thanks for believing I’m that skilled.”
“His phone company can?”
“Most cell phones have GPS devices in them these days. Especially the fully featured ones like yours. That’s how you get your maps and stuff telling you where you are.”
My gaze slowly dipped to the iPhone clipped on my belt. It looked different to me now. Intrusive. Malignant. “You’re not making me feel any better.”
“Chill out. Like I said, some average Joe couldn’t trace you. It’s not like you can just call up customer service and ask to tell you where someone is.”
“Who would have access to the GPS at the phone company?”
He pulled his devil’s lock aside like a curtain. “I guess it would depend on the provider. But it’s an easy bet it would have to be someone high on the food chain. Not anyone local, that’s for sure.”
Well, there went that idea. “There’s got to be some way to track this guy.”
“You’ve never met the dude?”
In any normal circumstance, that question would be easy. Here in my world, I couldn’t give a straight answer. “According to him, I have.”
He shot me a scrunched up look. I held up my hands. “Nothing’s ever easy with me, Dev. You should know that by now.”
“You know, he’s probably got a burner phone anyway. Pre-paid, bought at a 7-Eleven or someplace like it.”
My haste to get at Hersch had left me scrambling after bad ideas. I should have known he wouldn’t go for the in-person money exchange. I should have also figured he had an untraceable phone. He had me so rattled, I completely forgot how to operate. It didn’t help that my phone rang, knocking me out of my thoughts.
“Love the ring tone,” Devon said.
The voice on the phone was so frantic I didn’t recognize it at first. “He called again. Jesus Christ, he called again.”
“Eddie?”
“You’ve got to help me,” he said. “He said it’s time. Just like that. ‘It’s time.’”
“Calm down.”
“Didn’t you hear me?”
“I heard you, but you’re not making any sense. Time for what?”
Devon turned back to his computer and resumed twittering or whatever.
“It’s obvious,” Eddie said. “He’s going to kill me, Ridley. He’s wiped every Arndt out and now he’s coming after me.”
“No one’s coming after you. He’s trying to freak you out. That’s all.”
“It’s working.”
“Then you’re letting him win. Listen, I’ve thought long and hard about your case. I’m ninety percent positive someone’s trying to con you. More than likely, the con man tricked someone close to you to give them the information they needed.”
“There isn’t anyone that could have done that.”
I took a deep breath, trying to stay patient. “What about your cousin?”
“Shawn? He wouldn’t do that to me.”
“I’m not saying he did it on purpose. A good grifter can get facts out of you without you even realizing it.”
“No. I can’t… No.”
“I have something pretty important on my docket now, Ed. I’m sorry, but I have to cut this short.”
“What am I supposed to do? Wait around until this guy comes and tries to kill me?”
I thought about Hal. I thought about my daughter. I thought about Hersch and his “race.” My patience snapped. “Quit being so damn paranoid. I have real problems to deal with.”
Eddie made a small uh sound and fell silent.
Devon turned away from his computer to look my way. He lifted his eyebrows.
I closed my eyes and visualized a sandy beach. I could afford buying a beach house. Sounded like a good plan. Let Paul take over the High Note. Get the fuck out of Michigan. A nice fantasy, and it did the trick, centering me. “You don’t have to wait around for anything. Call your cousin. Ask him if he’s made any new friends or got friendly with a stranger, maybe drinking beers at the pub, swapping stories. That kind of thing.”
“I don’t want Shawn to think I’m accusing him of anything.”
“Haven’t you told him what’s going on?”
“I didn’t want to worry him.”
“He’s your closest friend—”
“He’s my only friend.”
I wondered how I could tactfully suggest he get on an antidepressant and book time with a therapist. I followed a different strategy, one less insensitive. “I’m sure you have more friends than you realize.”
He chuffed.
I glanced up at Devon, back at his keyboard again, only now the monitor in front of him had a first-person view of a guy holding a machine gun. He was cutting down what looked like zombies.
“I have to go now,” I said. “Give me a call back after you talk to your cousin.”
He let me go reluctantly. When I finally hung up, I turned off my phone’s ringer.
Devon tapped a key and the game on his screen froze. He swiveled to face me. “That sounded painful.”
“A client. He’s getting conned, too.”
Devon stuck a finger in his ear and scratched, face pinched up as if performing surgery on himself without an anesthetic. “That’s a weird coincidence.”
“I know,” I said. “But the only other theory I came up with stretches credulity. The guy’s life is full of unfortunate coincidences. It’s kind of freaky.”
“This doesn’t sound like you at all. If there are as many coincidences as you say there are, how can you ignore that? You wouldn’t normally.”
“I’m not ignoring them. But I’ve come up empty trying to connect it all.”
“Maybe,” Devon said with an excited whisper, “there’s only one con man who’s playing you both.”
“To what end?”
“It’s all part of his plan to drive you both insane.”
“You serious?”
He laughed. “Guess that’s why you’re the detective and I’m the video game addict.”
I couldn’t totally discount his concern over both Eddie and myself getting conned at exactly the same time. Should I backtrack? Look for some connection? I’d run into a dead end with tracking Hersch for the moment. It couldn’t hurt to poke that dead horse as long as I didn’t get frothy and start beating it.
The inflatable loveseat made a farting sound when I slid to its edge so I could stand.
That got a snorty giggle out of Devon, ever the child.
When I got to my feet, I said, “Thanks, Dev.”
“For what? I couldn’t help.”
“You helped.” I pointed at the computer he was stationed at. “You don’t always need one of those to help me. Sometimes talking’s enough.”
He smiled. “You’re not going to pinch my cheeks, are you? You look like you might. I get that enough from Mom.”
“I was thinking more of a big kiss.”
He waved a hand at me. “Get out of here, I have work to do.”
“Killing zombies?”
“Hacking a law firm’s database for a competitor. They want to gank some high-profile clients. But don’t tell anyone.”
I had always suspected some of Devon’s work was less than legal, but this was the first time he’d come out and confirmed it. “My lips are sealed as long as you can do me one last favor.”
He double-tapped his chest with a fist. “Hit me.”



Chapter 20
I hit up Palmer for another favor. He said he’d agree to it if I gave him free drinks at the bar for life. I talked him down to a couple beers every now and then. That got me what I needed—a police sketch artist and an empty interrogation room. I provided the laptop and webcam myself.
The sketch artist and I sat on the same side of the table in the center of the room, facing the iconic one way mirror made famous by the glut of cop shows on TV. For our purposes, no one stood on the other side. Expect maybe Palmer. I had a feeling he might get nosy about what I was up to.
The artist had introduced himself as Gwen. I made no comment on the suggested gender of his name contradicting his person. His youth did give him a touch of femininity. His bones practically showed through his skin. I probably could have wrapped my hand around his waist and have my fingers meet. He had a neo-bohemian style of dress that made him look poor and trendy at the same time.
The good news was he hadn’t been tainted too much by the department’s universal malaise toward me. He did keep giving me furtive glances, though, as if he thought I might bite him. So he had to have heard something.
I set up the laptop and webcam on the table before us, powered up, and Skyped Sheila. When her image appeared on screen, her mouth filled the entire field of vision.
“Hello? Is it working?”
And I thought I was technologically challenged. Devon would have gone into anabolic shock if he’d stood in the room with us. “Back up a bit.”
Gwen snickered against his fingertips.
Sheila mercifully backed away, except now the camera was aimed at her torso, her head cut from view. We did a little backing and forthing before she finally had herself positioned right. We adjusted on our end so she could see us as well.
Gwen hummed doubtfully. “Not sure this is gonna work.”
“It’s this, or fly her in from some undisclosed place in Florida.”
When I had called Sheila with my idea, she immediately went into defensive mode. It was as if I had asked her to send me nude pictures over the internet. I talked her down, explaining the technology that Devon had hooked me up with, and she agreed to help. She refused, however, to tell me where she was, not that I had asked. The fact that she felt she had to say that to me spoke volumes about the awkward wall we’d built between us.
“Here’s the deal,” I said to the image of Sheila on the laptop. “He’s going to prompt you with some questions and start sketching. You describe Hersch as best you can and I can put a face to his name.”
She nodded. “I’m ready.”
I shifted to the side and let Gwen take over. He propped his sketchpad on one arm and poised his pencil over the page. While he asked her questions and he drew his impressions, he would occasionally hold his work in progress to the camera so Sheila could make sure he was on the right track.
When I had first asked Palmer to hook me up with a sketch artist, he had said there was no such thing anymore. I found that pretty hard to believe. He claimed the computer software they used these days had sent them into near extinction. I had caught on to the word “near” and pressed for any recommendation he could offer. Turned out he had a guy of his own he used. Said he didn’t trust the software as much as the old fashioned way, but he kept it to himself, only using the artist when he could get away with it without anyone else in the department finding out. It’s what made Palmer so reluctant to share Gwen with me. He didn’t want any of the others in the department trying to bogart his source.
While Gwen and Sheila worked, I zoned out. My mind drifted to Eddie, the panic in his voice when we last spoke. I couldn’t blame him for his paranoia. Who else could claim so much tragedy in one lifetime? I’d had my licks, but my life looked sweet and peachy in comparison. That didn’t make it any easier to look past his raping Amanda. It did allow for a dash of pity to cut down the bitterness.
Hopefully he was talking to his cousin and trying to find out if he’d spilled a few beans in the course of the last few weeks. Then I could show him the sketch, and if our guys matched, we had the connection and were playing on a whole new field.
“Mr. Brone?”
I blinked my way out of my thoughts. It felt like I was coming up for air after sitting at the bottom of a pool, a little painful but also a refreshing relief. “We good?”
Gwen turned his sketch book so I could see who he had drawn.
A lead weight dropped into my stomach. My mouth went dry. I could feel the skin on my balls shrink while every hair on my body stood on end. To cap it all off, my breathing turned to shallow and labored the edges of my vision darkened, halfway to passing out.
A hand grasped my arm. “Mr. Brone?”
I peeled my gaze away from the sketch and looked at the kid squeezing my bicep. Who the hell was he? What was I doing in an interrogation room with him?
“Ridley? What’s the matter?” I stared at the computer screen. The room started spinning. “Sheila?”
“Do you know him?”
Did I know him? Did I fucking know him? No. I didn’t know him. Obviously I didn’t. I thought he was the guy who had helped me get off the streets of LA and into a real life. The one who had introduced me to the man who became my beloved mentor. The person who had made up for my years as an only child, the brother I never had. Mort’s son. My old friend.
Bobby Quinn.



Chapter 21
I stood outside of the police department by an ashtray with at least a thousand cigarette butts shoved in the sand like tiny tombstones. No one was out smoking, but I could still smell the nicotine on the cold air as if someone had just left. I leaned against the brick façade of the building, hands shoved in my coat pockets, staring out beyond the parking lot to Garfield Park across the street. From here all I could see where the naked oak and maple trees, their branches pawing at the gray sky like blackened fingernails. I remembered a rainy night at that park, where I had first learned about my daughter.
I felt like I had lived three different lives. One was as a kid, surrounded by my parents’ addiction to performance, and their constant pushing to have me join them in their obsession. The second life was out in LA, finding out who I was supposed to be, and how I could reconcile that with who I’d been conditioned to think I wanted to be. This was also the life where I had met Mort, who could have been my father, and acted like it sometimes. And Bobby, of course. Now I was living my third life—partly the man my parents had hoped I’d be, and partly the person I wanted to be. A strange hybrid, but one I was slowly getting used to. Then a sketch enters the mix and swirls all my lives together like a tornado-powered paint stick. I didn’t recognize the color. If for no other reason than unanswerable question—
Why, Bobby? Why are you doing this?
I couldn’t begin to guess. When I left Los Angeles to come back to Hawthorne, it felt like leaving family. I felt the way I should have when leaving Hawthorne. Bobby and Mort threw me a going away party. We got drunk and hugged and cried. A piece of me tore loose and stayed there with them, and I had taken their memory with me.
Then distance did what it does so well. We stayed in touch often during the first few months. A few times Mort suggested picking up and moving back to Los Angeles. A tempting proposition. I had missed the Quinns. Felt it like an ache in my side after running too long.
After those first few months, though, our correspondence grew less and less. We downgraded from regular phone calls to the occasional email. And then our separate lives consumed us, and we lost track of one another in the fog.
I hadn’t spoken to Bobby in over three years. What had changed since then? Why would he come back into my life so bent on tearing it apart that he would play lover to a woman nearly twice his age (a tidbit Sheila failed to mention), use what he learned to strike at my weakest point, and spend close to a week taunting me?
What had happened?
I supposed the best way to find out would be to ask him.

Burned by the cold while standing outside daydreaming, I sought the shelter of my car, cranked the heat up and drove across the street into Garfield Park. I made sure to drive around to a different section than where Autumn had told me about our daughter. I might subconsciously want to wallow in broken memories of my parents, but I had no desire to let thoughts of Autumn tramp dirty footprints through the clean parts of my mind.
In the winter it looked like a different place. Bare branches and undisturbed plains of white. Mine were one of only a few sets of tire tracks along the drive surrounding the park. I pulled to the side of the drive next to a gnarled oak, not an official parking spot, but I didn’t think anyone would care where I parked. People didn’t spend much time in parks during the winter.
Heat running, my body warming up, I pulled out my phone and dialed the number for man who had called himself Hersch, who I now knew was Bobby Quinn.
He answered chuckling. “What’s your grand scheme to get me this time?”
“I don’t know,” I said. My esophagus felt as if it were twisting like a wrung rag. “You used to be a good PI. Why don’t you give me some ideas…Bobby?”
“Ha!” He burst into a mad laughter that sounded nothing like the Bobby Quinn I used to know. In fact, even knowing who he was now, I still hadn’t recognized his voice when he first answered. But it didn’t sound like a faked voice either. It sounded as if his voice had physically changed since I last spoke to him as a friend and not a con man.
“Phew.” Bobby wound up the laughter to a quite titter. “Took you long enough to figure that out. You’ve lost your edge, Rid. I mean, really lost it. You suck now.”
I didn’t want to banter. I wanted answers. “Why are you doing this?”
“You think you can cut to the chase like that? You think you have the right to rush me?”
“I don’t understand. We were friends. Good friends.”
“I’m glad you put that in the past tense. Lets me know we’re on the same page.”
I found it hard to breathe. A painful knot tied itself up in the center of my back. Hot air roared from the vents in the dashboard. I’d gone from cold to sweating. I stared at the fan control, but couldn’t motivate myself to reach over and dial it down.
“Did I lose you?” Bobby asked.
“I’m here.”
“This doesn’t change anything, do you understand? The terms remain the same. Million bucks wired to my account, or I find your daughter and play matchmaker with one of my prison buddies.”
Knowing this was Bobby turned my perspective of everything that came before. His mention of doing time was one of those things. “I can’t believe you would end up in prison. For what?”
“For none of your fucking business.”
“At least tell me what you want.”
“I’m pretty sure I covered that about a hundred times. I want your money, honey. Nothing complicated about it. No reason to think too hard. I need money. You have money. See how that works?”
“You mean to tell me you’re willing to throw away years of friendship for my money?”
He made a disgusted tsk sound. “Friendship? That was another life, bro. Right here, right now? You’re my pretty cash cow.” He chuckled. “Poetry is beautiful.”
He had always had a knack for whipping up a batch of sarcasm, wit, and undiluted clowning around. He was a big part of my smart mouth training. But I would always be the student to this master.
I said, “We might have lost touch, but I still saw you as a friend. Someone who’d made a big impression in my life.”
“See? I’m just returning the favor. I want to make a big impact on your life.” He sighed, his tone of voice turning serious. “Is it working?”
“That’s all you want is money. That’s what this whole con is about?”
“I hate talking in circles. If you don’t have any original topics of conversation, I’m going to go back to finding your daughter.”
“You need to stop this.”
“No. You need to stop this. You’re the only one who can.”
I could sense him ready to cut out. I threw what I had at him before he could hang up. “What’s this got to do with Eddie Arndt?”
A pause. Long enough to make me think he’d already hung up, but I could hear a faint something. A TV? No. Music. Familiar music. A song my parents had written. I suddenly faced this image of Bobby in some seedy hotel room, a wall covered with photos and newspaper clippings all about my parents, about me. A miniature stereo playing a collection of my parents’ songs on a steady loop. None of that was probably true, but it spoke to the maniacal nature of his behavior.
“Who is Eddie?” he asked finally.
“I think you know. He part of another angle with this scheme you’ve got going.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yeah, right. What about Hal? Where have you got him?”
“Have him? What makes you think I have him?”
“Quit screwing with me. What are you up to?”
“And there we are back to that. Good-bye, Rid. Don’t bother calling again. I’m tossing this phone. I’ll just keep checking my account until I see your deposit. Until then, the race continues.”
“You’re a fucking animal,” I shouted, but I was the only one who heard it. Bobby had hung up.

