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      Ridley Brone, a California private investigator, returns to his Michigan hometown when he inherits his estranged parents'
multimillion-dollar estate. The songs his mom and dad wrote made them rich, but their popular karaoke bar, the High Note,
made them famous. Now Ridley owns a bar he doesn't have a clue how to manage, and his every effort seems only to further tarnish his parents' legacy.

But when Ridley's old high school love shows up asking for help and her husband ends up murdered, the karaoke bar feels like vacation compared to the hard job of proving her innocence.
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This is for my mom. How I wish she were here to see it.
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Chapter 1
“What do you mean we don’t have any Stoli?” I leaned over the bar while my bartender, Paul Dimico, crouched in front of the built-in cabinets, rummaging through the collection of liquor bottles.
Paul’s meaty head shook. He slammed the cabinet shut and stood. “I looked everywhere.”
In the mirror behind the bar I had a good view of the High Note’s stage, and Hal, an eighty year-old regular who had been coming to the place since my parents opened it. He stood before the monitor displaying the song’s lyrics, but looked out at his audience. He snapped his fingers to the rhythm of the music with one hand, held the microphone freely with the other, and belted “My Way” in an almost perfect impersonation of Frank Sinatra—except that every note from his mouth came out off key. A pitchfork to a chalkboard would have sounded more musical.
“Should I tell the customer to order something else?”
My gaze left the mirror and landed on Paul’s nose. The capillaries had all busted around his nostrils. “Is that customary?”
Paul cocked his mouth to one side. “Unless you can piss Stoli into glass.”
“Then why are you asking me?”
“You own the place.”
Sometimes it was hard to tell when Paul was joking.
“Do what you gotta,” I said and threw up a hand.
“Ridley?” a woman shouted in my ear.
I turned to the voice, found Mandy, my only waitress, standing next to me. Her face had turned a deep pink shade, and the way she wielded her empty drink tray made it look more like a weapon than something you served cocktails from.
“What now?”
She speared a finger toward a group of six sitting by the stage. They looked like college students, a couple wearing sweatshirts with WMU stitched across the front. One of the girls from the group had her bra off and swung it through the air above her head like a cowgirl twirling a lasso.
“I’ve served them only, like, a hundred rounds,” Mandy shouted, “and ain’t seen one tip.”
Before I could reply she adjusted the aim of her finger toward a younger-looking guy in the group.
“And I think he is using a fake ID.”
Just what I needed. “Have you served him?”
Mandy shrugged and gave me a crooked nod.
“Jesus.” I started over.
Mandy grabbed my arm. “He’s the only one tipping.”
Paul barked my name.
I spun around, a little dizzy.
He leaned over the bar. “We’re out of Tanqueray.”
On stage, Hal finished his number with a sustained wail, practically swallowing the mic, the sound loud and distorted through the speakers. The college kids applauded by screaming and pounding their fists on the table. Glass shattered.
I looked toward the ceiling and counted breaths.
When the music ended, and the pounding and cheering stopped, I started to answer Paul and caught a glimpse of a familiar face in the mirror. The chaos around me faded to nothing more than background noise, elevator music. I turned toward her, ignoring Paul who kept repeating my name, and Mandy rattling on about her tips.
The woman stood with her hands in her pockets, her head cocked to one side, cascades of straight black hair pouring over both shoulders. She used to wear her hair shorter, barely below her chin. I had to fight to keep from reaching out, touching that hair, touching her cheek, her lips. My skin prickled.
“Hello, Autumn.”
“Hello, Ridley.”
Mandy made a disgusted grunt and stormed away.
Paul didn’t give up so easily. I felt his hand on my shoulder.
“What the fuck do you want me to do about the gin?”
“Give them something else,” I said. “On the house.”
He started back around the bar.
“And that goes for anything else we run out of,” I shouted after him.
“So you’re back,” Autumn said.
“I’ve been back,” I said. “Eight months already.”
One dark eyebrow rose as she looked at the floor. “Can we talk?”
I guided her over to my usual table at the back of the bar, a corner booth. “What’s up?” I tried to make it sound casual, and it might have if my voice hadn’t cracked.
Autumn pulled a cocktail napkin from a short stack in the center of the table. She began tearing off small pieces, starting from one corner, and let the paper bits fall to the tabletop. “I need your help,” she said, staring at her fidgeting hands.
“Help with what?”
“Are you really a private detective?”
Everyone had assumed I’d run off to Los Angeles to follow in my parents’ line of work as a singer or song writer. No one wanted to believe I’d become a private investigator instead. Apparently, after my return to Hawthorne, my choice in profession had made prime gossip material. Except the gossip often left out one glaring detail.
“No,” I said. “I was a P.I. in California, but I’m not licensed here in Michigan.”
Her brow furled. “You don’t need a license?”
“Not to run a karaoke bar…except, I guess, for the liquor.”
Her confused expression highlighted some wrinkles around her eyes that hadn’t existed when I last saw her. Somehow they added to her beauty.
“I’m not a P.I. anymore, is what I’m saying.”
She looked down at her fingers, still plucking at the napkin. “Oh.”
“Why? You want to hire me or something?” I laughed.
She smirked. I tried to remember seeing her smirk that way before. I sensed a bitterness I didn’t recognize.
“Yes,” she said.
My mouth hung open, fly-catching style.
Autumn looked up from her shredded napkin and stared directly into my eyes for the first time since coming into the bar. Shadows hung around the corner booth and made her eyes look black, though I knew they were brown, their color one of many things I’d memorized about her.
“My husband,” she said. “He’s… Why hesitate? I think he’s cheating on me.”
“Your husband.” I reached for a gin and tonic that wasn’t there, let my hand rest on the table instead. “Yeah. I heard about him.”
“You heard about him?”
“I meant I’d heard you were married now.”
“Almost four years.” She dropped the last bit of napkin onto the table, stared down at her hands. “He’s a good guy.”
“Except you think he’s cheating on you.”
“Except that. Yeah.”
A large woman with a margarita in hand started singing something by Donna Summers—if you could call it singing. A hideous disco ball twirled above her head, sparkling and practically blinding me whenever I looked up. I made a mental note to toss out everything by Donna Summers from our collection, and use the disco ball for free-throw practice into the trash bin out back.
“You want a drink?”
Autumn moaned as if I’d asked her a question she’d waited all day to answer. “Jack on ice.”
I took my time getting the drinks, giving myself a chance to decide what I thought about having Autumn suddenly back in my life. On the way, I passed my parents’ Wall of Fame—autographed photos of old-timers like Sammy Davis, Jr., Gladys Knight, and Mel Torme.
The fat lady on stage squealed a High Note, making the speakers crackle.
Paul cringed as he poured our drinks.
When I got back to the table, I found Autumn working on her third napkin. She drained her drink to the ice cubes faster than Paul had poured it.
“Thirsty?” I asked.
She smirked again and rested her cupped hands on the table. In front of her sat a pile of shredded napkin that looked like fake snowflakes from a snow globe.
“You must hate me,” she said.
Then why did each heart beat feel like a detonating grenade? Why did my palms sweat? Why did I feel like I was back in high school and this was our first date?
“I needed time,” she continued. “I tried calling you, but by then you’d already left.”
My hand made a fist next to my glass. “I gave you plenty of opportunities before that.”
“I know.”
Her gaze moved up from my fist, along my arm, to my chest, and finally to my face. I forced myself to stare back into her eyes, give her a glimpse of whatever emotion might stir in my own.
“What do you want, Autumn?”
“To hire you.”
“I’m not for hire.”
“Not even for me?”
I took a large swallow from my drink before remembering we’d run out of the good gin. My mouth puckered at the bottom-shelf bitterness. I swallowed hard and forced another sip, trying to get past the taste so I could savor the alcohol’s numbing effects. Autumn watched me struggle with the drink. I tried to read her expression. Amusement? Regret?
“I’ve missed you,” she said.
“You cut me out of your life without a word.”
I gazed beyond Autumn, toward the stage. One of the college girls had started in on “Brown-Eyed Girl.” She screamed to hit the High Notes, not that the notes in “Brown-Eyed Girl” were all that high.
“Ridley?”
I looked into my glass. “You should leave.”
“You’re going to let an over-emotional eighteen year-old girl from forever ago get between us now?”
“This isn’t about getting dumped,” I said. “It’s about strolling in here and acting like you don’t owe me at least an explanation.”
“Fine.” She swiped the table, fluttering her paper snowflakes across the surface, some of them flipping and tumbling off the table’s edge. “But not like this. I’m not going to talk about it in an argument.”
“Whatever.”
Neither of us spoke through the harrowing climax of the song. When the girl finished singing, someone in the bar made seal noises. A few others joined in.
“Jesus Christ,” I heard Paul shout from behind the bar. “What a fucking headache.”
Autumn giggled.
I tried to glare at her, but the smile on her face brought me back to days when Autumn and I made each other laugh by staring at one another as if telling telepathic jokes.
“You could run me over with a monster truck, and still I keep thinking about how good things used to be.”
“Me too.”
“I hate you for that.”
She looked down at her paper mess and used the edge of her hand to rake the flakes back into a neat pile. With her other hand she shaped the pile into a square. “Adultery’s such a cliché these days. I thought maybe I didn’t have a right to get upset, like I wasn’t hip if I thought my husband would actually stay loyal.”
“You’re sure he’s cheating?”
“Something’s keeping him busy.”
“Job? Extra work load?”
“He’s a journalism teacher at the high school. He helps with the school newspaper and the yearbook, but he’s always done that. Whatever extracurricular activities he’s got going, school-stuff it’s not.”
“He have an excuse?”
“I ask him what’s on his mind, where’s he going. He denies it. ‘I haven’t been acting distracted.’ Or ‘What do you mean I’m never home?’ Like I’m an idiot or something.”
My karaoke host, Holly, mercifully took over the mic and sang a Whitney Houston number. Her breathy soprano didn’t quite work with the song, but Holly made it her own.
I slid my glass—ice cubes mostly melted—aside and leaned into the table. “You been arguing? Financial problems?”
“Nothing like that. One day, life as usual, the next, Doug’s got a secret.”
“Maybe it’s only that,” I said. “A secret. Why another woman?”
“Just a feeling.”
I watched Holly tackle the bridge to her song, one hand fluttering above her head as if touching the spirit of the music. My mother had sometimes done that when she sang gospel, even though neither of my parents, as far as I knew, had spent a single Sunday in a church.
Asking Autumn the usual questions, getting into the detective groove, felt like a warm bath after some heavy lifting. For the last eight months I’d been so caught up in taking over the High Note, I’d forgotten how much I missed the job.
“Why don’t we pick this up tomorrow morning?”
“Does that mean you’ll do it?”
I didn’t feel like anything had changed. She looked a little different, especially the longer hair, yet I couldn’t believe how easily I had stepped over the gap in time, talking to her like it was a year later, not fifteen. Thinking nothing had changed was a dangerous track to follow. I’d seen and done things that moved me a million miles from my eighteen year-old self. I’m sure the same held true of Autumn.
I should have treated her like a complete stranger.
Only that, too, would have been a lie.
“Sure,” I said. “What are old friends for?”
“Friends.” Autumn twirled a finger through the napkin shreds. “Right.”
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Chapter 2
When I returned home, my ears rang with the strained cries of the drunken and tone deaf. I parked my ‘92 Honda Civic—one of the few things I brought with me from California—in the circular drive of my parents’ house, my vision blurry. My clothes smelled of smoke, my breath of bad gin. I felt hung over, even though I’d only had the one drink with Autumn that I never finished.
Breathing the fresh three AM air, I stood in the driveway for a moment and stared at the house my parents’ songs had built—nine-thousand square-feet, a ten-acre yard, in-ground pool, a kitchen bigger than my entire apartment in Los Angeles. A lot of space for one guy.
I finally staggered inside and upstairs, pulling off my clothes as I went, leaving my shoes at the foot of the stairs, a shirt hanging on the banister, my pants bunched up on a couple steps. I was too worn out from my stint in karaoke hell to worry about tidiness.
Thoughts of Autumn filled my head as I climbed between the sheets. I lay awake in the dark, naked, my hand resting on my thigh. I pictured Autumn in bed next to me—easy to do since we had shared this bed in this room at least a dozen times. Though my parents had repainted, the furniture remained the same, even sat exactly where I’d left it all. The tattered Guns N’ Roses poster was still taped to the back of the door. A row of trophies from various vocal competitions my parents had forced me into collected dust on a shelf above the bed. I felt like I lay in a buried time capsule, waiting for someone to dig me up.
I remembered the feel of Autumn’s skin, how I would spoon her and rub my hand up and down across her belly, brushing the bottoms of her breasts, caressing the ridge of her pelvis. I imagined reliving those moments. But it felt wrong. She was someone else’s wife, no longer the girl that once promised she’d die before sleeping with another man.
Stupid kid stuff.
I let my fantasy drift like a vapor, pulling my hand off my thigh and letting it drop to the mattress. I closed my eyes and forced myself to lay still, but after thirty minutes without any sign of my falling asleep, I got up and went into the bathroom for a cold shower.
What they say about cold showers? All lies.
Back in bed—and no less frustrated—I sat propped up and watched the window grow brighter and brighter, thinking I should tell Autumn I couldn’t take her case, wondering why I took it in the first place. Not very professional of me. Of course, I didn’t have a license anymore. I didn’t have to be professional.
Somehow I managed to fall asleep for about three seconds. Then I heard shouting and a metallic clanging, like a broken cowbell, outside my bedroom door. I jerked awake so fast I pulled a muscle in my neck.
“Time to wake up,” she shouted. “Get your lazy ass out of bed.”
I pulled the sheet over my head. “Sheila. Seriously. Don’t you knock?”
Sheila Magnor stopped banging on whatever she had used to wake me and said through the door, “I leaned on the door bell for a minute straight. Were you sampling the product last night?”
I whipped the sheet off my head. “No.” But my tongue felt like a sheet of sand, and my head throbbed. I was hung over not from alcohol, but from listening to alcoholics sing. “Just because you have a key, doesn’t mean you live here.”
“Are you decent? I’m coming in.” The doorknob twisted, the door opened two inches.
I was still naked from the shower the night before. “Hold it a sec.”
The door stopped opening, but she didn’t pull it closed either.
“Do you have someone in there with you?”
“No one’s in here, I—”
She swung the door open and barged in. “Fine.”
I tucked the sheet up under my arms like you see women conveniently do on TV, trying to cover as much of my exposed skin as possible.
Sheila halted before my bed, an eyebrow cocked Mr. Spock style. She held a serving spoon in one hand and a pot gripped by the handle in the other—her makeshift alarm bell. Her silver hair was pulled back in a tight bun, showing off the racecar-shaped earrings dangling from each lobe. She wore a pink suit with matching skirt, her lapel sporting a diamond brooch the size of a baby’s fist. In her late sixties, the woman looked fifteen years younger. I think whatever Dick Clark had, she stole.
Sheila, believe it or not, was also the executor of my parents’ will.
“I haven’t heard from you in a while.”
“I’ve been busy.” I glanced down at my body, the sheet feeling so flimsy against my naked skin. My neck and cheeks grew hot.
Sheila followed my gaze, snorted. “Ridley, I practically helped raise you. I even bathed you as a child.”
“Um, that’s great and all, but I’m not a kid anymore.”
“Your modesty is wasted on me.”
“This isn’t a philosophical debate, Sheila. I’m naked under this sheet.”
“I suppose I’ll wait downstairs.”
She left the door open on the way out.
I quickly hobbled into a pair of jeans I found bunched up in a corner, snagged a Led Zeppelin t-shirt off a hanger from the closet, then joined Sheila in the living room.
She stood in the center of the room, surveying the various shapes draped with white sheets. When I came in, she turned to me and crossed her arms. The pot and spoon were gone.
“You must have an obsessive aversion to dust.”
I scratched the back of my neck, looking at the hardwood floor. “Haven’t we had this conversation before?”
“I’m not sure.” She waved a hand at the covered furniture. “It doesn’t appear so.”
“Please don’t get on my case about this.”
“It’s silly. You have this whole house—”
“To myself. It’s more than I’m used to. Way more than I need.”
“If it’s too much work, we could hire a staff. A maid. A chef. There is more to that kitchen than a toaster oven.”
“There’s a toaster oven?”
Sheila rolled her eyes, stalked over to one of the sheet-covered forms, and gripped the sheet as if she meant to yank it off.
“Wait.” I rushed over, pinned the sheet down with a hand. “Leave it.”
“It’s merely a wing chair, Ridley. It won’t run loose and mess the floor.”
She did a pirouette, glided over to a covered couch, and whipped the sheet off like a magician revealing a shocking illusion.
I felt my cheeks turn hot.
“There,” she said and looked at me, chin slightly raised.
I took a couple of deep breathes, reminding myself that she meant well. “What are you doing here so early in the morning?”
“Early?” She offered me a view of her watch. “It’s almost one.”
I squinted at the watch in disbelief. “Shit. I have to go.”
“But—”
I gripped Sheila by the shoulders and pecked her on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I told a friend I’d meet her almost three hours ago.”
“Who?”
I spun around a few times, looking for something without knowing what, or where to even start. The hectic night at the High Note, not to mention the lack of sleep, still had my mind fogged.
“Old friend from high school,” I said.
“A girlfriend?”
I stalked into the foyer, scanned the floor, the walls. What the hell was I looking for?
“Why? Jealous?”
“Simply curious,” Sheila said and strolled in to join me. “I’m surprised she hasn’t phoned you.”
I spun to face her and snapped my fingers. “Phone. That’s it. Where did I …” My gaze drifted over to the pair of pants I’d left on the stairs the night before. I bounded up the steps, dug my phone out of the pants pocket, and flipped it open to check for messages.
“Aw, crap.” The phone’s screen was blank, and when I pressed the power button it refused to come to life.
“Let me guess,” Sheila said. “Forgot to charge the battery again?”
I tucked the dead phone into my pocket and thumped back down the stairs, pausing in front of Sheila. I raked a hand through my hair. “Do I look all right? No bed head or anything?”
She pursed her lips and gave me that eyebrow lift again.
I started to bolt for the door, caught myself. “Was there something you needed, Sheila?”
She looked at me for a moment, seeming to think about it, then shook her head. “Just wanted to make sure things are going smoothly at the High Note.”
“Picture someone jamming meat thermometers through your ear drums. Other than that, we seem to be misplacing a lot of booze.”
“Misplacing?” Her eyes narrowed and she looked down at the floor as if calculating something. Sheila always looked to me like she was doing math in her head.
“And,” I continued, “my only waitress is on the verge of quitting, probably right after she assaults me with her drink tray. If I didn’t have Paul and Holly on my side the place would probably end up in flames.”
Sheila’s eyes widened. “Why is that?”
“‘Cause I’d douse the place in gasoline and light it on fire.”
“That isn’t funny.”
I held up my hands. “Come visit at the bar sometime. I’ve got to bolt.”
I dashed out. I was halfway to my car when I finally noticed the feel of concrete against my bare feet. I sprinted back into the house.
Sheila stood by the open door, my sneakers dangling from the fingers of one hand.
“Maybe I should put on some socks too, huh?”
She lifted an eyebrow in response.

I pulled to the curb in front of Autumn’s Ranch-style house and hesitated a minute in the car, staring through the passenger-side window at her front porch flanked by square shrubs and floppy plants, a sprig of colorful flowers here and there. When I was growing up in Hawthorne, this section of town had been all woods. Now they’d installed dozens of square blocks lined with houses you could only tell apart from the various shapes of their shrubbery.
Autumn answered the door in a Minnie Mouse t-shirt, the bottom of the shirt covering most of a pair of ratted cut-offs. The casual attire surprised me. Though what was I expecting? A beige trench coat covering a lacy red teddy?
“Hey,” she said and stroked back a piece of her hair that had come free from her ponytail.
“Hey,” I said back.
I watched her eyes. She seemed to watch mine.
She stood aside and gestured me into the foyer. After I crossed the threshold, she closed the door, turned the deadbolt. Locking us in, I wondered, or the rest of the world out?
Hanging on a wall to the right, a collage of photographs gave me my first glimpse of Doug’s face. A few of the pictures featured Autumn by herself, often with a hiking pack, the background various shades of nature—purple mountain silhouettes, exotic thatches of green, a winterscape with fine hairs of tall dead grass poking through the snow. Other photos showed a stranger’s face in close proximity to Autumn’s.
As far as looks went, Autumn couldn’t have picked a guy more opposite than me—straight blonde hair combed neatly with a part, compared to my wavy brown nest; a round, boyish face instead of my sharp chin and cheekbones. In one of the pictures Doug had a fuzzy sweater tied around his waist by the sleeves. Angels would sit in on a poker game with Satan before a fuzzy sweater ended up in my closet. They made me itch.
“That’s him,” Autumn said at my side.
I turned away from the collage, a little embarrassed about get caught gaping. “Just as I pictured him.”
“Yeah, right. I know what you’re thinking.”
“He’s the next best thing to Matt Damon himself.”
“Shut-up.”
“Just being honest.”
She gave me a little “huh” through her half smile, then turned and headed down a hall.
I followed, and we passed through the kitchen, the smell of dish soap fresh in the air, a set of pans sitting in a dry rack next to the sink.
We cleared the kitchen, stepping into the living room. Autumn gestured around her. “My humble abode. I’d give you the tour, but it isn’t much different than any of the others on the block. Welcome to suburbia.”
“It’s nice.”
“Nothing like Dad’s place. Nothing like yours. A step down, but I’m okay with it.”
I smiled, not sure what to say.
A couch sat to my right, a widescreen TV to my left. A remote control big enough to reprogram satellite spy technology lined up with one corner of the coffee table. A cozy setting, but we lingered in the center of the room as if the furniture around us was toxic.
“You want coffee?”
“No,” I said. “Why don’t we… we should go over a few things.”
I saw something change in her eyes. Her face flushed.
A clock on the mantel ticked almost sixty times before I finally asked, “Have you gone through any of Doug’s things? Find anything unusual?”
She shook her head. “He has an office upstairs.”
“He keep his credit statements and stuff like that up there?”
“Yeah. He’s pretty organized.”
“Computer?”
She nodded.
“Do you want me to take a look?”
She led me upstairs to his office, which stood across the hall from the bedroom. The bedroom door hung open. The queen-sized bed’s covers lay bunched at the foot of the bed. Creases in the sheets marked patterns made by two bodies. The smell of sleep, and maybe sex, wafted from the room.
Autumn reached past me and pulled the door shut.
“Sorry. Bedroom’s always a mess.”
In the office, Autumn pointed out which drawer in the filing cabinet held Doug’s credit statements. A PC sat on a V-shaped desk fitted into a corner, the desk’s surface clean and uncluttered. All the pens and pencils sat neatly in a metallic cylinder that matched the metallic in-basket holding a few sealed envelopes. The in-basket matched the desk lamp; the lamp matched the desk.
Pretty organized, or pretty anal?
The PC was on, a screensaver shooting jagged color patterns across the monitor at hypersonic speeds. I sat at the desk and twitched the PC’s mouse to clear the screensaver. “You spend much time in here?”
“This is Doug’s realm.” She pointed to the wall where a few framed articles with Doug’s by-line hung. “While technically he says he’s retired from journalism, I think this space keeps him connected to the work.”
“Why the retirement if he misses it?”
“He said he got sick of digging up all the bad things about people.”
I turned the chair back to the PC and started clicking through Doug’s files, looking for word-processing documents or spreadsheets, maybe some photos. When I didn’t find anything in the obvious places, I used the PC’s search function to ferret out specific file extensions. It wasn’t what I found that bothered me, but what I didn’t find. Not a single document, spreadsheet, photo, music file, or anything else was saved on the computer besides software applications that typically came pre-installed.
“How long has Doug had this computer?”
“Few years,” Autumn said.
“He mention having any problems with it, have to reformat or anything?”
“Not to me. Why?”
“Probably nothing,” I said.
I ditched the computer for now, stood, and crossed to the filing cabinet. With Autumn’s help, I dug out Doug’s most recent credit card statements and brought them back to the desk. I had Autumn sit in the chair and scan the statements for anything unusual while I stood looking over her shoulder, only occasionally distracted by the scent of her hair. I almost missed the charge on a statement Autumn began to set aside.
“Hold it.” I pointed to a line on the statement listing the company name as Zippy Gas, Inc. “What about that?”
“Gas station,” Autumn said. “So what?”
I slid my finger across to the column that declared where each charge was made.
Autumn read the city out loud. “Detroit?”
“Doug often spend time in Detroit?”
“Why would he?”
“That’s what I’m asking you.”
“Detroit’s almost three hours away,” she said, the pitch in her voice raised. “What was he doing clear out there?”
I stepped back, giving her space.
She stood, turned around, in her eyes almost an accusation, as if I’d made this happen. The look quickly faded.
“Guess I asked for this,” she said. “Why else would I have brought you over here?”
“There’s no explanation that you can think of? Does he have family or friends out there?”
“His family’s from out West. He doesn’t talk to them. I’ve never even met them.”
“Friends?”
She pressed the fingers of one hand against her temple and squeezed her eyes shut. “Not that I know of. I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Let’s go through the rest of these statements.”
We found nothing else unusual. Not even another charge outside Hawthorne. The charge in Detroit could have been either a fluke or a mistake from an otherwise careful man.
After setting aside the last statement, Autumn sat at Doug’s desk with her head in her hands.
I stood behind her, wanted to rest a hand on her shoulder. I pretended to be a professional and kept my hands to myself. “You could be wrong about him.”
She popped out of the chair and faced me. Her fingers fiddled with the frayed strings dangling from her cut-offs. “What if I’m not?”
I hesitated, knowing what I should say and what I wanted to say. Once more, I played the professional. “That part comes after my job is done. I can’t help you with that.”

I was halfway home when I finally spotted the tail—a black Lexus sedan that was either brand new or had recently been detailed. Sunlight reflected off the car’s polished hood like a beacon, yet it had taken me this long to realize the car had been following me since I left Autumn’s subdivision.
Man, was I rusty.
I pulled to a stop at a red light and scoped out in my rearview mirror the Lexus sitting two cars behind me. I couldn’t get a good sight of the driver because the windows were tinted.
When the light turned green, I pulled through the intersection, keeping one eye on the rearview to keep my tail in sight. If I wanted to lose him, I could floor it, though I’m not sure my Civic could outrun his Lexus if he wanted to make a chase out of it. It was midday on a Friday, not too many people on the road yet, so using traffic as a screen wouldn’t work either. A few quick turns down a side street or two would probably do the trick. But why was this guy following me in the first place?
I decided not to play the game.
To get to Autumn’s house from mine, you had to travel through Hawthorne’s commercial district. Restaurants and shops lined the street on both sides. I waited until I reached a stretch where parked cars jammed the curbs, then scanned each building as I passed. I found a coffee house on the left with its own small parking lot and jerked the wheel at the last minute, cutting across traffic, nearly clipping the front end of a Mini Cooper.
My front tires thumped over the inclined entrance to the parking lot as I hit it going too fast. I braked the moment I cleared the street and watched my rearview until I saw the Lexus pass, then I pulled into an empty space.
With no available street parking, if my new groupie wanted to stick with me he’d have to circle the block and pull into the parking lot. Then we’d have this out. No tailing bullshit.
Twenty minutes passed with no sign of the Lexus.
I checked my watch, decided I didn’t have time for my usual nap before opening the bar, and would have to settle for a caffeine buzz to get me through the night. I went inside the coffee house, ordered a large house blend, and found a window seat.
A Muzak version of an Aerosmith song violined and fluted its way out of hidden speakers. I hung my head in sadness at the far reach of Muzak’s dark hand.
Through the window, I spotted the Lexus pull into the parking lot. Autumn’s father, Lincoln Rice, got out. Our eyes met through the window as he approached, and a blip of recognition crossed his face.
A bell rang when he swung open the door. He marched right to my table and sat across from me. He looked exactly as I remembered him—his gray hair long and worn in a ponytail, his tight-skinned face seared with a permanent tan. I’d only met him one time, but his face had etched itself in my memory. He was the last thing connected to Autumn I had seen before leaving Hawthorne.
A hemp necklace threaded through some beads hugged his neck above the open collar of his pinstriped dress shirt. If he swallowed hard enough, the rope looked like it might break. A tiny gold hoop hung from his right earlobe. He still wore a gold wedding band, though I knew his wife had died when Autumn was only eight.
Lincoln leaned forward, gripping the small round table on either side as if it were a giant steering wheel. His eyes narrowed. “I know you.”
“I was a friend of Autumn’s in high school.”
He sucked his teeth. “I’m not placing it. What’s your name?”
“Ridley Brone.”
“Brone,” he said as if chewing my name. “You’re Trina and Allen’s kid.”
“You knew my parents?”
He frowned. “Everybody in Hawthorne knew Trina and Allen. What I’m wondering …” He put his fingertips together, brow furled. “What were you doing at my daughter’s house?”
“Like I said, we’re old friends. I was out of town for a long time—”
“You’ve been back almost a year.”
“Eight months.” I leaned back. “I thought you didn’t know who I was.”
“You’re Trina and Allen’s kid,” he said, giving me a palms up shrug. “I’m sorry about what happened to them. Terrible accident.”
“Accident?” I’d heard a few people call it that, and every time it got my blood hot. “They were murdered. Carjacking.”
“As I understand it, the criminal never got the car.”
“It wasn’t an accident, is what I’m saying.”
Lincoln’s gaze flicked down toward my chest. “Nice shirt, by the way. Are you even old enough to remember Zeppelin?”
I glanced down at my Led Zeppelin t-shirt, half in a daze from trying to keep up with this guy’s train of thoughts. “Not while they were together.”
Lincoln closed his eyes and smacked his lips. “I saw them in seventy-six. You didn’t go to that one?”
“I was three.”
“Of course. Anyway. Back on point.” His eyes locked on mine. “My daughter is married.”
“We’re just friends. It’s not what you think.”
“How would you know what I think?”
I didn’t bother to answer.
“It’s how it looks, Rid,” he said, shortening my name like we were old pals. “It looks bad. Strange man sneaking out of my daughter’s house—”
“I wasn’t sneaking.”
He rested a hand on one of mine. His palm felt warm, like sunburned skin. “I don’t want to split hairs about this. I’m just looking out for my daughter.”
I yanked my hand out from under his. “You think she can’t take care of herself?”
“That’s not what this is about. You have good taste in music, you’re obviously not an idiot. Look at it from my side.”
I looked out the window, pretended to think it over. “Fine. I see your point. It looked weird.”
“That’s not my point at all.”
I didn’t say anything, and Lincoln laid it out for me.
“My point,” he said and stood, “is that you need to stay away from my daughter. I don’t care about old friends or whatever. It’s clear what you want from her.”
My throat closed. “Oh, yeah?”
He picked up my coffee, took a sip, then set the cup in front of me and pointed at it. “Doesn’t feel so good, does it? Having another man sip what’s yours?”
My jaw tensed. “I’m not sure I know what the hell you’re talking about.”
“Just stay away from her. Whatever little romance you once had, you’re not going to rekindle it.”
Before I could even deny his accusation, he stormed off, the door’s bell dinging in his wake.
I lifted my coffee to my lips, caught myself, and dropped it in the trash on my way out.
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Chapter 3
My tires squealed as I turned into the High Note’s parking lot. I caught a glimpse of Sheila as I raced my way to a parking spot. She stood to one side of the bar’s entrance, arms folded, a scowl on her face.
I jerked into the first spot available, jammed the car into park, and had one foot out the door before even cutting the engine.
“Judging from the speed of your arrival,” Sheila said when I met her at the door, “I don’t have to tell you you’re late.”
I held up my hands. “Don’t shoot.”
“Where were you?” she asked and stepped in my way when I tried to walk past her into the bar.
“Running errands.” I cringed at my own lame excuse. “Is everyone here?”
“Most.” She scowled at her watch. “Some left. They couldn’t get in.”
Uh-oh. “Paul has keys.”
“No one has seen him, nor heard from him. Lucky for you, I happened to stop by. Has it ever occurred to you to give your employees your cell phone number?”
My cheeks grew warm. I scratched the back of my neck, giving me an excuse to look at my feet. “They’ve got it.”
Sheila’s mouth turned to a straight line. “You never charged your phone.”
I gave her my showman’s smile, just like Mom and Dad had taught me—guaranteed to win over any audience.
One eyebrow shot up almost a full inch. “You are hopeless.”
“Let me try calling Paul. I’ll straighten this out.”
“It’s been tried.”
I glanced toward the parking lot, feeling the impending Friday rush like a building storm. Any minute they’d start pulling in, demanding inebriation and a chance to make fools of themselves on stage. Savages.
“If Paul isn’t here, who’s going to tend bar?”
Sheila’s eyes narrowed. “Since you failed to take the time to hire a back-up—”
“He wanted to work every shift. I didn’t think I needed a back-up.”
“Indeed.”
I waited for more, but “indeed” was apparently her final answer.
“What are we going to do?”
A silver Mercedes rolled into the lot and parked next to my car. The driver-side door opened, releasing a thick could of smoke. A leg clad in sparkling gold stepped into view, and then Hal emerged through the smoke cloud wearing a gold jumpsuit, the zipper open practically down to his navel.
Sheila grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward the bar. “There’s only one option.”
I tugged my arm free. “I don’t know a thing about tending bar. I don’t know a whiskey sour from an amaretto sour. Except, well, one has whiskey and the other has amaretto.”
“I was referring to myself.”
“You?”
“Me.”
Hal reached us. “Howdy, Rid. Ready for some rocking and rolling?”
I was too busy gaping at Sheila to answer. Besides… Rocking and rolling?
Sheila ignored him as well. “You never did answer my question. Where were you that you let slip your obligation here?”
“I didn’t let anything slip,” I said. “I got caught up.”
Hal gave a salute, blushing. “See you inside then.” He scooted between Sheila and me, his gold chains jangling around his neck.
“Doing what?” Sheila asked.
“Doing whatever. Does it matter?”
Her scowl faltered. Her gaze fell from my face to the asphalt between us. “I suppose it doesn’t matter to you one whit what your parents wanted.”
“Are you seriously going to guilt trip me here?”
“Yes.” She stared at me, her body so rigid her dangling earrings didn’t even quiver, as if icicles instead of diamonds. “Shouldn’t you feel guilt?”
“I feel guilty enough without your help.”
“Riding in here late is guilt? Ignoring your responsibilities is guilt?”
“I deal with things in my own way. If that’s not good enough for you …” I threw up my hands, started to walk past her.
She rested a hand on my chest. “Ridley.”
I stopped, but didn’t look at her.
“I heard Mr. Rice’s daughter came to see you last night.”
My body tensed. “Gee, Sheila, I didn’t know you had me on surveillance.”
“Listen to me.” She grabbed me by the upper arms and guided me to face her. “I remember your little relationship with her—”
“If this is a lecture on how I’d be better off staying away from her, I’ve already heard it today.”
“Is that where you were? With her?”
“She’s asked for my help.”
“I’m not sure I want to know what kind of help.”
I stepped away from Sheila, showing her my palms. “I’m sorry I’m late. I’m sorry you’re inconvenienced. If you don’t want to tend bar tonight, that’s fine with me.”
“That’s the difference between you and I. I’m offering to help because I honor what your parents have done here. I’m not trying to make up for fifteen years of lost opportunities.”
I stammered, groping for a response.
“I’m glad to help, Ridley.” She gestured toward the door. “Shall we go inside before Hal decides to sing sober?”
She went ahead, leaving me there with my mouth hanging open.
What did she know?
A buzzing above my head made me look up. The neon sign over the entrance came to life, blazing two words in bright blue cursive: High Note.
I walked under the sign, into fifteen years of lost opportunities.