Breathing heavy, the car’s heater pushing the oppressive level, I glared at my fancy phone as if it were to blame for the wreck of a conversation I had just had with Bobby. The phone innocuously displayed the time so that I could tick off minutes while I sat stunned, letting the car run, the needle on the gas gauge sideling toward the E.
I felt like I had spent a lot of time on the phone. Too much time. But while I sat there I determined I had to make at least one last call. While it had been years, I still remembered the phone number.
I didn’t expect the female voice that picked up. “Thank you for calling the Quinn agency. How can I help you?”
“May I speak with Mort Quinn please?”
Her voice gigged a little before she recovered. “I’m sorry. Did you mean Robert Quinn?”
No thanks. I’d already talked to him. “I would like Mort if he’s available.”
“Well, he’s…can you hold a moment?”
How hard is it to get your boss on the phone? “I’ll hold.”
Pan flute music filled my ear after she put me on hold. The pan flute is a beautiful instrument, but it was never meant to play the likes of Lady Gaga. Apparently, no one had informed this particular flautist of that.
About three minutes passed before I was saved from the pan flute edition of Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean.” And, no, I’m not kidding.
“This is Colt Barclay. I’m an investigator with the agency. How can I help you?”
Colt? Really? A PI named after a gun. Life sure did like its irony. “I’m sorry,” I said. “There must be some confusion. I asked for Mort Quinn. Is he not available?”
“Can I ask who’s calling?”
Can I ask you to turn down the coy and stop answering questions with questions? “I’m a personal friend of Mort’s. I used to work for him.”
“I see.”
He didn’t say anything else. I knew this trick. Let me stew long enough that I felt I had to fill the silence with more talk. I wondered what would happen if we both used that technique at the same time?
I took note of the position of my watch’s second hand. And…go!
The bulk order of silence might have had me laughing if my wise guy side weren’t tempered by…well…my tempter. A game of quiet chicken. Who would have to speak first?
Thirty seconds passed. Still nothing.
Forty-five. Sixty. This had to be a record. Seriously, was this guy such a douche that he couldn’t let me talk to Mort without taking a statement? I locked down hard. I’d sit on this phone saying nothing for an hour if I had to.
He either got bored, antsy, or sensed my resolve because he lost. “You say you worked for Mort?”
“Yes. Several years ago.”
“I see.”
He seemed partial to that two word phrase. “Good,” I said. “Because I don’t. Why the run around? Tell him it’s Ridley Brone. Trust me, he’ll want to talk to me.”
“I apologize. Mr. Quinn is unavailable.”
“Your secretary couldn’t have told me that? She had to get a gumshoe to give her permission?”
He cleared his throat. “Please accept my apology. Things have been in a bit of disarray around here as I’m running the agency on my own at the moment.”
Because good ol’ Bobby had bailed. But I still didn’t know what had happened with Mort. “Is he sick?”
“No,” Mr. Barclay said. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this…”
Hell. That was never a good line to hear.
“Mort Quinn passed away a little over a month ago.”



Chapter 22
Fucking cancer.
I remember when I first met Mort and got to know him. He seemed invincible, immortal, the kind of guy that would live to one-hundred and still go dancing on Friday nights. Sixty two was too damn young.
Once Barclay opened up, he gave me all the details I asked for and some of them I didn’t. Did he suffer?
“He spent six months on Hospice. He fought for every last day.”
I took that as the nice way to say yes, he suffered. I asked about the specifics of the cancer. It had started with Melanoma on his ear. Too much time in the California sun had done its damage. Mort, the stodgy mule that he was, had put off having it looked at until it was too late. The cancer had spread, first into his lungs, then up to his brain—a rather circuitous route, but cancer played by its own rules and they didn’t have to make sense.
Finally I asked about Bobby.
“Robert’s taking it hard. He’s been on leave since the funeral. I certainly don’t blame him.”
If what Bobby was up to was considered leave, I’d hate to see him on vacation.
I thanked him and was about to hang up when the secretary said something in the background. Barclay fumbled between listening to her while trying to say goodbye to me. “Hang on a second,” he said with a shade less formality.
I heard his hand cover the phone, then muffled voices, urgent but not panicked or anything. Piqued my curiosity, that’s for sure.
When Barclay came back on the line he sounded slightly out of breath. “Sorry about that. Wanda thought she recognized your name.”
“Really? I don’t think we’ve met.”
“No. Not like that. She recognized it from some paperwork. You see, Mr. Quinn included you in his will. You were on the list of beneficiaries to contact, but you seemed to have beat us to it.”
Another inheritance? Was I cursed to receive things from the dead? Unlike my parents, Mort didn’t even breach the ceiling of middle-class. He made a good living, but I couldn’t imagine what he had that he would want to hand over to me.
“Are you sure?”
“Quite. Ridley Brone of Hawthorne, Michigan. That’s you, correct?”
“What does he want to give me?”
“I’m afraid we won’t know until the reading of the will. I have a date here if you would like to attend in person, though it isn’t necessary.”
I let him give me the date, though I doubted I’d cross the country to be there. Mort didn’t owe me anything. I was the one who owed him. Everything I’d become started with his taking me under his wing.
“Do you mind if I ask? Are you the executor of the estate?”
“No, no. Robert is handling that. I know just enough to keep things in order until he’s ready to take over.”

I had one more avenue to travel that could lead me to Bobby, or at least give me an edge toward finding him. Eddie.
I pulled out of the park, my ear sore from so much time on the phone. But I had to man up and make the next call. I started in the direction of Eddie’s apartment while I listened to the phone ring on the other line. Calling was a formality, just to make sure he was home and I could come over.
I got voice mail.
I hung up without leaving a message, grunted. I really needed to talk to him and his cousin. I needed to confirm or discount Bobby’s connection to Eddie’s con. It made a sick sort of sense. While surveilling me all around town, Bobby picks up on my case with Eddie. Decides he can use it as a distraction to keep me off balance and from getting to him while he runs his race. Stokes Eddie’s fears by making calls and using info Eddie thinks no one else could know—except maybe his cousin, who let it slip to a passing stranger with a gift for making others gab.
I juiced the gas and quickly wove trough traffic, keeping a careful eye out for patrol cars. Last time I got popped for speeding, the cop had all but given me a cavity search on the side of the road before giving me a standard ticket. The extra humiliation of placing my hands on my hood, spreading my legs, and getting the pat down was strictly for the officer’s amusement and fodder for the story back at the department about screwing with me in the name of policeman solidarity. Yuk, fucking, yuk, yuk.
(Guess I’m still a little bitter about that one.)
I tried Eddie a couple more times on the way. Voice mail and more voice mail. No real Eddie. It made a PI’s job real difficult when people carried on with their lives instead of waiting around at home to get questioned.
I came to a stoplight right as it turned yellow. I could have blown through—I think the guy in the Toyota behind me wanted to blow through—but I hit the brakes. This gave me a chance to pull up the Yellow Pages on my phone and get the number for the dealership Eddie worked at. The light turned green and I pulled through the intersection, listening to the phone ring.
The receptionist that answered sounded like a little kid, gender hard to figure.
“Can I speak with Eddie Arndt please?”
“I’m sorry, he isn’t here today.”
I went out on a limb. You never got anywhere if you were afraid to ask questions, no matter how dumb they sounded. “Do you know where he is?”
“I’m sure I don’t. We don’t keep tabs on employees outside of their scheduled work time.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just important that I speak with him.”
The receptionist’s voice turned to a whisper, which made him or her sound even more childlike. “Is there something wrong?”
“I just have a very important matter to discuss with him.” I risked laying it on too thick with the emphasis on very. The receptionist’s conspiratorial manner suggested it might work, though.
“I’m not supposed to give out this kind of information.”
“I understand,” I said. “I just hope I can connect with him before it’s too late.”
I won myself a startled gasp from that. “I don’t want Eddie to miss out on anything. He’s a sweet guy. Is this about a job? Gosh, I hope it is. I know, you can’t discuss it, I’m sure.”
Referring to Eddie as a “sweet guy” tipped me off to gender. I know guys can call other guys sweet, I guess. But it’s not common. “I’m afraid not. But clearly you understand. Thanks for your time.”
“Wait. It’s not a big secret or anything. He just called in sick. You should try him at home.”
If he was sick, that could explain his not answering the phone. When I got sick, I liked nothing more than to simulate a coma with the bedcovers pulled halfway up my face. “Thank you. You’ve been a great help.”
“Just don’t tell him I told you he called in. I might hate my job, but you know how it is. Some aren’t lucky enough to have any job at all.”
Only I didn’t know. But the more I talked to people, the more real the doom and gloom in the news seemed. “Not a word. Thanks again.”

I kept Eddie’s phone ringing while I drove the rest of the way to his apartment. I figured at the very least I could rouse him out of bed before I came knocking at his door.
No luck, though.
When I reached his door, I gave it good pounding and stood listening for any sign of movement inside. Nothing. I felt bad bugging him like this, but if Bobby was behind Eddie’s con, I needed to know, and I needed to know now. I just hoped he had talked to his cousin before getting slugged by whatever bug he had managed to catch.
I thumped the door again and got an earful of silence in return.
New strategy. I drew my phone and dialed Eddie’s cell—like most people these days he used his cell as his house phone as well. Depending on how sick he was, he might have gone to the doctor. But if he was still home…
I heard the chitter of his phone ringing through the door. I let it ring until it stopped and his voice mail message came on. I paced in front of his door. Come on, Eddie. Bobby’s out there, looking for my daughter. I need your help.
I kicked his door a couple times.
The neighbor’s door opened and a woman with dirty dreadlocks poked her head out the door. The dishwater dreads did not compliment her spoiled milk complexion—matched, but did not compliment. “What the fuck, dude?”
I tiled a head at Eddie’s door. “You know him?”
“Yeah,” she said. “He’s my neighbor.”
Now that we had established the basics. “Do you talk to him often?”
“I hardly ever see him. What do you want?”
What business was it of hers? I decided to play nice. “He’s sick. I’m worried about him.”
Her expression turned from annoyed to bored. “Can you keep it down? I’m trying to listen to “Dark Side of the Moon” while watching The Wizard of Oz with the sound off.”
Only after she said that did the smell of pot reach me from her door. “Sounds fun,” I said. “I’ll worry more quietly.”
“Thanks.” She slammed her door. Guess the quiet rule didn’t go both ways.
The pot smell still lingered. It reminded me of the first time I had come to Eddie’s apartment, that faint whiff of it clinging to the furniture. Yet I had never seen him the least bit stoned. Not even that red-eyed daze after the high wore off.
I rapped on his door one last time, trying to temper it so as not to disturb the psychedelic experiment going on in the neighboring apartment. I got nothing for the effort, but while I listened, I did hear the faint strains of Pink Floyd from next door.
I get antsy when I come up against a lead I want to follow and can’t. I should have let Eddie have his beauty rest. But the sooner I could connect Bobby to Eddie’s con, the sooner I could get the information I needed to help me find him. Hence the trip back to my car to retrieve my lock pick set.
When I came back, Pink Floyd sounded considerably louder. Warning, kids. Dope not only kills brain cells, it can make you hard of hearing.
I did a back and forth glance of the hallway to make sure I was alone, then went to work on Eddie’s lock. He didn’t have the deadbolt in place, just the door lock. Which led me to think he had to be home. Made it easy to get inside, in any case.
The metallic scent slapped me the second I stepped through the door. The animal part of my brain recognized it before my conscious mind, raising my hackles like a cornered cat. I used my foot to swing the door closed, instinct telling me not to touch anything with my hands.
A steady spray sound, muffled, came from the hall off the living room
I followed the scent and sound through the living room and into the bathroom. Eddie lay naked in the tub, face down, his back arched unnaturally because the length of the tub did not accommodate his height. Watery blood swirled into the drain as the shower spray rained over him. Hot fingers of steam rose off of him.
I crouched low, trying to see where the blood was coming from. I had to stand back up and lean over his body to see the dented gash in his skull. The blood roiled pink from the wound as the water washed it out.
I wanted to cut the water. The sound of it pelting his limp body cut at my ears like fork tines scraped against a blackboard. The steaming spray also seemed to heighten the butcher block tang in the air rather than wash it off.
I backed out of the bathroom and returned to the living room. I took a deep and shaky breath while my thoughts chased in circles like a terrier after a rabbit. It was the smell of marijuana in the air that brought those thought back into focus. Somehow I had smelled the blood through its haze first. Now that instinct had given way to conscious thought, I could note the woodsy smoke stink, much thicker than when I had first noticed last Friday when I had agreed to take his case. This wasn’t the stale leftovers of an earlier toking. This smelled fresh. Recent.
I didn’t know how that mattered, but I knew that it did.
My hands tucked in my armpits to make sure I didn’t accidentally leave a print anywhere, I moved through the apartment looking for any signs of foul play. Because, despite what it looked like, I knew Eddie hadn’t slipped in the tub and cracked his crown. This wasn’t Eddie’s curse.
This was murder.



Chapter 23
I didn’t find anything, not that I could do much of a search without using my hands. When I’d finished, I pulled my sleeve over my hand so I could let myself out the door. I left the door unlocked. In the hall I called Palmer. I explained to him what I found, tweaking the story just a bit by saying I had found the door unlocked.
“So he slipped in the shower? I appreciate your…is it faith in me? But that’s the kind of thing you dial nine-one-one for.”
“It wasn’t an accident,” I said.
“That’s not how you made it sound.”
“Because I only explained what I had found. But what I found and what I know don’t jive.”
“There will be an investigation. We don’t just toss bodies into the morgue and say ‘Too bad he fell in the shower.’”
“They’re not going to find anything. Not with the kind of look they’ll give it. Whoever this guy is, he’s been killing off Arndts for years and making it look like an accident every time.”
I could hear the grumpy in his voice. “Is this how it’s going to be with you? Because I’m looking into early retirement if you keep bringing this crazy shit to my door.”
“It’s not my crazy shit. I’m just the one most likely to step in it. If Hawthorne had another PI, we could spread the shit between us.”
“What do you expect me to do?”
“It’s a crime scene. It needs to be processed like one. I even let the water running so your guys would find it exactly as the killer left it.”
He grunted. “And how does this tie in with your con man?”
My gut folded into itself. “It doesn’t.”

But I had assumed that it did. The big, neon gilded fuck up at the center of all this. I had assumed Eddie was getting conned because I was getting conned. Even though I had that brief moment where I thought it could be more than a con, I went back to the default position. I had projected my own problem onto Eddie’s.
You couldn’t have known, I tried telling myself. The idea of someone stalking and killing all the members of one side of person’s family sounded too ridiculous to be true.
But it was true. And despite all of Eddie’s warnings and pleas, I had let the killer get his last victim. From what Eddie told me about his family tree, he was the last of the Arndts.
I paced in the hall while I waited for the cops and techs to show up. Palmer had said he would get them to treat it like a crime scene and we could worry about making it fly with the lieutenant later. This is why, despite his agitated manner, I kept in touch with Palmer. Though I hadn’t exactly earned it, he trusted me—no matter how much I annoyed him.
When they showed up, a uniformed officer kept me in the hall, taking a statement that I would have to repeat ad nauseam before the night was through. While Palmer had helped mobilize this effort, he was not the detective assigned.
She introduced herself as Detective Shanks. I had never met her before, which was a serious loss on my part. Her cocoa skin shined. Her full lips looked like they could send me into a warm coma with a single kiss. Beautiful, large brown eyes. She wore a pinstriped pantsuit, usually not one of my favorite looks for a woman, but the tailoring on hers complimented every inch of her body. Not that I ogled her or anything. Not for very long anyway.
She had her hand out to me and raised an eyebrow when my gaze came back up to her face.
Flushing around my neck and up my cheeks, I shook her hand and introduced myself. “I’m surprised we haven’t met before.”
“I’m new to the department. I came up from Detroit vice.”
“From Detroit to Hawthorne? That’s an odd switch.” Not the least of which was that Hawthorne, even on the south side, did not have many people of color. Not much could claim to be as white bread as Hawthorne, except for Wonder Bread.
She must have seen in my eyes what was going through my head. She smiled—and it was an amazing smile. “A little bit of culture shock, but everyone’s been very welcoming.”
It occurred to me that Detective Shanks had filled the gap on the force left by Tom Fortier. Her pleasant manner also suggested she hadn’t been with the department long enough for the others to paint their ugly picture of me for her.
Enjoy it while it lasts. She’s going to hate you soon enough.
“Have you been standing this whole time?” she asked with—unbelievable—honest concern. Not even Tom, my friend, had been this nice to me. If the circumstances were different, if I didn’t have a murdered client and an old partner out to wreck my life, I would have asked for her number. Granted, dating witnesses on a case spoke to a conflict of interest, but I was willing to wait until she’d closed this one.
“It’s all right,” I said. “I have strong legs.”
“We need to find a place to sit.”
I have strong legs? Did I really just say that?
She glanced around then tilted her head toward the stairwell. “Thought I saw a couple chairs in the downstairs lobby.” She led the way.
She went through the regular motions with me, getting my initial story, then peppering me with questions. The whole while, she remained polite, never once treating me like a suspect. I could tell, though, that she didn’t believe there was any foul play. Even as I explained the details of the case, the calls from the killer, the pattern of unnatural deaths on the Arndt side, culminating in the extinction of that side of Eddie’s family.
She didn’t, however, laugh in my face, which was a nice change from the usual treatment.
“I know you’re upset about your client,” she said. “But we have to go by the evidence. At least with Eddie, we’ll take the closer look his other relatives didn’t get. But there won’t be much will in the department behind what looks clearly like an accident.”
“There’ll be even less will when it gets around I’m involved.”
“Yeah,” she said. “I heard about you. You don’t seem at all like the ass-dipped prick they say you are.”
I laughed. “Ass-dipped prick?”
“It’s a good one.”
“I might have to borrow that.”
Her lips kept their smile as she flipped through her notes on the moleskin pad in her hand. Then she nodded. “I’m going to let you go home now. I have your number, I’ll keep in touch to let you know if we find anything.”
After we stood, I turned to her. “Thank you, for looking into this. Even if you don’t find anything, I appreciate it.”
The way she looked at me turned my stomach into a Ferris wheel. I felt like a freshman at his first school dance who had finally worked up the nerve to talk to a girl, right down to the clammy hands.
She opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated, changing her mind about whatever she meant to say. Instead, she held out her hand again and as we shook, she said, “It goes both ways. You find anything, let me know.”
Well, shoot. Not even the usual Stay out of this while the real detectives investigate routine. If I didn’t know any better—I suppose I didn’t know any better—I would have thought she had wanted me to continue investigating.
Since I never expected payment from Eddie anyway, I saw no reason to stop.

The cops will do this.
I sat in my car outside Shawn’s squat, ranch style copy of every other house on the street. My eyes felt sticky and wanted to glue themselves shut whenever I blinked. My lungs took air, but without any enthusiasm. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed.
I stared out my window at Shawn’s shadowy porch. Inside he and his wife—maybe kids; Eddie hadn’t said anything about having nephews—sat in there, maybe watching the nightly news, or curled up with a bowl of popcorn and a movie without too many explosions for her; easy on the weepy scenes for him. A happy family. And here I’d come to stomp on it with bad news.
The cops will do this.
But did I really want to leave this to the cops? I felt I owed Eddie at least this much for letting my drawn conclusions leave him open to a killer. Besides, I wasn’t only here to notify next of kin.
I grabbed the sketch of Bobby off the passenger seat and forced myself out of the car. Momentum eventually took over, and I made it to the front porch without falling asleep on my feet.
The porch light came on, momentarily blinding me as my eyes had grown used to the dark. A woman in her mid-twenties at most answered the door. She wore a Metallica t-shirt and not much else from what I could see. Nice legs. I did some quick calculations in my head and figured Shawn would have to have fathered a child at ten or eleven years old in order for this to be his daughter. Based on the dress code, I ruled out babysitter. Which meant Shawn had robbed a cradle to get hold of his wife.
“Mrs. Wagner?”
She looked me up and down as if I were a piece of furniture that might fit well in her living room. “That’s me.”
“Is your husband home?”
She shouted over her shoulder, “Shawny.”
Shawn shuffled into view wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. Guess it was a pajama party. Unlike his scrawny cousin, Shawn could get away with the stripped down look. While he wasn’t a big guy, he spent regular time in a gym based on the hard muscle in his arms and the six-pack abs. He probably ate pizza all the time, too. Guys like that always ate whatever they wanted and stayed buff because of their mega metabolisms. Bastards.
He stepped up behind his wife looking sleepy and scratching an armpit. “What’s up?”
“Mr. Wagner, I’m Ridley Brone. I—”
“The private investigator Eddie hired. He told me about you.”
Now was the time to ease him into the bad news. But I held off because I also had a chance to get some answers before his cousin’s death made it hard for him to hear the questions. “Did you speak to him today?”
“He wanted me to come over. Said it had something to do with a con man?” His eyes narrowed and he scratched at the scruff under his chin. “He didn’t give me details, but from the sound of it, you’re a real piece of work.”
Based on the bored disgust in his voice, I couldn’t in any way interpret his words as a compliment. But I could pretend. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”
“I told him to stay away from you, but he wouldn’t listen. He said you’re the only one who believed him.”
Only I hadn’t believed him enough. I shivered, stomped my feet to stay warm. “Can we talk inside?”
“I don’t have anything to say to you.”
I glanced at the Mrs. Her head swiveled back and forth between me and Shawn as if watching a tennis match. The spark of amusement in her eyes gave her a hungry look. I found it a bit unnerving.
Another hard shiver rattled through me. “Please,” I said. “I have something important to show you…and tell you.”
He curled his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “If you think you can rope me into whatever game you’re playing with Eddie, you can forget it.”
“He didn’t mention I was working his case pro bono?”
Shawn scrunched his face. “Pro what?”
“It means I wasn’t charging him. I have no reason to con him. I don’t need money, and if I did, wouldn’t I have at least asked Eddie for an advance?”
He shrugged his bare shoulder. “Don’t know what you’re after. Doesn’t mean I care.”
“But you care about Eddie, right?”
His eyes looked as though they sank deeper into their sockets. His lips formed a straight line. “Eddie doesn’t always see clearly. What happened to his family messed him up. I stepped in. We became more than friends, more than cousins.”
His wife nodded gently, a parishioner approving every word of a sermon.
“Won’t you even lis—”
“Fuck off. And stay away from my cousin.”
He slammed the door in my face. I staggered back, stirring snow with my feet. I hadn’t even had the chance to show him the picture…or tell him what had happened to Eddie.
I knocked again. Upgraded to pounding. Then resorted to a steady and quick rapping with my bare knuckles, the sound like a pissed off woodpecker.
Shawn finally threw open the door. Behind him, his wife stood on her tiptoes, neck stretched to peer over his shoulder.
“I’ll call the cops if you don’t get off my porch. Got it?”
I whipped out the sketch and held it out to him. “Do you recognize this man?”
Shawn didn’t even glance. “To hell with the cops.” He turned around to his wife. “Get my coat and boots.”
I’d had enough. I crossed the threshold into their home and put a cold, gloved hand on his shoulder. Shawn spun, fast, and clocked me in the side of the head. I stumbled sideways and bumped into the wall. A dull ache awoke inside my skull. Lucky for me, I dodged the second time he went to hit me. His knuckles put dimples in the dry wall behind where my head used to be.
“Would you relax a second?”
His wife bounced on her feet and clapped her hands together at her breast, giggling. Nothing better than reality TV than reality itself. Glad I could entertain her.
When Shawn swung again, I saw it coming. I sidestepped and deflected the blow with my forearm, then I threw a jab at his face.
He dodged and came back at me with haymaker to the chest, right at the solar plexus.
All the air whuffed out of me. I shuffled toward the open door, the wind moaning as it pushed through the entrance. I raised an arm against another strike. He was too fast. He hit too fucking hard. He reminded me of…well…of one of those guys from the fighting championship Eddie had said his cousin came over to watch. I got the impression Shawn was more than a casual spectator to the sport.
“Hold it,” I shouted. “Would you just listen?”
Shawn squeezed his fists until the knuckles cracked. “I’d rather fuck you up.”
“It’s Eddie,” I said. “Eddie’s gone.”
He drew up short, none of the malice out of his posture and expression, but enough question to temper it for a second. “What do you mean, ‘gone?’”
“He was…” I didn’t know how much to tell him. Not yet. “It looks like he had an accident. Slipped in the shower.”
Shawn grabbed my arm, pulled me away from the door, then shut the door before facing off with me again. “Why did you say ‘looks like?’”
Oops. “I don’t know.”
Shawn pulled me further into the house and around a short wall that separated the entry way from the living room. Still gripping my arm with terminator fingers, he pointed at the wall with his free hand. A shiny placard about the size of a hardcover book hung where he pointed. I could just make out the engraving on the silvery surface: Regional Champion, Michigan Chapter of Freestyle Fighting.
“You know what that means?” he asked.
I tried to pull my arm free. His grasp tightened enough to spark pain from shoulder to elbow. “You’re a tough guy. Noted. Now let go of my fucking arm.”
He did. The sudden rush of blood re-circulating made my arm tingle.
“What happened to Eddie?” he asked. “Tell me everything you know.”
“Fine,” I said. “But you better not touch me again.”
“Or what?”
Feeling a little bad ass—which helped the bumps and bruises Shawn had delivered to my ego—I unzipped my coat and pulled away the left side, showing him a glimpse of my holstered gun. “You can say hello to my little friend.”

“Never seen him.”
Shawn and I sat at his kitchen table. He stared down at the sketch I had slid across the table to him.
The potential for bloodletting now passed, the Mrs. had retired to her bedroom.
“You’re sure?” I asked, though not entirely surprised.
Shawn leaned closer to the sketch like an archeologist trying to figure the best way to dig up an artifact without breaking it. His gaze scanned up and down the sheet of paper. “I’m sure. I don’t recognize him at all.”
Which left me back at square one with Bobby and, worse yet, in a whole new ugly world when it came to Eddie. I knew the fact that the Arndts were the ones targeted had some significance, but I couldn’t yet think of what. I had the best surviving source sitting with me, though. “Can you think of anyone who might want to do this to Eddie?”
“Someone who had stalked him, killing off relatives almost his whole life? No idea.”
“What about someone you met recently, someone you didn’t know?”
He gestured toward the sketch. “I already said I’ve never seen him before.”
“Not him. Someone else, though?”
He shook his head. Then a light dawned in his eyes. The corners of his mouth turned down. “If this guy is killing Eddie’s family, doesn’t that put me at risk?”
“So far it looks like the killer has only targeted family on the Arndt side.”
“So far. But I’m the last relative close to Eddie. Why stop now?”
Because, I thought, with Eddie dead, the killer had reached his end. Anyone killed now would not contribute to Eddie’s suffering. And it was clear, this guy had wanted to mentally torture Eddie until it was time for Eddie himself to go.
I drew another piece of paper from my inside coat pocket. I unfolded the paper and put it on top of the sketch. “This is a list Eddie put together of people he thought might have it in for him. Do you know any of them?”
He studied the list in silence for a couple minutes. “I don’t know her,” he said. “But Eddie told me about the Amanda girl.”
“Any of the others?”
“The Warren guy. I think that’s him—” he cut himself short. “I think I recognize the name.”
You didn’t have to be a PI or Wonder Woman with her Rope of Truth to know Shawn had told me a fib. “I know what happened with Warren, if that’s why you’re afraid to talk about him.”
“The stairs?”
I nodded. “Broken arm for a broken arm.”
“And Hunter.” Shawn’s eyes watered. He swiped at them and took a deep breath to knock off the sadness that clearly wanted to lie upon him. “Can we talk about something else?”
I didn’t know what else to talk about, though. He didn’t recognize Bobby. He didn’t know of anyone that might be after Eddie except, perhaps, Warren. I could see the final curve of this circle I had already traveled several times. “What do you know about Warren?”
“What I know about him, I only know because Eddie told me. I’m five years older than Ed and I went to private school.” He shrugged. “Before the funeral, I barely knew him, let alone anyone from his school.”
“How does Hunter fit in?”
“He stood up for Eddie. Who knows why? Hunter had anger management issues. I guess he figured it was a good excuse to get some aggression out.”
Bump, bump, bump went my head against the wall. No point in following a line of questioning about Hunter, unless I wanted to betray Eddie’s secret to Shawn. Which left me back with Warren. Déjà vu. “Did you ever meet Warren?”
Shawn shook his head. “Like I said, I didn’t know the guy outside of what Eddie told me.” He sucked on his teeth, wheels turning. “You think this Warren guy finally made good on his promise?”
Unless Eddie had left someone off his list, someone he didn’t know had a grudge. “I gave the police everything I know, but they’re stuck looking at it as an accident. So if it was Warren, we would have to find out for ourselves.”
“Maybe it was an accident.”
Wouldn’t that make life so much easier? We could blame it on the Arndt family curse. All the Arndts were destined to die of unnatural means because an ancestor had pissed off a troop of gypsies.
I’d run out of questions for Shawn, and didn’t want to overstay my welcome while he mourned the loss of his cousin. “Thanks for letting me grill you. I’m sorry for your loss.”
“I’m sorry I hit you.”
I wished he hadn’t reminded me. The whole one side of my face began to throb at the mention. I stood, and Shawn escorted me to the door. He stopped me before I headed out.
“Eddie had a lot of issues. Who wouldn’t after coming home to find his dad had killed his little brother and mom before offing himself?”
He paused, as if waiting for something from me. I didn’t have much to add.
“I guess what I’m trying to say…he’s been looking for answers for a long time. He talked to me a lot about that day, how he was sure someone else was responsible. Sometimes he almost had me convinced.”
“But?”
“I appreciate you helping Eddie and not charging him for it. I was off base about what I said earlier. You seem to have his best interests at heart. I just don’t want to see you waste your time.”
“I appreciate that, but I’ve got the bee in my bonnet. I’ll see this through to the end if I can.” I turned to leave, stopped short, and turned back. “One last question?”
“Whatever I can do to help.”
“Did you ever notice a torn sticker on Eddie’s bedroom door?”
His brow wrinkled. “A sticker?”
“Guns ‘N’ Roses.”
“You mean back then? While Eddie was still living with his parents?” He shrugged. “Sorry, but it doesn’t ring a bell. He had lots of stickers on his door, though. I remember anything that had a sticky backing went on that door.”
I thanked him again and left.



Chapter 24
Had to be the longest Friday of my life. Which was why I drove straight home, totally forgetting that I had skipped out on the bar’s busiest night of the week. I didn’t realize my mistake until I was already in bed. I was surprised Paul hadn’t called, but he must have guessed the case had me tied up. If I kept this up, I really would have to give Paul a raise. Better yet, I could promote him to manager and not let the bar chew up so much of my life.
These thoughts racing through my head, I fell asleep.
The following morning I woke up to the sun casting a square of light from the window across my face. While in the shower, I took stock.
Shawn hadn’t recognized the sketch of Bobby, which ruled Bobby out as playing Eddie in order to play me. Shawn also claimed he hadn’t spoken to anyone about Eddie’s personal life. On top of that, he didn’t know about the sticker. So, when it came to Eddie’s case, I had nothing except another run at Warren.
Where did this leave me?
I mulled it over as I got dressed and had the answer when I retrieved my phone from the nightstand. The advantage of working two separate cases (now that I’d established these were, in fact, separate cases) was that if you grinded to a halt on one, you could move to the other and let the first sit with the subconscious to have a private chat.
I had forgotten about Sheila’s promised email with the names of Lincoln Rice’s “Club Med.” So I switched horses to see how far I could ride this one. I brought up my email account on my iPhone and found her message in my inbox.
Here are the names, the message read. Some spellings and such might be off.
A list of three names followed. I didn’t recognize any of them, but I never thought I would. Just names. One of them might lead me to my daughter. Now I had the edge in Bobby’s race, had info that he did not. I felt a warm flow of self-satisfaction until I opened the email message that followed Sheila’s. The subject line read: Information About Crime Scene.
I didn’t recognized the address, but the subject line lured me in like it was meant to:
 
Dear Ridley,
I noticed a bunch of police at your friend’s apartment building. I hope your case with him didn’t end as badly as your race with me will. If it makes you feel any better, I saw who visited him last. Even took some pictures. I think you might recognize the face. It’s been interesting watching you work. Got to get back to my own investigation now.
Your Ex-Friend,
Bobby Quinn
P.S. You need to secure your email account better. It was way too easy hacking in and getting Sheila’s email with those names. :)
 
I nearly crushed my iPhone with one hand. The tendons in my neck pulled taut. My jaw creaked as I grinded my teeth. Your Ex-Friend. Why? What had I done to make him this angry? Hell, I hadn’t spoken with him in years. But I had to beat Bobby at his race first. I could ask why later.
Then Mort’s voice piped up.
The question is always why first. Everything follows from why.
A lesson continued from the one about lies. Mort had an infatuation with motive. He insisted it was the key to unlocking just about any case. While I appreciated the advice, right now I couldn’t afford to take it. I had a list of names, people I had to get to before Bobby did. Considering how far ahead of me he appeared at every turn, I didn’t have much time.