The next morning, I popped some Advil to ease the lingering pain from listening to Hal’s Not-So-Greatest Hits all night. I tried to comfort myself with my day’s agenda. A little snooping and surveillance would do my soul some good.
The first thing I saw off my exit from the I-75 in Detroit, while I sat at a red light, was one junkie trying to bite the fingers off of another. At least, I hoped they were junkies.
Had I made a wrong turn? I double checked the directions I had pulled from the internet. This was the place.
The light changed, and I pulled through slowly, scanning my surroundings, keeping alert. I hadn’t spent much time in Detroit except when I was a kid and my parents would drag me to the Masonic Temple for Michigan Opera Theatre performances—many of which my father played in. Technically I was in Detroit, but we had gone straight from the parking lot, up the steps, and into the theatre, then straight back to the car after the show.
I saw more burnt out, crumbling buildings looming over me than livable ones. Driving through their shadows, I felt constantly watched, though hardly a soul walked the streets. Almost every corner had a pawn shop with caged window fronts and signs boasting promises of cash for gold. When I finally reached the gas station, I noticed a building across the street that looked like a brick shoebox, the brick itself dirty and gray. A plain white sign above the front door claimed “METRO DETROIT FREE CLINIC” in fading letters.
Free clinic? You couldn’t have paid me to get a check up there.
By the time I parked in the gas station’s lot, the long drive had turned my legs to rubber. Standing outside the door, a lone man with yellowing eyes tracked me like a surveillance camera as I passed.
A dull tone sounded when I entered.
The man behind the counter had brown skin with pinkish spots on his balding head. His eye sockets looked sunken, the eyes themselves staring at a mini black and white television next to the cash register. He didn’t bother looking up, but I noticed one of his hands drop behind the counter.
I took some comfort in the feel of my own Sig Sauer SP 2022 hugged against my body in its shoulder holster. I never renewed my P.I. license after moving back to Michigan, but I had made sure the permits on both my guns were up to date.
“You own the place?” I asked.
The man licked his peeling lips and yawned. “I don’t have combo to safe.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
His sunken eyes finally turned away from the television and focused on me. A smirk twitched on his face. “Why police come only when not called?”
“I’m not a cop.”
He nodded, but the smile told me he didn’t believe me. “Okay, not-cop. What can I do for you? You want a stick of gum? We don’t got donuts.”
His hand, I noticed, still hadn’t come out from behind the counter. Maybe he did believe I wasn’t a cop.
“Do you own the gas station?”
He shrugged and rested his chin in one hand with his elbow planted on the counter. “What is own? Owning is relative, don’t you think? People around here think they own, and try to take whatever they want.”
“Bet that shotgun behind the counter makes them think twice.”
The man laughed. “No my friend.” He pulled out a monster of a hand cannon—a Smith & Wesson .50- caliber Magnum from the looks of it. Not the kind of gun you see every day. “There is no shotgun here.”
Casually, he let the over eight inches of barrel point in my direction.
“My mistake.”
“What brings white man who is not cop into peaceful part of this neighborhood?”
I gestured toward the counter. “Can I hand you something without you installing a window into my chest?”
“I am not a violent man,” he said, as if that answered my question.
I kept my movements slow, made sure he caught a glimpse of my own gun under my jacket when I pulled out a picture of Doug Autumn had given me. I wouldn’t lie and tell him I was a cop, but if he refused to believe I wasn’t, I figured that might make him a little more hesitant to shoot me.
I strolled up to the counter as if there wasn’t four and a half pounds of revolver between us, and dropped the picture in front of him.
His deep eyes rolled down to look. “Pretty blonde. Are you selling him or something?”
“Have you seen him?”
“I see lots of people.”
“Lots of blonde white guys driving silver Ford Freestyles come to your gas station?”
He grinned, showing sharp, yellow teeth. “All the time.”
I waited.
“What else do you keep in pockets?” he asked. “All photos?”
I reached into my back pocket for my wallet. I opened the wallet and thumbed through the cash until I found a fifty. I slid the fifty out and handed it across the counter. As he went to take it, I let go, and the bill fluttered down behind the counter.
“Oops.”
He didn’t bend to pick it up, but his guard dropped, giving me enough time to grab his gun hand and slam it down on the counter.
He yelped.
I felt his grip on the weapon loosen, so I slid my own grip off his hand and over the gun. A quick jerk while striking his chest with the open palm of my free hand popped the Magnum out of his grasp, and sent him staggering backward into a cigarette display on a low shelf. Packs of Marlboros tumbled off the shelf like loose teeth.
Rubbing at his chest where I hit him, he spat at me.
I hefted the gun in my own hand, marveling at its weight. “Awfully big gun for such a little man.”
“Fuck you.”
“You’re the one pointed the gun at me. I just came in to ask some questions. Who likes holding friendly conversations at gunpoint?”
He muttered something in another language.
“You can keep the fifty,” I said. “Just tell me if you’ve seen this guy or not.”
He scowled, but the glance toward the floor where the fifty had fallen told me he’d get over it. “Never seen him.”
I rolled my eyes. “You asshole. All this bullshit and you’ve never seen him?”
He held out his hands.
“I know for a fact he filled up here. You couldn’t have missed him.”
“You think I don’t have white customers ever? I have one white man come here regular since I open place. I’m no racist, but how do I keep track? You all look same.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Besides, I not always work. My son, he sometimes here. And my wife.”
“You let your wife work here alone?”
He nodded toward the Magnum in my hands. “She goes to shooting range every Sunday.”
I dug from my jacket pocket a copy I’d made of the statement the gas station charge was on and checked the date. “What about on April sixteenth? Were you working?”
“What day?”
I spotted a wall calendar emblazoned with a popular cigarette brand’s logo hanging behind him. I pointed to it. “Check your calendar.”
He turned slowly and tried to keep me in sight while he consulted the calendar. After flipping back to April he drew a hand down over the page and stopped on the date in question. “Wednesday,” he said.
“And?”
He let the pages flap back to the current month and turned to me, but his gaze dipped to the counter top.
“Well?”
“Me. I worked that day.”
“And you didn’t see a shiny blonde guy with big teeth come in to pay for gas?”
“Pay at pump,” he said. “Everyone do that now. Credit card, right?”
“So what?”
“He never come in, I don’t see him. How do I know?”
I turned, looking out the window toward the pumps. Most of them were in sight, but hanging advertisements on the windows and high racks of candy and chips created blind spots. Even so, unless Doug did anything more than pull up and fill his tank, what reason would someone behind the counter have to notice?
“Damn.”
But you can’t let loose ends dangle. And I had to admit, it felt good doing the detective thing again. It beat the hell out of listening to Hal choke on notes.
I snapped open the Magnum’s cylinder and tipped out the five .50-caliber missiles into my palm. I pocketed the bullets and set the gun back on the counter.
“Have a nice day.”
I snatched the picture off the counter and left, the man behind the counter sputtering at my back in another language. If I’d listened closely, I might have learned a few foreign curse words.

I finally charged my cell phone with the car charger, and dialed Autumn on hers on my way back from Detroit. Autumn answered in a whisper.
“He there?” I asked.
“Yeah.”
“I’m on my way. I’ll probably be parked outside your house within the hour. Don’t look for me.”
I needed to stop home first and prepare. I brewed some coffee and filled a thermos, made a couple of sandwiches, grabbed my digital camera and fresh batteries, and chose a small stack of CDs from my collection. I put all this in a duffel bag, then headed for the attached three-car garage.
I hadn’t been in the garage since I’d first arrived, Sheila insisting I see everything my parents had left me. The inheritance included two cars: a Sterling Gray BMW 760Li and—I kid you not—a Rolls Royce. The last space in the garage remained empty. That was where my parents had parked the car they were killed in, an off white Escalade. The cops still had the Escalade. They were done with the car, but I never bothered to pick it up.
As much as I loved my Civic, I didn’t think it wise to use it for surveillance after Lincoln Rice’s tail job. He wasn’t the only one who had seen me driving around in the Civic either. I needed to swap my ride.
Obviously, the Rolls was no good. Autumn’s neighborhood might have been upper-middle-class suburbia, but it was still suburbia, and a Rolls would stick out like a stripper in a convent.
I felt a little awkward driving the BMW at first, used to my own car. But it didn’t take long to appreciate a decent ride. Once I got comfortable, I found it hard to keep under ten miles above the speed limit. I kept playing with the climate control and readjusting the seat. Then I slipped one of my CDs into the player and discovered the sweet glory of the BMW’s sound system.
I pulled to the curb across the street and three houses down from Autumn’s, under a maple tree with a bird’s nest tucked into the V of two lower branches. I cracked the window, shut off the engine, and sank into my seat with a content sigh.
I should have taken this baby out a long time ago.
With such a cozy set up in the BMW, the next two hours seemed to pass like two minutes. I was almost sorry when the garage door rolled up, and Doug’s silver Freestyle backed out of the driveway.
Autumn stood in the garage, watching him leave, her arms folded across her chest, her expression unreadable. I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like her eyes scanned the street as if she might be looking for me. Doug honked twice and waved as he pulled out. Autumn didn’t wave back.
I had the engine running, hands on the steering wheel, waiting to see which way he’d go. The Freestyle’s back end swung my way as he cleared the driveway. I let him get to the end of the block before heading after him, a jolt of adrenaline watering my blood. Just like old times.
Doug turned out an easy mark, a cautious driver. I never once lost sight of him, while at the same time managed to keep a safe distance between our cars. I tried to keep track of where we were going. He headed north, into parts I wasn’t sure belonged to Hawthorne any longer. Then he turned East, snaking his way through a commercial district with a disproportionate amount of fast-food restaurants. I could practically smell a nearby mall.
I felt a little disappointed, worried Doug had decided to spend his Saturday shopping. But when the mall emerged on the right-hand side, Doug continued driving and didn’t change his general course until we came to the I-94 expressway.
Interesting. Doug had taken the long way. From his house he could have cut down and caught the same expressway southeast of Garfield Park. Might he be covering his tracks?
I flipped open my phone and dialed Autumn. “Doug say where he was going?”
“He said he was going to the mall. Was that you in the BMW?”
“You like it?”
“Are you following him right now?”
“I’m right behind him,” I said. “And he just passed the mall.” Doug led the way onto the east-bound ramp, toward Detroit. “We just got on the expressway.”
“That son of a bitch.”
“Guys lie all the time about where they’re going. Doesn’t mean it’s another woman.”
She sighed through the phone, the sound like static. “Yeah, right.”
“I’ll call you back.”
Forty minutes later, Doug pulled off the expressway into a rest stop. He pulled into one of the slanted parking spaces along the curb. I cruised by and took a spot six down from his, with three cars between us.
Ahead of me, a row of snack machines stood in a glass enclosed space. My stomach growled. I opened my duffel bag, pulled out my camera and one of my sandwiches, never letting my eyes lose Doug.
He strode toward a picnic area to one side of the rest stop’s main structure. Several trees shaded the grassy area and the scattered picnic tables. A family of four sat at one of the tables. A woman in a floral print dress sat at another, her hands folded in front of her. She face the parking lot and stared directly at Doug as he approached.
My gaze never leaving Doug, I hefted my camera, opened the lens, and powered up. I held the camera poised in front of my chest, waiting for the right moment.
As Doug neared, the woman slid out from the picnic table. Her hands made fists at her sides. I lifted my camera to my eye in order to zoom in and get a better look. She wore her blonde hair short and spiky, and I placed her in her mid to late twenties. Her figure filled out her dress nicely, and her arms looked especially well defined. The closer Doug came, the more she flexed those arms.
I dipped the camera down to take in the full scene when Doug reached her. He gestured toward the table, but she shook her head and folded her arms across her chest.
I lifted the camera, framed them both, and snapped a shot.
Doug pointed an accusing finger at the woman. The woman flung out her arms from their folded position, slicing the air with her hands like an umpire declaring a runner safe. Then she pointed her own finger in Doug’s face, her mouth working so hard at whatever she said a glint of spittle flung from her lips.
I took three more shots as quickly as my camera would let me.
Doug shook his head, threw up his hands, did some more finger pointing. He grabbed her by the arms, stuck his face right in hers. His blonde hair, which had been neatly combed with a sharp part, hung in his face, one lock slicing across an eye. His cheeks puffed with heavy breaths. His fair complexion turned the color of a sunburn.
I took picture after picture, wishing I could hear them.
The next move happened too quickly for me to capture through the camera’s viewfinder. The woman twisted her body in some way. Her arms spun in outward circles. The following instant, Doug no longer stood in the frame.
I clicked a last picture of the women, then dropped the camera from my eye.
Doug lay on the ground, propped on his elbows, gaping up at the woman.
She looked ready to kick him while he was down.
I snapped a shot with Doug on the ground and her standing over him.
After a second’s hesitation the woman stepped around Doug and stalked toward the parking lot.
Doug scrambled to his feet, glaring at her back.
I glanced back and forth between Doug and the woman. He stood there. She climbed into a white Neon parked a couple spaces beyond Doug’s car.
I made a quick decision—Doug’s trail I could pick up later. I had to follow the woman.
Once she pulled past me, heading toward the expressway’s entrance ramp, I swung out and tagged along. She kept an even pace, but remained in the left lane, speeding past traffic on the right, and weaving around anyone not going fast enough on the left.
At first, I tried sticking to the right lane and only coming into her lane to pass, but that quickly became impossible. She was driving at least twenty miles over the speed limit, making my own driving hard to keep casual. I was no amateur, though. I’d lost track of how many cars I had tailed during my career as a PI. Eventually, I fell into a rhythm, keeping a few cars between us when I could, until her speed forced me to pass them.
After about five miles of this, I noticed her speed increasing.
I tried to keep up while still keeping back. A glance at my speedometer surprised me, the needle creeping past ninety. Another plus with the BMW, I guess. Such a smooth ride, I didn’t realize how fast I was going.
My mystery woman seemed to know exactly how fast she was going. Cutting in and out of either lane, the cars around her might as well have been standing still. She put a good amount of distance between us, and unless I started cutting people off, there was no way I could keep up.
Had she made me?
With a half dozen cars between us, the woman cut across both lanes and shot down an exit ramp that didn’t appear to lead anywhere significant.
Yep. She had made me.
I took the exit she’d sped down, flooring it now. The off ramp curved to the right and connected with a thin road splitting in both directions. I stopped at the intersection, looked both ways, and saw no sign of the Neon. The only structures in sight were a gas station and a diner with half the shingles missing from the roof and two cars in the parking lot, neither of them a white Neon.
The intersecting road went for a while to my right before hitting another intersection with a blinking red light. In the other direction the road curved around a stand of trees, disappearing beyond them. The woman could have headed off in either direction, or could have pulled behind the gas station or the diner to hide. Odds were she stuck to the road, knowing it would take a lucky guess and a lot of speed for me to catch up with her. I checked the nearby buildings anyway, but the only thing I found behind the diner was a dumpster in desperate need of emptying, and nothing behind the gas station.
She had slipped me, and good.
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Chapter 4
Between her driving skills and the kung fu she’d pulled at the rest stop, I wasn’t sure what to make of the woman Doug had met with. All I did know was I had pictures of him in a spat with another woman, and I had to show those photos to his wife.
Well, I didn’t have to.
That’s the fence I sat on when I returned home to print out the pictures. Meeting a strange woman at a rest stop in the middle of nowhere did not make Doug an unfaithful husband. I’d caught him arguing, not making out. Still, the photos showed earmarks of a break-up with a twist. The twist coming at the end with Doug on the ground.
Back in the BMW—my old Civic forgotten—I headed toward Autumn’s with the pictures in an envelope on the passenger seat. I needed to call her first, make sure Doug hadn’t made his way back yet. I dug out my cell phone, but instead of dialing Autumn’s number I speed-dialed my friend Tom Fortier.
Tom answered in the middle of the second ring.
“‘Sup, Rid?”
“You on duty?” Tom was a detective on Hawthorne’s police force, but our friendship had started back in high school. I was a choir geek, destined to be a famous singer, not a private detective. Tom had been the sort of kid with tape on his glasses and a bad case of acne. Law enforcement was the last thing anyone expected out of him.
Man, how things change.
“I’m free as a hippie with love on his mind.”
“Whatever that means.”
“Hippies are into free love, right? It means… it means I’m free asswipe.”
“I need an ear,” I said, making a left, changing course to head toward the High Note.
“Lucky you, I’ve still got one the wife and kids haven’t talked off yet. I could use a drink.”
“So happens I know a good place serves free beer.”
“Ah, the usual. Be there in fifteen.”
It took me twenty minutes to reach the High Note, and Tom, true to his word, had beat me there. I pulled into the lot and parked next to his empty car. A glance toward the door told me Tom had let himself in.
I found him sitting at the bar, already with a half empty glass of beer in front of him. Another full glass sat on the bar to his left. Two empty bottles bearing Bass labels sat to his right.
“Did you pour me one?” I asked.
Tom curled a hand around both glasses and drew them toward him like a gambler raking in the pot. “Nope.”
I strolled behind the bar and pulled a Bass from the fridge, popped the cap, and didn’t bother with the glass. Just one more thing for me to clean up before opening tonight.
“You know I hate it when you let yourself in like that.”
Tom made a jerk-off motion with his hand. He’d long since lost the taped glasses, getting laser surgery on his frosty blue eyes. Those eyes always seemed to focus on a point between himself and nowhere, as if constantly in a state of remembrance. “Lock’s easier than a three dollar whore, Rid. I’m proving a point.”
“Maybe you should teach my employees that trick, since it doesn’t look like my bartender’s bringing back my spare key.”
Tom’s eyes narrowed, but he still didn’t look at me. “You really should change the locks. He’s gonna come in here and rip you off.”
I looked around me. Silence hung like a haze of twilight in the bar during the day when none of the amateur crooners and professional drunks crowded the tables. The wall tiled with famous photos, the dead neon beer ads, the disco ball, none of it hurt my eyes like it did during business hours.
“He’d be doing me a favor, I think,” I said.
“Bullshit. You’d be the first to cry, something happened to this place.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Why the hell else would you spend every damn night here?”
I had come up with a list of reasons to keep running the place when Sheila gave me the news the High Note was part of the inheritance. On top was because my parents had put it in their will that they wanted me to, and after fifteen years in LA with no contact, I thought it was the least I could do. I tried to remember the other reasons. They wouldn’t come.
“You’d be the first to cry,” I said. “No more free beer.”
He sucked down the last of his first glass, then sipped immediately from his second. His gaze remained in its own time zone, but I could sense his focus shift.
“What was it you needed to confess?”
I swigged my beer. “You get ordained over the internet or something? I never said anything about confessing.”
“I could hear it in your voice. Like the cat choking on a few feathers.”
I saluted him with my beer bottle. “My conscience is clear.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I took a case, is all. I need some perspective.”
Every once in a while, Tom will look at you.
He looked me in the eye. “A case?”
I looked down into my beer bottle. “Nothing formal. Just looking into something for an old friend.”
“You didn’t tell me you’d gone back into business.”
“I haven’t. It’s a onetime thing.”
“Those feathers tickling the back of your throat yet?”
“Shut up and drink your beer.”
He tipped his head back and chugged, his Adam’s apple throbbing with each swallow, until nothing but a streak of foam remained in the glass. His pinky finger sticking out, he replaced the glass on the bar just so.
“Can’t be bored, all the time you dump into this place. I know for a fact it ain’t money. So either you miss the gig, or she’s real pretty.”
“Would you let me tell you about it, instead of assuming yourself all over the place.”
“Come on, Rid. I don’t assume. I deduce.” He pointed past me. “Beer? Since you’re back there.”
I got both of us fresh ones. He filled one of his glasses. I stuck with drinking from the bottle.
“So who is she?” Tom asked.
I made a face like he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Why can’t it be because I miss the job? It doesn’t have to be about a woman.”
“So you miss it?”
I nodded.
“And there’s a woman involved?”
I gave him the meanest scowl I knew, but he wasn’t looking at me anyway.
“Fine, Sherlock. My client is a woman. But it’s not what you think.”
“Me thinks you doth protest a lot.”
“Isn’t it ‘too much’?”
“It’s that, too. Now give it. What’s her name?”
“Autumn Chodakowski, formerly known as Autumn Rice.”
His unstaring eyes narrowed. He sucked in his lower lip. I noticed his hand wrap a little tighter around his glass.
“Easy on the glassware, buddy.”
“You’re stupid.”
“You’re a peach yourself. Thanks.”
His lip curled. “That bitch screws you over once, and now you’re gonna let her do it again?”
“Whoa. Talk about protesting too much. That was high school.”
“Some people never change.”
“And some people do, Tom,” putting the emphasis on his name to make sure he knew I was talking about him.
“Not always for the better.”
“What’s with you? There something you want to tell me?”
He held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I just thought you’d had enough time to come to your senses.”
“I’m not trying to win her back or anything, if that’s what you think.”
“That’s good, ‘cause she’s married.”
“I know that. That’s why she hired me.”
His gaze snapped up. He flinched. I could tell he hadn’t meant to look at me.
“She hired me,” I explained, “to find out if her husband’s been seeing someone on the side.”
Tom laughed, smacked his forehead with both hands. “That’s rich. That’s just beautiful. Do you not see something so sick about this situation?”
“Awkward, maybe. Not sick.”
“Sick. Real fucking sick. What happens if you find out hubby’s banging someone else? Autumn going to get even by banging you?”
I vividly saw myself jamming my fist into Tom’s nose, could even hear the cartilage crunch. I took a deep breath.
Tom said, “I’ve pissed you off.”
“Uh, yeah.”
“All right. Wrong strategy. I’m trying to tell you, though, she’s bad news.”
“Why? Because she made a bad choice on how to break up with me? We were kids.”
“That’s not why.” He twirled the beer in his glass. “Like you said, people change. Fifteen years is a long time. You don’t know her anymore.”
“And you do?”
He rolled his shoulders as if working out a kink. “Will you trust me for once? As your friend, I’m warning you.”
“You’re gonna have to do better than that.”
He finished his beer. “I’ve got to pick up the girls from school.”
“So that’s it? You’re going to leave me with a warning?”
Tom stood, rolled his shoulders again. It looked like the tendons in his neck had thickened. Blotches of red rose up along his jaw line and over his cheeks. I could smell the sweat on him.
He looked me in the eye again. I’d seen more of his eyes in the last thirty minutes than I had the past thirty days.
“I’m not the little nerd you knew in high school. I’m a cop. I know who’s trouble in my town and who isn’t.”
“That’s very wild west of you, Tom. I never pictured you as a cowboy.”
He stared even harder at me. A pair of eyes had never made me feel so uncomfortable. “You should be thanking me,” he said, turned, and walked out.
I tried to finish my beer, but it tasted flat.

Autumn stood waiting for me in the doorway, wearing a sundress with a simple, pale yellow pattern. The white strap of her bra peeked out on one shoulder. The front lawn smelled wet. From behind the house I could hear the faint tick and hiss of a sprinkler.
We ended up in the living room again, this time less awkward around each other, though Autumn’s gaze kept slipping to the envelope I held.
“Sit,” I said, and we both sat on the couch, Autumn smoothing her dress down along the sides of her legs.
I laid the envelope flat on the coffee table and flipped open the top. “They’re photos,” I said.
The color in her face drained. She smoothed her dress again, set her shoulders as if bracing herself for some impact.
“You took them today?”
I nodded.
“Is he …”
“I don’t know what to make of them,” I said. “I wasn’t even sure if I was going to show them to you yet.”
“I didn’t hire you to keep things from me.” She plucked at the edge of the envelope.
I slapped my hand down, pinning it to the table. “Hang on.”
She yanked at a corner, but couldn’t get the envelope free. A crease marked her forehead between her eyebrows. “Stop dicking around and show me.”
I jerked the envelope away from her, slipped out the photos, and lined them up, one by one, across the table.
Autumn leaned forward. I watched her look the pictures over, watched the crease between her eyebrows deepen.
“Who is she?”
“I don’t know. I tried following her, but lost her.”
“You lost her?”
“She spotted me somehow.”
Autumn slapped the table. A photo fluttered to the floor.
“That bastard. That …” She jumped up from the couch and paced the living room. “Why am I surprised? I wouldn’t have asked you to follow him if I didn’t think he was cheating.”
“The pictures don’t—”
She spun on me. “He lied to me about where he was going today. He lied. So he could be with this,” her lip curled and she chopped a hand at the photos, “woman.”
“I know it probably doesn’t help,” I said, “but it looks like a break-up. Maybe his conscience got the better of him.”
She cupped her elbows in her hands, hugging her arms across her stomach. “Who knows how many times he’s come home to me after fucking her?”
“Autumn.”
“Why did you have to show these to me?”
“I tried not to.”
“You smug son of a bitch. Is this your revenge? Does this make you feel better?”
The sprinkler out back clicked like a timer, ticking off seconds to some inevitable end.
“You came to me, remember?”
She turned away. “I wish I hadn’t.”
“Here.” I started scooping up the photos, shoving them back into the envelope. “I’ll take these away and you can delude yourself into thinking you never saw them.”
I bent to pick up the photo that had fallen on the floor, my pulse hot and loud in my ears, gritting my teeth. I couldn’t get the photo to fit into the envelope, kept bending it each time I stabbed at the envelope’s opening.
I stopped when Autumn’s rubber sandaled feet stepped into my view. She crouched down in front of me. Her eyes were wet, though no tear had yet marked either cheek. She reached out and touched my face.
I shook my head, finally jammed the last photo into the envelope, and almost pulled away from her touch. Almost. But I couldn’t.
Her thumb stroked my ear. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something. She didn’t speak.
I remembered Tom’s words.
What happens if you find out hubby’s banging someone else? Autumn going to get even by banging you?
I thought of the satisfaction I had felt taking photos I knew would weaken Autumn’s marriage. I thought of all the signs I’d ignored telling me where this would end up, and how everyone—Tom, Sheila, Autumn’s father—had all warned me in some way that taking Autumn’s case was a bad idea. All this ran through my head, telling me to wake up from the dream that had started when Autumn arrived at the High Note. I didn’t care. I’d rather sleep. I’d rather dream.
I dropped the envelope on the table and pulled Autumn toward me. She didn’t resist, let me draw her to the couch, let me slide my hands up her legs, up her skirt, as she straddled me.
I caressed her thighs, staring at the slight swell of her belly. She cupped my face in her hands, tried to tilt up my chin.
I pulled one of her hands to my mouth, kissed her palm.
The sound of her breath touched me like a caress.
She said my name.
I balled the hem of her dress in a fist. My free hand massaged the gooseflesh on the inside of her thigh, coming inches from the heat between her legs.
“This is stupid,” I said, eyes locked on her belly, watching her diaphragm expand with each breath. I focused on the rhythm of her breathing and forgot my own until my head grew light and I had to gasp.
Autumn tried to tilt my head up again. “He deserves it.”
I twisted my head to one side.
Autumn’s left hand tried to turn my head back.
I opened my mouth and sucked on her middle two fingers. Her breath shuddered like a drum roll.
“Ridley, look at me.”
“Quiet.”
“Please.”
I gently bit down on her fingers.
She rocked against my lap.
My fist full of her dress tugged until I heard tearing fabric. I didn’t stop pulling. I wanted Autumn to tell me to stop, stop tearing her dress, stop pulling, stop, stop, stop.
She pulled her fingers from my mouth and I groaned at their absence. The taste of her remained on my tongue. I resisted the impulse to swallow, didn’t want to swallow away her taste.
Her hand slid over the hand I had under her dress. She tugged.
I felt every inch of her skin like a mile, going on and on, growing warmer and warmer.
“Ridley.” Autumn gripped my wrist, pulled harder.
I inhaled through my nose, the smell of sex rolling into me like a spirit. I sat two breaths away from possession when the sound of the front door opening and closing broke the trance.
Autumn flinched at the sound, slipping backward, the only thing keeping her from falling off my lap her grip on my wrist and my grip on her dress.
Her dress ripped some more. I couldn’t see where.
Footsteps grew louder.
I leaned forward, wrapped my arm around her waist, and twisted, pulling her off my lap and throwing her onto the couch next to me.
Autumn barely started smoothing her dress as Doug stepped into the kitchen and froze.
The ratchet and whirr of the sprinkler in the backyard was the loudest sound in the house.
His lips parted and trembled. His gaze flitted from me to Autumn and back.
I looked away.
“Where were you?” Autumn asked.
“Who is he?” Doug replied.
I stood. “I’ll go.”
A briefcase dangled from one of Doug’s hands. He set it on the kitchen floor. “There’s a thought.”
I looked down at the envelope on the coffee table. I looked at Autumn, twisted on the couch to face Doug, the back of her dress visible. The fabric had split down to the base of her spine, exposing flesh I ached to touch.
Doug’s eyes were red and watered. He licked his lips. “Who are you?”
“Ridley,” I said. “Brone.” Would he know the name? Had Autumn ever talked about me—her first love, the one she’d walked out on, the one she walked back in on?
Doug’s boyish cheeks flushed. “Ridley?”
Autumn’s hand absently went to the envelope on the coffee table. “He’s an old friend.” She picked up the envelope, turned to me. “Don’t forget this.”
I gaped at what she offered as if I’d never seen it before.
She pushed it against my slack hand. “Take it.”
I snatched the envelope, crumpled the edge.
Autumn turned to Doug. “He was just leaving.”
A pressure thrummed in my ears, as if I had sunk to the bottom of the ocean. My jaw ached. I stalked from the living room into the kitchen, paused with a foot between Doug’s chest and my own.
He stared me down.
I went to move past him, hesitated, glanced at his briefcase. I lifted my foot as if to take a step, then gently toed his briefcase and knocked it over. The case slapped against the tiles.
Doug’s nostrils twitched.
“Sorry,” I said and strolled into the hall.
On the porch, I heard screaming begin inside. The sprinkler rattled in the background. The sun forced me to squint, as if I’d stepped out of a dark cave. But I felt like I had stepped into one.
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Chapter 5
Hal was on his third song in a row, sweating under the eye-burning disco ball, pumping his arms in the air during an instrumental break. In all this activity, the zipper to his jumpsuit had slipped down a couple of inches, exposing an upside-down triangle of hairy belly.
He got three songs in a row because, despite every table and nearly every inch of floor space crowded with patrons, no one had signed up to sing.
I sat in my usual booth, nursing a Bells pale ale. I watched the swarms of bodies drink, laugh, and cringe whenever Hal tried a High Note—or any note really.
It’s a karaoke bar, people. Get up there and sing.
I hoped this crowd didn’t think I’d hired Hal as the entertainment.
Some movement to the left caught my attention. Mandy made a beeline through the crowd toward my table.
“I don’t know what the hee-haw is going on,” she said, clutching her tray so hard her knuckles turned white, “but what kind of bar doesn’t have Captain Morgan’s?”
I put my face in my hands. “Don’t tell me we’re out.”
“These people are going to start killing me, Ridley. I go to the bar for a drink, Sheila tells me there’s none left, I have to bear the bad news, and Mr. Drunk wants to shoot the messenger.”
Hal dropped to his knees, face red, veins popping out around his neck, and belted the final verse of his song, some country number I’d never heard before. Playing the part, Hal howled like a hound dog doing his version of a country singer.
“Would somebody shoot that guy,” Mandy said. “Why isn’t anyone else singing?”
“Maybe you could encourage them when you bring them their drinks.”
She snorted, giving me are-you-crazy eyes. “Maybe you should get up there.”
I glanced at the stage, short of breath. “I don’t sing.”
“Then why do you own a karaoke bar?”
I slapped the table. “Why don’t you go do your job?”
Mandy’s lower lip pushed out. Her eyes watered.
I took a deep breath, touched her elbow. “Mandy, I’m sorry. I’m stressed.”
“From what? Watching everyone else work their asses off?” She tossed her drink tray onto the table. “I quit.”
“Mandy, wait.”
She turned and marched out.
“Oh, damn.”
I slid out of the booth and headed over to let Sheila know we’d lost another employee.
“Ridley!”
I turned toward the call.
A guy trudged toward me. He wore his hair in a devil’s lock, everything shaved except for one long patch that hung down his face. A row of silver hoops ran all the way up one ear, a silver stud pierced his eyebrow, and another silver hoop dangled from his lip. A skull and crossbones silk-screened on his t-shirt peeked out from under his coat.
I took a step back, ready to make a defensive move, until I recognized something in his eyes. I knew this guy.
“Devon?”
He jerked his head back as if surprised I remembered his name. “Yeah, dude. Long time no see, eh?”
In high school I had two good friends—Tom Fortier, and Devon Whitegard. Like three outcasts, we often sat at a corner table in the cafeteria, glaring at the other kids with defiant smirks, as if we had a secret the rest only wished they knew. In reality, we had no clue how to socialize.
“Good to see you,” I said.
He sucked on the hoop in his lip. He hadn’t had any of the piercings or the devil’s lock in high school, but he still looked like the same old Devon—the bony limbs, the stooped posture as if trying to compensate for his height, the bulging eyes.
“Cool,” he said with a nod, coming to some decision. “Can we talk?”
I glanced toward the bar. Sheila poured a line of shots in front of a trio of hairy guys wearing trucker hats and designer shirts.
“Give me five minutes, Dev. I’ve got to put out some fires.”
“Sure, okay.”
“Go ahead and have a seat,” I hooked a thumb toward my booth.
I nudged my way to the bar and waved to get Sheila’s attention.
“What is it?” she asked, hitting me with cinnamon-scented breath.
“Mandy just quit.”
“What did you do?”
“What did I do?”
Sheila cut a hand through the air. “You need to step up to the plate.”
“I was afraid of that.” The opening bars of “Just a Gigolo” by Louis Prima played, and I knew Hal was up again even before he started signing. “Mandy said something about more missing booze.”
A guy at the end of the bar shouted, “Did that old bag finally kick, or can I still get a drink?”
Sheila glanced toward the voice. “I have to take care of this.”
“Yeah, but the booze …”
She shot down the bar without answering.
I bulldozed my way back toward Devon.
“Is this a bad time?”
“I’m sorry, Dev. I wish I could sit and chat, but my only waitress just bailed on me and I need to fill in.”
“Bummer.”
I grabbed a cocktail napkin from the stack on the table, pulled a pen from my pocket, and scribbled my cell number on the napkin.
“Give me a call,” I said, and handed him the napkin. “I swear, sometimes my phone is actually charged.”
Devon laughed automatically, not with any real humor.
“All right. I’ve got to take drink orders.”
He grabbed for my arm and missed, but I stopped.
“I really just wanted to ask you a favor,” he said. “No. Not a favor. It’s like, I need your help.”
My stomach dropped. Not another one. “Listen, Dev. Whatever you heard, I’m not a detective anymore.”
He scrunched his face. “Detective? Naw, man, I wanted you to help me with, with singing.”
“With singing?”
He waved his hands toward the seat across from him. “Sit a sec, dude. Let me lay it out.”
I sat slowly. I’m sure I had a funny look on my face.
“This’ll sound crazy,” he said, splaying his fingers with his hands flat on the table, “but I’ve always wanted to sing like you, okay? I know, it doesn’t seem like my kind of thing. I’m the computer guy, Mr. Techno nerd. But I’ve been watching that show on TV, you know? Where those people get up and sing, and the audience votes, and there’s judges that tell them they suck?”
I wiped my face and glanced toward the stage. Hal gave a few pelvic thrusts in my direction and mimed a toast. His gold chains sparkled. The disco ball sparkled. Everything was so nice and sparkly.
“Some of those people,” Devon continued. “They can’t even carry a tune. Even I can carry a tune. So I’m thinking, they’re going to have new tryouts this summer. I know I won’t win. But if I make the first round?” He clapped his hands, then pumped his fists. “Free trip to Hollywood, right?”
“Why would you need my help?”
“The longer I can stay in the game, the longer I get to stay in Hollywood. You could give me a few lessons—”
I waved him off. “I don’t sing anymore, Dev.”
“I’ll pay you.”
“It isn’t about money. I haven’t sung in a long time.”
“Not even in the shower?”
I hummed sometimes. I sang under my breath. And in the car, windows rolled up and the radio blaring, I’d give my lungs a workout. But it wasn’t the same. “Listen, Dev. It’s stupid, but I made a promise a long time ago that I wouldn’t sing anymore. I wouldn’t make a very good teacher.”
“Come on. It’ll be like Master Jedi and apprentice. You can show me the ways of the force.”
“I’m no master.”
Devon cupped his hands over his mouth and spoke in a deep voice while breathing heavy, impersonating Darth Vader. “Ridley, you are my vocal teacher.”
I laughed. He would never outgrow his Star Wars obsession. It was good to see some things hadn’t changed.
He dropped his hands from his face. “Will you do it?”
I let my laughter peter out. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”
“You’re serious?”
“Trust me,” I said, “there are dozens of listings in the Yellow Pages for voice teachers that will do a damn good job.”
“Whatever, man.” He stood and tossed the napkin with my number onto the table. “If I’d wanted some random person out of the phonebook, I wouldn’t have come to you.”
“Ridley,” Sheila shouted from the bar. “Could use a little help.”
I acknowledged her with a wave and turned back to ask Devon if we could meet up at a later time.
He had already left.

Lakeland Cemetery, a well-groomed rolling pasture of green that would make most golfers envious if it weren’t for all the tombstones, sits at the heart of Hawthorne. My parents were buried on the west side of the cemetery, and while their every living moment had revolved around flamboyance, in death they had settled down to simplicity—two inconspicuous grave stones, side-by-side and flush with the ground.
I stood by their graves, looking down at the marble rectangles imbedded in the grass. My wet eyes felt cold in the night breeze, and the skin around my eyes sticky. I barely felt the tingle in my arm from where I’d picked out the few pieces of glass.
Technically the cemetery was closed, but a hundred dollar bill could get you into almost anywhere if passed to the right hand. One of the advantages of being a millionaire was that you never seemed to run out of those hundred dollar bills.
Something I was still trying to get used to.
I crouched, plucked away some grass that had started encroaching on my mother’s stone. I brushed dirt off the surface. I traced her carved name with the tips of my fingers.
“This is the part where I start talking to you like you’re here,” I said. “Only you’re not here. You can’t hear me, and no matter how many times I say I’m sorry, it’s too damn late.”
A blacktopped road snaked through the cemetery. Light posts that cast a surprisingly sharp light, more on par with a parking lot than a cemetery, lined the road. My parents sat close enough to the road for the light to reach me, but while I stood on my mother’s side, my body cast a shadow on their graves.
I straightened and strolled over to my father’s side, circling the space where I imagined they lay, never crossing over.
I bent, plucked a weed that wasn’t really in the way, and touched his cold gravestone.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
I brushed my palm over the grass, the tips of each blade tickling my skin until a chill shook me. I made a fist to chase away the chill.
“Why did you leave it with me? You knew I hated that place.”
Of course, they didn’t answer.
I listened to the breeze. The breeze actually sounded like a voice as it whispered in my ears, but I couldn’t make out any words.
I stood, jammed my hands back into my jacket pockets, and started walking toward my car. Then I stopped. I looked at the car, the streetlight reflecting off its sleek surface. It wasn’t my car. It was their car. My car was a Honda Civic, not a BMW. This wasn’t me. None of this was me.
I spun around to tell my parents to forget it, I was done trying, I didn’t belong in Hawthorne, I never had, when my cell rang. The sound startled me.
I flipped open the phone, checked the caller ID.
Autumn.
I started to close the phone, which would automatically send the call to voicemail. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her. I’d done my job. She didn’t need me anymore.
The phone rang again.
I wondered how her argument with Doug had gone, what he might have said about me, if she had explained who I was to him. I wondered if she’d decided to confront him about the mysterious woman, even though she’d forced me to take back the pictures.
I wondered why was she calling me so late?
The phone rang a third time.
I answered.
It wasn’t any kind of word that met my ear; the breeze had sounded more voice-like. A high pitched keen came through the phone and set my teeth on edge, stood up the hair on the back of my neck.
“Autumn?”
Another strained sound came through the phone, then a choking cough. She was trying to speak, but couldn’t. It sounded like someone was strangling her. My mind flashed to a picture of Doug with his hands around her neck. I tried to get a grip before jumping to any conclusions.
“Autumn, are you hurt?”
“Blood,” she wheezed, then the phone disconnected, though I couldn’t tell if she’d hung up or if my cell’s signal had faded.
I checked my bars. I had a full set. There weren’t many things getting in the way of a signal in the middle of a cemetery. I started to dial her back, then ran for the car instead, thinking about the only word Autumn had managed to speak.
Blood.
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Chapter 6
I didn’t bother knocking, threw the front door open and charged into the house. “Autumn?”
I froze in the foyer, listening.
The smallest gasps, as if from a child, echoed in an otherwise black hole of silence.
My hands shook as I rushed down the hall and into the kitchen. When I rounded the corner, I found Autumn lying on the kitchen tiles, her face mashed against the floor as if trying to cool her flushed cheeks.
A sharp, sticky smell hung in the air.
I crouched by Autumn’s curled body, rested a hand on her shoulder. Her phone lay face down a few feet away, bleating incessantly from being left off the hook. I sensed the dead presence in the living room without having to look up. Was it the smell? Or was the living room somehow cooler than the kitchen, an absence of life sucking away the heat?
I glanced up from Autumn for a second, expecting to find him on the floor. Instead, Doug lay draped on his belly over the coffee table, arms and head dangling over the edge nearest the couch. His legs, tangled together at the ankles, trailed away from the table like a pair of loose braids. A messy hole marked his back. Blood seeped out from under his chest, probably from an exit wound, and lacquered the table. A line of spittle hung from his slack jaw all the way to the floor.
Autumn shuddered under my touch. I bundled her close to me and lifted her from the floor, straining my back against her limp weight. If not for her breathing, she could have passed for dead herself.
I carried her to the front sitting room and set her in one of a pair of matching wing chairs.
She did not stir.
“Autumn.” I brushed her cold cheek. “What happened?”
She moaned, but her eyes were closed and her face cocked away from me. She might have been dreaming for all I knew.
I dug into my pocket for my cell phone.
Autumn’s eyes fluttered open. “What …”
I brushed some hair away from her forehead. “I’m calling the police. I’ll have them bring an ambulance.”
A shock of electricity could not have snapped her to her life more quickly. She shot out a hand and snatched my wrist. “No.”
The muscles in my arm tensed, not against her grip but against what I was afraid Autumn might say next.
“No?”
The way she looked past me, staring as if seeing something play across the air in front of her like a movie, sent a prickle up my spine. Until now, I’d reacted on instinct, rushing to make sure she was safe. But the tumblers finally fell into place, the combination of events unlocking the pattern and inevitable conclusions.
“What happened, Autumn?”
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t know, or can’t say?”
She shook her head.
“Do you know how this looks?” I asked.
Her lips peeled away from her teeth. Her voice came ragged, as if she spoke through a torn throat. “It looks like someone killed my husband.”
“What happened?”
“You think I killed him.”
“I think you better give me a damn good reason why you don’t want me to call the police.”
She squeezed my wrist, her nails gouging into my flesh.
I wrenched away from her, staggered backward. A concentrated gust of wind seemed to slam into my chest as I realized I had caused this. I had done more than break up a marriage, I had—
“Stop it,” Autumn shouted. “Stop looking at me like that. I didn’t kill him.”
Mouth dry, I said, “Tell me.”
“After you left,” she said, gasping, “we argued. He remembered who you were. I told him about you, a long time ago. I don’t know why he remembered. But I couldn’t convince him that you meant nothing, that the only reason you were over was because I wanted you to find out if he was cheating on me.”
The only reason. And the only reason she had straddled me on the couch was to bury the pain of betrayal.
She continued, “He wouldn’t leave me alone about it. He said terrible things. Then we were arguing about something else entirely. I don’t even understand how it happened.”
She took a deep breath, looked out the picture window.
My hands full with her, I hadn’t turned on a light when we entered the room. Shadows wrapped her face, but the porch light shined through the window and cut the darkness around her eyes.
In that patch of light, I tried to see any sign of a lie. I couldn’t read her.
“Keep talking,” I said.
She dipped her chin, sliding her eyes into the shadows. “I took off.”
A hint of relief got the better of me. “Took off where? Who were you with?”
“No one. Nowhere. I drove. I just drove.”
“For how long?”
“I don’t know.”
“When did you leave? Was it past dark?”
She jerked her head in what I thought was a nod.
“How long have you been back?”
She grabbed two fistfuls of her hair and wrung her black locks down against each cheek as if drawing a hood over her head. “Stop it. Stop interrogating me.”
I leaned down, putting my face in hers. “Where did you go?”
She let go of her hair and covered her face with her hands. “I can’t breathe.” She tried to stand, but my body blocked her. She pounded the arms of the chair. “I parked for a while, okay? Listened to the radio.”
“Where?”
She started with the hair pulling again. This time she tugged so hard a clump ripped free from her scalp, the sound like tearing cloth.
I grabbed her wrists. “Stop it. Tell me where you were.”
She opened the fist that gripped her loose hair and let the hair drift to the floor. “Across the street”.
“From here?”
She shook her head, turned into me, pressed her face against my chest. “From you,” she said. “From your house.”
I could picture how it would unfold. A witness places Autumn’s car in front of my house, while I was alone at the cemetery with no one to vouch for me. The medical examiner calculates time of death around the same time. Dozens of Hawthorne’s residents provide statements describing mine and Autumn’s relationship in the past.
“Listen to me,” I said, letting go of her wrists, pushing her back into the chair so I could look in her eyes. “If someone can place your car out there, it could make a bad situation look even worse. Be straight with me. What happened when you came home?” 
Her eyes watched her knees instead of me. “I found him there. Right where he is.”
“When?”
“The time is all… I can’t remember. It felt like weeks ago already.”
“But it wasn’t,” I barked. I realized my hands were shaking. I massaged them together as if trying to work out a chill. “Focus. Think.”
“Maybe nine-thirty. It wasn’t yet ten. I remember looking at the clock in the car. I think. I’m not sure.”
She argues with her husband about his cheating, then she takes off alone for a couple hours, and when she gets back hubby’s coincidentally been killed during that short window of time?
I imagined trying to convince Tom with this story.
“I swear, Ridley,” Autumn said, obviously sensing my doubt, probably realizing herself how far-fetched it all sounded.
I remembered her shoving the envelope of pictures at me—take them and go away, my husband’s home. Now that he was dead, she had come back to me. Before that, she’d walked out of my life without a word of explanation, then walked back in when she needed my help fifteen years later.
“No,” I said. “I won’t do this. You need to call the police.”
She gripped my hand before I could turn away. “Please,” she said. “I need you.”
“What you need is your Dad to find you a good lawyer.”
“It won’t help,” she said. “I won’t get a fair trial.”
“Why?”
“Tom Fortier will make sure I don’t.”
My hand went limp in hers. “What’s he got against you?”
“You tell me. He’s your friend.”
“He warned me to stay away from you, wouldn’t say why. You don’t know?”
“A while after graduation I hung with a bad crowd. I think he holds it against me.”
I lifted her chin, putting her eyes back into the light. I stared hard at those dark eyes. She looked scared. Scared enough to lie. But also scared enough that the truth might be as crazy as her story sounded.
“A bad crowd,” I said. “That’s it?”
Her eyes stayed on mine. “I can’t think of anything else.”
My one hand still held her chin up, and she cupped that hand in both of hers.
“You said yourself this looks bad,” she said. “If I know Tom, he won’t even listen.”
“He might listen to me.” Even as I said it, I could still taste the bitterness left over from Tom’s warning. For whatever reason, he did not like Autumn. “What kind of crowd are we talking about?”
Autumn looked at the floor. “You know, couple girls from the south side. You remember the type from high school.”
South side kids were Hawthorne High’s bastard children, sons and daughters of Hawthorne’s small residence of working class folks—mostly maids and butlers to those on the north side. Yet because of a quirk in districting, these middle-class kids went to school with some of the richest in the city. This made for a few chips on some south side kids’ shoulders, and gave birth to a number of troublemakers.
“You get into any trouble?” I asked.
Autumn let go of my hand and squeezed out of the chair past me. She stood at the window, arms wrapped around herself. I could see her face reflected against the night.
“I’ve been a terrible bitch to you.”
I could either agree with her or keep my mouth shut. I stayed quiet.
She turned around, stared at me, mouth quivering. “Maybe I didn’t love him as much as I should have, but I didn’t want …” She pressed the heel of her palm against her forehead. Tears streamed down her face, and some eye-liner marked one cheek like a bruise.
Autumn might have cut off our relationship without explanation, might have treated me unfairly, but she had never lied to me. I could give her the benefit of the doubt, buy some time before Tom sunk his teeth into her. And I could make sure Autumn was given a fair shot.
I could do that much.
But I also knew I could do no less.
Looking at her, even in the shadows, even with her eyes all puffy and make-up smeared, even with her damn husband a corpse in the living room, I couldn’t stop the ache just under my breastbone that made me want to swim back in time and pick up where we had left off. My hands remembered how she felt, and craved that sensation again. My body recalled how it fit against hers in bed after making love, and needed that sense of belonging once more.
“Okay,” I said, and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get out of here.”
I was going to help Autumn. Only this time I wouldn’t lie to myself. This time I knew I was helping her for all the wrong reasons.

Sheila’s house sits on about fifteen acres just outside of Hawthorne, a farm town where most the farms are now defunct, the land sold to people from the city and suburbs who decided they wanted some space and a simpler life. I doubted any of them had simpler lives, but there’s definitely something to be said for space.
As I pulled into the dirt driveway, I noticed Sheila’s porch light was still on, and could see some light through the window coming from deeper within the house. I was worried about the hour, but at least it looked like I wouldn’t have to wake her up.
I parked, left the engine running.
Autumn stared out at an oak tree illuminated by the headlights. A frayed rope from where a tire swing used to hang looked like a snapped noose.
“Wait here,” I said and turned off the headlights.
Sheila stood waiting on her porch by the time I reached the house. She wore a set of silk pajamas. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun. I hadn’t seen her without make-up in a while. She looked older, the lines sad and deep in her face. She held a wineglass filled to the brim with red wine. It occurred to me I had never in my life seen her drink anything alcoholic.
“She just going to sit in the car?” Sheila asked.
“I need your help.”
She pulled open the screen door.
I thought we might sit in the kitchen to talk, but she led me through the house and out onto the back deck. A pair of lights flanking the door cast a yellow glow. A metal rocking chair sat before a wastebasket. Empty corn husks peeked over the basket’s edge like thin, curious fingers. To one side of the chair a brown shopping bag rattled in the night breeze, but remained weighted by its contents. A glass bowl on the other side of the chair had a few ears of shucked corn resting at the bottom. Beside this set up, on the deck floor, sat a half-empty bottle of wine.
“You shucking corn in the middle of the night?”
“Sleep doesn’t come as easily as it once did.” Sheila grabbed my elbow and pointed to the rocker. “Sit and shuck.”
“Are you serious?”
“Don’t waste my time. I’m entertaining a gentleman friend tomorrow and I have a feeling you’re going to upset me. The bags under my eyes can only stand so much make-up.”
“All this corn for you and a guy?”
“There’s another two couples coming along, but they’re merely cover. I’ll be damned if I’m going to look desperate at my age.”
I sat, dug an ear of corn from the paper bag, and tugged at one furry end, not making much progress. I swore I’d seen this done somewhere before.
Sheila set her wine glass on the deck and swiped the corn from me. “Look.” She made a quick fluid rip that didn’t seem to have any more technique involved than mine. She slapped the corn back in my palm and sat in a matching chair, wineglass back in hand. 
I started tugging with similar results to my first attempt. I finally wrenched a piece of husk off the corn, but not in a neat strip like Sheila had done. More like a chunk. I went at it again, gripping the ear so hard with my other hand I snapped it in half.
“Damn.”
I threw the whole mess into the wastebasket.
“Wasting my corn.”
“Fuck your corn,” I said and shot to my feet, paced to the edge of the deck. “Autumn’s husband was killed tonight.”
I had my back to her. I heard her gasp.
“You mean an accident of some kind?”
“Murdered,” I said and turned around. “It looks like Autumn did it.”
The lines in Sheila’s face grew deeper. She rose from her chair, sloshing wine out of her glass. “And you brought her here?”
“I said it looks like it. She claims it wasn’t her.”
“I don’t give a damn what she claims. Get her away from here. Take her home and get yourself away from her.”
“I wanted to—”
“What were you thinking? You have responsibilities.”
“You mean the High Note? This has nothing to do with that place.”
“That place,” Sheila said, voice catching, “was everything to your parents.”
“They’re dead, Sheila. My running that stupid bar isn’t going to bring them back. All it does is remind me over and over again why I left in the first place.”
Her head snapped to the side, as if I’d slapped her. In a way I had. I knew the effect those words would have before I said them.
“I have to go.”
Sheila stepped in front of the back door. “What would you have me do?”
“I need to buy some time.”
Sheila’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t lie for her.”
“She needs an alibi, just for a while.”
“You aren’t thinking straight. What could I—”
“Straight thinking doesn’t usually follow seeing someone bleeding all over the living room coffee table.”
“I’ll help you, Ridley. I’ll help you remove yourself from this mess however you want me to. I will not lie for her sake. I will not be her alibi.”
“I’m not going to abandon her.”
“Why not?” she asked, folding her arms. “You’d only be returning the favor.”
My cheeks grew hot. I didn’t realize Sheila knew so much about my high school relationships. “Nothing’s sacred in Hawthorne, is it?”
“I never listen to gossip. I did, however, listen to your parents. You don’t think they worried about you?”
“The only thing they worried about was whether or not my voice would crack when they put me on display.”
“That isn’t true.”
“What do you know? They weren’t your parents. I’m the one had to live with them constantly forcing me onto one stage or another. I was more like a show dog than a son to them.”
“Then why in the world would they leave everything to you?”
“Maybe they felt guilty.”
“Which is more than anyone can say of you, I suppose.”
I moved around her and into the house. She followed, I could sense her on my heels, but I didn’t look back, and I didn’t say a word. When I pushed out the front door, Sheila called my name.
I paused on the porch.
“There’s a clause,” she said. “A clause in the will.”
“What are you talking about?”
“They were very specific. If you neglected their wishes to continue running the High Note, I could use my own discretion in the matter.”
I turned slowly. “What matter?”
She still held her wineglass. Gray wisps of her hair had come loose from her bun. I noticed the red lines in her eyes and wondered if she was drunk.
“They instructed in the will that should I observe a lack of effort on your part toward running the High Note, I was to revoke the conditions of the will.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m to take it all away. The entire inheritance.”
My mouth must have hung open for some time. My tongue felt so dry and fat I could hardly swallow.
“Go ahead,” I said. “I never wanted any of it to begin with.” I strode off the porch, got into the car, and slammed the door.
“What happened?” Autumn asked.
Backing out, I spun the tires on the dirt drive and kicked up dust.
“I just got my life back.”
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Chapter 7
I thought I could buy Autumn time with an excuse, but now it looked like I would need to make her disappear for a while.
About two hours after leaving Sheila’s, we pulled off a remote paved highway and onto another dirt path, this one snaking through dense trees for a mile before reaching a clearing.
The cabin sat at the far edge of the clearing. Beyond that, Burl Lake glistened in the moonlight. It wasn’t a large lake, but the whole thing and much of the land around it had belonged to my parents. Now it belonged to me. At least for a little while longer.
I parked on the gravel in front of the cabin and peered through the night. I hadn’t been to the place since I was seven or eight years-old. My parents had some theatre friends that had rented the place, though a few times Mom and Dad had left me with Sheila for a long weekend and had come here for intense song-writing sessions.
Autumn turned wedding ring around and around with the shaking fingers of her opposite hand. Neither of us had spoken on the trip over. When I climbed out of the car, she followed, and both of us ascended the steps to the sagging porch. Much of the wood had rotted. Black clumps of decomposed leaves from God knew how many Octobers huddled along the cabin’s façade. Even the wood siding had cracked, the natural finish spotted and warped by seasons of neglect.
I wondered when my parents had come here last. Why had they let it deteriorate?
“This will work for now,” I said and pulled the cabin’s keys from my pocket. It took a few guesses for me to find the right one to the front door.
When I swung the door open, a musty smell poured out on us so thick I could practically feel it ooze up my nostrils and into my mouth.
Autumn scrunched up her face and coughed.
Holding my breath, I said, “I’ll run in and open the windows.”
Autumn stayed on the porch while I charged into the cabin to open every available window and door to the outside. I tried the lights, and a few of them actually worked, including a floor lamp in the front room, and one of the two porch lights.
Back on the porch, I found Autumn sitting on the steps. Lightheaded from holding my breath, I staggered over and plopped next to her.
The chirping crickets seemed to surround us, the sound everywhere. Probably a nest of them inside the cabin.
“Is this really happening?” Autumn asked.
I would have liked to tell her it wasn’t. Against my better judgment, I put my arm around her. She snuggled in next to me, rested her head on my shoulder.
“It doesn’t seem real,” she said.
I remembered the call from Sheila telling me Mom and Dad were dead. It had been so long since I’d seen them, they were so far away, they didn’t seem like actual people anymore, just actors playing roles in my memories.
“It will,” I said.
“I don’t think I can take it.”
I hugged her tighter. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to take care of her. “You’ll be all right.”
“Don’t lie to me.”
I reached up, cupped her chin and forced her to look at me.
“I will make sure you get through this.”
She tried a smile, but it didn’t stick. Her hand slid along my thigh, gripped my knee. “What are you going to do?”
“I’ll go back to the house, call Tom, tell him I was looking for you, and found …”
“Tom’s going to want to know where I am.”
“Yes. He will.”
“He won’t believe you don’t know.”
“He won’t have a choice.”
A breeze hissed through the trees. For an instant I was eight, playing with my G.I. Joe action figures on the steps. My mother sat on the cabin’s porch, strumming her acoustic guitar and humming, then pausing while she scribbled lyrics into a spiral notebook.
I shook the memory and stood. “I should get back.”
I walked to the car, popped the trunk. We’d stopped at a grocery on the way for some supplies—bread, peanut butter and jelly, a six-pack of grape pop. I pulled out the grocery bag and carried it to the porch. “Plug in the fridge when you can stand to go in. It should still work. You might want to eat something now, just in case. Either way, I’ll bring more stuff when I can get away.”
Autumn took the bag from me.
“And don’t call anyone,” I said. “In fact, turn your cell off. It’s conceivable Tom could get a warrant and use it to track you.”
“I should at least call Daddy. He’ll be worried.”
“The less he knows, the less he can be implicated in any of this.”
“What about you?” she asked. “You could get in trouble.”
“I already am in trouble.” I couldn’t stop myself, and brushed her hair back behind an ear. The feel of that ear’s top edge alone brought back dozens of images, sensations, and smells. “You are a lot of trouble.”
My hand lingered by her ear. She took it.
“Forgive me?”
I pulled away without answering.
As I drove off, I glanced in the rearview and saw her standing on the porch steps, grocery bag tucked in one arm. I couldn’t believe she was a killer. I refused to believe it, even while I knew how dangerous that refusal could be.

Quiet filled Autumn’s house like an engulfing energy. Every step I took sounded three times as loud. Every creak of a floorboard or crinkle of a kitchen tile underfoot plucked my nerves like guitar strings.
Creeping through the kitchen, I could smell the death even thicker now. Doug remained hung over the coffee table. The blood had stopped flowing, but the way it had painted itself across the surface of the table and down along the edges gave it a sense of perpetual motion. Doug himself looked more like a gory wax sculpture from a fun house than a once living human being.
I moved into the living room, stopped two feet away from Doug’s body, and bent over to get a closer look.
The bullet had chewed a good-sized hole into his back, just to one side of the spine. The blood and tissue had congealed, giving the wound a plastic look.
Neither a doctor nor a forensic scientist, I gave up examining the body and started trolling the house. I didn’t want to waste too much more time. Tucking Autumn away at my parents’ cabin was a rough fix at best, and wouldn’t hold up for the long run.
I scanned the house quickly, upstairs and down. I didn’t know what I was looking for. Something weird. Out of place. Maybe a gun lying around with some fingerprints on it. If I had to handle anything, I used my jacket sleeve as a makeshift guard against leaving prints. Undoubtedly, my prints were already on some surfaces from earlier visits, like on the coffee table. I didn’t want to raise any questions by leaving some on harder to explain surfaces, like the dresser in the bedroom.
I got a glimpse of Doug’s underwear drawer—he wore tightie-whities—found where Autumn kept the good china, and learned that neither one of them cleaned behind the toilet. Other than that, the search turned up a big Zippo. I found myself back in the living room, turning in circles, trying to decide if there was something I’d missed.
One thing I didn’t find was any sign of forced entry or a struggle. From the looks of it, I wasn’t even sure Doug knew the shot was coming. One might deduce the killer was already in the house, that Doug knew the person, and that he felt comfortable turning his back on them. This, of course, only bolstered the theory that Autumn had done the deed. But where was the gun?
I crossed to the sliding glass door that led to the back porch. The vertical blinds were already drawn aside. Hand in my sleeve, I tested the door. It slid open easily.
Maybe the killer had snuck in through the sliding door.
Maybe a lot of things. I didn’t have time to work up a theory of my own on the spot. I trudged back toward the kitchen, hand reaching into my pocket for my cell, when I spotted the glint of metal by the couch. I crept over for a closer look, stepping around Doug, and crouched. Just under the skirting around the bottom of the couch I found a set of keys, as if Doug had dropped them when he fell, and they had tumbled under the couch.
Was he on his way out when he got shot?
I lifted the skirting. The keys had a weird-looking fob on the ring—a plastic rectangle with what looked like a plug at one end.
I picked up the keys, not bothering to use my sleeve because I thought I knew what I was looking at and didn’t intend to leave it behind. I examined the plug-end of the key fob and confirmed my suspicion. The plug would fit into a USB jack on a computer. Flash drives, or jump drives, they called them. A mini hard drive you could carry with you and stick into any computer to access the files. I’d never had one or seen one used, but I’d heard of them, and it reminded me of how strangely clean Doug’s computer had been.
I pocketed the keys without another thought.
Satisfied that my snooping had actually turned something up, I drew my cell phone and checked my watch. Just after five in the morning. I thought my fatigue-blurred eyes were screwing with me until I glanced out the window and saw the sky had lightened.
I dialed Tom, my thumb a little shaky on the keys.
His voice sounded hoarse when he answered, as if I’d woken him. “Ridley?”
I set my jaw and made the leap. “Looks like I should have listened to your warning.”
Then I lied to my friend.