First name on the list—Dr. Jayish Kahn, pediatrician. Based on my computer research, he lived and worked in a suburb outside of Detroit named Sterling Heights. Second name—Dr. Oliver Shwineski, an ear, nose, throat specialist here in Hawthorne. Name three—Dr. Patricia Lee, obstetrician from clear up in Traverse City.
How Rice knew this disparate group I didn’t know. Probably a medical conference of some kind. The thought that Dr. Lee would come down to visit from Traverse City—about a four hour drive—seemed crazy. But not, I supposed, if you had a lucrative business partnership (if you could call it that). As an obstetrician, it wasn’t too far a stretch to imagine she could have been involved in Rice’s adoption ring.
Dr. Kahn, on the other hand, wouldn’t have far to drive, and his proximity to Detroit reminded me of the downtown free clinic Rice had used to procure babies. Good ol’ Dr. Rice offered desperate mothers the perfect solution—take the baby off their hands and put a nice chunk of cash into their pockets. Kahn was a pediatrician. He worked with little ones all the time. Not too hard to believe he could have some stake in the black market adoption racket.
The one that didn’t jive was Dr. Shwineski. Ear, nose, throat? It read like a bad joke. An obstetrician, a pediatrician, and an ear, nose, throat doctor walk into a bar… And the odd doc out would receive the butt end of the punch line.
Right now, I didn’t have to make connections. All I needed to do was get in touch with them. All three had numbers listed associated with their various practices. Phone calls were nice and all, but the finesse necessary to get the kind of information I needed from them would work better in person. Calling them up and asking if they participated in an illegal adoption ring probably wouldn’t fly.
But a trip to Traverse City made me tired just thinking about it.
I didn’t have to get all three to talk, though. One with the right information would do fine. Despite his convenient proximity, I decided to leave Dr. Shwineski alone and go straight to Dr. Kahn.
I arrived at Dr. Kahn’s private practice around one o’ clock, my chest burning with reflux from the fast food burger I had consumed on the way. I seriously needed to improve my diet. Someday.
When I reached the sliding glass partition that separated the receptionist from the waiting room, I wrote my name on the walk-in list. The pebbled window slid open and a woman with the tell-tale wrinkled lips of a dedicated smoker smiled and asked how she could help me.
“I’d like to see Dr. Kahn,” I said, returning her smile.
“Okay.” She reached up took the clipboard with the sign-in sheet, glanced at it. “Has Ridley been here before?”
“No, I haven’t.”
They way she looked at me, I almost checked my shoulder for a second head. “I’m sorry, what is the patient’s name?”
“It’s me. I would like to see Dr. Kahn.”
Her lips drew taught, but didn’t smooth the wrinkles all that much. She folded her hands on her desk and coaxed back her smile. “I’m afraid Dr. Kahn is a pediatrician. He doesn’t see adult patients.”
“I’m not a patient. I’d like to talk to the Doctor about my daughter.”
The tip of her tongue poked out ever so slightly while she thought things through. “You didn’t bring your with you?”
“She couldn’t make it.”
“I’m certain Dr. Kahn would like her with you. Why don’t we make an appointment for a day she can make it.” Turned her chair to face her computer, poised her fingers on the keyboard. “When would be a good day to come in?”
“Right now,” I said.
She pulled up short. What little composure she had left tumbled off the table and shattered on the floor. Her wrinkled lips puckered. Her eyes simmered. “You cannot see Dr. Kahn without your daughter. I thought I made that clear.”
“You did. But I need to see the doctor, and he’s gonna want to see me.” Before the heat in her eyes melted them right in the sockets, I added, “Tell him I’m a friend of Lincoln Rice.”
“Who you’re friends with doesn’t amount to a hill of beans. I don’t know who you think you are—”
“Just tell him. You can let the doctor decide if he’s interested in my hill of beans.”
She huffed, stood, and bounded off, leaving her empty chair spinning behind her.
The faint sound of a pan flute leaked into the waiting room from round speakers built into the ceiling. What the hell was up with the pan flute? I hoped to hell it wasn’t making a comeback. I tried to block out the sound by playing a song in my head. I have perfect recall when it comes to songs. They play nearly as clear in my head as they do from an iPod..
I got halfway through “Super Bon Bon” by Soul Coughing before the receptionist returned. She plopped down on her chair. She still had the sign-in sheet on her desk. She picked it up and dropped it back in place outside the window. The clipboard clattered, the sound cutting off the few whispered conversations in the waiting room. The quiet went to near silence, except for that damn pan flute, which I could now hear was playing a fluty rendition of a Kenny G song. The horror…oh, the horror.
The receptionist glared. “Have a seat. He will see you when he has a moment.”
I grinned my disarming grin to little effect. I’d have to work on that. “Thank you.”
She slid the window closed.
I took a seat and endured the pan flute repertoire for almost an hour before a nurse poked her head out and called my name. A few parents stared at me funny as I stood and headed back. I was taking time away from their coughing, sniffling, drowsy kids, and they didn’t like that. Of course, they didn’t know why I was here. They might have a different attitude about wanting to see Dr. Kahn if they knew what sort of racket I suspected him to be involved with.
The nurse guided me down a hall. I almost expected her to make me get on the scale. She didn’t. She guided me into a room and told me the doctor would be right with me. Which meant I had a while longer to wait. I took a seat in a chair next to the examination table.
They had the trusty pan flute music piped into the room. I began to suspect they wanted to make their patients even sicker than they already were, all in the name of making an extra buck. It was the only logical explanation for the wretched music.
Turned out I didn’t even have time to flip through a four year-old copy of Highlights in the plastic magazine rack bolted to the wall. Dr. Kahn hurried into the room and closed the door behind him as if worried about letting the outside air in. When he turned to me, his wide-eyed stare made the whites stand out against his dark complexion.
“I had nothing to do with it,” he said.
“You know, I didn’t even ask yet.”
“You’re here about Dr. Rice. I already know what you’re going to ask.”
“If that’s the case, I find it hard to believe you ‘had nothing to do with it.’”
“It’s like I told the other gentleman. I knew about it. But I did not approve. In fact, I cut off all relations with Lincoln and Pat when I found out.”
He had pitched two fastballs right on top of each other, and they both hit be before I could take a swing. I had made photocopies of Bobby’s sketch and had a folded one tucked in my pocket. I pulled it out and showed it to Kahn. “This the gentleman?”
His gaze dipped to the sketch, then lifted back to me. “Is this man some sort of criminal?”
I ignored his question. He’d confirmed with his expression that he recognized the picture. I moved on to the second fastball. “By Pat, you mean Dr. Lee?”
He backed away, hands shaky. “I don’t want any part of this. I’ve already said too much.”
“If you knew about the adoption ring, how come you didn’t report it?”
“They were my friends. I… They said they were helping children of poor, sometimes drug addicted, mothers find healthy homes.”
“And you believed that crap?”
“I had to believe it.”
“Why?”
“Because if I said anything, they were going to…”
I stepped into his personal space and let him smell the onions on my breath from the burger I had on the way over. “They were going to what?”
“I had a small drug problem. Got into forging scripts for myself. Patricia helped me kick the habit. If anyone found out, I would lose my license to practice. I’d have nothing.”
“Then they, what? Invited you in on the action, but you had enough brains to stay out of it?”
“I love children. I want nothing but the best for them. While Lincoln’s reasons were sound, I felt in the long run this could only lead to harm.”
“But your opting out meant they needed assurance you wouldn’t talk.”
“They threatened to expose my drug habit. Though I had long stopped with the drugs and haven’t started back since.”
“You seem awfully loose with the info now.”
“You told Marlene this had something to do with your daughter. The last man said the same thing.”
I clamped my teeth and pushed a fist against the padding on the exam table. “He lied to you.”
“I know he did. I’ve made some bad choices in my time, but I’m not an idiot.” He wanted his personal space back. He tried to shuffle away and came against the counter with the standard sink and glass jars filled with tongue depressors, cotton balls, and the like. “I know a parent when I see one. I’ve been doing this a long time.”
I looked him in the eye. “What do you see here?”
“I’m not a psychic for God’s sake.”
“Then let me enlighten you,” I said. “Lincoln Rice sold my daughter through his noble adoption ring before I ever knew I had a daughter. What’s even worse? She was also his granddaughter. And before I could get him to tell me where to find her, he blew his brains out.”
Kahn had begun to tremble. “I’m so sorry.”
“What else did this other gentleman ask you?”
“Can I ask what’s going on?”
“No. You can answer my questions and I’ll keep myself from sticking your head under the faucet there and turning the hot water on full blast.” I wouldn’t really burn his face off like that, but I had swallowed enough anger to let some of it make the threat sound real enough.
He gave the sink a nervous, sidelong glance. “I told him everything I’ve already told you. Nothing more.”
“You sure about that?”
He glanced at the sink again. “There was one other person involved with Lincoln and Pat. Dr. Shwineski.”
“The ear, nose, throat guy?”
Kahn nodded. “From what I had gathered back then, Ollie was their record keeper. Like an accountant. Ollie used to teach mathematics at a community college alongside his practice. I suppose he was perfect for the job.”
“You told this guy,” I shook the sketch in his face, “about Shwineski’s record keeping?”
“He came to see me at home. He got in the door because I believed his story about his daughter at first. Talking to him, I realized he was lying. But it was too late. I’d said too much already.”
“You mean about the drugs.”
“He was very disarming.”
“Well, I’m glad you two got along, but you just put him one step closer to finding my daughter before me.”
“I don’t understand. Why would he want to do such a thing?”
“I wish I knew.” I backed off and gave Kahn some room. “If anyone else comes asking questions like these, do yourself a favor and keep your mouth shut.”
He lowered his chin and his gaze with it. “I’m terribly sorry. I tried to do the right thing back then, tried to talk them out of it. But the whole affair was bigger than me. I was one voice shouting in the wind.”
“According to your story, you didn’t shout enough, or to the right people.” I turned to the door, turned back. “You could have saved her.”
He looked up, rubbing at the business end of the stethoscope around his neck like rosary beads.
“If you’d done the right thing,” I said, “my daughter would be with me today.”
“Are you certain? Lincoln’s ego often trumped his morals, but he always had good reasons for what he did. Do you know for sure you would have made a good father for her?”
I pointed a finger at him. “You don’t know anything about me, Doc. Don’t let assumptions give you any comfort. You did wrong. Plain and simple. You did wrong.”



Chapter 25
I drove back to Hawthorne, heedless of any speed limit. Only by pure luck did I not get pulled over for reckless driving. I made no stops. Drove straight to Shwineski’s office, which sat almost exactly on the midline between north and south.
This time I didn’t do the dance with the receptionist. I only waited as long as it took for one of the nurses to call a patient back, then shoved my way past and into the back. “Shwineski,” I shouted, stalking down the hallway, glancing into the couple rooms with their doors open. One room had the door closed. The inebriating mix of desperation and anger almost pushed me to fling open that door, patient’s privacy be damned. I came up short, turned in a circle, mad gaze looking for something, anything that would beckon Shwineski out of the room.
The nurse I had slipped by caught up to me, her wide face red. “You can’t be back here. Get out of here or we’ll call the police.”
I pointed at the closed door. “I need to talk to Shwineski. Now.”
Her gaze shifted to the door, then back to my face. “Dr. Shwineski isn’t in today. Now leave.”
A gaggle of smock-wearing staff had gathered in the hall behind her, staring at the crazy dude who had stormed into their quiet office like a whirling dervish on a caffeine high. Which is pretty much how I felt, too.
I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just very important that I speak to him.”
“Like I said, he isn’t here today.”
“Is he at home?”
“You need to leave. I won’t say it again.”
I buttoned up and forced myself out.

Shwineski was listed. After looking up his address on my phone, I headed straight over. He did not answer the doorbell or my persistent knocking. So he was out. I could wait. But the idea of waiting made me that much more antsy. I contemplated breaking in. Maybe I could find where he kept his records, if he was still keeping them. But not only was it the middle of the day, the sky was clear and reflected off the white sheen of the snow’s crust.
If I went round the back of the house I would have some amount of cover. The lots these houses sat on in this neighborhood were on the larger side. These were doctors and lawyers houses, on par with Hal’s place, which was only four blocks away.
For shits and giggles I tried the front door.
Sometimes you catch a break. The door easily swung open. But my brief sense of triumph quickly turned to suspicion. Nice house like this, with nice things inside? You didn’t leave your door unlocked when you weren’t home.
I had a flashback to finding Eddie in his apartment. With my luck, walking in on dead bodies wasn’t as rare as it was for others, not even other PIs. Just once I’d like to walk in on a naked woman who looked like Scarlett Johansson.
Never happen.
I stepped through the threshold and inhaled deeply through my nose. No hint of that telltale stink of death. But it was a big house. While I couldn’t see any advantage to Bobby for killing the doctor, I wasn’t getting my hopes up. Murdering simply to cut off a lead on my daughter seemed a little extreme. Then again, I had no concept of Bobby’s state of mind. This tortuous “race” he had initiated spoke to at least a few loose bolts in his noggin.
I found the doctor in an upstairs study.
He sat on a wooden office chair not unlike the one in the music room at my house. Stripes of orange electrical cord crisscrossed his torso and wrapped around the chair back, holding his body fast. A shiny rectangle of duct tape covered his mouth. A piece of paper was taped to his chest, a message written in thick black marker: Been here, done that.
The doctor’s wide eyes stared at me when I walked into the room. He moaned frantically against the tape, his face soaked with sweat.
I crossed the room and whisked the tape off his mouth.
He gasped and sucked in air like it might run out. After his moment of relief, he directed his pointed gaze up at me. “Who are you? Are you with him?”
Three guesses on who him was, and the first two don’t count. “I’m not with him.” As a sign of faith, I yanked the sign off his chest and untied his bonds.
He staggered when he stood. I tried to steady him, but he pushed me away. “I’m fine. Circulation cut off is all.”
I stood back and let him recover.
After he walked a few circles in the room, he stopped and focused on me. “Who are you?”
“My name is Ridley Brone.”
What color had returned to his face drained back out. He shuffled backward as if afraid of me. “No. You can’t…you can’t have…”
“I did. And judging by your reaction, you know exactly why I’m here.”
“The other man. He…”
“Was looking for her, too. I know.”
“How did you find me?”
“Once you hack through a few lies, finding someone is pretty easy.”
“But how do you know? How did he know?”
 I wasn’t here to answer his questions. I was there to get answers—one answer in particular. The answer to the three year-old question. “Where is my daughter?”
He shook his head like he meant to shake it off his neck. “I can’t divulge that.”
“Will you divulge it to the police when they come in here with a warrant, looking for your records?”
He drifted over to a bookcase, drew his fingertips across the spines of what looked like medical texts. “I’m not afraid of the police.”
“It’s not the police you should worry about.” I tapped my thumb against my chest. “It’s me.”
“Will you hurt my family if I don’t tell you? Will you torture my grandchildren? Murder my wife? Castrate me?”
What the fuck? “I was thinking more like a straight up fist to the kidneys.”
He drew his fingers away from the books, closed the hand into a fist, and stared at the fist as if he’d never seen one before. “I’m not afraid of a beating, either.” He uncurled his fist and dropped his hand to his side. “The other man hit me a few times.” He lifted his shirt, revealing the first yellowish shadows of the bruises to come. “It didn’t bother me at all.”
This guy had looked down too many throats and up too many noses. Who knew that could drive a person to insanity’s front door? “Are you a sadist or something?”
He smirked and let his shirt fall back. “Far from it.”
“Then what’s with all the torture talk?”
“Do you think Lincoln or me sat at the top of this operation? That it was us who somehow started it?”
I actually hadn’t thought about it at all. Bringing down the adoption ring, whoever had started it, was secondary to finding my daughter. But now that Shwineski had laid out the question, it demanded an answer. “Who?”
“If I tell you,” he said, a crazed look in his eyes that made his grin looked positively Grinch-like, “those things I spoke of will happen to me and my family.”
Jesus. This sounded like mob shit. I didn’t think there was much of a mob left in Michigan. “Are we talking mafia here?”
Shwineski shot out an abrupt laugh devoid of humor. “Worse than that.”
“What could be worse?”
“You’ll have to use your imagination, because I’m not saying any more.” He lifted his chin. “If you’re going to beat me, please get it over with.”
I stood there gaping at him like he’d smacked me in the face. What he was saying did not compute. “Did you tell the other guy anything?”
“Not any more than I’ve told you. Which is too much by far. I’ll ask you to leave or work out your frustrations on my body like the last fellow. But you’ll get no more talk from me. I’m done.”
I could look at it two ways. Silver lining—Bobby had hit a dead end trying to track down my daughter. Glass half empty—I had hit a dead end trying to track down my daughter.
“You’re worried about your family. I get that. But what about me? That’s my daughter out there, out of reach.”
“You don’t know your daughter. She might as well not exist to you. Most of your life, she didn’t. What makes now any different? For all intents and purposes, she’s not your daughter, Mr. Brone.”
I burned. “If I had known about her from the beginning, I never would have let her go.”
“Maybe. But don’t pretend you have any inkling of what it’s like to have children you know and love threatened as I do. My grandchildren are not some abstract concept. They are a part of my life.”
I shielded his words from sinking too deep. Fine, I didn’t know how he felt. He had no idea how I felt, either. I wouldn’t let someone responsible for tearing my daughter out of my life make me doubt my right to find her.
I stepped up close to him. Despite his claims that he wasn’t afraid, I could hear his breath quicken.
“Do what you want to me. I’m not talking.”
“I heard you the first time.” Then I reared back and punched him square in the face. The cartilage in his nose crackled like gristle on a fry pan. Blood gushed from his nostrils, some of it smearing across my knuckles.
He reeled, arms flailing for balance, and stayed on his feet only because he backed against the bookcase and clawed at a shelf to steady himself. Glaring at me, he wiped under his nose with the back of his hand. Blood streaked over his upper lip. “You’ve changed nothing with that.” He sounded congested, his voice muffled and nasal.
“It made me feel a little better,” I said. “Do you know what happened to your colleague, Lincoln Rice?”
“I know enough.”
“I was there when he blew his brains out,” I said. “When the time comes for you to do the same, I’ll make sure I’m there, too.”
“I have no intention of committing suicide.”
“Don’t worry. Next time you see me, I’ll help.”



Chapter 26
Next time you see me, I’ll help.
Yeah. I was a real tough guy, empty threats my specialty.
I sat in my booth at the High Note, though the bar wasn’t due to open for another three hours. The silence felt both wrong and right. On the table before me sat a bottle of Tanqueray, a glass with ice, and a lime wedge. I constructed myself a drink. Had to construct another one a minute later. Then a third, which I decided to savor. Getting sloppy drunk, as appealing as it sounded, wouldn’t help me a bit.
How it burned to have someone within reach who could tell me how to find my daughter, but had more motive to die than tell me. If what he said was true about the threat to his family, and the sick specificity he gave regarding their fate, I couldn’t break him.
There had to be another way to get that information from him. Break into his house and toss the place was one idea. Something told me I’d be hard pressed to find anything, though. No, it came down to somehow motivating Shwineski to talk. Threats wouldn’t work. This bee needed some honey.
What brand of honey that would work on Shwineski was a whole other story. But it gave me a place to start—the ENT doctor’s past.

As folks started filing in for the Saturday night karaoke, I watched for Hal, knowing I probably wouldn’t see him—though, God knew where bobby was keeping the poor old guy. I remembered the pictures taped to my door of me in the bar. It occurred to me if Bobby had taken those pictures, he also took a big risk in my recognizing him. In fact, I was surprised I hadn’t noticed him.
Which made me wonder if it was Bobby who had taken the photos at all. Did he have someone working with him? It would explain how he had kept an eye on me while staying ahead of me. In fact, I became certain he did have a partner in all this.
As if this wasn’t hard enough.
I kept my bottle of gin and glass at my table just so I could maintain the even buzz I had going. Paul had been surprisingly chipper when he arrived for work. Chipper for Paul meant he kept his scowl mostly in his eyes. He did not give me the shit I expected for leaving him high and dry the night before without even a phone call. He had taken one look at the bottle and grunted, leaving me alone while he set up for the coming night.
The music started with Holly taking the mic as she always did to let folks warm up to the idea of coming on stage themselves—or giving them time to throw back a few glasses of liquid courage first.
I shoved my mind off of Bobby for a moment, and directed my thought back to Eddie. I had almost forgotten he was dead. I half expected to see him slink in, his shoulders hunched, his lips screwed tight to one side.
I couldn’t take sitting there anymore. I took the gin back to the bar and handed it over to Paul. “I’m out,” I said.
He harrumphed, but left it at that.
“I’ll make it up to you.” Then I headed out.