I stood on the driveway watching crime scene techs file into Autumn’s house, lugging their equipment. I was a private detective. Murder scenes were never my thing. The closest I’d come was Law and Order marathons, one syndicated episode after another. Addictive, that show. But no matter how realistic they might try to make it, nothing came close to seeing a real murder victim yourself.
My eyes had a sleepy crust in them. My back and neck ached. My stomach felt hollowed out.
Standing next to me, Tom had the capped end of a pen clamped in his teeth like a cigar while flipping open and closed the steno pad in his hands. “Explain again how you happened into the house when no one answered your knocking?”
“We were supposed to meet,” I said, trying to sound as bored and annoyed as possible. “When she didn’t come to the door, I got worried. I tried the knob. Unlocked. In I went.”
Tom stared at his pad, brow wrinkled. “Don’t give me the attitude. This is bad news. I should arrest you.”
“On what grounds?”
“On being a stupid asshole for not listening to me when I told you to stay away from her.”
I tried to rub some of the sleep out of my eyes, using the time to come up with another piece of the lie. “Fair enough.”
“So you, the concerned citizen, let yourself in and find Mr. Chodakowski… damn, that’s a mouthful. You find him on the coffee table. What next?”
“Next? I called you.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
Tom rolled the pen between his teeth to the other side of his mouth, then sucked on the end, making a squeaking noise with his lips.
“Shouldn’t you be taking notes?” I asked.
“Fuck you, Rid. The bullshit’s so thick, I’m gagging on the smell. This is a murder we’re talking here.”
“You think I’m holding something back?”
“I think you probably already scoped the scene and, being the smart guy you are, have an opinion.”
I raised my eyebrows in exaggerated surprise. “You want my opinion?”
Tom yanked the pen out of his mouth and pointed it in my face. “You are no good at playing dumb. What did you see?”
I put my hands out at my sides, palms up. “Nada. I looked. You got me there, but I didn’t notice anything you haven’t yet.”
“Thanks for your confidence.” He tucked the pen back into the corner of his mouth and spoke around it. “So what’s it look like to you?”
If I took her side, with the story I laid on him, he’d see right through me. Not that he didn’t already. “Isn’t it obvious?”
Tom waited, as if he didn’t have a clue.
“Autumn hires me because she thinks her husband’s cheating. Husband ends up dead.”
“You saying you think it was her?”
“I’m saying it’s the most likely conclusion to jump to.”
“Uh-huh.” He looked back at the house as if it might tell him something. His lips smacked at the pen. “You don’t want to believe it, though.”
“Of course not.”
“Am I going to have trouble with you? I don’t need you sticking up for this bitch. She isn’t worth it.”
“What have you got against her, Tom?”
He laughed, grinning around the pen. “Besides her being a possible murder suspect?” He shook his head. “What else do I need?”
“You had it in for her before this. The mere mention of her name set you off.”
He removed the pen from his mouth, pinching it between thumb and index finger. He pointed toward the house with the end of the pen. “Now you know why.”
“There’s no way you could have known this would happen. Besides—”
“Besides, what? Innocent until proven guilty?” He snorted. “Did I know she’d off her husband? No. But I knew some trouble would come about. Don’t let her drag you into this, Rid. Stay out of it.”
“I’m just worried you’ve already closed this case in your mind.”
He pushed his face forward to give me a good view of his mug, though his gaze remained fixed to one side of my head. Something about the way he held his mouth, a small but tight curl of the upper lip, made him look different to me. A new kind of Tom had shambled out from some dark cave in his psyche.
“Do I look unfair to you?”
“No, Tom. Not at all.”
He nodded, almost met my eyes, then returned his attention to the house, once more tucking the pen between his teeth.
“I wanted to spare your feelings,” he said, “but I don’t see much point now.”
I didn’t interrupt.
“After you left, your girl here turned into something of a wild child.”
“This must be the bad crowd thing.”
He turned real slow, eyes wide, making a production. “Bad crowd? That what she told you?” He threw back his head and howled exaggerated laughter like a bad imitation of a cartoon super villain. “That’s tasty. Real delicious.”
“Cut the puppet show.”
His face went straight. “Fine. I’ll throw you a name and entertain myself with your reaction. Dixie Jawhar.”
I had two distinct memories of Samirah “Dixie” Jawhar from high school. The first was a sort of collective memory, a story everyone knew, but few had seen firsthand. The story goes: Dixie, so nicknamed for the series of t-shirts she owned sporting the confederate flag—a strange symbol to see on a girl of Middle-Eastern decent—was one of those angst-loaded south side girls. One day, a teacher caught her sipping gin from a hairspray bottle. The teacher attempted to take Dixie to the principal’s office, and instead of going along peacefully, Dixie spit a mouthful of gin right in the teacher’s eyes. For any other student it would be a straight road to expulsion. But according to the story, Dixie leaned over and whispered something into the teacher’s ear. The teacher, face still sticky with gin, backed off and never reported the incident.
What did Dixie say? The speculation on that was almost as legendary as the event itself. Most assumed some threat on the teacher’s life and the lives of his family. Yes, his. The teacher had been a man.
Probably, most of this story was bull. What wasn’t bull was the mashed noses, black eyes, and fistfuls of hair pulled from scalps all courtesy of Dixie Jawhar. She’d fight girls, boys, didn’t matter. If violence was ice cream, Dixie would have lived on banana splits.
Add to the all the stories a verified run-in with police right before graduation that got her sent to juvie instead of down the aisle in a cap and gown, and you got a pretty clear picture of the kind of girl Dixie was.
I could only imagine what she’d graduated to as an adult.
Tom laughed for real this time, obviously seeing something in my face that amused him.
I licked my lips and asked the dumb question I had to ask. “Dixie was… Autumn hung with Dixie?”
Tom didn’t give me the sarcasm I expected. He gripped my arm, pulled me to him, and said in a low growl around the pen in his mouth. “I didn’t want the chance to tell you ‘I told you so.’ I wanted to save your ass.”
Neither of us spoke for a while.
From an elementary school on the next block the first morning bell rang. The sound of screeching children swelled then faded. Someone in a nearby backyard started up a lawnmower.
My mind was too hung up on the first memory of Dixie to even touch the second one. I tried picturing Autumn running around with a sociopath. Didn’t mesh with the Autumn I knew then, or even the Autumn I knew now.
“But this was a while ago?” I asked.
“About three years or so after graduation. And before you start making more excuses, go back into that living room and look real close at the dead guy.”
I didn’t have to go back. In my mind I could conjure a vivid close-up of the bloody crater in Doug’s back.
Autumn knew the difference between a “bad crowd” and Dixie Jawhar. She should have told me. I’d already decided to help her. Did she think it would make a difference?
Did it?
I still thought Tom was blowing the relationship out of proportion.
“What’s Dixie doing now?”
Tom shrugged. “Last I heard she was doing time for armed robbery. But that was ten years ago.”
“Autumn a part of that?”
He hesitated, the look on his face like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “No.”
“So it’s guilt by association.”
“Like I said.” He gestured toward the house. “Notice the stiff in the living room.”
A new dose of fatigue rolled through me. I wouldn’t change Tom’s mind by arguing with him. If Autumn was innocent, I’d have to prove it on my own. And I desperately needed some sleep.
“Are we done?” I asked.
Tom rolled the pen from one side of his mouth to the other. “For now, I guess. You all right?”
I nodded, waved him off, and turned to leave.
“Ridley.”
“What is it, Tom?”
More wet sucking on the pen. “Where is she?”
I took a deep breath, ignoring the kick in my heartbeat. “If I knew …” I started, then tucked my hands in my pockets. “I don’t know.”
He pulled the pen from his mouth. “I hope not.”
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Chapter 8
“Where is my daughter?”
I barely had my key in the front door. I froze, listening to the heavy breathing right behind me. When I turned, Lincoln Rice took a swing at me.
I dodged, feeling the breeze from his knuckles on my chin. “Wait,” I shouted, but he took another swing. This time I had to block, knocking his fist away with my forearm, and felt a little sting from the impact. For an older guy, he threw a pretty heavy punch.
“Chill a second.”
Face flushed, Lincoln staggered off the porch, squinting against the morning sun. He looked as tired as I felt.
“Where is she?”
“I assume the police contacted you.”
“I told you to stay away from her. Whatever she’s involved with, I’m holding you personally responsible.”
“They did tell you what happened, right?”
His eyes scoured me. “He’s dead.”
“And they think Autumn did it,” I added.
He looked toward the sky, his Adam’s apple bobbing hard, the hemp necklace cutting into his tanned neck. Some of the buttons on his shirt were pushed through the wrong holes, and his shirttails hung out one higher than the other. His gray mane hung free, some sweat-darkened locks clinging to his face.
“Trouble follows her,” he said. “No matter what I do, she always finds it.”
“What kind of trouble?”
He brought his gaze down from the sky. “Trouble like you.”
“I’m Autumn’s friend,” I said. “I’m trying to help her.”
“Help her this way.” He swaggered up to me. “Tell me where she is.”
“I don’t know.”
“Police tell me otherwise.”
“The police are jumping to conclusions like you right now. That’s not going to help anybody.”
He looked at the knuckles on his right hand, maybe thinking about taking another shot at my face.
“And how, exactly, are you helping my daughter?”
“By staying cool,” I said, “and not assuming anything. Do you think Autumn killed Doug?”
He screwed up his face. “Don’t be stupid.”
“Only if you promise the same.” I unlocked my door and swung it open. “If you want to come inside, we can talk. But you can’t start throwing accusations, or punches, at me.”
Lincoln eyed the open door. “I’m a wealthy man, you know?”
I’d heard this before—a declaration of wealth meant as a threat. Life as a private detective wasn’t glamorous. Sometimes it barely paid the bills. Rich people knew this. They thought it gave them leverage. Sometimes, with a business to run and groceries to buy, it did. But I wasn’t a P.I. anymore.
“So am I.”
“No,” he said. “You are merely a scavenger of your parents’ wealth. There’s no power in that.”
“And I suppose you think you own Hawthorne because you have a lot of money.”
“The town respects and knows me. The only thing anyone knows about you is that you don’t belong.”
Who the hell was he to tell me where I belonged? I thought about teaching him how to throw a real punch, but the detective in me offered a better idea.
“You and Doug get along all right?”
Lincoln’s eyes narrowed. “What are you suggesting?”
“You have to admit, you haven’t been traditionally kind to Autumn’s boyfriends.”
“If you’re referring to yourself, I never knew the two of you were involved until long after she came to her senses and ended it.”
“There had to be a reason she went out of her way to keep you from meeting me.”
“She had no trouble introducing Doug.” He crossed his arms. “Maybe it was you.”
I didn’t take the bait. “You never answered my question. How did you and Doug get along?”
“Just stay away from my daughter.”
Lincoln turned and walked toward his Lexus parked across the street.
“You already said that,” I shouted at his back, but the words didn’t sound as satisfying as they had in my head.

When I made it to my bed, I collapsed, clothes still on, and drifted away. I think I dreamt about my parents, but the people in my dream looked nothing like them. I woke up with an oily taste in my mouth and the feeling I was forgetting something. The only thing I’d forgotten was to set my alarm before passing out. My digital clock glared at me with the red numbers 3:17.
My bedroom was stuffy. The t-shirt and jeans I’d fallen asleep in had twisted around my body. A funky smell I was afraid came from me hung in the air.
The shower revived me as only a three-thousand dollar shower-tower could. The first time I’d tried to use the thing, more water had ended up on the bathroom floor than on me, but my parents had installed the things in all the bathrooms, forcing me to learn how to master the luxury. Much like the BMW, I’d grown to appreciate it.
Refreshed, if a little thrown by the odd hour, I settled down at my laptop, removed the flash drive I’d found at Autumn’s from the key ring, and plugged it into the USB jack in back of the laptop.
My computer sounded a two beat musical tone letting me know it recognized the drive. I clicked through the appropriate icons to access the files, and a window popped up with an empty box under a prompt for a password. A cursor in the box blinked at me mockingly, if that’s possible. Probably me projecting my frustration. But, really, I think the cursor was mocking me.
I rubbed my head, trying to massage the password into my brain cells. I typed in Autumn’s name, hit enter.
The password box cleared itself and the message informed me I had two more chances to correctly type in my password.
“Or what?” I asked the humming computer. “You’ll self-destruct?”
I canceled out of the password prompt, shut down, and slapped the laptop’s screen closed. I glared at the flash drive plugged into the back of the computer. Sticking out like that, the drive looked like a middle finger.
Seemed my whole computer had turned against me.
I plucked out the drive. “Screw you, too.”
I sat with the flash drive squeezed in one hand and stared at a blank space on the wall. Wall-staring might not look like work, but I used to bill clients for the time. Some of my best ideas came from glaring at a few square inches of drywall or plaster.
A name popped into my head almost immediately. If anyone knew how to access the files on the flash drive without a password, it was Devon Whitegard.
I grabbed my coat and headed out to talk to an old friend.

I leaned over Devon’s shoulder to peek at his computer screen and watched the same password box pop up for him.
“That’s just what I got.”
Devon curled up his shoulders. He blew his devil’s lock out of his face. “Dude, I need some space.”
I backed off. “Can you get at the files?”
Devon spun in his office chair to face me. The glow from the computer screen illuminated him from behind, turning him into a shadow. For some reason he insisted that the lights in his room remain off. Judging from his bugged out eyes, I got the impression the computer screen was the only light he ever saw. Even during the day, very little light would reach this room since it occupied a corner of his parents’ basement.
Not only had Devon never left Hawthorne, he had never left home. When I arrived at the house it was like old times. His mother answered the door, told me where to find Devon in the basement, and offered to warm up some frozen mini pizzas.
I had passed on the mini pizzas.
“Do I look like an amateur to you?” Devon asked.
I glanced around his room. Memorabilia from when the Detroit Tigers last won the world series in 1984 sat on shelves next to action figures or hung on the walls next posters of supermodels from the 80s who now probably modeled support hose, rubber soled shoes, and dentures. He had two other desks besides the one his computer sat on, their surfaces littered with computer parts and knots of electrical cords.
“You’re all pro, Devon.”
He jerked his head and gave me a “duh” look, then twirled back to his computer and started banging on the keys.
“Just cause I still live at home don’t mean I’m a total loser.” He stopped typing for a heartbeat. “I make six figures with my little business running out of here. And no fucking overhead.”
“And all you can eat mini frozen pizzas.”
“Don’t knock it.”
“Hey, Dev. If you’re pulling six figures, why go through the trouble of auditioning for that singing show just to get a free trip to Hollywood?”
He muttered something under his breath.
“What was that?”
“I’m trying to concentrate here.”
I put up my hands. “My bad.”
While he worked, I took down a Darth Vader action figure from a shelf. Poor Darth looked a little rough around the edges, missing his cape and light saber. I wondered if Devon still played with him. With a six-figure income, you’d think he’d be able to buy a whole case of new Darth Vaders.
“Shee-it,” Devon said and slapped his palm down on his desk.
I set Darth Vader back on his shelf. “Can’t do it?”
“No, somebody just stole my sword of excellence.”
“You’re what?” I peered at the computer screen and saw an elf hacking away with an axe at something big and green. “What the hell is that?”
“You’ve never played this game? It’s a MMORPG. It rocks! Except when some bastard says he’s in your clan then steals your fucking sword of excellence.”
“What the hell is an MMORPG, and what the hell does it have to do with the flash drive I gave you?”
“Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game.” Devon shook his head. “Where’ve you been?”
“Waiting for you to help me. I haven’t got time for this, Devon. Seriously.”
He tapped a button, and his game blinked off. He folded his arms and turned to me. “What’s this about anyway?”
“It’s private.”
He laughed. “So what the hell are you doing back here?”
“I need access to what’s on that drive. I’m sorry I don’t have time for frozen pizza and video games, but this is really important.”
“Excuse my life for being so fucking trivial, dude.”
I took a deep breath before I said something else insensitive. “That’s not what I meant.”
“Well, that’s not what I meant either, ass crunch. I was asking you what the hell you were doing back in Hawthorne. You know? Making conversation.”
“I don’t have time for conversation.”
He sucked on his teeth, jerked his head to toss his devil’s lock off his face. “You haven’t changed one bit since high school.”
“Now this is about high school?”
“No, man, it’s about your attitude. Even when you’d hang out with us, the big school losers, it was like you thought you were better than us.”
I tried to compare my high school experience with the one Devon described. They didn’t mesh. The reason I hung out with guys like Devon and Tom—the so-called nerds—was because I felt I was one of them. I never got along with the popular kids. I didn’t belong with them.
“That isn’t true,” I said.
He waved a hand. “Forget it, right? You’re too damn busy to give a singing lesson, but loser Devon has all the time in the world to play your personal hacker.”
“It isn’t like that.”
He blew a raspberry, fluttering his devil’s lock away from his face. “You know what? Fuck this.” He crossed his arms. “You want me to hack this, you gotta give me a singing lesson.”
I massaged my temples. The lack of light started a headache behind my eyes. “Right now?”
“No, not right now. But you have to promise to give me one. And not like next year or something. Sometime this week.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Hey, Rid? I’m a busy man. You want me to do this or not?”
My palms started sweating. My stomach felt like an overcrowded fishbowl. Symptoms of stage-fright, as if I was about to step into a spotlight right there.
“Isn’t there anything else? I could pay you.”
He leaned back in his chair with a crooked smirk. “Six figures, remember?”
“Why, Dev? Why do you want to go on that silly show?”
“Why do you want to crack this flash drive?”
I closed my eyes, counted down from three. “I told you, it’s personal.”
“So is this.”
“Fine.” I held out my hand. “Give the damn thing back.”
His buggy eyes bugged out more. “You serious?”
“I can’t sing. I just can’t.”
“You are severely traumatized,” he said and laughed.
“I never expected you to understand. You don’t want to do this for me, just hand it back.”
Devon snorted and swung back to his keyboard. “Whatever, dude.” He punched a sequence of keys and leaned back. “It’s already done.”
“Already… When?”
“Right before I lost my sword of excellence.” He rolled away from the desk. “Have a gander if you want, but it’s cracked for good, so you can access it on any PC now.”
I moved in and took control of the mouse. A list of nearly twenty files filled the window displaying the flash drive’s contents, all them word-processing documents. I scanned the file titles, most of them cryptic and incomprehensible. Then one caught my attention and sent a shiver down my spine.
MOBVIOLENCE03.
It almost seemed too easy. I wasn’t aware of any mob presence in Hawthorne. But I couldn’t fight the jolt I got from finding a possible clue. Maybe Doug had uncovered something that got him into trouble. I clicked open the file and found about twenty single-spaced pages of notes written in a journal format, each entry headed by a date in bold font. The date on the first entry was from seven years ago. I scrolled down to the final page in the document. The last entry was dated six and a half years ago.
I returned to the beginning of the document and started reading, stopped after the first paragraph. The notes dealt with mob violence as depicted in films.
The thrill drained out of me as quick as a blown circuit.
“Not what you were looking for?” Devon asked.
The other file titles didn’t look half as hopeful.
GR8PRT.
BMB.
TWRP.
DEADANI.
And others that looked more like personalized license plates than computer files. Of course, I checked the DEADANI file. A quick reading of the first short entry told me it was a story about poachers up state. Scrolling down a couple entries, I learned Doug had single handedly exposed a group of hunters killing all sorts of animals off season. But the dates on the opening entries, like the MOBVIOLENCE03 file, were nearly seven years old.
The file titled BMB looked like BOMB to me. I opened the document, found another dated entry from just over six years ago. What I read had nothing to do with bombs, but was no less disturbing. BMB was Doug’s shorthand for black market baby. The first couple entries detailed his investigation into an illegal adoption ring in Port Huron, which was on the other side of the state.
Frustrated, I returned to the top of the file list and opened each one in turn to check the date of the first entry and read a few lines. Every set of notes started at least six years ago. But according to Autumn, Doug had moved to Hawthorne and started working at the high school five years ago, and they married a year later. All these stories were from his old journalism days.
“Why would you keep a bunch of old files on a flash drive attached to your key chain, yet have next to nothing on your home computer?”
“Are you asking me?”
I pulled at my hair. “Another dead end for the great detective. Can you believe I used to make a living at this?”
“Are you asking me?”
“It wasn’t that long ago, either. A year, maybe, since my last case, before I got yanked back to Hawthorne.” I spun on Devon and jabbed a finger at him. “Why the hell am I still here?”
“So you are asking me?”
I shook my head. “Sorry. Just venting.”
Devon rolled his chair back into place. “I still think you owe me a singing lesson.”
His mention of singing made me think of the High Note. I wondered if Sheila would go ahead and open the bar without me. I never officially said I wasn’t going to make it tonight, though I think it was clear nonetheless.
I scanned the room for a clock and found the time on the chest of a foot-tall R2-D2 perched on Devon’s nightstand. According to R2 it was almost opening time.
“I appreciate your help, Dev.”
His focus was locked on the computer screen. He waved a hand. “Sure. I got to get back to this.”
From his computer speakers came a high-pitched battle cry and the ring of clashing swords.
“I’m sorry about the lessons. But if there is anything else you need—”
“Hey, Rid,” Devon said, still mesmerized by his monitor. “Take your guilt to someone who cares.”
Devon’s Mom caught me on the way out, wearing a worried frown.
“Did you and Devon have a disagreement?”
“No, ma’am. Thank you for having me.”
“Any time, Ridley.” She wiped her hands with a red and white checkered dishtowel. “I’m terribly sorry about your parents.”
I never knew what to say to this. “Thank you” didn’t sound right. Thanks for being sorry? Usually, I answered with a sigh, shrug, and nod, like saying, Yep, that’s the way life goes. Which was bullshit. For most people life’s obstacles did not include the murder of their parents.
This time, I just said what I felt.
“Me too.”
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Chapter 9
Mrs. Whitegard got me thinking about my parents, which got me thinking about the High Note. The next thing I knew, I was pulling into the parking lot. I had to circle the lot three times before a space opened up.
That was a switch.
Inside, I could barely move beyond the front door. To get to the bar, I had to squeeze through a group of girls in short skirts and halter tops sipping cosmopolitans. One of them smiled at me. I was pretty sure my tongue hung out, maybe with a little drool. When I tried to say something suave, I walked into a guy on his way toward the stage.
The girls laughed.
I moved on, cheeks burning.
I didn’t find Sheila behind the bar like I expected. Instead, my old bartender, Paul Dimico, poured two separate shots at the same time, then flipped the bottles in the air and caught them behind his back.
On stage, a man sang “Chances Are” with most the notes actually on key.
I glanced around, dazed.
Had I stepped into the wrong karaoke bar?
Paul whizzed right by me on his way to a customer. I tried to flag him, shouted his name. My voice blended with the dozens of others around me, all buried under the music.
When he zoomed my way again, I reached out and grabbed his sleeve.
“Wait your turn,” he snapped without looking.
“Paul! It’s Ridley.”
Paul jerked back, studied me for a second, and frowned.
“What do you want?”
Not the reaction I’d expected. “What do I want? Where the hell have you been?”
“Sheila says you gave up this place.”
I sputtered. “That’s still being decided.”
“Well you let me know if you’re coming back so I can start looking for another job.”
“What the hell did I do?”
Paul wrenched a rag between his hands like a gooseneck, his muscles flexing. “Sheila told me what you said about me. That you thought I was stealing booze.”
I gaped at him, speechless.
“I don’t drink on the job. I never have. And I may not be the most law-abiding citizen in Hawthorne, but I never stole from you. Ever.” He dropped the rag behind the bar. “You really hurt my feelings. I thought I did good work for you.”
Paul always seemed the tough guy to me. Hearing someone like him talk about how I hurt his feelings made it sting all the more.
“I never said anything like that. I don’t know why …” I grabbed my head and leaned my elbows on the bar as it all came together. The cinnamon gum. The bloodshot eyes. The half-empty bottle of wine at her house. “Where’s Sheila?”
“In the office.”
I glanced in the direction of the office, but couldn’t see the door through the crowd. Pushing my way over there proved twice as hard as getting to the bar, and this time I didn’t get any smiles from sexy women. I threw the door open.
Sheila sat at the small desk. She jumped as if startled and knocked a glass over. The glass hit the floor without shattering, but spilled its contents. We both stared at the puddle of brownish liquid as if waiting for it to spell something.
The cheery voice of the man on stage singing about being in love poured into the room from behind me.
I swung the door shut.
The music cut to a throbbing hum.
Sheila dropped to her knees and moved her hands as if she meant to wipe the floor, stopping with her hands hovering over the puddle when she realized she had nothing to wipe with.
I scanned the desk, found the fifth of Jack Daniels, and shook my head.
“I spoke with Paul,” I said.
Sheila didn’t look up, didn’t answer.
“I’ve been so caught up in everything else, I guess I missed the signs.”
She did not even move her hands, holding them like she was warming them over a flame.
“Still, I don’t think I would have noticed. When I saw you with the wine the other day, it hit me I’d never seen you drink alcohol before. Ever. Not growing up. Not since I’d come back.”
Finally, Sheila clasped her hands together prayer-like. But she stayed on her knees, kept her head bent.
“How long were you on the wagon?”
She lifted her chin, looked at me.
“Almost thirty-one years.”
I closed my eyes a second. “Almost my entire life.”
“Your parents wouldn’t let me near you those first two years. They didn’t trust me with you. I was a very clumsy drunk.”
“I hadn’t noticed.”
She titled her head. “It’s strange. Maybe it’s age, but I’m infinitely better at hiding it than I was then. Would you believe I’m completely smashed right now?”
I offered my hand to help her up, trying to keep bottled the mix of anger and pity roiling inside me.
Sheila grabbed on and lifted herself back into the chair.
The rhythm of the muffled music outside the office shifted when the song changed, but the sound itself remained the same. The muted music, not the size of the room, trigged a hint of claustrophobia in me.
“I don’t even know what to say.”
“Call me a hypocrite. A liar. A disgrace.” She waved a hand. “They’d all be true.”
“Calling you names won’t solve anything.”
“What’s there to solve? Nothing can be solved. That’s why I started drinking again.”
“You’re not making sense.”
She leaned forward, almost slipped from the chair, and gripped the armrests to stay put. “You’re not the only one feeling guilty.”
“What have you got to feel guilty about?”
Her knuckles turned white as she throttled the chair’s armrests. “You’re so wrapped up in your little drama, you haven’t peeked out in over fifteen years.”
“Don’t try to make this about my parents.”
Her face turned red. “It has everything to do with your parents.” Tears streamed down her face. She grabbed the bottle of Jack Daniels and lifted it over her head. “Look at me. I’m unraveling. Thirty years sober, but I couldn’t go a day after they died without a drink.”
The muscles in my neck felt like they were cramping. Heat crackled through my face. “Don’t you dare blame them for your drinking.”
“I don’t. It’s me. I’m too weak without them.” She slammed the bottle back onto the desk and covered her face. “I miss them too much.”
I wasn’t going to let her get off that easy. She could drink herself into a stupor out of grief, but lying to Paul to drive him away, and then stealing from the bar was unacceptable. It wasn’t that she stole from me. If she’d taken money right from my wallet, it wouldn’t have felt like half as much of a betrayal. It’s that she stole from the High Note. Call me melodramatic if you want, but stealing from the High Note was like stealing from my dead parents.
“What would they think?”
Her lips peeled back. “How dare you? Every day you’ve begrudged what they left you. You’ve half-assed your way through every responsibility.” She stood. “I’ve been here since the beginning. I never left. I know exactly what they would think. You, on the other hand, couldn’t even begin to guess.”
My chest ached, and I couldn’t breathe for a second.
“I have stood by, watching you, with this weight on my shoulders, this responsibility your parents forced on me, to take it away if you didn’t put forth the effort—”
“I’ve put forth a damn lot of effort.”
“At first. But now you’re letting it slip, because of this girl.”
“Leave her out of this.”
The little bit of spilled Jack Daniels now filled the room with its smell. The fumes made me gag.
She said, “We’ve both been left with burdens neither of us were prepared to carry.”
“I don’t know what the hell they were thinking.”
“It’s a special place, one they cared for dearly.”
“More than they ever cared for me.”
Sheila jutted out her chin. “No. Eccentric as they were, and whatever their reasoning for drawing up the will the way they did, your parents loved you.”
“Eccentric’s another word for crazy. They probably thought it was a joke. Normal people don’t do things like this.”
Sheila made fists at her sides. “I won’t stand here and listen to you insult them.”
“They were my parents. I can say whatever I want about them.”
“How incredibly childish.”
She was right, and that only made me burn more. I couldn’t hold back. “So who gets the place? The ungrateful son, or the drunk?”
“I thought you didn’t want it.”
I finally ran out of smartass comments and kept my mouth shut.
“It doesn’t really matter, I suppose. It isn’t up to you.”
“I could fight this. Despite what it says in the will.”
“You’d have to find a lawyer as good as me.”
I had one last smartass remark left. “I’d just have to find one who’s sober.”
She clenched her teeth. “I’ll climb my way back.” But the way she looked at the floor when she spoke told me she had doubts.
I turned and opened the door. The wailing from the stage hit my eardrums hard enough to hurt. Whoever the woman was at the mic, she must have thought she was Axl Rose.
“Don’t worry,” I said over the music. “I’ll return the BMW with a full tank.”

I stormed out into the parking lot, ears ringing from the music and burning from my argument with Sheila. I didn’t see him until he grabbed my elbow.
“Closing early?” Tom asked.
I spun toward him, not in the mood. Off to Tom’s right and a couple feet back stood a wiry guy sporting a shaven head and a pair of thick horn-rimmed glasses. I could tell by the way he eyed me the man was a cop.
“This your partner?” I asked.
“Palmer’s helping with my caseload.”
Tom lifted his chin, the focus of his gaze locked on a space a foot from my face, as if he saw a dust mote floating there.
“Problems with business? You weren’t in there very long?”
“Twenty-six minutes and thirteen seconds,” Palmer said and adjusted his glasses.
I glanced back and forth between the men.
“You following me now?”
“All part of the job.”
“What do you want?”
Tom put on a hurt face. “You can go visit our old buddy Devil Man, catch up on old times, but I can’t stop by the bar to say hello anymore?”
Devil Man was Devon’s nickname in high school.
I shrugged, looking past Tom at this Palmer guy. I didn’t like the way he looked at me. I especially didn’t like that Tom had him tagging along like extra muscle. The whole set-up ate holes in my stomach like too many cups of strong coffee.
“Don’t bullshit me, Tom. I don’t have the patience for it tonight.”
“Are we not friends anymore?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Fine.” He chewed off a piece of his thumbnail and spit it out. “But Devil Man, he’s your friend now. What made you decide to rekindle that?”
The cuts in my arm from the shattered bottle itched. “Jealous?”
“Curious. Did you know feds arrested him about six years ago for some computer crime?”
I tried to hide my surprise, but Tom wasn’t fooled.
“He wasn’t charged,” he continued, “but it makes a person wonder what he’s doing in his parents’ basement. He always was kind of weird, wasn’t he?”
“We were all outcasts back in the day.”
He straightened, puffing up his chest.
“Some of us grew out of it.”
I checked on Palmer. He hadn’t budged.
“If you say so.”
Tom frowned. “What were you doing at Devon’s?”
I imagined Tom and his buddy skulking around in my wake during the day, questioning my every move, obviously waiting for me to lead them to Autumn. The itching in my arm flared.
“Playing video games.”
Palmer crossed his arms, still blasting me with his stare. The thick glasses might have looked awkward on so much muscle, but it added a laser-beam quality to his gaze. Maybe that explained his Poindexter style choice.
Tom peeled another hunk of nail off his thumb with his teeth. “You know what bugs me the most about all this? Just because we’re friends, you treat me like I’m not a cop. I’m investigating a murder, and you give me attitude.”
“What does Devon have to do with Doug’s murder?”
“That’s what I want to know. I thought you could tell me.”
“Let’s see,” I said, pretending to think hard. “Their names both start with the letter D.”
“That’s what I’m talking about. You refuse to respect me. This isn’t high school anymore, Rid. I’m a cop.”
I couldn’t stand the itching anymore and scratched my arm.
“For the last time, I don’t know where she is.”
“Maybe not,” Tom said. “But I know you. I know what this girl means to you. I know how stupid you get when it comes to women.”
I had a whole life before coming back to Hawthorne that I’d barely shared with Tom yet. The idea that he thought he knew me based on stuff from high school made it sound like my experience since then didn’t count.
“You know me? You knew me fifteen years ago, maybe. There is so much you don’t know about me now, it hurts to think about.”
I got right in his face.
“Look at me. Look good.” I waited until Tom dared look me in the eyes. “You still know the me that broke your fucking nose in high school?”
Our one big fight senior year, I couldn’t even remember what it was about, but I punched Tom square in the face, broke his glasses, and his nose.
Tom’s eyes wavered for a second, then I saw a new resolve there. He stepped up to me until we had no more than four inches between our chests. I could smell coffee on his breath.
“That was a long time ago,” he said, voice a handful of gravel.
I heard Palmer’s shoes scuff the asphalt, and a second later sensed his presence next to us. I didn’t budge from the face-off.
“This why you brought along Mr. Clean? To fight for you?”
Tom snorted. “I don’t need him.”
“Back off, Mr. Brone,” Palmer said. His voice had a strange lilt, long on vowels.
“Palmer,” Tom said. “Meet me back at the car.”
“I don’t think that’s wise.”
“Just go.”
Palmer inhaled deeply, nodded, and walked off.
A mixed group of guys and girls staggered out of the bar, laughing, faces flushed. They went quiet as they passed, sensing the tension between me and Tom, and picked up their pace.
“Now what?” I asked once the group had dispersed.
“At the very least, you’re looking into this yourself. Don’t deny it.”
I didn’t say anything.
“Is Devon helping you somehow?”
I probably could have leveled with him about the flash drive. It was a dead end anyway. But taking anything from a crime scene was a big no-no, and I didn’t think Tom would let me get away with it.
“Like I said, we were killing trolls and eating frozen pizzas. You know. MMORPGs on the computer. Go ahead and ask him.”
“I already did.”
“And?”
Tom’s face scrunched up. “He babbled on about something called a sword of excellence.”
Now I definitely owed Devon that singing lesson.
Tom said, “So this is what? A stalemate?”
“Looks like.”
Tom sighed and backed off.
I scratched my itchy arm, waiting for Tom to say something else. He didn’t. I assumed he was done and started for my car.
“Ridley?”
I turned.
Tom’s knuckles crashed into my mouth. Before I had a chance to feel any pain, he added two quick jabs to my ribs.
I staggered back, somehow keeping my feet. My lips felt hot and wet. When I dabbed them against the back of my hand, I came away with blood.
“You’re not the tough kid in Hawthorne anymore,” Tom said.
It was a good line to end on. A movie moment. Now he would turn on his heel and disappear into the shadows. Instead, he charged me and threw three more punches, all quicker than I’d seen in a long time.
The first one I managed to block only because I saw him coming. I didn’t expect two more to follow so fast. The second punch caught me in the ear, the third in my eye.
I tried a wild haymaker, but he owned me with all that early damage.
Pretty soon I huddled against the High Note’s brick façade, elbows tucked in, trying to minimize the effect of his barrage of jabs and uppercuts.
A brief image of Tom from high school with the crooked glasses and the brittle arms came to mind. That Tom was long gone, and the new Tom wanted to make sure I knew it.
When I hit the ground, he finally stopped punching. The air felt twice as cold as it should have for a May night. I shivered and waited for a final kick. It wasn’t until I finally looked up that I realized the blow would not come.
Tom was gone.
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Chapter 10
It should have taken me an hour and a half to get from the High Note to my parents’ cabin; I got there in forty-five minutes. I even drove the long way to make sure Tom and his bald sidekick hadn’t resumed their surveillance.
I barged through the door, my face throbbing. I hadn’t bothered checking the damage Tom had dealt except for a quick glance in the rearview mirror, and I could only imagine what I looked like when I charged into the cabin.
Wearing a towel wrapped around her body as if she had just showered, Autumn sat on a recliner next to a short bookshelf, her hair wet. The book she had pulled from the shelf and started reading popped out of her hands when I entered. The corner of the towel tucked in above one breast slipped free. She hugged the towel against her, gaping at me.
I slammed the door and leaned back against it. Pain volleyed between my torso and my face as if my body didn’t know where to hurt more.
Autumn secured her towel and moved toward me. She tried to touch my cheek, but I flinched away.
“Who did that to you?”
“You don’t like? It’s the new me.”
My voice sounded ragged and deep. Autumn cringed as if I’d hit her with the words.
“It was Tom,” I said.
She marched into the kitchen and leaned on the counter by the sink, staring into the drain. “Damn him.”
I stepped to the edge of the kitchen, trying not to notice that only a towel stood between me and Autumn’s bare skin.
“There’s more to this Dixie thing, isn’t there?”
“I should put some clothes on.”
She stomped out of the kitchen, arcing through the front room and into the master bedroom. She shut the door behind her. A minute later, she came out of the bedroom wearing the same clothes she had on when we came to the cabin. We hadn’t had time to pack her anything, and I hadn’t wanted to leave any signs back at the house like missing luggage or toiletries that could tip off Tom. I figured she got the towel from the cabin’s linen closet, but it must not have been much of a shower without soap or shampoo. 
“Why don’t you tell me what you’ve been keeping from me.”
She strode back to the kitchen, sat at the kitchen table.
“You make it sound like I’m a criminal.”
I followed her into the kitchen and remained standing, making her look up at me.
“Are you?”
“What did Tom say?”
I didn’t like that, her trying to pump me, find out how much I knew before volunteering anything herself. I crossed my arms. “He chose to speak more with his fists than his mouth.”
Autumn smirked. “He’s not such a skinny little guy anymore, is he?”
I loomed over her with my arms crossed and didn’t speak.
“The least you could do is sit down.”
I uncrossed my arms and pointed to my face. “Look at me. If it looks half as bad as it feels, I shouldn’t have to tell you what kind of position I’m in for helping you.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want sorry, I want answers. What did you do to him?”
“I didn’t do anything to him. You apparently already know about Dixie.”
“That’s it?”
She nodded.
I pulled out a chair and eased into it. A pinch in my side flared, stealing my breath for a second. I felt a clammy sheen on my skin like I had a fever.
Autumn reached for me, stopped short. “Are you all right?”
I chewed on the pain until I could swallow it. I prodded a couple tender spots along my jaw. “Do me a favor. There’s some dish rags in the drawer next to the sink. Soak one in cold water for me, then tell me everything about your time with Dixie.”
She did as I asked and went to put the wet rag to my face. I took it from her and did it myself.
“Dixie,” I prompted after she sat down again.
“What do you want to know?”
The cool rag felt nice against my bruised mug, though I wished I had ice. “When was the last time you saw her?”
“At least ten years ago. Why are we back to Dixie?”
I dabbed the rag at one eye, then the other. “We never covered her to begin with. You said ‘Bad crowd,’ you never said ‘Dixie.’“
“I don’t see how it will help.”
“That’s why I’m the detective, and you’re not.”
She stood and pulled the rag away from me. “Let me help you with this.” She made hard swipes at my cheek with the rag, sparking new areas of pain.
I yelped and tried to move away.
“Quit being such a baby and hold still. You’ve got dried blood all over the place.”
I grit my teeth and let her clean me up. After a while I didn’t notice the pain anymore. The fingers of her free hand gently maneuvered the direction of my head by pushing on my chin. Her other hand wiped around my nose and mouth with a corner of the rag. She had to stand close to me, while I sat there, my face a handful of inches from her stomach. I could smell her natural scent, any perfumes or fragranced soaps rinsed away from the shower.
I reigned back the desire to pull up her shirt and press my aching face against her belly. “Why did you start hanging out with her?”
She wiped a cold line with the rag along the edge of my jaw and stared at me, appraising her work.
“I went through a… phase. Daddy and I weren’t getting along.”
That reminded me of my encounter with Lincoln the night before. I decided to keep it to myself.
“What kind of phase?”
“Depressed. Self-destructive. Daddy sent me to a psychiatrist who gave me pills I never took.”
I tried to imagine Autumn needing to take anti-depressants. This sounded nothing like the girl I’d gone with in high school. Autumn must have seen these thoughts in my eyes. She lowered the rag from my face. I caught a glimpse of a red stain on the wet cloth.
“You’d be surprised by how much I hurt when I found out you were gone.”
Something quivered inside me.
“Then why did you let me leave?”
She sighed, set the rag on the table and brushed both sides of my face with her hands. The one hand that had held the rag felt cooler than the other. Her mouth hung open. I could feel the need to tell me something surging off of her like a steam cloud.
She closed her mouth, smiled. “I guess I didn’t know what I really wanted until it was gone.”
Unbidden, a flash came to mind of Doug hanging over the coffee table, that string of spittle dangling from his mouth. A new aching rose from a deeper place than where Tom had bruised me.
I dropped into detective mode to dull the pain.
“So you started hanging with Dixie because you were feeling self-destructive?”
Autumn picked up the rag from the table, folded it into a small square on her lap. “More or less. And maybe to piss Daddy off.”
“I bet that worked pretty well.”
“He’s very protective,” she said. Before I could comment, she added, “As you already know.”
“How did it end?”
She unfolded the rag, folded it into a triangle.
“I came to my senses.”
“Just like that?”
“Dixie wanted me to do something I… it went beyond petty vandalism and smoking weed.”
She looked up from the rag as if expecting some reaction to her admitted drug use. I met her gaze and said nothing. If she wanted me to judge her based on some pot smoking, she looked to the wrong guy. My first couple years in Los Angeles had been far from drug free.
Autumn continued, “She wanted to rob a family, charge right into their house with guns while they were home. They had two kids, this family. Dixie said that made it better because the parents would give us whatever we asked to keep their children from getting hurt.”
She hung her head, staring at the triangle of cloth resting on her thigh. She picked up the rag and held it to her own cheek, gaze still cast down.
“You couldn’t go through with it?” I asked.
“And I couldn’t let her either.”
I waited. I could tell by her absent stare that scenes from her past played across the screen in her mind.
“I told her I wouldn’t do it. She gave me a hard time. Said I was weak, always had been. I believed her. I believed that because I wouldn’t rob this family I was somehow less of a person. Part of me wanted to do it, just to prove I wasn’t weak.”
She pulled the rag away from her face and dropped it absently onto the table.
“I knew she meant to do it whether I helped or not. I kept imagining the family, how the kids would cry, how the mother would beg Dixie not to hurt them. I had to stop her.”
Her face lost some color. Part of me wanted to let her take a break, but I knew if I didn’t get it now, it would be all the harder for her to talk about it later. I was also starting to see why she’d kept her relationship with Dixie from me to begin with.
“Tom was just a patrol cop back then. He used to harass Dixie all the time, just waiting to catch her at something. I remember thinking how much he’d changed.”
She smiled, the shift in expression throwing me. But the smile faded as quickly as it had come.
“Anyway, I told him what Dixie was planning.”
“You told Tom? Why him?”
She shrugged. “I knew him. I knew he had it in for her, and I knew he had it in for me because he’d seen me around with her. I thought this would settle the score or something. Show him I wasn’t as bad as she was. Guess it didn’t work.”
“What did Tom do?”
“The police caught her. Tom got his picture in the Hawthorne Daily. I never spoke to either of them again.”
I played her story through in my mind, seeing Dixie in a new light. I had figured she would only get worse after high school, but the whole home invasion thing sent chills down my spine.
I mentioned I had two distinct memories of Dixie, the first relating to her violent nature. The second one came from an altogether different place.
Dixie Jawhar and I had attended the same party once. The details remained fuzzed by a half dozen beers, but somehow I ended up in the backseat of someone’s car with Dixie. Not my car, and I was pretty sure not hers. The petting was more than a little heavy, and I learned despite Dixie’s normal toughness, she could be gentle when it counted—especially with her tongue. I never spoke to her again after that night, not that we had said much to begin with.
Autumn didn’t know about this encounter, and I didn’t feel the need to share it. But what she told me about Dixie added a whole new context to my memory of her.
“What happened to Dixie?” I asked.
Autumn took a deep breath, her focus coming back to the present. “She went to prison. I never looked back.”
But ten years had passed. Dixie had probably gotten out by now. “Did she know it was you?” I asked. “That turned her in.”
Autumn looked at her lap again. “Yes.”
“You sound sure.”
“I am.”
An armed home invasion could easily lead to someone getting shot. Maybe shot in the back if the victim tried to run to another room. Autumn followed my train of thought.
“I don’t think it was her,” she said.
“Why not? She wants revenge, she tracks you down—”
“But why would she shoot Doug and not me?”
“You weren’t home.”
“If she went through the trouble of finding me, wouldn’t she wait to make sure I was there?”
The soothing effects of the cool rag began to fade, and pain seeped back into my jaw, my cut lip, my nose, around my eyes—hell, just about everywhere on my face.
“Why are you sticking up for her?”
Autumn put a hand to her forehead and rubbed. “I’m not. It just sounds farfetched to me.
“If not Dixie, than who?”
She dropped her hand and gave me a hard stare. “How about the woman in those pictures you took?”
“Possible. But we don’t even know who she is, let alone how to find her. We should go with what we have. The Dixie angle makes sense.”
“Fine.”
I tried to stand, and a shock of pain crackled through my ribcage. I had sat for too long, giving the pain a chance to settle in.
Autumn stood and came to my side.
“Let me help you.”
“I’m all right.”
She ignored my protest and gripped my arm to give me support.
I shuffled into the guest bedroom like an old man. But as I lay in bed knowing Autumn lay in the next room, my mind raced with the thoughts of a teenage boy. My body responded in kind, despite the pain, and I thought I’d never get to sleep. My exhaustion won in the end.
An hour later I snapped awake, heart pounding. I thought a nightmare had jolted me from sleep until I sensed, somewhere in the dark room, another presence with me.
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Chapter 11
I lay in the double bed, the sheets I’d retrieved from the closet smelling musty. My body tensed when I heard the floorboards creak, and a new dose of pain scoured me from the inside out.
I widened my eyes, trying to will them to adjust to the darkness. I thought I saw a shape standing over me. I made a fist under the covers.
“Relax,” Autumn said, and stroked my face.
I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I was holding, let the fist melt. “You shouldn’t sneak up on a private eye like that. Haven’t you read Robert Parker?”
Autumn climbed into the bed next to me. She didn’t speak, only traced her fingers across my cheek. Her light touch soothed my aching face better than the wet rag had. Her skin felt cool. After a moment, the tension seeped from my muscles, easing more of the pain.
“What are you doing?” I asked, voice lilted with sleep.
She answered by brushing my lips with her fingertips.
“You thought my bed would be more comfortable?”
My eyes finally adjusted to the small amount of moonlight coming through the window above the bed. I saw Autumn smile.
“Are you going to speak to me?” I asked.
Her fingers lingered at my chin, then skated down my neck, over my Adam’s apple to my chest. She pressed her palm flat over my heart.
“You shouldn’t be in here.” Though hadn’t I imagined this scenario the night she came to the High Note? Wasn’t this what I wanted?
Autumn sagged down onto the bed, her one arm tucked under her head. She wore only a t-shirt, which had slipped up over her hips, exposing her body from the waist down. Shadows kept me from seeing whether or not she wore panties. I almost reached to find out.
We lay still for a moment, staring at each other.
“I could feel you in the next room.” She closed her eyes. “I’m a horrible person.”
“You’re confused,” I said, my throat hitching.
“I feel like I’m in a vacuum. It still hasn’t really hit me that he’s gone. I mean, I saw him …”
She rolled on her back. Her chest rose as she inhaled deeply. The shadows pulled away, revealing the lacy pattern of her panties.
“I saw him dead.”
I found one of her hands with one of mine and squeezed. I shouldn’t have touched her at all with her in my bed practically naked. But I couldn’t ignore her either.
“You are sort of in a vacuum. I put you there. When things get straightened out and you return home, reality is going to hit.”
“Reality,” she said and sighed.
“Anything that happens here can only complicate that reality.” The words sounded right and responsible. I should have felt proud for saying the right thing. Instead, I regretted it and hoped she would argue with me.
“You’re right,” she said.
I couldn’t breathe.
She turned back on her side to face me. “But there’s still something between us. It never went away.”
“Yes.”
“There was never any closure.”
“No.”
She touched my face again, drawing a line with her finger tips along the edge of my jaw. “It wasn’t fair.”
I closed my eyes. Why fight? She clearly wanted it. Even if she only wanted to use me to numb her pain, I could handle it. Wouldn’t I be using her, too?
I took her hand and put it to my lips, kissed her palm.
The shuddering breath Autumn released sounded like music. I wanted to hear her breathe like that again, and know that I had caused it.
I sucked on her fingertips, then drew her hand down to my chest, down over my abs, ignoring the pain of my bruises, eating the pain, even liking it. By the time Autumn’s hand slipped under the waistband of my boxers, I was ready for her. Her grip sent waves of sensation through me strong enough to shake my body.
Autumn groaned, sliding up against me, and I pulled her harder to me and kissed her, tasting the inside of her mouth, tasting what I had been missing for so damn long. This was how it was supposed to be. This worked. Her body seemed to fit like a joint against mine, as if she were carved to the perfect shape. There was no way Doug could have ever felt this way about her. She was mine.
I gyrated my pelvis into Autumn’s hand, growing manic, clawing at her t-shirt, tugging it up off her waist, sliding my hand over her skin, feeling every ridge of her spine, down to her panties, then underneath, slipping around to the front, reaching with a need that unraveled the last thread of my self-control.
My touch acted like a trigger for the both of us. She yanked off my boxers while I tore at her panties, thinking I could get them off with one tug, only the elastic band wouldn’t rip.
Autumn’s mouth laughed against mine. “Nice try, cowboy.”
“Works in the movies.”
“This is quality underwear you’re dealing with. Not some cheap movie prop.” She rocked away from me, threw her legs in the air, and slipped her panties up and off.
I dove on top of her and yanked off her t-shirt. We laughed, and touched, and rubbed our naked bodies against each other. The whole time my body screamed as if from two mouths—one of need, the other of pain.
The need screamed loudest.
When I slid inside Autumn, everything else drifted away.
The world seemed to right itself, and for the rest of the night, until dawn colored the light in the room a pale orange, I felt like I belonged.
I should have known better.

I slept for a couple hours and spent another hour staring at the ceiling and listening to Autumn’s breathing.
Gently, I slid my arm out from under her and eased out of bed. I picked my clothes up off the floor and carried them into the front room before putting them on. Through the window the sky showed mostly blue with thin strips of white clouds, promising clear weather. It was a good day to track down a fellow high school alum and see what kind of trouble she was into.
First, I needed a breath of fresh air.
I went out onto the back deck accessible through the kitchen. The morning air was chilly and a little wet, but the sun coming up over the lake added enough warmth to make it bearable. I stood at the railing and stared into the glittering water. My mind crawled over the events of the last few days, lingering on the night before with Autumn. I sucked deep of the cold air, and for a second felt content.
Then my bruised face started hurting.
That lead to a worming in my stomach as I thought about what we had done. It shouldn’t have happened. Autumn had hired me as a detective, and… Who was I kidding? It wasn’t a lack of professionalism that bothered me. What I’d said to her last night was true—outside of this cabin reality sat waiting to slap the smug smile right off my face.
I’d fucked the wife of a murdered man.
What did that say about me?
The view ruined, I went back inside and found Autumn in the kitchen rummaging through cupboards.
“I don’t know why I’m bothering to look. Even if I found coffee, there’s no coffee maker.”
“Might be one in the front closet,” I said, watching her search through a stack of canned vegetables and soup with yellowed labels.
“Would you drink some or should I quit wasting my time?”
“I have to get going.”
She slapped the cupboard shut. “Where?”
“Find Dixie,” I said, tugging on my right shoe.
“Do you have to go now?”
I slipped into my left shoe. My words came out sharper than I intended. “You’re still a murder suspect, remember?”
“I remember.”
I felt like something was slipping out of my grasp. It fed the edge in my voice. “What happened last night doesn’t change that we’re both in deep shit.”
“I never said it did.”
“Good.” I picked my jacket up off the loveseat where I’d tossed it last night. While shrugging into it, I said, “Remember what I said about reality.”
She looked down at her hands, started picking at her nails. “I get it already.”
I left the cabin feeling justified and like a complete asshole at the same time.
I stopped home first and noticed the unmarked car across the street and down a ways, two shadows sitting inside. Tom and Palmer, I presumed. I smirked to myself, knowing they probably wondered where I had been all night. I’d have to stay careful, though. The only reason Tom probably hadn’t figured out a way to put me in a cell was because he expected me to lead him to Autumn.
I had to clear this up fast.
I showered and changed, finally giving the damage to my face the attention it deserved with Neosporin and a couple of Band-Aids. The shiners weren’t too bad, though between those and the saucer-sized bruises on my torso, I looked like a cross between Herman Munster and a Rorschach inkblot.
Feeling a little more refreshed, I sat down at my computer and did some web-searching. I checked the state’s correction website, typing in Dixie’s real name, Samirah Jawhar. I came up with two hits and cracked a grin checking out the more recent. Looked like Ms. Jawhar was on parole. I clicked into the record and learned her latest encounter with the Michigan corrections system came about due to an auto theft and assault with intent to do great bodily harm.
Bad girl.
After clicking on the link to get information about her parole office, I went back and checked out the earliest charge listed. Home invasion. Weapons felony. Assault with a weapon. This was what Autumn had told me about.
The more I thought about her as Doug’s killer, the more right it felt. The timing might have been off, but her second trip to prison could have delayed her revenge plans. Or maybe she had let the frustration build until she couldn’t take it anymore and blamed all her problems with the law on the girl who had helped put her away the first time.
I used the info I’d pulled off the net to call Dixie’s parole officer and find out where she was hanging out these days.

I found Dixie in the sort of place I expected, a trailer park on the south side. While I’d taken care to lose my tail on the way, I wondered if Tom had put two and two together and already checked on Dixie. Frankly, I didn’t know what my old friend was thinking anymore.
The trailer park wasn’t a complete dump. A number of the units had some meager landscaping in their meager yards, adding character to an otherwise mundane living space. And most of the yards looked well maintained.
Dixie’s trailer sat just off center of the park and blended well with those around it. She had curtains in the windows, flower beds on either side of the door, and even a couple of those gnome statues peeking out from between the shrubbery.
Maybe the park had a groundskeeper that cared for the yards. The place seemed a little too homey for Dixie.
When I knocked, a shirtless man with all manner of tattoos writhing along his toned arms answered the door in a tank top. He had a sharp, angular face with somewhat feminine eyes. His complexion was almost as dark as the tattoo ink. Before I even opened my mouth, the guy looked like he wanted to kick my ass.
“What?” he asked.
I gave him a bright salesman smile. Maybe not the best strategy, but I knew my own limitations. I didn’t think intimidation would work here.
“Hi. My name’s—”
“I don’t care.”
He started to swing the door shut. I got bold and held it open. That won me the Glare of Death. I held my smile as if it had been Botoxed in place.
“I’m looking for Dixie,” I said.
His expression changed. He looked sick to his stomach, and didn’t move or say anything.
“Samirah Jawhar,” I added.
“I know who you’re talking about.” He opened the door and flexed his muscles, making all that ink on his arms undulate. “Dixie’s dead. Go home.”
I almost laughed. “Recently? ‘Cause I just talked to her parole officer and she said—”
“Do I know you?”
I tripped over my words, stopped. I looked in his eyes and had to admit he looked familiar. “You graduate from Hawthorne High?”
“Holy fucking shit.” A smirk quirked up one corner of his mouth. “Brone?”
I stared even harder at his face, struggling to find a name in my cluttered mind. I couldn’t place him.
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
I sputtered, no clue how to respond.
His smiled widened. “You can’t figure it out, can you?”
I shook my head.
He rolled his eyes. “My PO is a real trip. She didn’t tell you, huh?”
What the hell was this guy talking… The eyes. The feminine eyes that somehow looked familiar. I nearly choked when I figured it out.
“No way.”
He laughed. “There it is.”
“Dixie?” I said, voice breathy with disbelief. “You’re—”
“A dude,” he/she said. “And stop fucking calling me Dixie before I have to kill you.”
I felt dizzy a second. I had a hard time connecting this man with the girl I knew in high school—the girl I had made out with in the back of a stranger’s car.
“Close your mouth,” he said.
I did. That didn’t keep me from saying something stupid. “So you’re a man now.”
“Were you this slow in high school?”
I couldn’t take my eyes off the very male torso in front of me. “You look… convincing.”
“You should see what the doc’s done with my plumbing. It’s not finished, but I’m getting there.”
“You mean you have a …”
“Not quite yet. Basically, they’re turning my clit into a dick, if you can believe it.”
I looked down at one of the flower beds flanking the door to hide any repulsion that might have showed on my face.
“Sorry. Too much information, huh?”
There was something in the cadence of his words that, like his eyes, held a hint of the girl he used to be. “I don’t know what to say.”
He/she crossed her arms and leaned against the doorjamb. “The last person I ever expected to see again was you.” He narrowed her eyes. “Didn’t you move away?”
For a second I was surprised he knew anything about me until I realized Autumn might have talked about me with her…or him. This was going to take some getting used to.
“I moved back,” I said.
He shook his head. “You almost look exactly the same as you did in fucking high school.”
“Obviously, I can’t say the same about you.”
He laughed, but didn’t really sound amused. His stare hardened with each passing second, as if he was realizing something.
“What do you want?”
Before I could answer, a woman’s voice bellowed from inside the trailer. “Who is it?”
Dixie, or Samirah, or whoever she/he was now, looked over his shoulder and made a face. “Calm down.”
The woman stepped into view. Her t-shirt read “Bite Me” in red block letters, and her expression mirrored the sentiment. Something brownish in a spatter pattern stained the baggy sweatpants she wore. A distinct ripe scent wafted through the doorway at her presence.
She scowled out at me. “You an old boyfriend?”
Dixie stroked the woman’s arm with the back of his/her hand. “Easy, hon. Go drink another for me, okay?”
“He’s taken,” the girl said to me. “So fuck off.”
“Yes, hon, he knows,” Dixie said and kissed the woman on the neck, then gave her a shove back into the trailer. Dixie turned back to me and shrugged. “She just lost her job. She’s usually not so… Who am I kidding? She’s a slob, but I love her.”
A few more synapses in my brain fried out. It took me a second to reroute my thoughts to form a half-coherent sentence. “So you’re with a woman now.”
“I’m not a fag, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said, then smirked. “Why? Interested?”
I tried to keep cool, remain an adult. Did it really matter that Dixie was a guy now?
“I need to ask you some questions, Samirah.”
“Fuck, Brone, you can’t call me by a girl’s name.”
I tossed up my hands. “Throw me a bone, would you?”
“Sorry. You’re the first person I knew as a chick I’ve seen since the switch. Call me Sam.”
“Sam. Not too drastic.”
The sound of mariachi music echoed against the metals walls of the surrounding trailers. Shouts in Spanish tore out from the open windows of a neighboring home.
“What did you say about questions?” Dixie/Sam asked.
“You sound like you’re doing real good.”
“Got my girl. Got a job I can stand—and have to go to in a bit.” He cocked his head. “You didn’t go cop on me did you?”
“Why would you say that?”
“This question stuff.”
“I’m not a cop. I’m doing a friend a favor.”
“You’re not doing any friend a favor coming here and calling me Dixie. Now you know the situation, you should just leave here remembering old times. I’m not answering any questions.”
Right when I thought this might be easy.
“Just a few minutes of your time. I don’t want any trouble.”
“Trouble hangs on me like sweat. You know that.”
“I thought maybe you got your shit together.”
“That’s why I’m not taking any chances.” He flexed his neck. “You gotta stop thinking about how I used to be a girl. I’m all man now, and I will fuck you up you don’t walk away.”
“It’s important.”
“And your life isn’t?”
“You’re not going to violate your parole.”
Sam made a show of looking both ways. “Who’s going to tell?”
He probably had a gun parked somewhere close by. Man or woman, I remembered Sam well enough when he was Dixie to know he’d have no problem fucking me up.
I held up my hands in a placating gesture. I started to turn, but a nagging part of me wouldn’t let it go until I’d tried one more time.
Lowering my hands, I said, “Remember Autumn Rice?”
His face flushed. “Get the fuck away from here.” He slammed the door, the trailer’s metal siding rattling from the force.
He’d chosen to shut me out rather than throttle me. This told me he’d rather not violate parole, no matter his big talk. One thing most ex-con’s had in common was a firm desire to stay out of a cell.
I strolled back to my car, fleshing out a plan to force some answers out of Sam now that I knew what button to push.
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Chapter 12
Thirty minutes later, I cruised two cars behind Dixie/Sam on his/her way to work. He drove a junked Reliant with little more than rust keeping the thing together. A bumper sticker on back reminded those following to get their cats spayed or neutered. Probably came with the car when he got it. Sam didn’t seem like a cat person.
I still struggled with the sex change. You don’t assimilate such information in an hour’s time. I kept getting my pronouns confused, and marveled at her/his masculine physique.
I needed to work out more.
Only a few miles from the trailer park, Sam turned into a diner parking lot. I sailed past, taking a quick look to see if he was parking or pulling through. When I saw the Reliant turn into a parking space, I made the next right and circled the block. By the time I’d reached the parking lot again, Sam was inside.
I waited in the lot for fifteen minutes, listening to Mozart’s requiem on the BMW’s stereo. Then I pulled my gun out of the glove box and strapped it on—for looks, not because I thought I’d use it. I pulled on my windbreaker, climbed out of the car, and strolled into the restaurant.
I asked the hostess to see the manager. While she went to fetch him, I made sure my windbreaker hung open and showed off the strap of my holster.
The diner was one of a chain, all designed to look the same once you stepped inside. A glass case filled with pies and Jell-O rotating inside stood by the cash counter. The banana cream looked a little too yellow.
I peered past the counter and into the kitchen, but I didn’t see any sign of Sam. Odds were they had him washing dishes, maybe cooking. Jobs that didn’t involve handling money.
A couple seconds later a portly black man came out sporting a tie and a plastic name badge. He hesitated a second, giving me the once over, before offering his managerial smile and coming over to greet me.
On his way, his gaze dipped twice to my holstered Sig Sauer.
He offered a hand to shake. “Can I help you, officer?”
Now, I never said I was a cop, so no law had been broken. Maybe I hadn’t heard him say “officer.” Oops.
“I’m looking for someone I think works here.”
His face tensed. “No trouble, I hope.”
“Hope,” I said, pausing dramatically, the buzz of conversation and clink of silverware filling the gap. “Good idea.”
The lines in his face deepened along pathways that looked accustomed to worry. I bet the guy went through half a bottle of Tums in a day. It was a noble but weary man that hired ex-cons.
“May I speak with Sam Jawhar?”
The manager looked genuinely surprised. “Sammy? You sure?”
I tucked back my own surprise and stuck to the script. “Afraid so.”
The manager sighed, shoulders sagging. “Please tell me I ain’t gonna lose another one of my cooks.” He cocked his head back and opened his mouth wide as if he intended to shout for him. He caught himself and smiled at me. “I’ll go and get him. You want a coffee or something? Donut?”
“Yes,” I said, feeling bad for shaking up a guy who probably worked hard and got paid in stomach ulcers. But I wanted him to look worried when he talked to Sam. That, in turn, might worry Sam enough to answer my questions.
The manager guided me to a small booth, then headed back into the kitchen.
Even with his dark complexion, Sam looked a little pale coming out of the back, the manager hanging by his side and a step behind as if escorting a prisoner. When Sam spotted me, though, a little color came back to his face.
“You sit here and talk to this nice man,” the manager said when they reached my table. To me he said, “Jenna will be right out in a sec with your coffee and donut.” He waited until Sam took a seat across from me before leaving.
Sam rested his tattooed arms on the table, folding his hands together. He wore a hair net and apron, the apron still pretty clean.
“I thought you said you weren’t a cop?”
I ignored the question. “You smoke?”
“Why? You got one?”
I shook my head.
“Then what the fuck?”
“Proving a point,” I said and leaned back, stretching my arm along the top of the seat. “You can answer simple questions.”
The muscles all up Sam’s arms tensed, showing off thick veins that crawled across his forearms like ivy. When he leaned in I noticed, with the hairnet on, a hint of the woman he used to be, the woman I had known.
“You come in here like this, talk to my manager? You’re going to get me fired.”
“Depends,” I said.
“I’m on parole. This is my life you’re messing with here. Since when did you become such an asshole?”
“All I want is some answers.”
“Fuck you.”
I drew my arm off the seatback and folded my own hands on the table in front of me. “Maybe I need to talk to your manager again.”
Sam’s eyes went wide, but before he could say anything a waitress skated by and set a jelly donut and a cup of coffee in front of me. Under her breath she sing-songed, “Sammy’s in trouble.”
Sam glared at her, and the waitress actually stuck her tongue out at him. I got the feeling she had a crush on Sam. I wondered if she knew the details.
After the waitress sauntered off, Sam returned his attention to me. “And say what?”
“I can get creative.” I made sure I had his attention. “Where were you this past Saturday night?”
“At home.”
“With your girlfriend?
“No, she was… Oh, hell no. Whatever it is, I didn’t do it. I wasn’t fucking there.”
“You don’t even know what I was going to say.”
“I’ve heard these questions before. It never ends well for people like me.”
“You mean criminals?”
Sam’s nostrils flared. His back went straight. “Listen to me, I have changed my life. I’m at peace for the first time I can remember.”
“You’re a new man,” I offered.
Sam’s hands came apart and turned to fists on the table. He glanced over his shoulder toward the kitchen. Through the order window I could see the manager peeking at us, and so must have Sam. He opened his hands and splayed them both flat on the table.
While he tried to calm himself, I sipped my coffee. Not bad. Tasted like a fresh pot. I hoped they hadn’t brewed it for my sake. The donut, on the other hand, looked a little hard around the edges. I slid the plate aside.
“You don’t know anything about me,” Sam said.
“Fair enough. Then answer my questions and I’ll be out of your way.”
He sneered, but nodded.
I took another sip of the coffee. “No one can vouch for your whereabouts on Friday night?”
“Fucking pig,” he said under his breath. “No. No one.”
“You remember Autumn Rice?”
“You already asked me that question.”
“Never got an answer.”
He threw a hand up. “Yeah, I remember her.”
I checked the order window, but didn’t see the manager there anymore. Not convinced he could give up his voyeurism, I looked around and spotted his head in the square window of one of the swinging doors leading to the back. Our eyes met and he scurried away.
“You don’t sound too fond of her anymore.”
“What the hell she got to do with this? She already jacked up my life once.”
“I heard about that.”
“From who?”
I noticed the puffed vein on Sam’s forehead. Job at stake or not, he looked ready to reach across the table and rip out my throat any minute.
“Calm down,” I said. “Your manager’s still watching us.”
He had, I saw from the corner of my eye, reestablished his surveillance from the kitchen.
“I wish you’d get to the point. The longer I sit here, the more chance I lose my job.”
“Autumn ratted you out,” I said.
“So what? Is she dead? You think I did her?” The smile seemed to come out of nowhere, and it looked twice as strange with the anger still simmering in Sam’s eyes. “Man, I wish I could take credit for something like that—”
“She’s fine,” I said.
The smile curled away. “Whatever.”
“Someone killed her husband.”
“Why the hell would I do that?”
“Who said you did?”
Sam rolled his eyes and stared at me like I was an idiot.
“Revenge,” I said.
“I didn’t even know she was married.”
“So you say.”
Sam plucked my donut off its plate, took a massive bite, getting powdered sugar caked around his mouth, then threw the donut back on the plate.
“I’m done here, man. You say what you want.” He started to slide out of the booth.
I kicked his shin under the table as hard as I could.
Sam shouted, making everyone in the diner stop what they were doing and turn to look. The manager hurried out of sight, probably on his way over.
Sam reached across the table and grabbed a handful of my jacket.
“You want to make a scene,” I whispered. “Go for it. You’ll lose more than your job. You’ll trade that trailer of yours for three solid walls and a set of bars.”
His hand tugged a little on my jacket.
The manager burst out from the kitchen, sending the pair of doors swinging behind him.
“Go for it,” I repeated, forcing the edge into my voice to cover my trembling. My stomach had dropped to the floor the second Sam grabbed me. If my threat didn’t work, and he decided to drag me out of the booth, I wouldn’t last long. It didn’t matter what sex he used to be, Sam was three times stronger than me.
Sam let go just as the manager arrived.
The manager’s worry lines looked like miniature canyons on his dark face. He glanced back and forth between us. “Everything all right? How’s the, uh, coffee?”
“You all right, Sam?” I asked.
He started to speak, had to clear his throat. “Just fine.”
“I’m sorry,” I said to the manager. The smile I gave him probably looked as fake as it felt. “Just a couple more minutes and I’ll let you have him back to work.”
He hesitated, finally nodded, and left, glancing a couple times over his shoulder before reentering the kitchen.
“I could kill you,” Sam said. “Easily.”
I pulled out my picture of Doug and put it on the table, facing Sam. I think we both noticed my hand shaking. I pulled both my hands into my lap.
Sam smiled faintly, winked at me, then looked at the picture.
“Never seen him.”
“Maybe you just don’t recognize him,” I said. “You shot him in the back, after all.”
“I didn’t shoot anybody. If I wanted to kill someone, like for revenge like you say, I’d use my hands.” He laid his hands, palms up, on the table, and curled his fingers into claws. He made a ripping sound with his mouth and jerked his clawed hands apart. “Got it?”
I did. A threat. I would have to make sure I got everything I needed from him right now. I had pushed Sam far enough.
“But you’re reformed now.”
“Reformed,” Sam said. “Not weak.”
The manager had once again taken up watch from the kitchen. This time when I met his gaze, he didn’t move. I was pushing my luck here on both fronts. Time to wrap this up.
“When was the last time you saw Autumn?”
“If you know what the bitch did to me, than you know the answer to that question.”
I pounded on the table. “I’m asking you.”
Sam leaned in, his gestures becoming suddenly feminine—the way he tilted his head, the way his hands brushed across the table, even the lilt in his voice. “The last time I saw that cunt she ran crying from the house we were robbing.” Sam pitched his voice and mock wept. “‘No, no. I can’t do this.’“ His expression went blank. “Bitch.”
“The house you were robbing?” Something like tepid water seemed to pool at the bottom of my stomach. “The both of you?”
“Yeah. We went in there strapped. I told her to stick by me, I’d walk her through it. I warned her the family would probably scream, but that was okay, ‘cause a little screaming never hurt anyone. But the second the wife started screaming and begging, Autumn choked. Never seen anything like it. She started crying herself and just ran out of the house, leaving me.”
“She was there?”
“What the hell’s wrong with you, Brone? You said you knew all this.”
I flopped back in my seat and stared off into space.
“You get a different story?” Sam asked.
“Autumn ratted you out after she left the house?”
“Ran right to her fucking boyfriend about it and spilled her guts. That’s why she didn’t serve any time at all. Didn’t even have to step into a courtroom.”
I closed my eyes. I felt like I was in the glass case with the deserts, spinning around next to the banana cream pie. “Her boyfriend?”
“Tom Fortier,” Sam said. “She thought it was real cute, humping some cop while she’s hanging with me. She thought she was bad. I should have known better.”
I tried to swallow, but couldn’t. Speaking was as hard. I groped for the coffee, but knocked it over, spilling the contents across the table.
Sam hopped out of the booth before the coffee dribbled over the edge of the table and pattered on the seat. “Get it together, Brone.”
A moment later, the manager hovered by us, and the waitress sopped up the coffee with a rag.
“No problem, no problem,” the manager said, his voice taut.
I sat there, dazed.
“Can I get back to work now?” Sam asked.
I licked my lips, though my tongue felt like sandpaper. “Something happened between them,” I said. “Between Tom and Autumn.”
Sam laughed. “She played him good.”
“Played him how?”
“The second he got her off, she dumped him. Like she was fucking him just for a get out of jail free card.” He laughed again. “Wish I’d tried that.”
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Chapter 13
So many lies.
That was part of a detective’s job, sorting through the lies. But the biggest lies weren’t supposed to come from your client… or the police.
I tried dialing Autumn while I sped around Hawthorne in circles. The call went straight to her voicemail, and I remembered I had told her to keep the phone off. I snapped my cell closed and tossed it at the passenger seat. It bounced off the leather and tumbled down to the car’s floor.
I changed lanes without signaling and got a blaring horn in response from the Toyota I cut off. I slammed on the gas, heading north to the cabin, then changed course. What good would talking to Autumn do? She’d only lie to me again. And Tom. Fucking Tom.
I tried to keep cool. Sam was a criminal. There was no reason to believe his story, except that it rang true. It explained Tom’s grudge, and why he had remained so guarded about it. It also explained why Autumn had tried to keep from telling me about her time with Dixie. But worst of all, it offered up another possible suspect.
Could Tom have set the whole thing up, killing Autumn’s husband and framing her for the murder? Then he catches the case, making it easy for him to further manipulate evidence and the direction of the investigation. The thought made my stomach clench. I wanted to believe Tom was a killer no less than I had Autumn. But all of this was speculation. I had no proof. I could be wrong.
As much as I wanted to chew out Autumn for lying to me, I needed to talk to Tom first. I needed answers.
I pulled to the side of the road and retrieved my phone from the floor. This time dialed Tom.
“We need to talk,” I said when he answered.
I got silence for a moment.
“Finally decided to come clean,” he said.
“Come clean?”
“Are you going to tell me where she is?”
Now was not the time to split hairs on why I wanted to see him. If he believed I was going to tell him where Autumn was, it would only make it easier to get a meeting.
“Pick a place,” I said.
“How about the old standby?”
I cringed. The idea of going to the High Note did not appeal to me in the least. “Some place else?”
“And miss out on free beer while listening to you apologize? No way.”
His cockiness almost made me snap and start asking questions right there on the phone. That wouldn’t do any good. I needed to get him face to face. This was a finesse job, and I’d have to fight my anger every step of the way.
“Fine,” I said through clamped teeth. “Meet me there in thirty.”
“If I get there early, I’ll help myself.”
“One last thing,” I said. “Keep your buddy Palmer out of this. I want to see you alone. This is between us.”
“Whatever you say, Rid. I’m just glad you’ve seen the light. Maybe we can still be friends after this.”
I hung up. A few deep breaths kept me from chucking my phone out the window. The guy had nerve. Lies or not, it was a good thing I’d pulled Autumn out of this mess before Tom got his hands on her.
On the drive to the High Note I found myself thinking about high school, hanging out with Tom and Devon. I never suffered the ridicule as much and Tom and Devon had. While they were tripped in the halls, or heckled between classes, I walked unnoticed, neither disliked or liked. Just there. I never felt like I had anything to prove to those people.
Was that what still drove Tom? Was he still making up for all that rejection?
Devon, on the other hand, reacted just the opposite. He didn’t seem to have anything to prove to anyone. He’d curled up into his shell and ran a computer empire from his bedroom in his parents’ basement.
Then again, his obsession with computers may have been his version of compensation.
So what was mine?
I left. I felt no need to stay among those who did not want me, including my parents.
Now look at me.
As I pulled into the High Note’s parking lot and cruised past the entrance, I caught Tom jimmying the lock. He looked over his shoulder at me with a snide grin on his face, then went right back to working the door while I pulled in next to his car.
I sat for a second, the engine cut but a Red Hot Chili Peppers CD still spinning in the player. I listened to them sing about sharing a lonely view with the birds. I sang along for a bar or two, the feel of my breath pushing up from my diaphragm and turning into music as satisfying as a sigh. You didn’t have to sing for an audience to enjoy it. Sometimes singing felt better than just breathing by itself.
Centered, I opened the door and the music stopped. I stepped out and started toward the bar.
“I don’t know how many times I’ve got to tell you,” Tom yelled from the door. “This lock is too damn—”
The next thing I realized I was on the ground, my face hot and tingling. But I could shift the details in my mind, reorder them like a film editor cuts a movie. I had just a glimpse, but before I fell I saw Tom engulfed with an orange fireball as something exploded from within the High Note.
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Chapter 14
Pieces of my parents’ pride and joy, the karaoke bar they had started and nurtured and made into something more than I would ever understand, fell around me while I lay stunned on my back.
The asphalt, slightly cracked where I’d landed, stabbed between my shoulder blades and waves of pain echoed from so many places in my body I couldn’t tell the source. It was the heat, though, that worried me most. I didn’t know how big the explosion was, only saw that glimpse of the flames enveloping Tom before I went down. Right now, the fire could be roiling toward me. I had to stand, had to move back.
I could think about all this, but I couldn’t get my limbs to cooperate. Shock. Confusion. Part of me might have even believed the explosion was a dream. If I lay there a minute, eventually I’d wake up, the hard pavement replaced by my mattress and sheets.
Then I heard someone shouting my name over the crackling fire. A second later a pair of hands gripped my shoulders and yanked me up. Someone saving me, I thought at first, until the same pair of hands thrust me into the side of my car.
Like a crash dummy, I bounced off the car and toppled back to the ground. The pain in my body didn’t seem to get any worse, but shifted to new, more tender areas. Only instinct finally brought control of my body back to me as I threw my hands out to break my fall and keep my face from crunching into the ground.
“You son of a bitch,” my un-savior said, and a foot slapped into my side, flipping me over, my shoulder cracking against the front tire of my car.
I raised my hands to shield myself as the face loomed over me. My brain processed the horn-rimmed glasses. Then the bald head.
Palmer.
He had his hands fisted and looked ready to kneel down and start pounding on me, but he backed off a second and looked toward the High Note, a grimace pinching his features.
I sat up and followed his gaze.
“Oh, God.”
The damage to the High Note didn’t look as bad as I’d imagined it would, at least not from the outside. Flames chewed at the edges of a giant hole where the entrance used to be. I could barely see through the smoke and shadows to the inside, but whenever a wisp or tendril curled out of the way, I caught glimpses of more flames feasting on tables and chairs.
“What did you do?” Palmer asked me. “What the hell did you do?”
I couldn’t answer him, couldn’t move. My eyes had found Tom… or what was left of him. A dark, flaming lump lay a handful of yards away from the door. Pink patches of flesh clung to his burnt body, exposed in areas where his clothing had curled away into ashes. The form did not move, except for a swatch of hair flapping in the breeze on his blackened and bloody scalp.
Palmer grabbed me again and lifted me to my feet. My gaze remained locked on Tom’s body.
I felt Palmer’s breath against my cheek, and his spittle when he shouted.
“What happened? What did you do?”
I barely heard him. I didn’t give a damn what Palmer thought. All I could do was gape at Tom’s body, and the burning hole blown out of all that remained of my parents.
The wetness on my face startled me. I blinked away the tears, turned to look at Palmer. Rather than shove my way out of his grip, I wanted him to hang on. He was the only thing holding me up. A primal ache hollowed out my chest, echoing the damage to the High Note. I missed my parents. I wanted to see them, wanted to hug my mother, stare my father in the eyes. Most of all I wanted to hear their voices. They had defined themselves by the music they could create from their breath. I wanted to hear them sing. 
All I did hear was the gnashing flames eating away their memory.
Palmer’s expression changed. He shook me. “Get a hold of yourself.”
I opened my mouth to speak, blubbered something unintelligible. I’m not even sure what I meant to say. Words did not fill my head, only images, flickering bits from the past.
“No,” I cried, and threw myself against Palmer, clutching him. A detached part of me chided myself for hanging onto this man who had established himself as my enemy. The emotional me didn’t care. Couldn’t he see my pain? Didn’t he realize what this place had meant to my parents? And had been my friend long before he turned against me. Surely, Palmer would see this? He would take pity on me.
And he did… if bouncing my head off the roof of my car was his way of expressing pity.
The world around me spun until I hit the ground. I curled into a ball and shuddered.
From above me, like the voice of God, Palmer promised, “I’m going to nail your ass for this. I’m going to …” His voice was pinched away. I thought I heard him sobbing.
I covered my ears, closed my eyes, and tried to dig my way back to a time when things weren’t so fucked up.
I did not find such a place.