I don’t know if I was seeking thrills to get my mind off of what I couldn’t deal with now, or if it was the gin corrupting my common sense. Either way, I had one of the dumbest ideas, and I actually went through with it.
Next thing I know, I’ve got one leg over a brick wall, saddled on it as if it were a horse. My head did a little gin and tonic tango, forcing me to brace myself before I fell off the wall and all the king’s horses and men couldn’t put me back together again.
I just hoped the esteemed Mr. O’Leary didn’t have attack dogs on his grounds.
I swung my other leg over the wall and sat a moment, looking down. The snow looked soft enough, even for the seven foot drop. I relaxed my body and slid off. On impact I rolled over my shoulder and used momentum to carry me to my feet. Some snow got under my coat collar and skated down under my shirt. I hunched up and shivered, pulled my shirt and coat away from my back, shook the snow out. Then I looked back at the wall I’d come down and admired my awesomeness. I forgot that this covert mission of mine was not only technically unnecessary, but ill conceived at best.
I stuck to the shadows lining the property under the naked poplar trees, getting as close to the servants’ quarters as I could while shunning any light. Then I faced a stretch of snow-covered lawn illuminated by flood lights stationed at the near corner of the building. I guess O’Leary was afraid someone might come by and steal a butler or maid.
Where there were floodlights there were probably security cameras. Faced with this obstacle in my path, I almost aborted the mission. Probably should have. Instead, I drew back further into the shadows and weighed my options. Sprint across and hope for the best? Stoll along like I belonged, hoping if there were security cameras, whoever was watching didn’t notice I was actually an intruder? Somehow cut the lights?
That last option sounded the best, but also the most…I don’t know…impossible?
I didn’t feel much like running. While I wasn’t drunk, per se, I did have a little twirl in my world. I could just see myself tripping over my own feet in my haste. That’s when they would release the guard dogs and they would chew me to bits.
So I strolled. Right through the light, right around the building, drawing tracks through the snow, and right to the entrance. I stepped up a small cement porch and knocked on the door like one of those kids hocking kitchen knives, just doing his job, one house at a time.
It didn’t take long for someone to answer. A woman in her mid-fifties swung open the door and shouted when she saw me, her hand smacked over her heart as if to keep it from leaping through her chest.
I had that second-head feeling again. This time I actually checked both shoulders, then gave the woman a smile. “Can Warren come out and play?”
Her initial surprise melted like candle wax off her face, leaving behind a pair of beady black eyes and a severe pointed chin carrying a look of near hate. “What on earth…”
“Warren Keats,” I said. “I need to speak with him.”
“This is…irregular. You shouldn’t be here.”
“You guys aren’t allowed visitors?”
“At this hour?”
“So you are allowed visitors? Just during visiting hours? Like a prison, right?”
“ I would hardly…” She caught herself playing into my sarcasm and would have none of it. “You’ll have to leave.”
“I have to talk to Warren. It’s important.”
“It’s nothing that can’t wait until morning.” She began to swing the door shut. (Oh, if I had a dime for every door slammed in my face.)
I threw out a hand and braced the door open. Then I tinkered with the truth. “A friend of his died. He doesn’t know yet.”
She pressed her lips together and studied me with her mouse eyes, probably looking for a lie. “Fine. I will fetch him for you.”
Fetch him. I liked that.
Before she closed the door, I caught a glimpse of the inside. The door entered onto a large common room that looked like the Victorian version you’d find at a college dormitory. Bookshelves lined the walls between the Renaissance style paintings. A central square of fancy couches and wingchairs took up the center of the room. Other chairs were sprinkled about the periphery. A variety of men and women read or chatted. A woman’s boisterous laugh burst through the room, cut short when the door closed.
I stamped my feet and rubbed my arms to keep warm. I still felt a cold trickle on the back of my neck from the snow that got in there. Come on, Warren. I’m going to turn into an ice sculpture on the porch here.
The puff of warm air that came through the door when Warren arrived felt like a breath from heaven. “About time. Let’s get inside.”
He blocked my way. “What are you doing here? Mary said it was an emergency.”
“I’m freezing out here and I need to ask you some more questions.”
“You’re unbelievable. You’re not supposed to even be here. I could get in some serious shit for this.”
“You could also get into some serious shit for killing Eddie Arndt.”
He staggered as if I’d punched him in the face like I had Shwineski. He shook his head. “What are you talking about?”
He looked convincingly surprised. But killers could fool you. Stakes that high could make even the most honest person a perfect liar. “You can hide back here in your servants’’ quarters only so long, Eddie. Mr. O’Leary and his brick walls won’t keep the police out.”
“This is insane. Eddie’s dead?”
“Don’t fuck around. You know he’s dead because you killed him. You couldn’t let go of your grudge. He’d pissed you off so badly, you figured out a way to kill his family. You probably expected Eddie to be there, too.”
Warren kept shaking his head. “No. No. This is crazy.”
“Then you figured out killing Eddie’s loved ones was even better revenge. So you kept at it, until you’d all but run out of people to kill. So you finally took your last victim—Eddie himself.”
“Are you listening to yourself?” Warren’s voice shook, the first sign of vulnerability. “It’s all a crazy theory. You think I’d waste my life killing Eddie’s family because he pushed me down some stairs.”
“I know about the cousin. How he beat you so badly you missed two weeks of school.”
He glanced over his shoulder. A few faces had turned our way. Someone out of my line of sight said, “Would you close the door. You’re letting in cold air.”
Warren’s mouth formed a line. He stepped onto the porch and closed the door behind him. “I pissed blood for three days. When you’re a seventeen year-old pissing blood it scares the hell out of you.”
“I’ll bet,” I said. “Enough to make you want to pay back the person responsible.”
“You’re damn right.” He wasn’t wearing a coat, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold at all. “Doesn’t mean I killed anyone.”
“What did you do, then? To get even?”
“Doesn’t matter. It didn’t work out anyway.”
“Come on, Warren. If you can’t give me a reason not to, I’m going to push this. I’ll find something, I can guarantee that.”
He turned to gaze off toward the O’Leary mansion. “It was pretty fucking ingenious.”
I waited. I knew he wanted to tell me, to brag about his grand idea that never got off the ground.
“That psycho cousin of his? He wasn’t put together right. Halfway into the beating he gave me, I knew it really didn’t have anything to do with sticking up for Eddie. That was just an excuse to do something he liked to do…a lot.”
Eddie had already filled me in on Hunter’s instability, made even more apparent by his strange behavior the night Eddie had killed him. “What’s your point?”
“My point is, all this guy needed was a reason. So when I healed up, I gave him one. Three hundred bucks if he’d kick the crap out of his own cousin.” He faced me again, the smirk on his face worthy of the devil. “He took the money and said he’d do it.” He snorted and folded his arms. “Then the guy has to go and fall down the stairs and crack his skull open. Waste of fucking money.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. While still crazy, Warren’s story explained Hunter’s goal that night. He planned on carrying out the job Warren had paid him for, only Eddie had nixed that plan and good.
“You’re a sick fuck,” I said.
“Like I said. Pissing blood. And another broken leg. Had to have my jaw wired shut and ate through a straw.”
“You’re not making a very good case for yourself. If you were that angry, you’d still want to get at Eddie. You mean to tell me when your plan with Hunter didn’t pan out, you just let it go?”
“No. I had some ideas kicking around. Then that shit happened with his dad going wacko and I figured he’d suffered enough.” He shook, the first sign that the cold was getting to him. “Mental issues must run in that family.”
“I’m going to check this story,” I said. “I find anything out of place, I’ll be back. And I might just have a chat with the master of the house here and let him know what kind of person his little servant really is.”
Warren raised his chin and looked down his nose at me. “You don’t want to start a pissing match with me. Just ask Eddie.”
“I would,” I said, my voice like dry sand, “If I could.”



Chapter 27
Back at the bar, back in my booth, no further along on either of my investigations. I’d pushed Warren with accusations, playing bad cops without the benefit of a good. Running over his responses, I still felt like he was good for it. Warren was an angry and violently capable man. And he’d made it clear he still hated Eddie despite what he’d claimed during our previous meets.
The only thing missing for this theory? Evidence.
And I was out of places to look for it.
Only I wasn’t.
Bobby had said he was at Eddie’s around the time he was killed. He said he had a picture of the last person to come out of his apartment before I showed up. Someone I would recognize. Which meant someone I had already questioned during my investigation. Which meant Amanda or Warren as the likely suspects. No way it could be Amanda. That just didn’t jive.
Which left our buddy Warren. And the easiest piece of evidence I could find would be that picture. Okay, maybe not easy. Still, it would help. If I could get that pic and hand it over to Detective Shanks, we might have a chance to piece together a legitimate timeline that puts Warren at the scene. It wasn’t bullet proof by any means. But it might make a good tool to crack Warren.
So once again, two separate investigations merged into one. All I had to do was find Bobby and that would bring both to a close.
A couple in their forties took the stage and the bebop opening bars of “You’re the One That I Want” from the musical, Grease, jib-jabbed from the speakers. They started in, and while they didn’t come close to the likes of John Travolta and Olivia Newton John, they could carry a tune, and they both sang it like they meant it.
Paul made an unexpected visit to my booth, even sat down across from me. “You’re not drinking.”
I shrugged. “The buzz wore off. Too much work to get it back.”
“Offer still stands. You need me for anything?”
“I need you to tend my bar. Last thing I want is for you to get into my kind of trouble.”
“I’ve dealt with trouble.”
“I know. All the more reason to keep you out of it.”
He hitched one shoulder. “Suit yourself.” He slid out of the booth and took up his station behind the bar once more.
I leaned back and tried to let the karaoke victims entertain me and take my mind off things until I could start fresh tomorrow. I barely heard any of them—probably a good thing. All I consciously noticed was our missing fixture. Hal. The High Note wasn’t the same without him.

“I found her.”
My gut twisted at the sound of Bobby’s voice. A tremor rolled through me. “Bullshit.”
“I’m looking at her right now. Want me to take a picture?”
“I don’t know why you’re doing this, Bobby, but you touch her, I will kill you.”
“You’d have to find me first.” He hummed low. “She’s pretty. Must take after her mother.”
Every nerve and muscle buzzed. I kept picturing turning his face into a meaty mess with my fists.
I sat at my desk in the office. The celebrity faces in the photos along the walls stared at me with disdainful eyes. You fucked up, Ridley. You failed. “Tell me where, Bobby. For all we’ve been through together, you can’t really want to torture me like this.”
“Heard you called home,” he said. “Did you cry when you heard about Dad?”
“Did you?”
“You fucking prick.” His voice sounded sloppy wet, as if he were foaming at the mouth. “I loved my dad more than anything. I took care of him all through his last weeks. You’re damn right I cried. That’s why it fucking burns me.”
“Are you finally ready to tell me what that is?”
“Now that I’ve found her, yeah. You can know.” I heard him swallow. “Dad had a will. He gave almost everything to me. Almost.”
“You’re talking about what he wanted me to have.”
“You don’t even know what it is.”
“Of course not. You’re his executor. Right now, you’re the only one who knows.”
“I’ll tell you what he gave you,” he said. “He gave you the agency. Can you fucking believe that? His own son, who’s worked for him forever, who was the one that brought you into the equation, and I get his fucking house, his money, his car. But you get the agency.”
When you stack stunning revelations, it can make you stick, like beer before liquor. I didn’t have anything to say. No problem. Bobby had plenty.
“I don’t want any of this other shit. He could have given it all to you, if he’d given me the agency. You don’t even live here anymore. Why would he give it to you?”
I hadn’t a clue. Not even a guess.
“You still there?” Bobby asked.
“I’m here.”
“You got nothing to say?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know why he would do that.”
“He says why, in the will.”
His tone told me this surreal moment would go from bizarre to full on wacky land.
“I made a copy of this part. Let me read it to you.” He cleared his throat in an exaggerated way. “I have chosen Ridley Brone to take on my investigative agency in order to coax him back to where he belongs instead of where guilt has guided him. I hope that he will shake loose those chains of false responsibility and do what is right for him.”
Mort, what were you thinking? I can’t just drop everything here and move back to LA.
“Can you believe that crap?” Bobby asked.
“No,” I said. “No I can’t.”
“So now you know.” I heard the snap of a shutter. “There. A nice picture. I’ll email it to you.”
“You don’t have to do this, Bobby. If you’d just come and talked to me, we could have worked this out. My place is here, now. I can sign the agency over to you. Then we’re good.”
“Are you kidding? Dad chose you over me. I’m pissed, Ridley. Pissed at him and pissed at you for being such a suck ass that he forgot who his real son was.”
“That isn’t true.”
“Say what you want. It’s too late to make deals.”
That tremor rolled up through me again and rattled my throat when I spoke. “What are you going to do?”
“I told you. I met some guys in the clink. I’m going to introduce them.”
“You might be angry with me, but you’re not going to take that out on a sixteen year-old girl.”
Bobby belched a curt laugh. “You know what I did time for?”
I was afraid to ask, so I let Bobby tell me on his own.
“You seen those show where they set up guys trying to hook up with underage girls?”
Scorching bile ran up the back of my throat.
“I got caught myself. Didn’t make TV or anything, but the cops did a good job setting me up. When it comes to young tail, I get careless.”
“You’re lying.”
“You know how to do background checks. Run one on me.”
How could so much warp after only a few years? I didn’t even recognize Bobby anymore. And it hurt to wonder what Mort had thought about all this. Now it made some sense why Mort had left the agency with me. He’d wanted to punish Bobby. To make it clear he didn’t trust him to run his business anymore.
“How did this happen to you?”
“It’s been nice talking, Rid. But I’m feeling a little horny. I might have to stop following her around the mall and rub one out in the man’s room.”
“Stop it! This pervert act won’t solve anything. It’s bullshit and you know it.”
He sighed. “Like I said. I’ll email you a pic.” He disconnected before I could say more.

I knew the sex stuff was crap. Just like the first time he’d tried to pull that. He knew it was the best way to burn me. And it had worked, even as I didn’t believe a word.
For all I knew, he could be lying about finding her, too.
Then my computer dinged with a new email message. I opened it reluctantly.
The photo Bobby promised filled the screen. A zoomed in portrait.
She had dark, straight hair like her mother’s.
Lots of people have dark hair. That doesn’t mean this is your daughter.
She had a familiar cast to her face, a gaunt don’t-fuck-with-me look even while she smiled. I knew that face because I saw it every time I looked in a mirror.
That is the height of ego. You’re projecting. She looks like any other random teen trolling the mall.
Bobby had zoomed in close enough that I couldn’t make out any of her surrounds or who, if anyone, she was with. Just the smiling face that looked like a hybrid mix of Autumn and me no matter how much that inside voice wanted to deny it.
Oh, I’ll deny it. I’ll deny it until you come to your senses and realize Bobby is playing you yet again. He knows you well enough to push every right button, flip every last switch.
I closed the email.
Despite its annoying rebuttals, the voice had dropped an interesting fact that I could turn around and maybe use. Bobby knew me, knew my character, knew exactly what to say and do to pull me apart. But didn’t I know him, too?
I picked up the phone and dialed Mort’s office number again. The receptionist I’d spoken to before answered with the agency’s spiel.
I introduced myself.
“Yes, I remember,” she said. “How are you?”
“Well, I’ve been better. I’m a little worried about Bobby.”
“He still hasn’t returned. But I’m sure he’s okay.”
“Here’s the thing. He contacted me since the last time you and I spoke. He sounded pretty upset about something in Mort’s will.”
“Oh?” Her curiosity was palpable.
“It seems Mort left the agency to me.”
She gasped.
“I know, right? I can’t figure why Mort would do such a thing.” But I had an idea, and it had to do with Bobby’s time in prison, which had nothing to do with being a perv and everything to do with disappointing his father.
The hesitant noise Wanda made told me she knew, too. “It’s not really my place to guess.”
“But you don’t have to guess, do you?”
I heard a sigh leak from between her lips. “I can’t talk about it.”
“I know about his time in prison,” I said. “He told me. Might that have something to do with it?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me. I had just started working here. I almost quit because Mr. Quinn was always in such a rage. I didn’t realize at the time that wasn’t normal for him.”
“What changed your mind?” I asked, throwing in some casual conversation to keep her comfortable talking to me.
“Flowers.” She giggled like a middle-schooler. “Mr. Quinn bought me a bouquet of lilies and apologized. Shortly after that, he calmed down and I got to know the real Mr. Quinn.”
I’d seen Mort as upset as she described only one time before—when he had discovered Bobby’s drug problem.”Was Mort responsible for Bobby’s arrest?”
“How did you know?”
“It was the drugs, wasn’t it?”
“Gosh. I really shouldn’t be talking about this. I really shouldn’t be on the phone this long, either. Mr. Barclay’s stressed enough as it is without me slacking off.”
“One last question?”
“You sound like Mr. Quinn. He was always asking questions, all the time. Even when he wasn’t working.”
“Occupational habit.”
“Just a quick one,” she said.
“After Bobby got out, did he start back on the drugs?”
“It was none of my business.”
“Come on, Wanda. You must have been able to tell.”
“I didn’t notice with Bobby, but he’d always been good about hiding it…” She trailed off.
I waited.
“Mr. Quinn, on the other hand? He spent more and more time locked in his office. Began passing off casework to Mr. Barclay, or turning it down outright. I knew things were…getting like before, when I’d first started.”
I wanted a bigger picture of Mort, not necessarily because it would help with Bobby, but because all of this reminded me of how much I’d missed out when it came to my mentor. I should have stayed a part of his life, might have even been able to help with Bobby.
“Mort wasn’t upset when he sent Bobby to prison?”
“Oh, no. He didn’t talk much about it with me, but I hear things, conversations on the phone and whatnot. If anything, he felt…relieved. I think he expected this to straighten out Bobby once and for all.”
And when it didn’t work out, and Mort got hit with cancer, he had decided he couldn’t trust Bobby to run the business and willed it to someone else. Me.
“Thank you, Wanda. I think this will help a lot.”
“Do you mind if I ask, help you with what?”
“Finding Bobby.”



Chapter 28
I must like long shots. I had gone and sniffed me out another one.
Which is probably why Palmer looked at me like a two-headed monster. (I was getting used to that, though.) “Bit of a stretched, don’t you think?”
I shrugged. “It’s my time to waste.”
He went to rub his head, halted with his hand halfway there, then rested his hand on the bar. I had taken Palmer into the bar during off hours like I used to with my old friend, Tom Fortier. Sharing beers in a quiet bar seemed to help smooth difficult requests from law enforcement professionals.
He sipped at his beer, an Indian Pale Ale from a micro brewery in Battle Creek. His face scrunched up. “What is this?”
“Something with actual flavor.”
He curled a lip. “You’re one of those beer snobs. We got one on the force. Drives me fucking crazy listening to him talk about beer. In my world, the most complicated thing about a beer is pulling back the tab to open the can.”
“That’s very refined, Palmer.”
He slid that perfectly good beer aside, turned on his bar stool, and looked me straight in the eye, as if ready to tell me the secret to life. “Don’t you have any Budweiser?”
I rolled my eyes back in my head. “Heathen.” I reached past him and took his beer, set it next to mine. “You’ll get your Bud after you agree to give me those names.”
This time he couldn’t stop himself. He sailed a hand over the stubble on his head. “Do you even know what you’re asking?”
“Yes,” I said. “I want the names of all the convicted drug dealers currently out of jail and operating in Hawthorne.”
“You know you can look that kind of thing up on the internet?”
“The key phrase is ‘currently operating.’ Most dealers don’t advertise on the net.”
Palmer huffed. “Some of them use Facebook.”
“Seriously?”
“I’ve seen it. Dealers aren’t usually the smartest of criminals. They sit right next to bank robbers as the dumbest of the crowd.”
“You’re ruining my romanticized view of the underworld, taught to me by classic films such as Scarface, and Ocean’s Eleven.”
“I didn’t say anything about kingpins. As far as Ocean’s Eleven? Guys smart enough to pull off a heist like that don’t rob banks, they work on Wall Street.”
“Another classic. ‘Greed is good.’”
“Are you done with the Film 101 crap?”
“I’ve had a long week and my life is coming apart at the seams—”
“Again.”
“—and I’m just trying to lighten things up before my nervous breakdown kicks in.”
“Three days ago you gave me a heads up that shit might go down with this con man you were dealing with. The very next day, you call me and tell me your client slipped and fell in the tub, only you think it’s a homicide. Have I got all this so far?”
“Sounds about right.”
“Now you want names of dealers possibly back to work in the city after serving time, lowlifes that might be dumb, but are all the more dangerous because of it.”
“On the money.”
“Because the con man is an old friend of yours, and he has a drug problem, so you think you can track him down through his dealer.”
“I don’t care what they say about you, Palmer. You’re a bright cop.”
He glared at me over the tops of his glasses. “You know, Shanks could be your new cop friend so you can leave me alone. I think she actually likes you.”
“She does?”
He pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose and smiled. “Oh, you like her, too, huh? But you like her like her.”
“Really? We’re going to do the whole junior high routine?”
“I have to admit, she’s pretty hot for a black girl.”
I squeezed my beer bottle. “Never took you for a racist.”
He leaned back, brow creased. “How is that racist? I said she was hot.”
You had to choose your battles, and I was neither an activist nor a proselytizer. But Palmer must have sensed my continued distaste.
“Seriously. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Can you get me those names or not?”
He huffed. “I can get them. But giving them to you worries me.”
“Why?”
“Messing with these types can get you killed.”
“I appreciate your concern.”
He rapped his knuckles on the bar and heaved a sigh. “Fine. Give me that Bud.”