I sat in the back of an ambulance still parked in the street, a safe distance from the High Note. The EMT wanted to run me to the hospital, but I declined. Other than some minor scrapes, the explosion hadn’t hurt me severely. Most the damage had come from Palmer’s follow up beating.
The EMT asked me about the bruises on my face and torso that Tom had given me. “Those aren’t fresh,” he said as if discussing a cut of meat.
“No,” I said, and looked across the cramped space to where Palmer sat, waiting for the EMT to finish dabbing peroxide on my abrasions so he could question me.
Apparently Palmer felt he had to baby-sit me, even in the ambulance, as if I might climb in front and drive away.
My wounds attended, I climbed out of the ambulance, Palmer right behind me.
“Let’s walk,” he said, and gestured ahead. We strolled down the sidewalk, away from the High Note. Behind us the sound of gushing water as the fire department put out the last of the flames provided an almost soothing white noise. If I didn’t look back, I could pretend a water fountain sprayed in the background.
Of course, the sight of my parents’ ruined bar had burned itself into my mind’s eye. Pretending wasn’t an option.
We only walked about five yards or so, neither of us speaking, before Palmer stopped and turned to me.
“You’re in over your head.”
I took a deep breath. I could feel the High Note burning behind me, even though most of the flames had been extinguished. Didn’t matter. The place would always burn to me.
“What are you talking about?”
His eyes bored into me. “I don’t know what you’re playing at. Whatever it is, Tom’s blood is on your hands.”
“Couldn’t it have been an accident?”
Even as the question left my mouth, I knew how false it sounded. Buildings didn’t blow up like that by themselves. I thought of the bald guy that had given Mandy a hard time and had talked about trashing the bar. I thought of Goldweb—maybe breaking bottles hadn’t been enough. I also thought of Sam, who had threatened my life right to my face.
“Accident my ass,” Palmer growled. He grabbed my shoulder and squeezed, his fingers digging into tender muscle. I grit my teeth against the pain, refusing to show him a lick of weakness.
In the corner of my eye I glimpsed a stream of water from the fire hose. I turned my head away, glared at Palmer’s hand on my shoulder.
“Someone meant to kill you,” Palmer said.
“Let go of me.”
He hesitated a second, then released my shoulder, tucked his hands in his pockets. He shifted so he faced the bar, staring at it.
I couldn’t force myself to follow his gaze. I turned the other way. We stood side-by-side, facing in opposite directions like two halves of the yin and yang.
“If Tom hadn’t let himself in by picking my lock, this wouldn’t have happened,” I said.
“Yeah it would,” Palmer said. “Only you’d both be dead.”
I caught him give me a sidelong glance.
“That’s how it should have happened,” he added.
“One death isn’t enough?”
“It should have been just you.”
“What kind of cop are you?”
I heard the breath hiss up through his nostrils, then come out in a shudder.
“An angry one,” he said. “Tom was a hot head. I’m usually not like that.”
“That supposed to be some kind of apology?”
Shouting from the parking lot made me turn, heart taking a few extra beats. A line of shrubs partially blocked my view of the parking lot from our vantage point. I could see a couple of red hats above the shrubs, but no sign of the fire hose spray. I could also see the top arc of the wet and blackened hole in the High Note. I closed my eyes.
“Tom was my cousin,” Palmer said.
I opened my eyes and gaped at him.
He pulled off he glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.
“I didn’t know,” I said.
“The bastard convinced me and my family to move here from Boston. We used to be real close as kids till my folks moved us.”
I swallowed down a lump. “You used to live around here?”
“Ann Arbor. Not too far. Our dads were brothers. My dad was a cop. I think that’s how Tom got interested in the job.”
“We used to be good friends in high school,” I said.
“He talked about you every once in a while.”
“All good, I hope.”
Palmer gazed down at his glasses he held in his hands. “Not all.”
I tried to remember Tom ever talking about a cousin he was close to, but couldn’t. I wanted to say something else, something comforting or nostalgic or both. Everything that came to mind sounded too pointless with the smell of the High Note still burning in the background.
“All right. Let’s get this over with.” Palmer slipped his glasses back on. “Where is she?”
I was getting real sick of hearing those three words. Tom’s death and the destruction of the High Note overshadowed my anger at Autumn for lying to me. Now I just wished she had never come back into my life in the first place.
I could end it. I could tell Palmer where she was and he’d go get her and I… I’d probably get arrested. I had twined my fate with Autumn’s; giving her up to Palmer would not set me free.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I already told you that.”
Palmer’s neck bulged. The color of his skin went pink.
“You had Tom meet you here to tell him. Why are you holding out on me now?”
“Tom made that assumption himself. That’s not why I wanted to meet him.”
“This is bull. He told me you said you were going to tell him, that you wanted him to come alone.”
“Which he apparently didn’t do.”
He waved me off.
“Then why did you want to talk to him?”
I hesitated, trying to think of something to make up. Palmer caught on and stepped closer to me.
“What are you holding back?”
“I wanted to talk to him about our last… encounter. You know, where you walked away so he could beat me up.”
Palmer rolled his neck. I could tell me was trying to calm himself. Some of the pink in his face faded.
“I’m not going to hit you again. But you are going to tell me what’s going on.”
“Nothing. I wanted to apologize to Tom for getting in his face. That’s all.”
His eyes narrowed behind his glasses.
A helicopter flew overhead, probably a news chopper reporting on the fire. It occurred to me that Sheila might be watching the news, might learn of this from some callous reporter who knew nothing of the High Note’s history in Hawthorne.
“I’m tired, sore, and sick to my stomach. You have any different questions, or can I go home?”
Palmer scowled, rubbing his chin. “One.”
I waited.
“Where were you today?”
“Lost you good, didn’t I?”
“Did you go see her?”
“Visited an old friend from high school,” I said, meeting Palmer’s gaze.
“I hope that isn’t code for Autumn Chodakowski.”
“You’re paranoid, Palmer.”
“Then you won’t mind giving me this friend’s name.”
“Her name is Dixie Jawhar.” I spelled the last name for him, but didn’t bother to mention Dixie wasn’t her real name, nor that she was now a he.
Palmer didn’t pull out a notebook and write anything down, but the intensity of his gaze told me he had etched the information to his memory.
“Is that all, or do I need to call my lawyer?”
“Your car’s going to have to stay on the lot for now. Let me give you a lift home.”
“Thanks, but I got it covered.”
I limped away, on a mission to find a payphone since I’d left my cell—and my gun—in the car. Battery was probably dead by now anyway. Palmer called my name before I reached the end of the block.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” he said. “Anything else stupid, I mean.”
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Chapter 15
“Oh dear God no.”
I sat with Sheila in her car, parked at the curb of a convenience store three blocks away from the High Note. Though the bar wasn’t visible from here, the cloud of smoke hanging in the sky marked its location among the surrounding buildings.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, feeling like I had burned the place myself.
Sheila shook her head slowly. Tears filled her eyes. She had given up chewing on her cinnamon gum, and I could smell the alcohol on her. Nothing about her posture or her movements revealed she was drunk, but she shouldn’t have been driving.
“I can’t believe it.”
“I’m sorry.”
She wouldn’t look at me, kept staring out the windshield at the film of smoke spreading into the horizon. A three story office building blocked most of the view, and its mirrored windows facing our direction reflected the clear sky above us.
“We should go,” I said.
The sun cut through the car, making Sheila’s diamond earrings glitter. She cracked the driver’s side window, letting in the sounds of passing traffic and a breeze.
“I have to see it,” Sheila said.
“There’s nothing to see.”
The scowl on her face made me cringe. I’d never seen so much anger from her before.
“Maybe not for you.”
“This isn’t about who’s more upset. Fuck you if you think I’m not hurting over this.”
Sheila put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. “I’m going to drive by.”
“You shouldn’t be driving at all.”
She slammed on the gas, blowing through a yellow light that turned red while we drove under it.
I put on my seat belt and clung for dear life while she sped the few blocks toward the bar. The cloud of smoke loomed larger as we approached. I spotted the barricade the fire department had set up before Sheila did, and shouted.
“I see it,” she barked, stomping the breaks and squealing the tires. The car fishtailed, but Sheila regained control long before we reached the barricade. I expected her to U-Turn. When she continued driving forward, I turned in my seat to face her.
“What are you doing?”
“They’ll let me through.”
“The hell they will. And if you give them a hard time, they’re liable to notice you’re drunk. I’ve had enough encounters with the police—”
“That isn’t my fault.” She shook her head when she spoke, her earrings bobbling. Streaks of her silver hair had darkened in spots from sweat. “You made your bed, you lay in it.”
“What is your problem? Aside from being drunk.”
Sheila slowed down as a fireman waved her off. She slid her window all the way down while still inching forward as if she meant to drive right over him if he didn’t move.
“That’s our place on fire. That’s ours.”
The fireman put out both hands in a halting gesture, not budging even as the car crept toward him.
“Stop your vehicle ma’am.”
Sheila stopped with the front bumper about five inches from the fireman’s knees.
“I have to get past,” she shouted out the window.
“This street is blocked by fire trucks and police cars. There’s no way through.”
Sheila put the car in park and got out.
“Crap.” I leaned across the car and called after her. “Get back in the car, Sheila.”
Not hearing me, or not listening, Sheila rounded the front of the car toward the fireman. “I don’t need to get through. I need to get to the bar. I need to see the damage.”
The fireman kept his cool, neither getting angry or backing down. He put a comforting hand on Sheila’s shoulder.
“I understand you must be upset—”
“You don’t understand a damn thing.”
“—but it isn’t safe right now.”
I climbed out of the car myself and rushed around. Sheila spotted me and pointed at my face.
“Stay out of this, Ridley.”
“Try to stay calm, ma’am,” the fireman said, glancing back and forth between us.
“Calm?” She looked toward the smoky sky, sobbing. “Calm, he says.”
I reached her, took her by the elbow. “Let’s go. We’ll come back later.”
She looked me in the eye. Her anguish drew deep lines in her face. For the first time she looked her actual age.
“I have to see.”
I nodded once and whispered, “We’ll find another way.”
Sheila bobbed her own head and let me guide her to the passenger seat. On my way to the driver’s side, I apologized to the fireman.
“Just make sure you keep her out from behind the wheel.”
I drove back to the convenience store where Sheila had picked me up, went inside, and bought a couple bottles of water, a Snickers bar, and some Advil. Back in the car I rolled down all the windows, handed Sheila a bottle of water and the Advil.
“Drink some water and take a couple of these.”
“I don’t have a headache,” she said.
“You will.”
“Only if I stop drinking.” She reached down and popped open the glove box. From inside she withdrew a pint of Irish whiskey. She saluted with the bottle, uncapped it, and chugged.
I tried to reach for the bottle, but she smacked my hand away.
“Don’t you dare.”
I tossed the Snickers bar into her lap. “At least eat something.”
She swatted the candy off her lap like a child throwing a tantrum. I rubbed my face, shaking my head. The drinking was catching up with her. She wouldn’t be able to fake sober for much longer, if at all.
“You should see yourself.”
“To hell with you judging me. You’re the one fucking a murderer.”
“I’m not …” I almost said “fucking her” but I pinched the lie off before it left my mouth. Sheila had no way of knowing what had happened at the cabin, and it was none of her business anyway.
Sheila took another swig of whiskey. “How are we going to get to the High Note?”
“You’re set on doing this?”
“Yes.”
“Then put your bottle away and let’s go.”
I climbed out of the car without waiting for her. If she wanted to see the remains of the High Note she would have to keep up.
I walked the three blocks west and one block north without looking behind to check if Sheila followed. When we reached the opposite side of the same block where the High Note sat, I stopped in front a sprawling Spanish style office building. Smoke hung thick in the sky. Several people in suits or skirts stood outside the office building, gazing up at the smoke. A few milled about on a raised terrace, staring in the direction of the High Note. The office building’s parking lot sat back-to-back with the bar’s, a wall of shrubbery and a chain link fence separating the two lots.
I finally glanced over my shoulder at Sheila.
“We can probably see from up there.”
She marched toward the orange tiled steps leading up to the terrace without a word.
I followed, though I couldn’t imagine seeing the damage again. Maybe the shock had worked as an accelerant on my imagination, painting the destruction in larger strokes. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I thought.
Sheila reached the terrace first and froze at the top of the stairs. Her hands went up over her mouth. I heard a muffled squeal.
I capped the steps a second later.
The terrace provided a perfect view, slightly raised and far enough back to give a full shot of the entire structure and the surrounding parking lot. I could see my parents’ BMW next to Tom’s Taurus. I could see the gaping hole in the building where the front door used to be. Besides the big hole, a couple sections of the roof had collapsed. On the ground a few yards from the front lay a broken portion of the neon sign, only three letters remaining: N-O-T. A smoke haze gave the sight a gritty, unreal quality, like an old photograph.
“Who would have done this?” Sheila said, and without waiting for an answer, shuffled forward to the far side of the terrace. A couple people gave her curious glances as she passed. Others stepped out of her way as she crossed the terrace, sensing her grief.
I gave her a moment alone at the stone railing, then walked up next to her. All the bitching we’d done before, mostly about the High Note, seemed pointless while we stood silent and gazed through the smoke.
Sheila cried.
I cried.
When I regained some control of my voice, I cleared my throat and turned to Sheila.
“I think I know who did it.”
Sheila closed her eyes and pressed her lips together.
“I went to see someone about… about Autumn’s situation. Someone I thought might be involved.”
She took a deep breath as if steeling herself against my words. I had the feeling she knew the general direction I was headed, but I had to tell her the details, get it out.
“I might have pushed too hard to get the answers I wanted. This person threatened my life.”
Sheila plucked her earrings off, tucked them into the pocket on her blouse. With trembling fingers she reached behind her head and unfastened the bun in her hair, letting the silver locks drop around her shoulders. She shook her hair out, combed it with her fingers.
“Are you trying to take the blame for this?”
A breeze dried the tears on my face. I rubbed at a cheek with a knuckle and looked down at the High Note.
“I’m just telling you—”
“When did this altercation happen?”
“This morning.”
“And you think this person set this up so quickly?”
“The timing’s off, I’ll admit. But this person, his name is Sam, is a criminal, has done time. I’m betting he had some friends he could have called to help out.”
“Are you sure?”
Sam was probably still at work. It would be hard to pin this on him, especially if he did have someone else do it.
“I’m not sure of anything.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Could have been an angry customer. Like those guys you served… you know.”
She wiped a tear off her cheek. “Yes, I know.”
My chest tightened when I realized what it sounded like I was implying. “Not that you… not that this was your fault in any way.”
“If you can think it was your fault, I have every right to believe it was mine.” She turned to me, straightened the collar of my windbreaker. “I’m leaving.”
“We’ll go back to the car. I can drive you home.”
“That’s not what I meant.” More tears pushed from her eyes. “I’ve been doing a great deal of thinking about the stipulations in your parents’ will. Maybe, in some harsh way, what happened today happened for a reason. I’m not really one to think that way, but let’s pretend I am.”
“Sheila, we don’t have to do this now.”
“Yes,” she said. “I do. There’s so much you don’t know. About your parents. About me. Life went on while you were gone.”
“I never said it didn’t, I—”
“Just listen,” she said. “Your parents death, I wasn’t ready for it. A long time ago they saved my life in a way. They were there for me when I didn’t deserve them. Now they’ve left me with a responsibility, and again I feel like I don’t deserve them, never did.”
She touched her lips with the tips of her fingers.
I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what. I’d grown up knowing this woman, but that was forever I go. I realized I didn’t really know her at all.
“My feelings are too biased,” she said. “I can’t be the one to say whether you’re handling the High Note properly or not. Especially not while I’ve slipped off the wagon.”
“None of that matters right now.”
“The insurance,” she continued, “will be enough for you to repair the place and sell it. I won’t stand in your way.”
“You really think that’s what I want?”
She smiled sadly. Her hand took mine. “Be honest with yourself. Don’t let guilt run your life.”
I tried to imagine my life back the way it was, without the High Note, without kicking up the past like dust on a baseball diamond every time I took a step in Hawthorne. I could see it, and I wanted it, and I hated myself for wanting it.
“I never was much of a son.”
“No one is a perfect son or daughter. No such thing.”
“Some are better than others.”
“And what good does regret do you now?”
I looked down at the remains of the High Note. The pavement was dark and wet from the fire hose. Debris littered the lot. I realized I couldn’t find Tom’s body. Had they moved it already? Or had it burned up to such a degree that it was no longer discernible from the rest of the wreckage?
I turned away.
“What about the clause?”
“Forget it,” she said. “I won’t be around to enforce it anyway.”
“That’s what you meant by leaving.”
“I have a flight to Florida booked for tomorrow afternoon. Seemed as good a place as any for an old bag like myself. There are too many ghosts for me in Hawthorne.”
“I might have been gone for a while, but I’ve got plenty of those here, too.”
“That’s why I wouldn’t dream of forcing you to stay. Do you understand, Ridley? You’re free to go back to California. Sell the house. Sell the cars. Pick up and get out. It’ll be easier that way, right?”
My throat closed and I couldn’t speak. I swallowed, got my voice back. “You decided this before the fire.”
“I decided this last night. I had such a wonderful time running the bar, the excitement, the music—some bad, some good. It reminded me of old times.”
“And you want to leave that?”
“Yes,” she said, looking at the High Note as if addressing the bar instead of me. “Because it wasn’t old times. Old times are long gone, and I’ve no business trying to cling to them.”
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Chapter 16
After Sheila dropped me off at home, I took the first full tour of the house since I inherited it. I walked every hall, strolled through each bedroom, crept down into the wine cellar and inhaled the sweet must thickening the air. I flicked on lights and shucked aside curtains. I opened windows and left doors wide.
Every square foot seemed to hold a memory, and I let them hit me in the chest until I couldn’t tell the difference between the pang of a new memory and the beating of my heart.
Sheila was leaving, and she said I could leave too.
I didn’t feel as free as I thought I should.
I had returned to Hawthorne and taken over the High Note all before I knew anything about the clause in the will that took it all away if I didn’t live up to expectations. Fifteen years was a long time not to speak with your parents. Out in LA I’d almost called home dozens of times, but always put it off. When I got the call from Sheila telling me what happened to Mom and Dad, my mind raced back to those aborted attempts to contact them. Then I got mad. They could have called me, too.
I stood at the window of my parents’ bedroom, staring out at the back yard and the dying garden that I hadn’t even noticed was dying because I never looked back there. I leaned my head against the glass. The room was warm and musty from being shut up for so long, but the windowpane felt cool against my forehead.
I came here on my own.
Sheila said not to let guilt run my life. I hated to think guilt alone had brought me back.
Now nothing kept me from leaving.
I returned to my own room, picked out a change of clothes, showered, replaced the bandages on my face, and generally made myself feel as close to human again as possible.
I went downstairs to the kitchen, brewed a cup of coffee, and used the coffee to refocus my mind.
With Tom dead, I had no way to corroborate Sam’s story. My mind didn’t like the idea of Tom as a murder suspect anymore, either. I wasn’t sure if that was because he’d been killed, letting my own guilt deny his. It didn’t matter. Without Tom, there was only one other person I knew of besides Sam that could confirm Autumn’s actions during that time.
From a metal lockbox under my bed I retrieved my second gun, a Smith & Wesson 686 revolver. I tucked the gun in my belt loop at the small of my back, threw on my windbreaker, and headed out to my Civic.

Lincoln’s estate—you couldn’t just call it a house—was located only a few miles from my parents’, and while a number of Hawthorne’s residents were wealthy, only Lincoln Rice’s property had a manned gate at the driveway. Back when dating Autumn in high school, I had to scale the fence on the far side of the property if I wanted to make an unplanned visit. It felt so Romeo and Juliet sneaking in like that. Man, I thought I was cool.
On this visit, I took my chances at the gate, although the look on the guy’s face when my beat up Civic pulled to his little kiosk told me climbing the fence might have been easier.
The man wore a dark suit with a tie, had a fashionable amount of stubble on his head, and an equal amount on his face to give him a hard edged look. The sunglasses with the round lenses were a nice touch. The guy resembled a hit man more than he did a gate guard.
I rolled down my window, gave him a big grin.
His head jerked back like I scared him.
I glanced at my reflection in the rearview mirror and realized the grin with all the cuts and bruises on my face made for a gruesome sight. I tried to recover by offering a friendly wave.
“Here to see Mr. Rice,” I said as chipper as I could manage. It’s hard to be chipper when your face hurts.
The man yawned into a fist. “He know you?”
I pointed to my face. “He tried to add to my collection of bruises the other day. I think that makes us bosom buddies.”
His brow crinkled. He yawned again. “Oh, you’re real funny.”
“Just trying to liven up your day. Must get awful boring in that little box.”
“Not at all,” he said even as he yawned a third time.
“Can you please tell Mr. Rice, Ridley Brone is here to see him.”
He shrugged, lifted a phone to his ear, and muttered something into the receiver. He waited about thirty seconds as if his message was being relayed to Lincoln inside the house, then nodded at an apparent reply. He hung up his phone, stepped out of his kiosk, and leaned down to look through my open window with one of his hands braced against the car.
“Mr. Rice asks that you remove yourself from his property before he has you removed.” He spoke with a glee that suggested he would get to do the removing.
I expected some resistance, and I had a rebuttal.
“Tell him it concerns his daughter.”
The guard sighed, removed his sunglasses, and shook his head. “He asked you to leave. Either you back out, or I put you in the trunk, put your car in neutral, and roll you out myself.”
“Really? You’d do all that? Mr. Rice must pay you very well.”
“That’s it.” He tried to yank the door open, but I had it locked. He reached in through the open window, attempting to unlock the door, and I slammed by elbow onto his wrist.
He staggered back, cradling his hand, but once the initial shock wore off, he charged the car.
I snapped open the lock and shoved the door open just as he reached the car. The door crashed into his knees and sent him to the ground. I got out of the car and walked around him toward the kiosk.
He made a grab for my ankles, so I put a foot on his throat and applied a little pressure.
“What the hell kind of gate guard are you? The man will want to see me, and you are going be very embarrassed when he asks me inside.”
He clawed at my foot, trying to push it off, but had no leverage.
“Stay,” I said and lifted my foot off his throat. He lay gasping while I stepped into the kiosk and picked up the phone.
The phone automatically dialed the house and a nervous woman’s voice answered halfway through the first ring.
“Yes, Charles. What is it now?”
“Actually, Charles has a touch of laryngitis. Would you do me a favor and tell Mr. Rice that Ridley Brone is here to talk about his daughter.”
The clunk I heard was probably her setting the phone down. I glanced out at Charles while I waited. He sat up, rubbing his neck, glaring at me.
I thought about giving him another grin, but figured Charles had had enough of my sarcasm. I wasn’t trying to start a fight. Honest.
I heard the other line pick up, and Lincoln bellowed in my ear, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Where’s my guy out there?”
“Charles? He’s taking a break.”
Charles got to his feet. While staring me in the eye, he kicked the side of my car. If he put a dent in it, I couldn’t tell. Must have blended in with all the others.
“What’s this about Autumn?”
“I need to talk to you, Lincoln. You need to answer some questions I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
“You think you can bait me with my daughter to get me to answer some questions?”
“I know where she is.”
Silence.
Charles stood midway between my car and the kiosk, listening now. I think he saw where this was going and realized he could have avoided getting his windpipe pinched by my foot if he’d just told Lincoln what I’d asked him to.
“You there?” I said into the phone.
“So you want to trade my daughter for some questions, is that it?”
He made it sound so harsh. Maybe it was harsh. I didn’t much care.
“Think you can spare some of your time?”
“You better not be screwing around.”
I didn’t say anything, letting him stew.
“Fine,” he said. “Put Charles back on the phone.”
I held the phone out to Charles and grinned. I couldn’t help it. “It’s for you, Chuck.”
Charles smoothed his suit and took the phone. “Yes, sir,” he said into the phone, face reddening. He almost handed the phone back to me before he realized what he was doing.
I stepped out of the kiosk and let him in. I noticed his sunglasses on the ground and picked them up. A second later the gate swung open. I handed Charles back his sunglasses and thanked him.
“Anytime,” he said, almost growling.
I got back in my car and drove up to the house.
I think I’d seen the place up close in the daylight only once, the last time I tried to get to Autumn before leaving Hawthorne. I had made my usual entrance up the back fence and pounded on the door. First a servant answered, then Lincoln when I asked for Autumn.
“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” he’d said. “I think it’s in your best interests you left her alone.”
And that had been that.
As I approached the house, I tried not to lose my jaw under the brake pedal. Granted, I’d been raised among the wealthy, but there was wealthy, and there was filthy fucking rich.
The guy had marble statues flanking his front door. Giant white pillars supported an overhang that shaded a front porch large enough to park a Cessna. The whole building had a presidential feel, and I felt like I was visiting the White House instead of the father of an old girlfriend.
I couldn’t tell for sure, but I think an extension or two had been made on either wing of the house; the place looked a lot bigger than I remembered. I didn’t know what Lincoln did with all the space, especially since he lived there alone. I guess he needed room for all his servants. Then I remembered the separate servants quarters behind the house that I used to sneak by during my nightly visits.
It also occurred to me that I never knew what Lincoln did to earn all that money.
I no sooner came to a stop when a Hispanic man in a navy blue uniform opened the door for me with a smile. I climbed out of the car, he climbed in, and away he went, taking my car off to who knew where.
My parents used to have a maid, a butler, a gardener, and a cook. We never had valet parking.
A woman dressed in a gray pantsuit stood in the open doorway, watching me while I watched my car circle the driveway and cruise off along a paved path in the direction of the eastern wing. Probably headed toward a massive garage with thirty neatly polished foreign sports cars parked inside. My battered Civic would fit right in.
I approached the door and the woman offered her hand.
“I’m Candice Granthum, Mr. Rice’s personal assistant. Please follow me.”
I placed her in her mid-forties, though her body looked like a lean thirty. She sort of reminded me of younger version of Sheila without the flair. Sheila would never wear gray.
Ms. Granthum led me through a foyer I was sure doubled as an air hanger on weekends. We climbed a curving staircase, traveled down a hall hung with paintings I had no doubt were expensive and rare. I thought I spotted a Jackson Pollock among them. Finally, we arrived at a closed door through which I heard strains of “Whole Lot of Love” by Led Zeppelin, and underneath that another sound that could have been gunfire. I assumed he was watching TV while listening to Zep, a musical crime if ever there was one. If you’re going to listen to Zeppelin, then listen to Zeppelin. Don’t muck it up with some crappy action flick.
Ms. Granthum rapped on the door and the gunfire stopped abruptly while Zeppelin played on. A second later, the door opened and Lincoln stood there in a pair of Bermuda shorts and a pink polo shirt with the collar turned up. The hemp necklace still hugged his throat. His hair hung loose over his shoulders, and a gray stubble peppered his cheeks and chin, except for a small bald spot by one corner of his mouth.
Behind him I could see the ton and a half of electronic entertainment delights filling the room. A widescreen television sat in the center of the far wall flanked by a pair of speakers that, put together, equaled the size of the TV. Kitty corner to the television stood a long desk with a computer and a cadre of peripheral equipment including a digital video camera, scanner, and printer.
On the massive television screen I discovered the source of the gunfire I’d heard. He had some sort of videogame system hooked up to the TV. The image on screen showed a frighteningly realistic pair of hands, each gripping an Uzi shown from a first-person perspective. Between frozen muzzle flashes blinked the word PAUSED.
Lincoln noticed what I was looking at and stepped aside to give me a better view. “You like videogames?” he asked.
“I never played them much.”
Ms. Granthum piped in. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll be going.”
“Thank you, Candace,” Lincoln said.
She gave me a curt nod and marched back the way we had come.
Lincoln gestured for me to enter the room. I obeyed, and he closed the door behind me.
“Relieves stress,” he said. “I can space out for hours playing one of these games, not worry about a thing.”
I thought of Devon. “I have a friend who would be right there with you.”
Lincoln walked back to the red leather couch set in the center of the room and facing the television. He took a seat without bothering to offer me one.
The Zeppelin song ended. I could hear the CD changer whirr as it shuffled to a new disc. Some Janis Joplin kicked on next.
“I’ve been playing videogames for ten hours a day the last couple days.” He picked up a game controller from the glass coffee table in front of the couch, but he didn’t un-pause his game. He stared down at the controller, stroking one edge with a thumb. “Whenever I stop, I worry about Autumn. I can’t stand it.”
Okay, so the whole videogame conversation had a point.
“I understand, but I’m in an awkward position—”
He threw the controller at the television screen. Amazingly, the screen didn’t break, but the controller snapped into a few pieces, and the game sparked to life. Gunfire blasted from the speakers. Computer-generated men in military garb shot toward the screen. The screen flashed red and eventually went black after a death cry echoed through the room.
GAME OVER scrolled across the dark screen.
“I don’t give a damn about your position,” Lincoln said calmly, as if discussing a business deal. “If you know where my daughter is, tell me.”
I held my ground, but felt at a disadvantage talking to the back of his head. “You have to tell me a few things first.”
He pulled his hair back, lifted it above his head, then let it fall back over his shoulders. “Ask already.”
“You never answered my first question about Doug and you.”
He turned on the couch and looked at me over the back.
“You want to know how we got along? Like any overprotective father gets along with a man who takes his daughter from him.”
“Does that mean not so good?”
“It means I put up with him because Autumn believed she loved him. Then you come along and …” He threw a hand up, disgusted.
I refused to let him put me on the defensive. “Where were you Saturday night?”
He stood and gaped at me. “Are you joking?”
“Have to cover all my bases.”
“What good are you doing my daughter by interrogating me?”
“First off, I’m not sure I care anymore if I’m doing your daughter any good. Second, why don’t you just answer instead of giving me a hard time. The quicker you answer, the quicker you get to see Autumn.”
“You’ll bring her home?”
“I’ll take you to her. You can bring her back yourself if you want.”
He crossed his arms, nodded. “Fine. I was here at home that night. Ms. Granthum will gladly verify that for me.”
I wasn’t sure how much I trusted anyone on Lincoln’s payroll, but I didn’t think I would have to follow up. While part of me believed Lincoln had it in him to murder his son-in-law in the name of protecting Autumn, setting her up as a murder suspect wasn’t the ideal way to save her from a marriage he didn’t approve of.
I just liked grilling him.
I rounded the couch, turned off the TV, and gestured for Lincoln to sit. He kept his gaze locked on me while he slowly lowered himself onto the couch.
I stepped in closer and stayed on my feet, forcing him to crane his neck and look up at me.
“I need to know about Autumn’s dealings a couple years or so after graduation.”
He tried to shift in his seat so he wouldn’t have to strain so much to see my face, but I placed myself too close for him to get comfortable.
“Why? What does that matter?”
“I learned some things today I want to verify. Things I didn’t like hearing.”
“About Autumn?”
I folded my arms and waited.
“What do you want to know?”
“Do you remember her hanging with a girl named Dixie?”
His eyes narrowed. “The Middle-Eastern girl? Very pretty. She loved my Corvette.”
Not the kind of answer I expected. “Did she come over here often?”
“Autumn said the girl didn’t have much of a home life.” He smiled. “She knows I have a soft spot for unfortunate people.”
“You do?” The question slipped out before I could clamp it down.
Lincoln sat up straight, puffing out his chest.
“I’ll have you know I do a great deal of charity work and have been an activist since the early sixties. In fact,” he pointed at me, “I did some anti-war protests with your parents during Vietnam.”
My mind went blank a second.
“My parents?”
He caught me off guard and managed to stand. He had about an inch on me, but it wasn’t his height that gave him the advantage. The man knew things about my parents I didn’t, and he realized it, saw the opportunity, and struck to take control of the conversation.
“Trina and Allen were very active in the mid sixties. They used their talents to raise funds for progressive groups across the country. You were just a baby, but they took you everywhere.”
I dug through my memories, but couldn’t find anything that fit what he described. Why hadn’t they ever mentioned this? Why hadn’t Sheila? For a second I thought he might be lying. He spoke with such confidence, though. And the way he gazed off when he spoke, as if re-seeing those old times—he was telling the truth.
“I’d love to tell you more, Ridley,” he said, clapping my shoulder. “But not while my daughter is out there alone.”
“I need to know more about Dixie,” I said. “Did Autumn get into some trouble with her?”
His hand went to his necklace and tugged at it. “Why do you need to know any of this? I’m tired of the questions. Take me to Autumn.”
“What happened? You know something.”
He turned away.
I was so wrapped up in my questions, I hadn’t noticed the music change. Janis Joplin had been replaced by David Bowie.
Lincoln went to the stereo and turned it off, the sudden silence almost as hard on the ears as the loud music.
“You obviously already know something.”
“I talked to Dixie.” I didn’t bother explaining the sex change. “She told me something about her and Autumn getting into some trouble. I wasn’t sure how much of her story I should believe.”
“I only know what Autumn told me,” he said. “If she hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have ever found out.”
“What did she tell you?”
“Autumn and I went through a bad patch. We fought, shouted. I was scared, because we’d always been so close. I knew Dixie wasn’t the best person for Autumn to spend time with, but I understood where Dixie came from. You couldn’t tell from my current surroundings, but I grew up dirt poor.”
He began to pace.
“I scrapped. My mother was a hooker. My dad hated my guts. But I got out of that. I met with a family that took me in as their own. They had money. And they showed me how to make it.”
I couldn’t keep my curiosity at bay. “How did you make it?”
He shrugged, toying with the dials on his stereo.
“All sorts of ways. Investments. Smooth talking. Mostly, just hard work. Hard work is underrated these days. It’s a cycle now. Lazy mother’s don’t teach their daughters how to work. They teach them how to be whores.”
I blinked a few times, not sure where this conversation had veered. I tried to get it back on track. “You were talking about Dixie.”
“She was a beautiful young girl.” He sighed. “But she led my daughter down the wrong path. When it all came to a head, Autumn told me everything, we reconciled, and things went back to normal.”
“How did it come to a head?”
He turned from his stereo and looked at me.
“I’m sure Dixie told you the truth. She told you about the guns, the family, how Autumn couldn’t go through with the robbery and left. I imagine she was quite angry with her. And that’s why you think she may have killed Doug, because Autumn was responsible for her going to prison.”
So it was all true. Autumn had lied straight to my face. I massaged my temples, feeling a headache coming on, as if my aching jaw and my throbbing bruises weren’t enough.
“Is that all?” Lincoln asked.
“It’s enough.”
He approached me, gripped my bicep. “Then take me to my daughter.”
I nodded. I would take him to her all right. Then he could take her the hell out of my life.
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Chapter 17
We took separate cars, so for the second time in a week I had a black Lexus on my tail. I took the long way, making sure I didn’t have a third, uninvited, tail. I spent most of the drive listening to Ani DiFranco on the stereo with the windows down, the wind blowing in my face. The adrenaline that had pushed me this far finally tanked out. The lines on the road blurred together in my vision. I kept blinking to keep my focus. Even with the windows down, I cranked up the air conditioning to keep me alert.
When we finally arrived at the cabin, I shut down along with my engine, dozing the second I had the key out of the ignition.
“Brone!”
I jerked awake.
Lincoln stood by my car, waiting. My joints felt rusted. It took me a second to force my limbs to move and get me out of the car. Once I stood, I staggered, and Lincoln grabbed my arm to support me.
“What’s wrong with you?”
Images of the High Note burning flashed before my eyes.
“Long day,” I said. I gestured him toward the cabin.
Autumn must have heard us pull up. She stood on the porch, the one good light illuminating half her face. She squinted out at us as if trying to see through the dark.
“Daddy?”
“It’s me.”
He strode toward her. She leapt off the porch and ran into his arms. They embraced, Lincoln pulling her off her feet, Autumn kicking her heels back while he spun her around.
I watched them, feeling like an outsider when until now I had been the insider, the only one who knew where Autumn was, her protector. I crossed my arms and leaned back against the car. Sleep took a swipe at me the second I relaxed, and I had to brace myself before I fell over.
They whispered at each other. Autumn giggled. Lincoln laughed. They hugged again and finally turned to me.
Autumn came over, her arms out like she meant to hug me. I brushed her off and stumbled toward the cabin.
“I need to sit. We need to talk.”
Inside, I flopped into the recliner, gave myself a minute to relax, then scooted to the edge of the seat before I fell asleep.
Lincoln and Autumn came in, their arms around each other, and took the sofa in front of the picture window. In the lighted room Autumn must have noticed something, the extra cuts on my face, the weariness in my eyes.
“What happened?”
My voice came out hoarse. “I don’t even know where to start.”
Before we left his estate, Lincoln had changed clothes. He wore a pair of khaki slacks, a silk shirt with the top three buttons undone, and had put his hair into a ponytail again. He leaned forward, resting an elbow on one knee.
“You can start by telling me why the hell you’ve kept my daughter captive in this dump?”
Autumn rubbed his back. “Daddy, I’m not his captive.”
Lincoln made a show of looking around the cabin, even tilting his head back to gaze at the ceiling. “This is unacceptable.”
I rolled my neck to work out a knot forming close to the shoulder. “Are you through?”
Lincoln cocked his head, said nothing.
“I brought Autumn here because I trusted her,” I said. “But that trust… I was duped.”
Autumn straightened. “I didn’t dupe—”
“Quiet. Let me finish.”
Lincoln piped in, “Don’t talk to my daughter that way.”
I pretended Lincoln wasn’t sitting there and spoke directly to Autumn.
“Dixie told me the truth about your home invasion stunt. I don’t know why you felt you had to lie to me about that. You were with her. You ran out. You ran to Tom.”
Lincoln waved a hand as if ordering away a servant. “This is all old news. What difference does it make?”
“Trust,” I said, answering Lincoln’s question but still addressing Autumn. “That’s what difference it makes. I put myself on the line because I believed you didn’t kill your husband. I put myself on the line but you kept lying to me, leaving out this detail or that.”
“Please,” Autumn said. “I don’t want to talk about this now.”
“Why not? Your father already knows. You told him all about it and he confirmed it for me.”
Autumn shook her head slightly, as if trying to signal me without her father noticing.
Something clicked.
“Unless he doesn’t know all of it.”
“Stop.”
Now Lincoln straightened. “What’s he talking about?”
“Nothing,” Autumn said.
“He doesn’t know why Tom was so nice to pull you out of trouble.”
“She gave up Dixie,” Lincoln said. “That’s why.”
“It’s the missing piece,” I said. “The real reason why Tom had it in for you. You played him.”
“I didn’t play him,” Autumn shouted. “I liked him. I really did. But he wasn’t… he wasn’t what I wanted.”
“You slept with that cop?” Lincoln asked.
Autumn rolled her eyes like she was a teenager getting reamed for staying out too late. “Yes, Daddy. I slept with Tom. I didn’t tell you because I know how you get about boys.”
Boys? Like this was seventh grade or something. But I hadn’t brought Lincoln here so he could ground his adult daughter.
“You two can argue about this later. Autumn, why didn’t you tell me?”
“I knew you two were friends. I felt bad, like I had betrayed you by being with him.”
“That was over ten years ago.” I stood, fresh adrenaline pumping through me now, the fatigue rolling away. “You really thought I’d care?”
“I was ashamed. I know what it looked like. I know he felt used, no matter how much I tried to explain to him the truth. And you jumped to the same conclusion. So Tom hates me because he thinks I used him? Does it matter the reason?”
“Did it even occur to you that Tom might have set up the whole thing to get back at you?”
Autumn slowly eased against the couch back. Her gaze drifted to one side, and her lips parted slightly, realization coming to her.
“He couldn’t have.”
“Why not? If it wasn’t you, it had to be someone. I thought it might be Dixie until she told me about Tom and you.”
Lincoln looked away. This was all too much for him to accept, listening to his daughter talk about a man she had slept with.
Pacing the floor, I said, “If you had told me about this up front, I wouldn’t have gone to Dixie, I would have gone straight to Tom.”
“Fine. I’m sorry I wasted your time. Go to him now.”
“That’s the thing, I can’t go to him now.”
I raked a hand through my hair. I felt like someone had installed a blender in my gut.
“I went to Dixie …” I debated whether to bother going into her sex switch and decided it wasn’t important. “She wasn’t willing to talk at all. She really doesn’t like you. Between her and Tom, I’m surprised it isn’t you with the bullet in the back.”
I realized how harsh that sounded, but it felt good to say. I was too pissed to care about hurt feelings.
Autumn looked down and balled her hands into fists on her lap. Her father opened his mouth as if to speak, but I talked over him.
“I had to push her hard to get her to talk, maybe too hard. But I learned what I learned and I set up a meet with Tom to ask him about it.”
Lincoln tossed another dismissive hand in the air. “You’ve spoken with him already. Then why the melodrama?”
“I’m sorry if I haven’t already told you to shut up.”
Lincoln jerked his head back, crossed his arms.
“I haven’t talked to Tom,” I said and looked right at Autumn, “because Tom is dead.”
Autumn stuttered a moment, shaking her head. She peeled a hangnail from her thumb with the fingers of her opposite hand. A tiny red bead welled at the edge of her thumbnail.
“How? Why?”
I recounted the ordeal from the moment I left Dixie/Sam at the diner to the explosion at the High Note.
“I’m pretty sure the explosion was meant for me,” I said. “Dixie might have called someone from work, had it set up.”
“Couldn’t it have been an accident?” Lincoln asked just I had when talking with Palmer.
“That thing was set to blow when the door opened. It was no accident.”
My story told, I sat back on the recliner. A pressure seemed to release itself from inside of me. The knot in my neck loosened. But the fatigue did not return. Instead I felt like I’d downed a vat of espresso.
I watched the two of them on the sofa. Autumn stared at the floor. Lincoln put his arm around her and rocked her gently.
“So it’s settled,” Lincoln said. “If Tom killed Douglass, and Tom is now dead, Autumn is in the clear.”
“Not even close. See, this guy Palmer was working with Tom and he still suspects Autumn.”
“You can explain things to him like you did here. He won’t arrest Autumn when he knows all the facts.”
I raised my hands to rub my face and noticed them trembling. As wired as I felt, I knew I needed some sleep. The stress of the day would break me before too long.
“Two things. First off, Palmer happens to be Tom’s cousin. Palmer seems more level headed than Tom, but he’s bound to be a little biased. I can’t start throwing murder accusations at his dead cousin when I don’t have a lick of proof. Actually, that’s three things. Lack of proof is number two. Number three is Autumn’s glaring absence of an alibi.”
Lincoln’s brow creased. He looked from me to Autumn. “I don’t understand. Don’t you have yoga on Saturday nights?”
Autumn’s shoulders sagged. She covered her face with her hands. The electricity in the room changed, and I realized what storm was coming. All this time, Lincoln had never learned why I was back in Autumn’s life. He didn’t know that Doug had been cheating on Autumn, and he was about to find out.
“I didn’t go that night,” Autumn said. “Doug and I had an argument.”
Lincoln’s eyes narrowed and he turned to me as if he thought this was all my fault. I met his gaze, knowing he was about to have his attitude adjusted.
“I hired Ridley because I thought Doug might be… Ridley took pictures. There’s a woman …”
Despite her scattered telling, I could tell Lincoln got the gist.
“The police know this?” he asked.
I nodded.
I almost heard the click in his head as he put it together. He turned his attention to Autumn.
“You weren’t at yoga?”
“No, Daddy. I was alone… driving. I was upset because we were arguing. I accused him of cheating. I saw the pictures, but I didn’t tell him that. I wanted him to admit it on his own. He wouldn’t. He lied right to my face.”
Lincoln put a hand to his forehead. His jaw hung slack.
“I thought… no wonder they suspect you.”
“When Tom questioned you,” I asked Lincoln, “did you tell them Autumn had a yoga class that night?”
Lincoln lowered his hand and stared at his palm as if he expected to find something in it. “He seemed upset when I told him. Disappointed even.”
“He probably checked up on it right after, found out she never showed.”
Autumn hugged herself. “I can’t believe Tom would… I can’t believe it.”
“And no one else will either, especially Palmer.”
Lincoln closed his hand into a fist, his eyes fixated on the hand as the knuckles turned white. His intensity worried me. He looked like he might break down at any minute. But as soon as I thought this, his hand popped open, he dropped it to the couch beside his thigh, and his gaze lifted to me.
“I know you’re upset with Autumn for lying to you. But she isn’t responsible for this murder. She needs your help.”
I looked away from his pleading eyes. I had brought him to the cabin so he could take Autumn away, end my involvement, and I could reclaim my life. He had money. He could hire his own private eye, a licensed one, to dig up evidence and put the blame for Doug’s murder on the right person. He didn’t need me. Autumn didn’t need me. And I sure as hell didn’t need either of them. Except …
Autumn stared at me, waiting for my answer to her father’s question. The rims of her eyes looked red and raw from tears. I saw the fear in those eyes. I also saw a world of memories I still couldn’t shake. I tried to step back, stay objective. How could she have known that keeping secret a few details about her relationships with Tom and Dixie would lead where it had? If I had been in her position, wouldn’t I have wanted to keep those details to myself too? In the end, wasn’t it the effect of her lies that bothered me more than the lies themselves? Was I using her lying as an excuse to shut her out?
Why would I do that?
Because what I wanted more than anything was to be with her, and that was unacceptable. I had already stepped into a moral bog by sleeping with her. And the more time I spent with her, the more I wanted her.
“Please,” Lincoln said. “Help us.”
But leaving her out in the cold because of my feelings for her was just as selfish as taking her case in the first place for the same reasons. My feelings didn’t matter.
“Relax,” I said. “I’m still in.”
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Chapter 18
“What will you do next?” Lincoln asked, leaning back on the sofa, a little more at ease now that I’d agreed to stay on the case.
“That’s easy,” I said, then had to stop as a yawn forced my mouth open. The muscles in my lower back tensed, awaking the pain nestled there. My vision blurred for a second. It was still early evening, but I needed a bed pronto. “In the morning, I’m going to visit Dixie.”
“Don’t we have more pressing matters than your settling a score?”
“Maybe. But she’s a loose end. When she finds out her hit didn’t take, she might try again. I’m not much help to Autumn if I’m dead.”
Autumn picked at her thumbnail, making a clicking sound each time she plucked at it with the nail of her opposite thumb.
Lincoln asked, “Is Dixie still in Hawthorne then?”
“Trailer park on the south side. Though the place is nicer than it sounds. She’s got flower beds, and even a couple of those little gnome statues.”
“She always took good care of her surroundings,” Autumn said, as if talking about an old friend rather than someone who had my bar blown up, and Tom killed in the process.
“Then it’s settled.” Lincoln interrupted Autumn’s thumbnail whittling by taking her hand. He stood, and Autumn followed suit. “I’ll take Autumn home with me, and you can contact us when you learn more. I’ll tell Charles to let you through the gate without question next time.”
“Hang on a second.” I rose from the recliner. “Taking her to your place is a bad idea. I didn’t see any, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a police look-out waiting for Autumn to show.”
“I’m not going to let her stay here in this hole.”
I felt a little sting to my pride. The cabin wasn’t as bad as he made it out, just a little neglected.
“It’s worked out fine so far.”
“If the police still suspect you’re harboring Autumn, they will eventually learn of this place and have it checked.”
“You got a better idea?”
“I own the Rabson Hotel in downtown Hawthorne. I could easily secure us a suite without suspicion.”
He owned the Rabson?
“You’ll need a cover story.”
“I’ll simply tell them it’s for a business associate. I do it all the time.”
I didn’t like the idea of moving Autumn into the middle of Hawthorne, but he had a point. The longer Autumn stayed at the cabin, the better the chances Palmer had of finding her. Relocating could buy us some time.
“Okay, but she sticks here till morning. I’m burnt right now and I want to orchestrate the move myself.”
“You don’t trust I can manage?”
“I want to make sure we don’t get caught.”
Autumn looped an arm around her father’s. “We should stay. Ridley knows what he’s doing.”
I appreciated her confidence. I only wished I shared it.
“If the place doesn’t disgust you too much, you’re welcome to stay too,” I said. “There’s another bedroom upstairs.”
“You take the room upstairs. I’ll take the one down here, next to Autumn’s.”
I didn’t protest. I could have passed out on the back deck as easily as anywhere. I didn’t even bother putting sheets on the bare mattress. I kicked off my shoes, lay down, and instantly dropped into dreamland.
Around four in the morning I woke up for no reason, my body as stiff as a corpse. I lay with my eyes closed another fifteen minutes, then got up. My stomach growled at me for neglecting it.
I woke Lincoln and Autumn by pounding on their bedroom doors, then stepped out onto the back deck and watched the sun rise over the lake while I waited for the two of them to come out. Once everyone was awake, I went over how I wanted this to run, and we headed out.
Autumn went with Lincoln in his car. I followed in my Civic, giving them a good lead, not worried about losing them since we had determined the route we would take to the Rabson before we left. Our path took us into Hawthorne south of the hotel, then we backtracked north, making a few random zags and zigs on the way. I felt a tad paranoid designing such an elaborate journey, but it returned to me a sense of control over events—something I’d lost when the High Note went up.
Once we arrived at the hotel, I trusted Lincoln to take care of getting Autumn into a room, and I headed down to Sam’s.
 Before approaching the trailer, I pulled my Smith and Wesson out of the glove box and returned it to my belt loop. My stiff muscles protested when I reached behind me, but I didn’t hurt as badly as I thought I would. Actually, I didn’t feel much of anything.
No one answered my knock at the trailer door.
“Come on, Sam. I know you work the afternoon shift.”
Someone’s yippy little dog burst into a barking frenzy in a neighboring yard. The sky was overcast, and I could smell the threat of rain. I went to step into the flower bed to the door’s right so I could peek through the window, but stopped. Several flowers were mashed into the soil, a few stray petals plastered to the ground. Next to the flower bed one of the garden gnomes lay on his back, the side of his grinning face peppered with dirt.
The back of my neck tingled.
I scanned the street, saw a few empty cars, some litter caught against a drainage vent. Nothing suspicious. Could be Sam or his girlfriend left the trailer in a hurry, cut through the flower bed and knocked over the gnome. Could have been a careless solicitor. But it could have been someone else peering through the window like I had intended.
I decided to trust my instincts and pulled my gun. I kept the revolver down at my side and tried the door. The knob turned; the door swung open.
“Sam?” I shouted into the trailer.
Silence.
I crept over the threshold, raising my gun, eyes tracking every shadow inside. The trailer didn’t offer much living space. The door entered directly into the living room. To the right was a small kitchen with bay windows facing the street. An entrance to a hallway on the left gave access to the back of the trailer that probably housed a bathroom and one small bedroom.
The living room appeared well kept, though the carpet by the couch had a number of burns as if from dropped cigarettes. An overflowing ashtray on the coffee table confirmed that suspicion. The only light came from the bay windows in the kitchen, and what little seeped through the closed Venetian blinds in the living room. The closed blinds seemed weird. The way the trailer was aligned, the sun, rising or setting, would never shine directly through the windows. If you weren’t trying to keep light out by closing the blinds, it usually meant you didn’t want anyone else to see in.
But maybe Sam and his girlfriend liked the dark.
I slunk toward the hall leading into the back, my gun barrel pointing the way. When I reached the hall I found the bathroom on my left, the door wide open so I could see it was empty. At the end of the short hall another doorway lead to what I assumed was the bedroom. The door stood open five inches or so and I could see the foot of a twin bed through the gap. I also saw a pair of bare feet from the ankle down. They were slender feet, and looked like they belonged to a woman. I wondered if they belonged to Sam.
“Sam?” I called.
The feet did not move.
I listened for any sound—breathing, the shifting of clothes or bed sheets—but only heard the neighbor’s yapping dog.
The floor creaked under my feet when I closed in on the bedroom door. I toed the door open, letting my gun drop slightly, thinking I wouldn’t need it. I stepped into the doorway. I didn’t even have a chance to turn my head when I felt the metallic double “O” of a shotgun barrel press against my cheek.
I froze.
The feet belonged to Sam’s girlfriend, who lay on her back in her underwear, her throat split open and gaping, blood pooling around her shoulders on the mattress. Her eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted, her arms relaxed at her sides, all making it look like she had been killed in her sleep.
“You brought this.” Sam pushed the shotgun barrel harder into my face until it pressed against my jawbone. “You came here, and this followed you.”
“Hold on a sec,” I said. “Let me drop my gun and we’ll—”
“I don’t give a God damn about your gun,” he shouted. His voice buzzed against the bedroom’s close walls. “Your head will be chunks before you can even turn it on me.”
“Calm down.”
His hand snapped out, yanked my gun away. A second later the shotgun barrel left my cheek, and Sam clocked me in the head with the butt.
I staggered, the room spinning. The wall to my right was only a few steps away, and I slammed into it, used it for support to stay on my feet. I blinked my vision back in time to see Sam come at me again, this time planting the butt of the gun into my gut. I doubled over and dropped to my knees, breathless.
While I tried to cough some air into my lungs, I felt the barrel touch the crown of my head. I squeezed my eyes shut, my mind too rattled to flash my life before my eyes.
“I knew the second you mentioned that bitch’s name, trouble was on the way.”
“And killing me is the answer?”
“Why not? I come home, find my girl …” Sam growled, probably to cover up his crying. “You think they’ll ask twice who did it? Me, they’ll say. Samirah did it. Dixie did it. ‘Cause Dixie never went away. Dixie was just hiding. You probably think the same thing.”
I tried to look up, but he pushed the gun harder against the top of my head, keeping me in a position that looked like I was bowing to him. I held my hands out. I couldn’t get any more non-threatening.
“I don’t know what happened here. I had nothing to do with this.”
“Maybe not directly. But you brought it, like bad luck. I don’t stand a chance now. You know what will happen to me if I go back inside, with the changes I’ve made? Depends where they decide to throw me. Birth certificate still says I’m a woman. You think bitches can’t be nasty, you never spent time locked up with them. Guys’ll be no different. They’ll turn me back into a bitch faster than any surgery.”
My thoughts split in two directions, one track trying to figure out what to say to keep me alive, the other working out how Sam’s girlfriend fit into all this. I had a hard time believing her murder was a coincidence. Sam was right. I had somehow led a killer to his home, but I’d be damned if I could figure out the who, how, and why of it.
“You kill me now, it’ll only make things worse.”
“How the fuck can it get any worse?”
He swung the barrel, slicing me across the scalp. I toppled onto my side. Warm pain spread over the top of my head. I knew the barrel had cut me, knew even before I touched my scalp that my fingers would come away with blood on them.
“Then just kill me already,” I shouted. “Only do it right this time.”
Sam kicked me onto my back and aimed the shotgun at my chest. “Trust me, Brone. You die when I want you to die.”
“Tell that to Tom when you see him in hell. Your little booby-trap took him instead of me.”
Sam’s brow furrowed.
“You’re not making any sense.”
“The explosion you had set up. You didn’t do it yourself, maybe that’s why it failed.”
“I didn’t set anything up. I don’t know anything about any explosion, or that bitch Autumn’s husband, or anything.” Spittle misted down from Sam’s lips onto my face. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”
He stumbled backward and sat on the foot of the bed. He absently rested one hand on his girlfriend’s ankle while he held the shotgun in his other hand with the barrel hanging between his knees.
I spotted my gun on the floor around the corner of the bed, too far out of reach even with Sam’s aim lowered.
 “You’re telling me you had nothing to do with the explosion at the High Note?”
“What the hell is the High Note?”
“It’s my parents’ …”
I had assumed he knew about the karaoke bar. Most people who knew me also knew the High Note. But Sam didn’t really know me even when he’d been Dixie. And the only thing Dixie knew about me was that I could unhook a bra with one hand.
Sam massaged his girlfriend’s foot, not looking at what he was doing, probably not even aware he was doing it. He stared at me, head titled, face wet with tears.
“I finally found out who I was.”
He stood, set the shotgun down on the bed, and retrieved my gun from the floor. He wiped his nose with the back of his gun hand.
“I gotta go, Ridley Brone. My life is over.”
He put my gun to his head.
I sat up, throwing a hand out toward him. Blood from my scalp covered my splayed fingers.
“Wait! No.”
He nodded toward the bed.
“My life is right there. If she’s gone, I’m gone.”
“Listen to me. I’m not sure what’s going on yet, but it has to be connected to what I’m involved with. Give me time, I can help you.”
“Why would you help me?”
“Killing yourself is no better than killing me.”
Sam shook his head. He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing more tears down his cheeks.
“I was never going to kill you. That’s not my way anymore. But no one believes that. And when they see my girl, all they’re going to see here,” he thumped his chest with his fist, “is Dixie.”
I got up on my knees, hand still out in front of me. I kept seeing Doug hanging limp across the coffee table, the hole in his back, the string of saliva off his lip. I saw Tom’s charred clothes, the raw pink patches of flesh, the flap of hair still stuck to his head and fluttering in the wind. I saw, right in front of me, Sam’s girlfriend with her throat cut open. Then my mind leapt into the future. I saw the side of Sam’s head blow out, saw his body tip toward the bed, saw him draped across his girlfriend’s body, and his head leaking into the sheets.
I wasn’t sure I could handle another death.
“I will make sure you are not blamed for this,” I said. “I will find who did it.”
“I already know who did it, motherfucker.” He bit his lip, fighting tears back. “Seen the bitch pull out of my driveway right as I was coming down the street.”
I lowered my hand, not sure I heard him right.
“You saw who did this?”
“Didn’t see her do it, but like I said, I saw her drive away in her little Neon. Thought she might have been Jehovah’s Witness or some shit until I came inside.”
My chest seemed to implode.
“A white Neon?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Sam said. “They’ll think I did it, think I made the blonde bitch up, and they’ll put me away.”
“No they won’t.” My heart beat so hard it hurt. “I have pictures of this woman.”
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Chapter 19
Sam and I sat at his kitchen table. The door to the bedroom was closed. The shotgun lay on the coffee table in the living room. I had returned my own gun to the small of my back in my belt loop. My hair was wet from rinsing the cut on my scalp under the kitchen faucet until the bleeding had stopped.
“You sure it’s the same woman?” Sam asked.
“You sure about your description?”
“I told you, she pulled out of the driveway right as I turned the corner. Bitch looked right at me when I passed her, like she knew where I was going and wanted to rub it in.”
“Then I’m pretty damn sure it’s the same woman.”
I stared at the table and drew my thoughts out on its surface, trying to see the connection between Doug’s supposed mistress and Sam’s girlfriend.
“What does it mean?” Sam asked.
“I’m thinking.”
“This woman is the chick Autumn’s husband was cheating with?”
“That’s what I used to think.”
“Why would she kill Eliza?”
Eliza. It was the first time Sam had said her name.
“I don’t think she meant to kill Eliza.” The words rolled out my mouth before thought, but once said, my brain caught up. “If someone came here not knowing about your change …”
Sam propped his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands. “She could have thought Eliza was me.”
My gaze never left the table. I imagined complicated diagrams that meant nothing. I sensed a connection right in front of me, but my mind walked around it, not ready to deal, or not willing.
“This… none of this makes sense anymore.”
We both fell silent. In the silence, I finally found the connection.
“What?” Sam asked.
I looked up from the table.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You didn’t have to. There’s a vein in your forehead about to pop.”
I stood too fast and knocked my chair over. “I have to go.”
Sam glanced toward the closed bedroom door. “What about Eliza?”
“You’re going to have to disappear for a while.”
“I can’t just leave her in there.”
“You don’t have a choice. There’s nothing else I can do.”
Sam grabbed my wrist. “I’ve got nowhere to go. Eliza was all I had.”
I tried to push away the idea that came to mind. Hadn’t I stuck my neck out far enough? Wasn’t it time I thought about myself, my own safety? But how could I abandon Sam after what he’d been through? Especially when my investigation may have led a killer to his door.
I pulled my wrist free from Sam’s grip and dug my keys out of my pocket. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I slid one key off the ring. “You have a car?”
Sam nodded.
“Tank full?”
“It’s full.”
I offered him the key.
“I have a cabin about an hour and a half north of here. It’s a good place to lay low. You stick there and I’ll get in touch with you as soon as possible.”
Sam stared at the key, eyes narrowed. “You’ll do this for me?”
“Why not?” I said. “The place is finally getting some use.”
He took the key. I drew him a map showing how to get to the cabin.
After Sam left, I searched the trailer. The lock on the door appeared jimmied, but other than that I found nothing of interest. I wiped any surfaces I may have touched with some paper towel and spray cleaner I found under the kitchen sink. A half an hour later I dialed nine-one-one on Sam’s phone, left it off the hook without saying anything, and exited the trailer.
I drove north for a handful of miles, pulled into a fast food burger joint, stalked into the men’s bathroom, locked myself in a stall, dropped to my knees in front of the toilet, and threw up. My stomach was empty from not eating for almost a day straight, so I got to the dry heaves pretty quickly.
When I finished, I sat on the stall floor trembling. I lost track of time. I didn’t hear anyone come in or out of the restroom until eventually someone pounded on the stall door.
“Are you all right in there?”
I snapped out of my trance, stood, brushed off the seat of my jeans. When I opened the stall door, a short man with squinty eyes stared in. His eyes went wide at the sight of me. I hadn’t looked in a mirror recently, but I probably still had blood crusted around my ear from my cut scalp, and over the past week my face had become an anthology of bruises.
The man wore a red and white striped uniform with the restaurant’s logo embroidered on the front pocket of his shirt. His name badge labeled him as Ike.
“Got a couple complaints you’ve been taking up the stall a long time. Bathroom’s for paying customer’s only.”
I pulled out my wallet, withdrew two hundred dollar bills, and tucked them into Ike’s shirt pocket.
“I’ve paid.”
He clapped a hand over his pocket as if he meant to recite the Pledge of Allegiance.
“Now fuck off,” I said.
He hurried out the door without another word.
I rinsed my mouth out at the sink, splashed cold water on my face, and looked at myself in the mirror. I did not recognize the bruised, bloody, and frightened face staring back at me.