Once again, I had to shift through what I knew about Bobby. Palmer had fetched me a list of five names. He said there were some smaller fish, but these five were known to pass along the highest volume. Three of them were meth dealers.
I scratched those off the list.
One of the remaining two had specialized in marijuana he’d been growing on his grandfather’s farm south of Hawthorne. Palmer said there were rumors that he’d found a new place to grow and he had a huge deal in the works that the vice squad was prepping to bust. If I was looking for Eddie’s dealer, I might have checked him out. But weed wasn’t Bobby’s style.
Off the list he went.
The last name, a Miss Angie Maroni, had actually not been arrested for dealing. But her boyfriend had, and he had tried to throw her under the bus when he got popped, thinking he could save himself from doing time. Cops couldn’t gather anything else besides his word that she was part of his operation, so they had to leave her alone. But vice was keeping an eye on her, waiting for her to slip up.
When I’d asked what kind of drugs the boyfriend had been peddling, Palmer said the guy had taken the shmorgishborg approach. Everything from mescaline, uppers, downers, weed, a little meth, and even some crack.
While he hadn’t said cocaine specifically, what was crack but cooked down coke to make a rock? If Angie had taken over for her boyfriend, she might be cooking the crack herself. Or maybe they dealt the coke along with the crack.
It was my best lead out of all the others.
Palmer gave me names, but he wouldn’t give me addresses or any personal information. He was willing to bend some rules to help me out, but he wouldn’t stomp them into the mud.
No problem, though. That’s the kind of thing private eyes can get themselves. Angie Maroni was no exception. A criminal background check landed me a hit for possession. The drug in question? Cocaine.
The background check came with last known address, which I double checked against another online service I subscribed to that could look up details on anyone with a social security number.
The address matched and I was on my way.

Irony can fuck with you sometimes.
Angie Maroni lived in the same trailer park as Sam Jawhar, who had been part of my investigation into the death of Autumn’s husband. Pulling into the park pulled me into a swarm of memories at the same time. They harried me like hungry mosquitoes. I mentally swatted them away, and when that didn’t work, I mentally hosed them down with insecticide.
Angie’s trailer was one of the nicer ones in the park. Nicely trimmed shrubs. A pristine statue of the Virgin Mary tucked in with the lush landscaping. Homey. Not the kind of place you imagined belonged to a drug dealer.
When she answered my knock, I nearly dropped to all fours and started panting. Angie Maroni was an Italian goddess. Tall, slim, with a caramel complexion that begged to be tasted, she flaunted her beauty with a low cut and tight fitting shirt. The shirt didn’t bother trying to cover her midriff, allowed a perfect view her pierced navel. But none of that mattered as much as the lack of pants. All she wore downstairs was a pink thong.
“What is it?” she asked, sounding hurried.
I peeled my eyes up and up until I could see her face. But her face was as flawless as her body, and no less enjoyable to look at. “I…uh…” See what happens when you go without sex for too long? You turn into an ape. I had to fight hard to keep from thumping my chest.
The cold air started turning her flawless skin to gooseflesh, but she didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t even shiver. “Either speak up or get a door slammed in your face, hon.”
“You’re Angie Maroni.”
“The one and only.” She waved her hands down along either side of her body like one of the models on a game show waved at the new car the contestants could win. “Put your tongue back in your mouth so you can talk.”
You’re the one answered the door without any damn pants on. “I hate to bother you, but I was wondering if I could ask you some questions?”
“About what?”
“About you.”
“What about me?”
“Wondering what you have for sale.”
Her full lips curled into a Mona Lisa smile. She scratched absently at her belly, the movement drawing my gaze down to the Promised Land. “You’re cute. But I don’t have a lot of time. You a cop or something?”
“I’m not a cop,” I said. “But I am looking for someone.”
“I’m not in the business of finding people.”
Bullying my way into this wouldn’t work. I’d known that from the start. That’s why I had loaded up my wallet before leaving the office. I pulled out the walled, opened it, and fanned out the cash inside for Angie to see. “What difference does it make what business you’re in, so long as you make some money.”
“Well, you’re definitely not a cop. But you got the wrong girl. I’m not a prostitute.”
Oops. Hadn’t meant to give that impression. “That’s not what I want.”
That hint of a smile again. “Don’t fib to Angie. I know exactly what you want.”
My skin shrunk against my muscle and bones. I shivered at the idea of taking this woman to bed. I could practically feel her warm skin against my hands. But if I wanted to get anywhere with my investigation I had to tie myself to the mast and resist this Siren’s call. “Be that as it may,” I said, “I came here for information. Nothing else.”
She stepped back. “Come on in before you give me frostbite.”
I didn’t argue. Stepped in out of the cold and into a surprising heat. I went from freezing to sweating in under a minute.
Angie sauntered into the trailer’s main living space, giving me an eyeful of what her thong did not leave to the imagination. “This isn’t about Doolie, is it?” she asked.
“Doolie?”
“David.” She picked up a pair of jeans folded neatly on her sofa. She pulled them one while she spoke. “My ex-boyfriend now in prison for being a colossal fuck-up.”
“He’s your ex now?”
She zipped up her jeans and buttoned them. “Kinda hard to screw a guy behind bars.”
A valid point. Moving on… “I’m less interested in Doolie than I am the person who stepped in to fill his shoes after he want to jail.”
“So that,” she nodded at my wallet still in my hands, “isn’t a proposition, it’s a bribe.”
“It’s a token of my good faith.”
She glanced at her wrist and the lighter band of skin left from wearing a watch. Only she wasn’t wearing it now and she scowled when she realized it. “I have to go, hon. I’ve got a date.”
I pulled a hundred from my wallet and held it up in the light. “Ben Franklin wants you to cancel.”
“Old Ben isn’t going to fuck me through the night.”
My mouth got ahead of my brain. “You sure you’re not a prostitute?”
Her caramel colored face turned a darker shade. “You did not just say that.”
“If my offer of a hundred bucks isn’t enough, tell me what I have to match.”
He full lips thinned as she pressed them together. She turned on her heel and down a short hall that presumably led to a bedroom and bathroom. Doubtful much else based on the size of the trailer. When she came back out, she had a gun pointed my way.
“Whoa.” I held up my hands, wallet in one, hundred dollar bill in the other. “Not really necessary.”
“He tried to rape me, officer,” she said in exaggerated act of innocence. “It was self-defense.”
“You’re really going to shoot me and ruin your nice carpet?”
“Get the fuck out.”
I slowly brought my hands together over my head and pulled out all the cash from my wallet, which added up to four grand. Lucky for me, I could afford it, and was highly motivated to spend it. “Put down the gun and all this can be yours.”
Her gaze flicked up to the cash, then back to my face. “What do you want?”
“Like I said, I need to find someone and I’m hoping you’ve met that someone recently.”
“Whatever idea you have about me, it’s wrong.”
“That why vice keeps tabs on you now that Doolie’s out of the picture.”
“So you are a cop.” She glanced at the money again. “No. You can’t be. Who the fuck are you?”
“I’m a private investigator, and I don’t give a damn what kind of operation you run. I’m here for one reason only…to track down a potential client.”
“You think I run some kind of business?”
My arms were getting tired, but I kept them up. Now that the threat of death had washed clean my blinding horniness, I could see Angie for what she was—a shrewd and cunning woman who would have no trouble putting a hole through my chest. The whole hungry vixen thing was a disarming act. And it had worked on me.
“I think Doolie wasn’t the brains of his operation. Someone smarter backed him up and I’m looking at that someone smarter.”
“A girl likes flattery, but you’ve got me all wrong. I’m not so smart.”
I shook the cash above my head like a pompom. “I’ll believe that if you don’t take this money. Free money, Angie. Right here.”
“Nothing’s free.” She lowered the gun. “Put your hands down, leave the bills on the kitchen counter, then come sit on my couch where I can watch you.”
I put the cash where she asked, then took a seat, watching the gun she held at her side in case she changed her mind. I had my own piece under my coat, but it didn’t do me much good. I was no quick draw. “What about your date?”
“He’ll wait all night if I want him to. Have you not seen the merchandise?”
I gave her the once over. Even with her pants on, I didn’t see anything to complain about. “Good point.”
She padded toward me like a preening cat, stood so close her knees touched mine. Then she lifted her gun, putting the barrel about six inches from my forehead. “Talk fast, cutie.”
“I’m trying to find a friend,” I said, “who has a certain proclivity for a product you may or may not provide.”
“This friend have a name?”
“I doubt I know the one he gave you.”
“Gonna make it hard to know if he came to visit me.”
“Can I reach into my pocket?”
She tilted her head to one side, a sort of lazy shrug.
I slowly put my hand under my coat and to the pocket right next to my holstered gun. I left the gun alone and pulled out the copy of Bobby’s portrait. I unfolded the paper and showed Angie the picture.
Her smile this time turned full on, showing teeth and all. “Mr. Charming.”
“You know him.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know him. But he’s come by to visit.”
“He say anything about where he came from, maybe where he’s staying?”
“Are you kidding? I don’t have a mailing list. Don’t send out a newsletter. I don’t care where he came from or where he’s going.”
“Why’d you call him Mr. Charming?”
“Because he is all charm. And he’s hot. And I know he’s going to make me scream between the sheets.”
It took me a second to process what she was saying. Having a gun in your face makes thinking a little less natural. “Wait. I thought you said you didn’t know where to find him.”
“I don’t. But he knows where to find me. And he’s going to find me at the Blue Lion in a half-hour or so.”
“He’s your date?”
“I don’t know what your thing is with him, but I want the night. You leave him alone until morning and you can have him after that.”
I felt my eyebrows shoot high on my face. “Really? You’d set him up like that?”
“I’m on the rebound. I’m not looking for a relationship. But guys always come back begging for something more. This way I make sure I don’t have to see him again.” She moved out of my personal space and lowered her gun. “Besides, for four grand, you deserve your money’s worth.”
A break. Finally. I thought of Mort again. About his lesson on persistence. Good detective work doesn’t mean having all the answers. It means pushing until you trip over the answer you’re looking for.
I gave Angie a nod. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t even remember you.”
“That would be a neat trick.”
“I’m full of tricks. You won’t see him again.”



Chapter 29
That night, I felt too wired to sit still, especially in the back booth of a karaoke bar on a Monday. I wouldn’t even have many voice-crackers to keep me entertained. But I went anyway, because I had a favor to ask.
“I know I told you I wanted to keep you out of trouble,” I said.
Paul was organizing the liquor on the shelf behind the bar. He stopped and turned when he heard me.
I sat at the bar, something I rarely do during operating hours. I tried to read Paul without much success. “I need your help.”
“Wouldn’t have offered if I hadn’t meant it. What do you need?”
I told him.

Next morning, I sat in my car one block over from Angie’s trailer. On the seat beside me I had one of a pair of two-way radios lying next to my gun. I listened to Sarah MacLauchlan on the satellite radio, her soft voice soothing, but not quite soothing enough to straighten my curled nerves.
The radio crackled and Paul’s voice came through. “I’m where you told me.”
I scooped the radio off the seat and pressed the button to answer. “Okay, keep me posted.”
I glanced at my gun, but it didn’t perk up and give me comforting advice. It looked to me like a coiled snake, ready to strike with its venomous fangs at any moment. But wasn’t that the point of a gun?
The time on the clock in the dash read six fifteen. Paul and I had first met in the High Note’s parking lot, then drove over to the trailer park at five-thirty. Angie had promised to try keeping him until at least eight. After that, I was on my own.
But I didn’t take any chances. Getting up at four that morning was a lot easier than getting to bed the night before. Coffee and adrenaline kept me awake now. I was ready to end this. All I had to do was wait.
Paul’s signal came just after seven.
“Guy’s coming out now.” Pause. “He matches the picture. I’m out.”
I jammed my car into drive and mashed the gas pedal. My tires spun on the icy street for a moment before gaining traction. Then I was barreling around the block, heart racing, hands gripping the wheel as if I meant to tear it loose.
When I cleared the corner onto Angie’s street I saw Paul kneeling in the snow in front of her trailer. As I sped closer, I noticed the form underneath him. I slid to a stop, grabbed my, gun and flew out of the car.
The body under Paul lay face down in the snow. Paul held a hand on the back of the guy’s head, but his face was turned toward me and I recognized him immediately. I held my gun in a two-handed grip and aimed at Bobby’s face.
“Let his head up,” I said.
Paul removed his hand and Bobby arched his back and looked up at me. He grinned. “No fucking way.”
“Looks like I win the race,” I said.
“Are you kidding? I told you, I already crossed the finish line. I found her, Rid. I know right where she is. And I can take you to her, if you want.”
“What did you do to her?”
“Nothing yet. But she got me so horny, I had to take up Angie’s offer for a good time.” He shook his head. “Coke and sex. Should have figured my two addictions would get me into trouble.”
“Is she here in Hawthorne?”
“No way, man. She’s up north. Get your ape off of me and we can go visit.”
I took a quick glance around. We couldn’t stay out here for long without attracting attention. I pulled a set of handcuffs from my pocket and tossed them to Paul. Without a word, he clamped the cuffs around Bobby’s wrists behind his back.
“You’re fucking yourself treating me this way, Rid. You get ugly, I won’t tell you how to find her.”
I jerked by head to one side. “Take him.”
Paul stood and easily lifted Bobby off the ground. Snow covered the front of him and powdered his hair like a bad case of dandruff. As Paul jerked him toward his truck, Bobby glared at me. “What would Dad say about you doing this?”
“He’d say you deserved it.”

We blindfolded him and took him to my house, put him down in the wine cellar—which was loaded with bottles I had never thought to look at when I moved back into the house—and let him stew for a while. Paul and I sat upstairs in the kitchen.
“Doesn’t seem like the talkative type,” Paul said.
“No,” I said. “He’ll put up a fight.”
“So you’re gonna get rough?”
“He knows where my daughter is. And he has Hal somewhere, too.”
“Wasn’t asking you to justify yourself. Just making sure I understand what I’m into.”
“No. You’ve done your part. And I appreciate it.”
He tilted his chin up. “You want this to work, you’re gonna need back up.”
“I can’t ask you to do this.”
“He knows where your daughter is. And he has Hal.”
I couldn’t deny Paul’s help would make this a lot easier. He was tougher than I was. Colder. And would probably be more convincing for Bobby than I could. This overstepped the boundary I was willing to drag Paul across, though. “You can’t.”
“Don’t you think I can make my own decisions about what I can or can’t?”
“That’s not the point. You—”
“Owe you for keeping me around, paying me well, and staying loyal when I’ve needed you to.” He scooted his chair away from the table and stood. “You ready to do this or what?”
He had this look in his eye that made me feel like he might get aggressive with me if I tried to deny his help. Trying to protect him was an insult to him. “Okay. Let’s talk to him.”

We had Bobby cuffed to a pipe running along the cellar ceiling. His arms stretched up like a ref calling a field goal, one cuff on each hand, the chain over the top of the pipe. The set up looked a little medieval. I hoped it was enough to intimidate Bobby into talking without having to provide much more motivation.
He still wore the blindfold, but he heard us come down and grinned big. “I’m impressed, Rid. You never took things to this level in the old days.”
“A lot’s changed,” I said. “Don’t test to find out how much.”
“Oh, hell no. I’m gonna make you reach your limit. I gotta see how badass you’ve become.”
Paul snorted. “You want to see how much of a badass I am? Want to test me?”
Bobby titled his head at the sound of Paul’s voice. “It’s the gorilla goomba. You former mob? I can smell the WOP sweat on ya.”
Paul gave me a glance, asking permission to jam a fist somewhere into Bobby.
I shook my head. Not yet. I circled around to Bobby’s left.
He turned his head, following the sound of my footsteps. 
“Let’s start easy,” I said. “What did you do to Hal?”
Bobby cracked up, chortling as if sitting at a table in a comedy club instead of chained to a pipe in my wine cellar. “That’s awesome.”
“Where is he?”
“You care more about that old dude than you do your daughter?”
“I’m asking you a question you’re more inclined to answer. We’ll get to her in a minute.”
He threw his head back and laughed some more. “Man, you are a goof. One minute I think you’re a hell of a detective, then next you’re so stupid it hurts.”
His tone. That mirth. Bobby had always had a pocket full of sarcasm to spread around. This was darker. Mean. “I’m not interested in your critique. I want to know what you did with Hal.”
He let his laughter peter out. The smile cracking his face remained, looking demented with his eyes covered by the blindfold. “Nothing,” he said.
Paul’s scuffed along the cement floor when he stepped forward, the sound like a hush. “I can make brushing your teeth a lot faster in the morning if you don’t stop with the games.”
“It’s all a game. That’s the point.” He turned his head from side to side as if he could see through the blindfold to scan his surroundings. His head stopped with his covered gaze aimed a mere foot to the right of my face. “I never did a thing to the old dude. He presented an opportunity I took advantage of.”
I moved in close, put my ear a handful of inches from his ear. “I figured I’d have to save the rough stuff for getting you to talk about my daughter. But if you—”
“Lisa.”
“Who?”
“If you’re going to keep talking about her, you might as well call her by her name.”
Hot needles prickled up my neck and across my face. I had him cuffed to a pipe over his head, blindfolded, and under threat of physical harm if he didn’t cooperate, and somehow he had wrested control of the conversation. My hand took on a mind of its own and smacked Bobby’s cheek, leaving behind a red mark.
Bobby smiled. “That tickled.”
I slapped him harder on the same cheek.
“There. That’s a little better.”
“How much of your story is bullshit, Bobby? Everything? You say you didn’t do anything to Hal? Did you really find my daughter? Do you really expect me to believe you know her name?”
“You should be worried about your old guy friend.”
“Stop. You don’t have control here. Start talking straight or get used as a heavy bag for me and Paul here to work out some frustration.”
“You’re all talk, Rid. You’ve always been a soft touch. Always let yourself get wrapped up in your emotions life a fucking woman.”
I stepped back. Enough. I turned to Paul.
It was all the invitation he needed. He stepped forward and went to work on Bobby’s kidneys, throwing low hooks, lefts and rights, back and forth. Bobby laughed at the abuse at first. But Paul kept at it until the laughs turned to hollow grunts and eventually drew tears.
Paul backed off.
Bobby swung a moment like a wind chime in a soft breeze. When he stilled, he said, “Wow. That was pretty good.” He tried to make it sound light, but I could hear the pinch in his voice
The cellar grew filled with the smell of sweat and anger. I buzzed like a recluse required to give a speech in front of millions—totally out of my element and certain I’d fail. But I couldn’t fail. I had to end this, whether he was telling the truth or not. “Start with Hal,” I said.
“He’s in the hospital. Had a heart attack. Jeeze, Rid, this is easy stuff to find out. Did you even bother checking?”
I hadn’t, because Bobby had driven me to conclusions with his hints and taunts—the medallion, the note planted in Hal’s house. Just enough to draw my scent off the true path—a prime example of the proverbial red herring.
“Why should we believe you?” Paul asked.
“Because, King Kong, it’s really easy to check. Call Rosemoor Hospital. He’s out of ICU now, so you should be able to talk to him.”
It drove me bats that he could know all of this, that his investigative skills had trumped mine four times over. It was small comfort to have managed to trap him like we had. He still knew more than I did.
“So you faked the whole thing with Hal,” I said. “Are you faking this stuff about my daughter?”
“Please call her Lisa. ‘My daughter’ this and ‘my daughter’ that is more of a mouthful than any straight man likes to have.”
“What’s her last name, then?”
“Are you kidding? You’ve got me cuffed in what smells like a wine cellar, a caveman who likes to take easy shots at a guy’s kidneys, and stand to inherit what rightfully belongs to me. Her last name is all I got left here.”
“Playing the victim doesn’t wear well on you, Bobby. If you really know who and where she is, all you have to do is give me a full name and I can check it out. Then we can cut you loose.”
“Just like that, huh?”
“You ready to share?”
He hung his head, sighed. “You win. Her full name is Lisa Bobby’s-Gonna-Fuck-Me-In-Every-Hole-On-My-Body. I think it’s French.”
My fist never felt so good as it did when I clocked Bobby across the face, knocking his blindfold askew. The initial seconds of satisfaction gave way to a crackling ache across my knuckles, but I savored that pain as well.
His head snapped to the side and when it swung back toward me, blood trickled from his nose. One eye peeked out from under the blindfold. He fluttered that eye and then focused it on me. “Damn, bro. I’m kinda proud of you. You’ve manned up.”
I yanked the blindfold off and tossed it aside. I wanted him to look me in the eye and tell me he really knew how to find my daughter. I gripped his chin in one hand and forced him to face me. “Last chance.”
“Or what? You let the gorilla loose again?”
“Lie to me one more time and see.”
“You really want to end this so soon?”
“I wanted it done a long time ago.”
He jerked his chin from my grasp. “Go to hell. I hate you. I hate you so much I want you to wonder until the day you die if I really found her, and what I might have done to her.”
“All this because of an inheritance?”
“It’s not just any inheritance. It’s the world my father raised me in. It’s a promise made a lifetime ago and stolen from me in a moment of spite. If he’d had time to think it over, he would have changed the will. He would have given the agency to me.”
“I already told you, I would give you the agency. I don’t care about that.”
“You don’t care.” He spat on the floor, his saliva tinted pink with blood. “That just makes it worse. He signed the agency off to someone who couldn’t give a fuck. Nice.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Forget it, Rid. I’m done. You’ll never know.”
I curled my hands into fists. Somehow I kept from striking him again, though that was no reason to be proud. The next step would taint my conscience for the rest of my life. I turned to Paul. “Upstairs.”
He followed me to the top of the stairs.
I closed the door to keep Bobby from hearing us. “I have to know,” I said.
“Yes.”
“But a few jabs to the kidneys and a pop to the nose aren’t going to do it. Maybe nothing will.”
“Let me take care of it. He’ll tell me.”
I shook my head. “You could beat him to near death. The best you’ll get out of him is another lie.”
“It’s not just about working him over. Trust me. I’ve done this kind of thing before.”
I didn’t ask ‘cause I didn’t want him to tell. “I don’t know, Paul. We’re skirting that line.”
He hooked a hand round the back of my neck and pulled me within inches of his face. “He’s already crossed the line. They way he’s talked about your daughter, what he’s going to do to her.”
“Empty threats.”
“Doesn’t matter. Don’t stick up for this guy. He doesn’t deserve it.”
Only at one time he had. He had deserved that and more. I had owed him for help forging the individual I wanted to become, making my own destiny, separate from what my parents had wanted. In short, I owed him my life.
Paul could tell what I was thinking. “He’s not your friend anymore, Ridley.”
I closed my eyes and made one of the harder decisions of my life.



Chapter 30
I could have walked away from the screams. The house was big enough. I could have easily found a quiet corner where I could pretend Bobby wasn’t begging Paul to stop…please stop…I can’t…I won’t…please…
Instead, I stayed close to the closed cellar door. I sat on the floor against the wall opposite the door, mostly staring into space, occasionally started at a sudden shout from below. But the shouts weren’t the worst part. It was the heavy silences in between that unnerved. Paul had said his interrogation methods involved more than physical abuse. He didn’t tell me what that “more” equated to, but I had a suspicion those techniques happened during the silences.
It took Paul two and a half hours, though after the first hour, silence had dominated over the screams. Paul stepped out of the cellar, massaging his knuckles.
I stood, noticed the blood stains down his white shirt like a butcher’s apron, and shivered. I met his eyes, didn’t have to say anything.
“I’ve got something I think will help.”
Something? I wanted to pelt him with questions, but I swallowed them all. Time to trust Paul and follow his head.
We reconvened at the kitchen table after Paul washed his hands in the sink and I got him a pad of paper that he’d requested. At the table, he scribbled something on the pad, then turned it around and shoved it across to me.
An address.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“It’s where he’s been staying in Hawthorne. He rented the apartment about four weeks ago.”
“Four weeks?” Plenty of time to gather all manner of information about my habits, my acquaintances, my weaknesses. “He really thought this through.”
“Far as I can tell, he’s a psychotic. But I don’t really know the guy.”
I wouldn’t have ever put that label on Bobby before. Now? That shoe could fit nice and snug. Could Mort’s death have caused a psychotic break? I was no shrink, but it felt right. Bobby and Mort were closer than any father and son I’d ever known. They worked together, played together, shared everything. I imagined losing his father would be like losing a limb. People have broken down for much less.
I tapped the address written on the pad. “If this is his base of operation, he’ll have all this collected info there.”
Paul nodded.
“How did you get him to give you this address?”
“That’s for me to know and for you never to think about again.”
“I don’t think I can do that.”
“You’re better off if you do.”

Paul stayed at the house to keep watch over Bobby. I Googled the address and printed a map to the apartment, located not far south from where I lived. It was probably the closest affordable apartment complex to my house. Which meant the owners wanted to put on airs that the building belonged to the more elite domiciles nearby. This led to ornate landscaping, constantly maintained building facades, and last, but certainly not least, no buzzers to get in either of the trio of buildings housing the apartments—this was a nice neighborhood, no need for buzzers.
I easily found my way to Bobby’s door and picked the lock to let myself in.
The apartment came furnished, the style ode de la old people. On one wall, Bobby had taken down the included artwork—a painting of a sailboat—and had set the framed picture on the floor and leaned against the wall. In place of the painting he had hung a corkboard that was now littered with various papers and sticky notes, a map of Hawthorne, and date-stamped photographs. Lots and lots of photographs.
I crossed the room to get a closer look. A month’s worth of work hung on this board, all revolving around me. Notes stuck to the map indicating frequently attended locations and travel routes. Photographs of people with faces circled in red marker and labeled with their names. I found a copy of paperwork for Hal’s admittance into the hospital. Who knew how he got a hold of something like that? He must have charmed the pants off—literally—a nurse or something. Another testament to Bobby’s skill and willingness to cross the line Mort had drawn for us as PIs in training.
A PI without ethics is nothing more than a low-class hustler.
Boy did Bobby know how to hustle.
I didn’t find much else from the board that I didn’t already know. After all, this was my life. Nothing about my daughter, not even the pictures he’d emailed me. Most likely he had a laptop around here where he kept that additional information.
I started to turn away to look for it when one last picture on the board caught my attention. I’d initially skimmed over it because it sat among a collage of photos tracking my whereabouts and frequented locals. But this one didn’t fit. I looked closer and a tremor and buzz shot through me as I realized what I was looking at.
The photo featured the outside of Eddie’s apartment building. The angle was similar to other photos taken of the place, a couple with me entering and exiting. This one, date-stamped November 12—the day Eddie was killed—showed someone else exiting the building. Someone I recognized…just as Bobby had promised I would.
Bobbie’s cousin, Shawn.

The knowledge made my continued search hard to focus on. I did my best to force it to the background. But even when I didn’t think about it directly, my body hummed like an electrical transformer, the voltage within desperate to lash out.
In the bedroom, on the dresser, I found the laptop and Bobby’s camera. A new wave of jitters hit me. The laptop sat before me like an ancient artifact, the secrets within possibly life-changing.
I found it hard to move forward. I pushed. The answers were here. Either Bobby had faked his information about my daughter, or he had evidence of who and where she really was.
I went to the dresser, flipped open the laptop, and powered it on. It felt like an age while I waited for the computer to fully boot.
It took no time at all to find what I was looking for. A folder on his desktop was labeled Ridley’s Spawn. The derogatory label suggested what was inside just might be true.
I clicked open the folder and found out once and for all.



Chapter 31
I took his laptop. It was mine now, simple as that.
Back at the house, I found Paul in the wine cellar. He was tending to Bobby’s broken and bloody nose. The blood had rolled over his mouth and down his chin and had started to coagulate into crusty red goatee. More blood ran from jagged cuts on his bare chest. His shirt was tossed onto the floor. A broken wine bottle lay close by. Some of the shards had a deeper red on the edges than the wine it had held. The smell of the spilled wine permeated the cellar.
Paul dabbed at Bobby’s bloody face with a damp rag. He stopped and turned when I came in. His gaze went to the laptop I carried under my arm like a school book.
Bobby saw it too and groaned. “You ruined all the fun, Rid.” His voice sounded stuffy and clogged as if he had a bad cold.
I glared at him, the frost fire burning inside my belly chilling my bones and beading my skin with sweat.
Paul twisted the rag in both hands. “Ridley?”
“It’s true,” I said. “He found her.”
Bobby grinned, showing off the gap in his teeth where Paul had apparently knocked one out. “See? I wouldn’t lie to you. You’re my best friend.”
I approached him, held the laptop out to Paul. “Can you hold this?”
Paul tossed aside the rag, took the computer from me, and stepped back. He knew what was coming.
Bobby stared into my eyes. “You don’t have the balls. You wouldn’t have sent down your goon to work me over if you did.”
“Circumstance has changed.” I rolled up my sleeves. “You threatened my daughter.”
He jerked against the cuff, scraping the chain across the pipe. His body smelled of sweat and blood. “She isn’t your daughter. You didn’t raise her. You didn’t even know what she looked like until I showed you.”
“I’ve been looking for her for three years—”
“And doing a piss poor job.”
“I wasn’t willing to con and torture people to get to her.”
He bellowed laughter, the sound echoing through the cellar. “Oh, no?” He tucked in his chin so he could look at his chest. Then he lifted his gaze back to me. “Oh, no?”
“You’re the exception, Bobby. You made me stoop because you were taking out your daddy issues on me.”
He thrashed, clinking the handcuff chain against the pipe again and again as if he thought he could break the pipe or chain if he kept yanking. “You God damned son of a bitch. You ruined my life.”
“I didn’t ruin anything. You ruined it yourself when you took advantage of Mort one too many times.”
“I took care of him till the end. I did everything for him. Bathed him, dressed him, sat with him for hours at a time. I even wiped his damn ass.”
“You’re his son. That’s your duty.”
“That’s rich coming for the guy who abandoned his parents because he didn’t want to sing. Where are they now? Did you spend the last six months of their life with them?”
I unleashed. My fists pumped like pistons, slamming into his abdomen over and over until Bobby started coughing blood and sprayed my face with it. I staggered back, panting, the muscles in my arms and shoulders burning.
Bobby hung limp, eyelids drooping, swath of hair stuck to his sweaty forehead.
Paul startled me when I place a hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t seen him approach. “Come on,” he said. “We’re done.”
I gave Bobby one last hateful look. Then I let Paul guide me out of the cellar.

I ran for the bathroom and puked in the toilet. My sides cramped from my heaving so hard. I felt clammy, shaky, and the image of Bobby’s bloody and beaten body kept flickering across my mind’s eye, prompting another heave each time. I would never wash what I had done to him off my soul.
Eventually I regained control over my quivering stomach, washed my face, and met Paul back in the kitchen. He had the laptop open and was perusing the files about my daughter.
About Lisa.
He looked up as I sat at the table. “You sure this isn’t faked?”
He obviously hadn’t gotten to the most conclusive evidence. “Click open the file marked ‘Insurance.’”
Paul swiped at the touchpad then tapped it. His brow furled. “I don’t get it. Who are these people?”
He was looking at a scanned photograph, the image of which had seared itself permanently to my brain. I could see it as clear as if I were looking at it myself. Either Shwineski had lied about not giving information to Bobby, or Bobby had found some other way to get at Shwineski’s records. “The one on the far left is Lincoln Rice, Autumn’s father. The woman to his right is Dr. Lee. The guy on his left is Dr. Kahn. The couple holding the baby are Lisa’s adoptive parents, for lack of a better term. I imagine Shwineski took the photo.” The picture had a date stamp too—about two weeks after Autumn gave birth.
“How do you know that’s your daughter or those are her parents?”
“Now click into the folder labeled ‘Spawn Pics.’”
Paul made a face and shook his head. He used the touchpad again to open the folder. His eyes scanned the screen. He was looking at a series of thumbnail photos.
“If you look through them, you’ll find a picture of Lisa with her parents.”
I watched his eyes move until they stopped. He tapped open a photo. He mouth opened, eyes widened. “Holy shit.”
“It’s the same couple,” I said.
“So the first photo? That was what?”
“Insurance, just like the label says. Shwineski was the record keeper. Playing it smart meant making a record of those involved in the…transaction. I’d bet money Lee and Kahn have, and Rice had, a similar photo, only with Shwineski in them.”
“Wouldn’t someone have found it going through Rice’s things after his death?”
“Who knows where he kept it? Maybe there’s a safety deposit box somewhere out there with the photo in it. I’d doubt Lee or Rice would have let Shwineski take this picture without getting one of their own. If fact, I bet there’s a slew of pics like it featuring the other parents.”
“Gotta make sure everyone’s ass is covered in case the parents’ had second thoughts.”
“Yep.”
Paul shook his head. He closed the laptop and folded his meaty hands on top. I noticed his knuckles looked a little pink and raw. “Now what?”
I sucked in my lower lip and bit down. The magic question. I had done what I had strove to do for three years. I had found her. But I had never thought what I would do once that day came. Approach her? Tell her who I was? Confront her…I didn’t want to call them parents, but what else were they after all this time raising her? What would that accomplish? Did I want to take her away? Claim her like a piece of stolen property? From the pictures I saw, she wasn’t in any duress. Her parents looked like they loved her like real parents do. She had a whole life without me. Would letting her know I even existed do her any good? Or would it only disrupt what looked like a normal, happy life?
I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “I don’t know. I do not know.”

What I did know? I had other business to attend to. Another case to focus on, giving my subconscious time to noodle with what to do about Lisa. (Not a name I would have chosen; not that there was anything wrong with the name.)
First things first, we had to deal with Bobby. Paul offered to take him back to his car over by Angie’s. We unhooked him from the pipe and half carried him up out of the cellar and out to Paul’s car. Bobby could barely walk on his own. The whole thing reminded me of a time we’d been out drinking together and I ended up having to carry him out of the bar.
We flopped Bobby into the backseat and re-cuffed his hands behind his back.
He gave me a bleary eyed look. “We’re not done.”
“I’m done,” I said. “Get out of Hawthorne after you heal up. Go home. There’s people there worried about you. They think you’re still worth saving.”
He chuffed. “You don’t have a clue.”
I didn’t want one. I slammed the door shut and turned to Paul. My breath puffed in the cold air when I spoke. “You’ve gone above and beyond, my friend.”
That got me his signature sideways smile. “You can thank me with that raise we talked about.”
“Consider it done. Double what you make now sound fair?”
“Are you fucking shitting me?”
I patted him on the arm. “See you tonight.”
I watched him drive off, then got into my own car and headed to Shawn’s place. On the way I called Detective Shanks.
I no sooner introduced myself and she asked, “Find anything?”
“What? No small talk?”
“You know, witty quips don’t work when you sound like someone just kicked you in the balls.”
Perceptive. I liked that. I really wished she and I had met under different circumstances. “Metaphorically, you’d be right. But that’s another issue. I have a photograph of the guy I suspect killed Eddie.”
“You suspect how?”
“It shows him exiting Eddie’s apartment with a date stamp that puts it on the day and around the time Eddie had his so-called accident.”
“And you’re headed here with the photo I assume?”
“No,” I said. “It’s not enough for you to act.”
“It’s enough to give us something to push with.”
“I know. But I’d probably have better luck with the pushing, seeing as I have a little more leeway with the rules.”
“No,” she said, drawing out the word. “No leeway. You bring that photo here and we’ll do this right.”
I turned the corner onto Shawn’s block. “I’ll let you know what he tells me.”
“Don’t do anything stupid. Who is it? Who’s in this photo?”
“If I told you that, you’d try to come help.” I pulled right into Shawn’s driveway. The time for subtlety and sneaking had ended. “Or stop me.”
“Mr. Brone, I like you. Don’t make me change my mind.”
“Be honest. Your superior has already got you working a different case. A real homicide. Not some bullshit this cop killing private dick is ranting about.”
“No one has come out and called you a cop killer.”
“Comforting.” I drew my gun and checked the load. Good to go. “Even if I bring the photo, you can’t act on it. You know that. As nice as you were to me at the scene, you can’t follow up on this because the department’s already classed it an accident.”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t do a little digging on my own time.”
I slid my gun back into my holster, cut the car engine, and climbed out from the heated car into a cold that bit extra hard. Twilight had night close on its tale. The last blue-gray light would give way to darkness in an hour at most.
“This is going to take more than a little digging,” I said, staring at that darkening horizon. “This calls for more of a jackhammer approach.”
“If you’re off on your own, why are you bothering to call me?”
“In case something happens to me. I have a copy of the photo on my home computer. I labeled it ‘My Killer’ just in case.”
“Not funny.”
“I know.” I hesitated a second, a few words on my mind I wanted to say and felt just reckless enough to say them. “Next time I see you, I’m going to ask you out. If I come out of this a little bruised, you’ll feel so sorry for me, you’ll have to say yes.”
“Quit screwing around and tell me where you’re going.”
“Nowhere,” I said. “I’m already there.” I hung up before she could try again to talk me out of this.
Shawn must have heard me pull in because he stared at me through the glass of his storm door.
I tucked my phone in my pocket and approached the house.

He let me in on the pretense that I only wanted to ask a few more questions about Eddie. He had no idea why I was really there. I could tell from his confident demeanor, he didn’t even suspect I might know what I did.
That is, if what I knew amounted to anything. The photo was circumstantial at best. Though it did raise the question—why hadn’t he mentioned the visit when I told him about Eddie’s death? Something like: What do you mean he’s dead? I was just over there and he was fine!
Shawn invited me into his living room. A wide screen television was tuned to ESPN. They were recapping the recent Lions versus Bears game. Bears won, twenty-one to zip.
 “I’d offer a beer,” he said, “but my wife doesn’t let me drink in the house. You want a pop?”
“I’m good.” I jerked a chin at the TV. “Fucking Lions.”
“I know. The Rapture will happen before they see the Super Bowl.” He crossed the room and dropped into an easy chair. He picked up a fifteen pound barbell from the floor and started doing curls. “So what do you need to know?”
“You made funeral arrangements yet?”
“Yeah. Viewing on Thursday. Funeral’s Friday.” If he was a killer, he knew how to keep his cool, and lie like a snake. “Cops said it was an accident. You still think it wasn’t?”
I shrugged. I could play cool, too. “Eddie was a client who died in the middle of an investigation. I like to tie up loose ends and that’s a whopper.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because it steps over the line from coincidence to pattern. See, the whole time I was looking into things for Eddie, I kept assuming something. But assumptions can kill an investigation as quick as anything.” 
He stopped mid curl, eyes full of fake interest. “What were you assuming?”
“That his problems were the same as mine, and anything that contradicted that had to be a weird coincidence. Then I found a pattern that just seemed too ridiculous to be true. So I let myself get sidetracked.”
“I don’t follow.”
The volume on the TV was on the low side, but the incessant chattering about this amazing play and that failed pass distracted me. “Can we turn that off?”
He set down his barbell, picked up his remote from an end table, and clicked the TV off. “What pattern are you talking about?”
“Did you know that nearly every member of the Arndt side was killed by unnatural means?”
His eyebrows went up and his eyes went wide. “Wow. I didn’t.”
I wondered how much of that surprise came from his realizing where I was headed with this. I pulled my left arm close to my body so I could feel the bulge of my gun under my coat. I unzipped the coat, but made sure to keep my weapon covered. “Nice and warm in here.”
“I hate the cold. Winter time comes, I crank the heat. Drives my wife nuts. Swear she’s got an internal heat source. She wears shorts outside in December. You believe that?”
“Must be nice.” I shifted on the couch so I could reach under my coat if I needed to. Small talk aside, we were only a few words from the crux of this conversation. “Anyway, yeah. Almost all of Eddie’s immediate relatives killed by some freak accident or tragedy, like the murder-suicide.”
“Eddie used to say he thought he was cursed. Now I wonder if he wasn’t right.”
“He wasn’t.” I watched his face, looking for a tell. Nothing yet. “There’s no such thing as curses. But Eddie did have a whole lot of heartbreak in his life. A whole lot of torture. Everyone he loved taken from him, sometimes brutally.”
“I know, right?” He wrinkled his brow. “Unluckiest bastard I ever met.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Huh?”
“Luck had nothing to do with it,” I said. I lifted my eyebrows. “Isn’t that right?”
Now his gaze hardened. The hinges of his jaw bulged under his skin as he clenched his teeth. “If I didn’t know any better—”
“You do. You know damn well.”
A vague accusation like that was just the thing to shove him into a staggered confession. But he didn’t trip. “Are you accusing me of something?”
“Like what?”
“You tell me.”
“Let’s try this,” I said. “Do you see what pattern I’m talking about?”
“All the bad deaths in Eddie’s life.”
“All of them Arndts.”
“You saying those deaths, they weren’t accidents?”
“No accidents, and no murder-suicide. Just plain murder across the board.”
The color rose in his face. “And you think I have something to do with it?”
“Don’t you?”
He shot up from his chair. “That’s crazy. Eddie was like a brother to me. Why the fuck would I do that?”
“To punish him for what he did to your actual brother. To Hunter.”
His nostrils flared. He slowly turned his head from side to side as if trying to screw it tight so it wouldn’t blow off. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course not. It’s crazy, right? An older cousin spending the better part of his life torturing the younger, getting revenge. Now you see why I had so much trouble wrapping my head around the idea.”
“You need to get the fuck out.”
“Is that a confession, Shawn?”
“I’m not confessing shit. What you’re saying is ridiculous.”
I eased back on the couch, playing it chill even as acid boiled in my gut. “You want to explain why you didn’t tell me you saw Eddie right around the time he was killed?”
“Whatever whacked out theories you have don’t matter. The cops said it was an accident. I’ll take their word for it over some hustling private detective.”
“All this time you were pretending to be his friend as a way to stay close and find other ways to tickle your vengeance. But I bet it grew beyond that. I bet after killing Eddie’s parents and little brother, you decided you liked killing.”
He charged at me.
Remembering his championship fighting plaque, I wasted no time standing. Before he reached me, I had my gun out.
He stopped short, glaring at the gun as if I held out a pile of dog shit instead. Only about a foot stood between us.
“Back up,” I said. “We’re not done talking.”
He didn’t back off, though. He puffed up his chest as if he thought he were bulletproof. “You going to force some confession out of me by holding a gun on me? That ain’t gonna work. Even if it did, you think the cops would take it seriously?”
“That’s what’s funny. I’m not worried about what the cops think. I’m worried about Eddie. He hired me to look into his family’s murder. I made some bad choices, and now he’s dead. I owe him the truth.”
“The only truth is that Eddie and his family are a bunch of assholes who thought they were better than us. Even my aunt turned her back on us. Snobs, all of them.”
Maybe there was more to this than just getting back at Eddie. “That’s quite a bit of animosity toward one whole side of your family.”
“Not my family. I’m a Wagner, not an Arndt.”
“Well, a genealogist would disagree with your interpretation, but I’m not interested in your family tree other than the branches you cut off.”
“Last chance,” he said, looking at me over the gun. “Get out before I get you out.”
I waggled my piece. “Gun here, remember?”
His gaze snapped to the gun. He smirked.
I made the mistake of blinking. Next thing I knew my hand was numb and the gun was gone. I had enough time to glance over to where the gun had landed on the living room carpet.
Then Shawn’s fist nearly knocked my head off my shoulders.



Chapter 32
I tipped away from the strike, feet slipping out from under me, and the floor raced up to say hello. Lucky for me, he had knocked me down within reach of my gun.
Unlucky for me, he grabbed me by the ankle and yanked me out of reach. Then he twisted my leg in an unnatural way, the tendons in my knee crying uncle as he bent and bent. Some kind of submission hold.
I tapped the floor until my palm stung, but he didn’t let go. Guess tapping out wasn’t an option in this fight. I stretched out my hand toward the gun, but unless I turned into Mr. Elastic, no way I could reach.
Shawn, on the other hand, must have thought I was Mr. Elastic with the way he kept bending my leg. “A little more and it’ll snap at the knee,” he said.
I clenched my teeth, but it did nothing to hold back my moaning. Tears swelled in my eyes. The pain in my leg nauseated me, as if it had crawled up into my belly and taken a dump. Somehow, I hung onto the glib. “It’s okay. I have another one.”
“Fine,” he said.
The next thing I heard was the cartilage in my knee popping like the sound of a toy cap gun firing a few shots. The pain blinded me. I only saw swirls of red and purple. Some terrible noise roared in the room. I didn’t realize right away that it was me screaming. When my vision cleared, I lay still and limp, face smashed into the carpet knap. Pain pulsed up my leg with each beat of my heart. My cheeks were streaked with tears.
What did he do to my leg? Oh, God, what has he done?
He dragged me across the carpet, well out of reach of my gun. When he dropped my leg, my knee knocked against his barbell. Stars sparkled and popped across my vision.
A sneakered pair of feet stepped into my line of sight. “I don’t need a gun.” Shawn’s words trailed down to my ringing ears. “I can kill you without anything more than my own body.”
I worked for each breath. “This is just as good as a confession.”
He barked a short but hearty laugh. “You don’t quit, do you?”
“It’s my fatal flaw.”
“Fatal’s about the right word.”
I’m no Ultimate Fighting Champion, but I’ve held my own in a number of scraps. And when your life is on the line, it’s okay to fight dirty. I wrapped my arm around his ankles and yanked toward me.
He’d let his confidence breach his guard. He lost his balance and tipped backward like a chopped tree.
I didn’t wait until he hit the floor. After tripping him, I jackknifed my body and grabbed the barbell.
He pounded to the floor on his back. I heard the whuff as the wind hopped out of his lungs.
Once you start fighting dirty, you can’t stop. I swung the barbell with as much force as I could muster and connected with the side of his knee.
He cried out and tried to roll away. I swung again, downward, and struck the same knee. The crack I heard sent a victorious thrill through me. A knee for a knee, motherfucker.
Shawn was tough. I had a few seconds at best. I dragged myself across the floor to within reach of my gun. I stretched out my arm and my fingers brushed the grip.
A hand wrapped around the calf of my bad leg.
Oh, shit.
Shawn tugged.
White flashes sparked across my vision. All I had left was the animal instinct for survival. The pain had otherwise wiped my mind clean. I pulled forward even as he pulled back, a tug-of-war with a broken leg. My knee felt as if it were filled with crushed glass. But still, I stretched. I reached.
Shawn stopped tugging. I felt an instant of exquisite relief, then he dropped onto my back and straddled me like a wild horse. His hands snaked over my shoulders and hooked to meet under my chin. His fingers locked and he yanked back on my head.
The muscles alongside my neck screamed along with my bent spine. A person simply was not meant to bend that way. Seemed Shawn was an expert in body bending. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t fight his grip. Which all left me with little hope even as my hand took hold of the grip to my gun.
If Shawn noticed I’d reached my weapon, he didn’t seem to care. He kept his fingers laced under my chin and continued to turn my neck and shoulders into a U.
I had no chance of shooting him in this position. But I had a gun, damnit. That had to count for something. I cocked my arm at the elbow and tried to aim over my shoulder.
Shawn must have seen the gun then. He let go.
My head and shoulders snapped forward like a bent branch suddenly released. I fired a shot off on the way down.
Shawn shouted and rolled off of me.
I didn’t think I’d hit him, but a gunshot up close was loud and startling. Especially when the barrel of said gun is pointed in your general direction. Once I had him off my back, I rolled onto my side, facing the way Shawn had dove, bringing my gun around with me.
He sat on the floor, legs straight out in front of him, his back against the wall. An easy target. And a big honking part of me wanted to pull the trigger for what he’d done to my leg. Later, I would realize the similarity to Eddie’s own trials—broken limbs and the thirst for revenge.
“Don’t you fucking move,” I said.
The way he sat, he had no chance of moving off his ass fast enough to knock the gun away this time. He held up his hands, his face red, eyes simmering.
The horrific pain shooting up and down my leg, along with the burn in my throat from having my neck bent backward, made me shaky. I had to make my next move before I dropped the gun or passed out. Holding the weapon in one hand, I dug out my phone with the other. I had Palmer on speed dial—something he would resent if he knew—and I called him up.
“My leg’s broken and I have a killer at gun point,” I said. “Think I could get an assist?”
“Brone?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s Ridley. Forgot about that.”
“Did I hear you right?”
“If you heard about a broken leg and a killer at gun point, you heard just fine.”
“Jesus Christ. Where are you?”
I gave him Shawn’s address. “I don’t want to rush you, but—”
He had already hung up.

I expected Palmer. I got Detective Shanks. She came through the front door shouting . “Hawthorne PD. Hawthorne PD.”
My head was a little spinny, but I could still appreciate the sexy authority in her voice. When she and a pair of uniforms barreled into the living room, guns drawn, I let my gun tumble out of my hand and flopped onto my back. The edges of my vision closed up. I heard a ruckus, some more shouting, but all at the periphery. Then a face came into what remained of my vision. Detective Shanks.
“Brone. What the hell happened here? Ridley?”
You’re so pretty, I thought.
She made a face.
Wait? Had I said that out loud?
“Do you need medical attention?” she asked.
“Hell yeah I do.” Then I drifted off.

The following morning, an otherwise kind-looking nurse served me a mysterious plate of something she claimed was food. I thanked her, then pushed the tray away on my little hospital table and settled back against my pillows.
I’d been in and out all night, but the little drip of something-something through my IV had finally made the pain go away. For now at least. I hadn’t heard an official diagnosis yet, but I wondered if I would walk again. I didn’t know how bad the break was. It had felt like the worst leg breaking in world history to me.
I lay there, listening to my own breathing, catching whiffs of the blob on the plate—fish, maybe?—and dozed on and off until the prettiest detective I knew came to visit.
She didn’t ask how I was or bring flowers. I didn’t even get a chance to say hello before she spoke. “Better talk fast, Ridley, because right now we’re holding him for assault, but that isn’t going to keep him contained for long.”
I told her my theory, including the photograph putting Shawn at the scene.
“That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?”
“I think putting him at the scene right around the time of the homicide would be a good start. Sweat him out in an interrogation room. I practically had him admitting his guilt. You’ll pull a confession out of him and we can all rest easy.”
She sniffed, shook her head.
“I’d do it myself if I could, but…” I gestured down at my leg. “Indisposed at the moment.”
“I can see why Palmer loves you so much.”
“Oh, does he talk about me?”
“Rest easy. We’ll talk again soon.

The following day I got two pieces of good news. The first—I would indeed walk again, but would have to endure that atrocious torture they called physical therapy. The second—Shawn had cracked. Detective Shanks came to tell me herself.
“To all of it?” I asked.
“Not yet, but we’re getting there with the others.”
“How’d you do it?”
“I’m just that good.” She pointed at me. “You best remember that.”
“I knew it the second I saw you.”
An awkward silence ensued. Obviously, this match wasn’t meant to be. Not like I ever seriously thought it could. Still, it had been nice to dream a little. Made me realize it might be time to put myself out there again.
“Tell Palmer ‘hi’ for me,” I said. “I know he misses me.”
“Of course. He helped me convince the lieutenant to make a run at Wagner. Afterward he expressed his affection for you by promising, next time he saw you, he’d break your other leg to match.”
“That Palmer. Always a sweetheart.”
She smiled, held out her hand. “Take care.”
I shook her hand—her soft, beautiful hand—and felt a little pang as I watched her leave the room.



Chapter 33
I attended Eddie’s funeral—postponed due to the unexpected arrest of his next of kin—on crutches. The gray winter sky broke open and had let sun come out in his honor. Most of the ice and some of the snow had begun to melt. It was the day before Thanksgiving.
The ceremony was held in a small, non-denominational church on the south side. Not many attended. A few coworkers from the job he’d lost. None from the dealership where he’d worked as a porter. And, of course, not a stitch of family. Outside of his cousin in Arizona, he had no family left.
After the funeral, I hobbled my way out of the church, feeling morose as hell. I’d hired a limousine service to cart me around while I was Mr. Gimp, and the limo was parked at the curb when I came out. The chauffeur came around the limo and helped me down the steps and into the vehicle.
When he took up his post behind the wheel he asked where I’d like to go next.
“You up for a long drive?” I asked.
“Driving is my job. Long or short. All the same to me.”
So I gave him the address and he plugged it into the GPS device mounted on his dash.
I settle back in my seat, straight-jacketed leg out in front of me. The doc at the hospital had prescribed some pretty good drugs, but nothing could beat the IV drip. So my leg constantly had this internal ache that kept me from sitting comfortably, even in a plush limo.
I had him drive by the house. I couldn’t very well sit across the street in a parked limo without drawing attention. I didn’t want to draw attention. I just wanted to see the place for myself. The house my daughter lived in.
I don’t know what I hoped to accomplish with my drive by. I didn’t see anyone outside. The house itself didn’t look much different than its neighbors, especially with the snow covering much of the landscaping.
The driver didn’t say a word about my asking him to drive slowly past the address I’d given him. And he didn’t question or object when I asked him to circle the block and pass one more time.
The house looked exactly the same the second time by.
“Okay, let’s go home,” I said.
The driver nodded and headed back to Hawthorne.
On the drive home I couldn’t fight the feeling that I’d left something behind. It was like that creeping doubt you get when you leave the house and wonder if you remembered to turn off the stove. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why I felt that way. But I couldn’t do anything about it. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
After all this time, I finally knew where to find my daughter.
I had no idea what to do next.
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