“I do not want to know what happened to you.”
I stood on Sheila’s front porch. Though it was mid-afternoon, enough rain clouds had gathered to trick her automatic porch lights into turning on as if it were night. She peered out at me through her screen door.
I noticed the luggage gathered nearby.
“You’re really leaving, huh?”
“I told you I was.” She glanced down at the luggage. “My flight leaves in a few hours.”
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I came by. Can I come in?”
“You won’t talk me out of leaving.”
“This bruise here?” I pointed at the approximate place on my face where Sam had smashed the butt of his shotgun. “I talked the person who gave it to me out of committing suicide.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “I wish I could convince myself you are joking.”
“It’s been one hell of a week.”
She pushed the door open and waved me inside.
I stepped around her luggage, and came upon a stack of cardboard boxes in the center of the living room. Most were taped closed and labeled with black marker. One box sat by itself, away from the stack, and I read my own name written on the side.
I pointed at it. “Shouldn’t I be the one giving you a going away present?”
“It isn’t a gift. The contents belong to you.”
I gave her a confused look.
She fluttered a hand toward the box. “Go on and satisfy your curiosity. But don’t get all weepy on me. There’s no hidden meaning.”
The box was about the size of an average television. Rather than taping the box, Sheila had tucked each of the flaps under the other to keep it closed. I crouched next to it and, without any idea what to expect, pulled open the flaps, revealing the contents.
I looked from the box to Sheila.
“Now I have to ask if you’re joking?”
“While in some circles it might look funny, trust that I did not intend to make you laugh.”
“This is all from the bar?” The entire box held nothing but unopened bottles of liquor. “You took all of this?”
“Be glad that I didn’t drink it all.”
“You’d be dead if you tried.” I counted the bottles. Twenty-three in all. “Did you think you would need all this?”
“Thinking had nothing to do with it.” Gazing at the box, Sheila wiped her lips with her fingertips. “There’s another I packed in the kitchen. It was too heavy for me to lift.”
I stood. “What’s happened, Sheila?”
“A great many things.”
“Everything feels like it’s crumbling.”
She looked down at the box by my feet. “Don’t you think we brought much of this on ourselves?”
Through an open window I heard wind chimes jingling, their song growing frantic as the wind picked up. The smells of rain and booze met in the living room. Since the bottles in the box were all closed, I had to assume the alcohol scent came from Sheila.
“You said there was no hidden message behind the box’s contents. That mean you’re still drinking?”
“Like it’s going out of style.”
“Then you should stay—”
“Don’t.” Sheila lifted a hand, palm out. “Don’t try and save me too.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know what it means.”
Autumn, of course. I bowed my head, trying to think of what to say next. The need to convince her to stay welled up inside me like a sob. Talking her out of leaving seemed like the right thing to do, the thing my parents would have wanted me to do. But Sheila wouldn’t even listen.
“When do you have to leave?” I asked.
“These days they say you should arrive two hours before departure. I’m not sure I can stand the airport for that long.”
“You want me to give you a lift?”
Her gaze dropped to the box again. “Will you close that for me please?”
I tucked the flaps back how I found them.
“And no,” she continued, “I’ve already called a taxi.”
“Call them back and cancel.”
“I don’t want to trouble you.”
“Trouble me? Jesus, Sheila. Things may have been strained between us lately, but you… I have an aunt and uncle floating around somewhere in New York, I think, but you’re really the only… you know what I mean. Don’t make me get all cheesy here.”
A crack of thunder startled us both silent.
“I know what you mean,” Sheila said after a moment. “But I don’t want to stretch it out, make it more difficult.”
I kicked the box of booze. The bottles inside rattled and clinked. “You suck, you know that?”
She smiled. “Why don’t we sit out on the porch swing and watch the storm come in? You remember doing that as a kid?”
With so many acres between houses, sometimes you could watch the rain close in like a gray curtain pulled across the horizon. I used to reach my hand out beyond the porch awning and, as the storm neared, try to guess when I’d feel the first drop of rain. A few stray drops would kiss my skin right before the full force of the storm rolled over the house. I would yank my hand back under cover and sit between Sheila and my mother on the porch swing while rain poured down around us, the sound like a stampede on the roof.
“For fifteen years I thought every memory I had of home was a bad one,” I said. “Now I’m back, and I keep remembering times where everything seemed all right. We weren’t dysfunctional or anything. They just didn’t understand that I was different from them.” I laughed. “You think maybe I overreacted?”
“Let’s sit outside.”
We sat on the porch swing. The chains needed oiling and squeaked as we gently rocked forward and back. A split in the storm clouds suggested we might not get any rain after all.
Sheila looked off at the horizon. “Tell me about this mess you’ve gotten into.”
“I thought you didn’t want to know.”
“I’m willing to listen, if you agree to stop trying to get me to stay.”
“That’s a shitty deal.” I threw up my hands, admitting defeat. “You ready for this?”
I know I’d told her bits of it here and there, but I couldn’t remember what. And after finding Sam’s girlfriend dead and learning Doug’s mystery woman was involved, much of the context had changed as well. So I started from the beginning, with Autumn coming into the High Note, my following Doug and taking pictures of the woman, answering Autumn’s call and finding Doug dead. I even told her about the gas station owner with the huge gun. As I laid it out for her, I looked for new angles, thinking I might have missed something, but by the time I got to the part about Sam’s girlfriend, I was more confused than when I started. Only one thing remained constant.
“The only connection between Sam and this woman,” I said, “is Autumn. I keep coming back to that, but I don’t know what it means.”
I caught my breath, my voice hoarse from talking for so long. Sheila waited, sensing I had more to say.
“Obviously, this woman is more than meets the eye. I should have figured something was up by the way she took Doug down, and how she lost me when I tried to tail her, like she knew what she was doing.”
“How could you know?” Sheila asked.
“At the very least, she was a loose end. I should have done more to try to find her. She’s probably the one that killed Doug, though I have no idea why? I keep thinking maybe Autumn hired her to kill Doug. But then wouldn’t she have made sure she had an alibi. No point in hiring a hit ma—woman if you incriminate yourself.”
“She could have made a mistake.”
“She had a perfect alibi waiting for her. She was supposed to be at some yoga class that night. Why not go, make sure you’re around people who can vouch for you? Besides, why would Doug meet with the person hired to kill him? See? I keep getting twisted up every time I try to follow the connections. Nothing makes sense.”
“There has to be a right answer. There’s some sense to be found.”
I puffed my cheeks and blew out the air. “I’ll be damned if I see it.”
Sheila started to speak, stopped, and shook her head laughing.
“What?”
“You’ll think I’m an old windbag.”
“Tell me.”
“Whenever your mother used to get stuck working on her lyrics, she would always moan and groan to me how awful of a songwriter she was, how foolish she was to think she could do this for a living. Mind you, she kept doing this long after she’d made several millions with your father.”
She rolled her eyes.
“Anyway, after boosting her ego a little with examples of all her success, I would always tell her to go back to the beginning. It’s what I did during my short stint as a defense attorney—”
“You were a defense attorney?”
“Long before you were born, Ridley.” She patted my knee. “But reexamining the beginning seems to tell you something about what comes later. I think it works because without a beginning, there’s nothing. A beginning holds in it all that follows.”
“It sounds nice,” I said. “But I’m not sure where to find the beginning.”
“Sometimes there’s more than one. Where did this all begin for you?”
“I guess when Autumn showed up at the High Note.”
Sheila planted her feet on the porch and stopped the swing. “Have you ever considered why, out of all the options at her disposal, she chose you to investigate her husband?”
 I opened my mouth, but Sheila cut me off.
“Before you answer, think. It’s clear your relationship was never properly resolved. Coming to you could only complicate things.”
“Maybe she regretted marrying Doug. Maybe she wanted to get back with me. Is that what you want to hear?”
“If that’s the case, if she wanted to be with you, why did she leave you in the first place?”
“She said …” I stopped. Had Autumn ever given me a straight answer? I didn’t remember one.
Reading my thoughts, Sheila said, “Perhaps you should ask her.”
My head itched and I went to scratch it, forgetting about my cut scalp until the claw of pain through my skull reminded me. Beads of light swirled across my vision.
“I’m sorry,” I said, wincing, “but what does any of this have to do with Doug’s killer?”
“Maybe nothing. All I’m saying is that you should go back to the beginning.” She looked up, hearing the tires on the dirt drive before I did. “My taxi.”
The cab crept up the drive slower than necessary, as if the driver wasn’t used to anything but paved roads. A cement approach led from the porch to the driveway, and he pulled up right to the approach and honked his horn even though it was obvious we could see him.
“Mr. Patience,” I said.
Sheila’s eyes watered as she scanned the horizon. “Some city folk can’t stand all this space.”
She took my hand and turned my palm up. Next thing I knew, I had a set of keys in my hand, and Sheila closed my fingers around them.
“Take care of the house until I find a buyer, will you?”
My stomach dropped. I realized she had kept me talking until it was too late to continue the debate over her leaving.
“You still suck,” I said.
The cabbie honked again.
Sheila went inside and retrieved her luggage, tugging along one bag on wheels behind her and carting another in her free hand. She looked at me after struggling out onto the porch.
“Aren’t you going to be a gentleman and help me with my bags?”
I stayed seated on the swing, crossed my arms. “You want to leave, you’re on your own.”
Sheila laughed, set her bags down, and came over to me. “You’ll at least say goodbye.”
I stood, and we hugged, Sheila rubbing my back. The reek of alcohol oozed from her pores, but I ignored it. Nothing I said now would change a damn thing.
“I’ll miss you,” I said.
“Even all my nagging?” She held me at arm’s length, smiled with her mouth but not her eyes. “What about you? I know you have things here yet to settle. When all that is done with, have you decided what you’ll do?”
The cabbie bleated his horn once more. I blinked the moisture out of my eyes.
“Not yet.”
“Good,” she said, then picked up her bags and waddled to the taxi.
The cabbie accelerated too quickly on the way out. His tires kicked up a dust cloud that drifted all the way to the porch. I stood in the cloud and wondered if I would ever see Sheila again.
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Chapter 20
I went home, showered, put gel in my hair, dug out my only dress shirt, my only tie, and my only sport coat, and dressed in front of the full-sized mirror in the bathroom, not out of vanity, but because I felt awkward putting on anything more complicated than a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I needed to see what I was doing.
It took me three tries before I got the tie right.
An hour later, I arrived at the Rabson, confident no one had followed me. When I knocked on the door to the business suite on the twelfth floor, Lincoln answered.
He had the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up, and while he wore dress slacks, his feet were bare. He looked over my own attire with furrowed brow, probably a little surprised I was better dressed than him for once.
“I’m here for Autumn,” I said. “I want to take her out.”
“Take her out? Is that really such a good idea?”
“I think she could use the break.” I glanced over his shoulder into the suite. The door fed directly into a spacious common room decked out in lots of warm colors to give it a homey feel for the weary business traveler. I saw no sign of Autumn except for a silk robe draped over one arm of a couch. “Besides, she and I need to go over a few things I missed.”
He studied my face. I wondered if he noticed the newest black and blue additions.
“I’d rather she stay close to me,” he said.
“You want your daughter off the hook? Then trust me to do what I need to do.”
Autumn entered the common room from somewhere off to the right, out of my line of sight, wearing only a pair of jeans and a bra. She brushed her wet hair while she circled the room as if looking for something, unaware of us at the open door.
“Daddy, where did you put …”
She finally spotted us, dropped the brush, and wrapped her arms across her chest. Her wide eyes took in my attire.
“Get dressed,” I said. “We’re going out.”

“Where are we going?” Autumn asked once in the car.
Apparently, her father had bought her a new wardrobe and had it delivered to the hotel. She had on a black dress with spaghetti straps, and wore her hair up, something I had never seen because her hair had been too short back in high school. She even had a pair of simple diamond earrings and a thin silver bracelet. Daddy sure took care of his daughter. His arrangements made my parents’ cabin look like a roach motel.
“Some place quiet,” I said.
I expected her to comment on my tie, but neither of us spoke until we reached Garfield Park.
A blacktopped road circled the park, with smaller roads feeding into various sections like spokes. I took the first left and pulled into an empty parking area. While it still hadn’t rained yet, the dark clouds had gathered again, probably scaring off any park-goers to more sheltered recreation. With the overcast sky, evening had turned into night.
I hadn’t worn a tie in almost twenty years. The second I put the car in park, I tugged at the knot, letting my neck breathe for a second.
Autumn sat quietly in the passenger seat, staring ahead through the windshield. She twisted her wedding ring around on her finger, but otherwise sat still.
Garfield Park stretched out before us, much of it covered with shadows in the premature night. To the left, a massive plastic and metal structure with swings, slides, and monkey bars cast its own unnatural shadow.
“So what’s with the tie?” Autumn finally asked.
“Can’t a guy spruce himself up?”
“You don’t spruce. You’ve never spruced.”
“People change. Fifteen years is plenty of time for a guy to get vain. It’s long enough for a lot of things.”
I looked at her.
She stared ahead when she spoke. “How come I have this ‘I’m about to get a lecture’ feeling?”
“No lecture’s planned.”
She turned to me, almost smiled. Even an almost was enough to make my lungs feel vacuum sealed.
“So is this a date?” she asked.
I took a second to make myself breathe, and sucked in the strong cologne I had bought at Walgreen’s on the way to the hotel. I leaned forward and pressed the play button on the CD player. The first strains of some Al Green rolled from the speakers.
After only five bars Autumn stabbed the stop button.
“No,” she said. “This isn’t right.”
“Because of Doug?”
“Because you’re wearing a tie. Ridley, you never wear a tie.”
“What has my tie got to do with anything?”
“You’re not being yourself, and it’s weird.” Autumn glared out the passenger window, arms crossed. “Why are you playing games with me?”
“I’m not.”
“This is a game. A dirty game at that. What do you want?”
Humidity thickened the air in the car, making my tie feel that much tighter around my neck. I cracked the window.
“I just wanted a quiet place to talk.”
“You honestly thought you’d loosen me up with mood music and a walk through the park?”
I surprised myself by how easily the lie came. “That’s not why I brought you here.”
“Prove it.”
“Prove it how?”
She turned to me and slipped her spaghetti straps off her shoulders. She traced a line down one side of her bare neck with her fingertips, head titled. “Kiss me right here.” Then she reached across herself and drew a tiny circle with a finger on her naked shoulder. “And here.”
I suffered the typical male physical reaction on the outside. But the triggers inside of me went off as well. I clung to the steering wheel to keep myself chaste.
“Can’t we just talk?”
“Now I know you’re lying.” She pulled her dress straps back onto her shoulders. “You son of a bitch.”
“Another person is dead,” I said, dropping the ruse. “I need to ask you some questions.”
“Then ask. Don’t treat me like a Bond girl. And just so you know, Bond fucked the girls before he pumped them for information.”
“I’m not pumping you—”
“I noticed!”
I punched the steering wheel, accidentally blowing the horn. “Your husband’s been dead less than a week. You’re still wearing your wedding ring.”
“That didn’t stop you the first time.”
“Is that why you hired me? ‘Cause you knew I’d be an easy fuck if it turned out Doug had his hand in some other girl’s panties?”
Autumn’s face turned red.
“You know who you sound like?” And I did, even before she said, “Tom.”
“Maybe Tom was right.”
Autumn threw open her door, letting in a gust of moist air. Her hair fluttered across her face. I could hear the wind rattling the leaves on the trees.
“I’m tired of you not trusting me,” she said and climbed out of the car.
“You gave me every reason not to,” I shouted before she slammed the door.
I got out as she stalked off toward the playground. I jogged up behind her, grabbed at her elbow.
Autumn jerked away, but I trudged alongside her.
“It’s been there all along,” I said. “Sitting between us in plain sight, but I’ve ignored it.”
“Don’t,” she said, pulling her hair back, only to have it fly in her face when she let go. “Leave me alone.”
“It’s going to rain.”
“I don’t care.”
“And you don’t care that someone else is dead.”
“Go away.”
She picked up speed, and I paced her. A spatter of rain fell, melting some of the gel in my hair.
We reached the gravel patch around the playground structure. Spots of the gravel turned darker as the rain wet the stones. Autumn sat on one of the swings. She gripped the chains on either side of her and dug her heels into the gravel.
I stood a few feet behind her. “Did you recognize that woman with Doug in the pictures?”
She turned her head to the side, showing me her profile.
“I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
“Are you sure?”
“Just tell me what you’re getting at.”
“I don’t know. What am I missing?”
“Nothing. I’ve told you everything about Tom, about Dixie… everything!”
I thought about what Sheila had said, about going back to the beginning, and decided to trust her advice.
“Not everything.”
I stepped around Autumn so I could see her face. She looked up at me from the swing.
“Why did you come to me?”
“Because I knew you, because I trusted you.”
I shook my head. “There’s more to it than that.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“Tell me the truth.”
She stood, moved up against me, her body warm despite the chill wind and the occasional cold droplets from the sky. She pressed her lips together. She tugged on my tie. “Don’t do this.”
“This has to do with us, doesn’t it? About why you left?”
“I never left,” she said. “You left. I shut down for a while. I needed time.”
“You could have told me that.”
As if someone had thrown a switch, rain poured down full force, drenching both of us. A last hint of twilight illuminated Autumn’s face and the water dripping off the tip of her nose, her chin, and running in rivulets down her bare shoulders.
“You would have wanted to know why.”
“You could have told me that, too.”
“No,” she said. “I couldn’t. I can’t. I never will.”
She walked off, leaving me by the dangling swings.
“Autumn!”
My jacket grew heavy, soaked through by the rain. I slipped it off my shoulders and let it drop to the ground. I yanked wide the loop of my tie, twisted free my shirt’s collar button, and went after her.
When I reached her, she spun toward me and pressed her mouth against mine. I grabbed her arms, knowing I should push her away, but pressed my tongue between her lips instead.
She pulled back and tugged me toward the ground, then straddled me while I lay on my back.
Rain pattered down on my face. The back of my head sank into the wet grass, its earthy scent all around me.
“No,” I whispered. Then, with the full weight of my voice, “Stop.”
Autumn ignored me, flipping open my belt and dragging my shirttails out from my pants.
I gripped her wrists and lifted them away.
“You have to tell me.”
Her wet hair had fallen loose and dangled around her face. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”
“Then I can’t help you,” I said. “I’m done.”
She smiled, if you could call it that. The expression looked so forced her face resembled a wax mask that could melt in the rain.
“It’s too late anyway.”
“No it isn’t.”
“You don’t even know what you’re talking about. Fifteen years, Ridley.”
“So what? Are you so different, so horrible? I already know about Dixie and all that. But I’m still here. You think one more thing is going to change how I feel about you?”
“It will.”
“Good,” I shouted and rolled sideways, throwing Autumn off of me. “Tell me something that will make me stop feeling this way. Fifteen years on the other side of the country didn’t do it. If you’re so fucking smart, if you’ve got the key, then hand it over. I want this to end. I’m sick of loving a girl I should have gotten over three days after she stopped talking to me.”
“Fifteen years,” Autumn repeated and titled her head back. She opened her mouth as if to taste the rain. “She’s fifteen years old.”
I rose to my knees. The soggy ground gave under my weight, and I sunk an inch.
“What?”
“Your daughter,” she said. “She’s changed the most. Once upon a time she was a little baby. Now she’s a teenager somewhere, going to school, talking about boys, listening to bad pop music.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, but the question was more of a denial. I knew.
“Your daughter.” She threw a hand out, gesturing beyond the park. “Out there somewhere. Our daughter. The big secret.”
I tried to stand. My legs had other plans, and I flopped to my side in the mud, splashing the side of my face. I could taste a bit of gritty earth at the corner of my mouth.
I have a daughter.
Autumn stared blankly out at the park’s shadows.
“You see what you’ve done? This had nothing to do with Doug.” Her gaze slowly moved to me. “But you had to know.”



  
    Last Call
    
  




  
Chapter 21
I blinked at her a few times. I couldn’t feel my face. My tie seemed to choke me, until I reached for it and realized I’d loosened it a while ago. Unbuttoning the second button on my shirt did nothing to release the phantom loop around my neck that kept squeezing and squeezing.
“Where is she?”
“I don’t know.”
“How can you not know?”
“I gave her up.”
My detective mind raced through possible options for tracking her. “We’ll go to the adoption agency.”
“We can’t.”
I forced myself to stand, though the rain felt so heavy. I helped Autumn up, held her by her arms.
“We can. Even if it’s a closed file. I’m a detective. This is what I do.”
“He won’t let us.”
A bitterness rolled over my tongue.
“Your father,” I said. “He’s the one that kept you from me. Forced you to keep it secret. It was him all along.”
“You don’t understand.”
“I understand just fine. Did he ship you off to Europe or something until you gave birth?”
“He took me up north, to a doctor. It was a long time ago. I was scared. I don’t remember much.”
“That fucking bastard.”
“He was trying to protect me.”
“How is that protecting you? And what gives him the right to keep this from me? She’s my daughter.”
I stalked back toward the parking lot. I wanted to race right over to the Rabson and get Lincoln’s throat in my hands as quickly as possible. I forgot about everything else, focused only on what it would feel like when the cartilage in Lincoln’s nose crunched against my knuckles.
Autumn tugged at my arm. “I never wanted to tell you. I knew… I knew you’d be like this.”
I shoved her off. “How else am I supposed to be? All this time …” My throat closed. I swallowed down the lump and kept walking.
“I wanted an abortion,” she shouted at my back.
I stopped, turned.
“He wouldn’t let me. He said it would haunt me for the rest of my life if I killed my baby. So he was protecting her, too.”
“Both of you are fucked in the head.”
“Oh, and you’re so normal—the guy who left his mother and father because they made him sing. Everything’s real nice and orderly in your head.”
“You don’t know a damn thing about me.”
Autumn pulled her shoulders back and raised her chin. “You think you know me?”
That was it, wasn’t it? I didn’t know anybody anymore. Maybe I never had. I hadn’t known Autumn was a criminal, that Sheila was an alcoholic, that my parents were political activists alongside the likes of Lincoln Rice. Even innocent little Devon, with his secret desire to learn how to sing, had a side to him I never suspected.
“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t know you. I probably never really did. And I don’t want to anymore.”
By the time I reached the car, the rain had let up some. Only after I started the engine did I realize I’d left my only suit jacket on the playground. So what? I was a millionaire now. I could buy another.
Autumn stepped into the path of my headlights and stared through the windshield at me. I backed out and drove off, leaving Autumn in the rain.
I heard her shout something.
I drove all the way to the park entrance and stopped. She deserved to stand in the rain. Her father might have sworn her to secrecy about her pregnancy, but she could have told me anyway. I never would have left if I’d known. She was as guilty as he was. But I wanted her with me when I confronted her father. To do this right, she had to be there.
I U-turned and drove back. She stood right where I had left her.
I reached across the passenger seat and pushed open the door. “Get in,” I yelled.
She drew her wet hair back with both hands, then stalked to the car, got in, and slammed the door.
Shadows rolled over us as I drove past streetlights and lit storefronts on the way to the Rabson. From the corner of my eye I watched swatches of darkness slide over Autumn’s face.
I couldn’t shake this tangled sensation in my stomach. I felt like I had missed something, or had left something more than my coat at the park. I tried to ignore the feeling and focus on the coming showdown with Lincoln.
“We’ll both talk to your father when we get to the hotel,” I said.
Autumn flinched at the sound of my voice.
“I don’t care what sort of guilt complex he foisted on you to keep you from talking. He’s going to tell me everything, and you are going to help.”
“Ridley, he’ll—”
“Let him try. Whatever you think he’ll do, let him fucking try it with me.”
Autumn sagged in her seat.
I didn’t wait for her to get out of the car when we reached the hotel. I stormed right in, got snagged waiting for the elevator, glanced toward the stairs, but didn’t want to waste my energy climbing twelve flights.
Autumn caught up with me. She gave me a beseeching look, but I turned away and watched the numbers above the elevator slowly tick down.
The ride up took forever. I bounced my weight from foot to foot, willing the elevator to travel faster. I could sense Autumn’s tension beside me. When the elevator dinged and the doors finally opened, Autumn hung back.
I jammed my arm between the elevator doors before they closed. They jerked open, and I stood between them.
“Don’t you want to know where she is? I’ve only known about her for thirty minutes, and it’s all I can think about.”
The elevator doors tried to close again, snapped back open when they reached my shoulders.
“Are you coming?” I asked.
Autumn squeezed past me.
We walked shoulder-to-shoulder down the hall. I rapped on the door. “Lincoln. Open up.”
I listened for sounds of his approaching. I didn’t hear anything except the TV.
I knocked again. “Damn it. Open the door.”
Autumn rested a hand on my chest. “It’s okay. I have a key.” She dug into her purse and withdrew the plastic keycard.
I backed away, but once I heard the lock click, I couldn’t help myself and shoved past her and into the room.
Some cheesy action film from the 80s played on the TV, the volume cranked up loud enough to fill the entire suite. The couch across from the television sat empty, as did the matching chair against the opposite wall.
I snapped the television off. “Lincoln?”
“Daddy?” Autumn strode through the arch leading to the bedroom and came out a second later. “He’s not here.”
I glanced toward the bathroom. The door was open, but I checked anyway, worried that, with the way my days had been going, I might find him sprawled dead on the bathroom tiles. The tiles were clean and corpse free. I even checked the shower stall, large enough for three people, but that too was empty.
I came out of the bathroom to find Autumn sitting on the couch, staring at the dead TV screen.
“Where would he go?” I asked.
“Maybe he went home.”
“That doesn’t sound like the Lincoln Rice I know. I expected to find him waiting up.”
Autumn shrugged. She didn’t have the energy to dispute me.
“What’s with the blaring TV? I didn’t picture your father as a Steven Segal fan.”
“I don’t know, Ridley.” Her voice sounded reedy, as if only one lung was working.
There I was, all pronged for a confrontation, and I had nothing. I contemplated interrogating Autumn some more, but I could tell even if she weren’t tired, she probably didn’t know any more than she’d told me.
I couldn’t stand around and do nothing with all this pent up energy. I tried to spend some of it by getting towels out of the bathroom so we could dry off. I handed one to Autumn and she absently dabbed her hair and face with it, not accomplishing much.
That feeling I had missed or forgotten something returned. Lincoln’s absence seemed to make it worse. As I toweled off, I let my mind wander back over everything Autumn had told me about my daughter. A hidden pregnancy, a doctor up north, a vow of secrecy. It seemed an extreme reaction on Lincoln’s part. I took Sheila’s advice and returned to the beginning. I had taken Autumn to the park to see if she could tell me anymore about the woman in the photographs. I ended up learning something totally unrelated.
Or was it unrelated?
Comprehension spun my head like vertigo. I had to sit, easing down next to Autumn on the couch.
“What’s wrong?”
“Doug,” I said.
“What about Doug?”
“I have to go.”
I stood too fast and blood rushed to my head.
“I’m sure he’ll be right back. He probably …”
She kept talking, but I didn’t hear her.
I stumbled out of the suite. In the hall, I reached into my pocket and withdrew my keys. I had clipped Doug’s flash drive to my key ring for safe keeping when I had left Devon’s. I stared at the small device on the way down the elevator, not sure I could trust my instincts after the emotional bomb Autumn had dropped on me. Maybe it was a weird coincidence. But a coincidence was a loose end, and if I was any kind of detective, I had to check it out.
Two minutes later, I was doing eighty in a forty mile an hour zone, headed to the Devil Man’s house.

I knew there was something seriously wrong when my stomach growled at the sight of Devon chomping into a mini pizza. How long had it been since I’d eaten?
Devon, mini pizza still clamped between his teeth, swiveled around in his desk chair and stared at me. He finished biting through the pizza and spoke with his mouth full.
“Dude, did you want one?”
“That’s all right,” I said, and my stomach made a noise like a whimper.
“Sounds like your gut’s gonna revolt.”
I glanced at the plate next to his keyboard with three mini pizzas fresh from the toaster oven and hand delivered by Devon’s mom. Steam wafted off of them, and I could smell the pepperoni. My mouth watered.
“Fine,” I said, and reached for a pizza. I burned the roof of my mouth on the first bite, but that didn’t stop me from taking an immediate second bite. My stomach gurgled, its own version of applause.
Devon swiveled back to his computer.
“I know you didn’t come here to play the new Star Wars RPG, so talk to me.”
I pulled the flash drive out of my pocket and set it on Devon’s desk, next to the plate of pizzas. “I want to take a second look at what’s on here.”
“I already cracked it. You don’t need me for that.”
“I also want you to make a few back-ups and keep one here if you can.”
Devon plugged the flash drive into his PC. “In case something happens to you?”
“I doubt it will come to that,” I said. “But I don’t want to be the only one with this info if what I’m thinking turns out right.”
Devon rattled on his keyboard for a bit, then turned to me.
“And what are you thinking?”
I tried to swallow, but the muscles in my throat didn’t want to work. I ran through my story quickly, like a confession to a priest whose god resided in cyber-space instead of heaven. When I reached the part about learning I had a teenage daughter, my eyes watered and I looked away from the glow of Devon’s monitor, hoping the perpetual darkness of his room kept the tears hidden. I stopped at the point where Autumn and I arrived at the Rabson only to find Lincoln had left.
The whole time I talked, Devon twirled his devil’s lock around on his finger and gaped at me.
“That’s messed up,” he said when I finished. “But what’s it got to do with the files on here?”
I took a deep breath before I finally put my theory to words.
“There might be a connection between my missing daughter and Doug’s murder.”
“No way.”
“Open up those files again. Go to the one titled BMB.”
Devon clicked through the appropriate folders. The document popped up on screen a second later, and I could see from where I sat the boldfaced date of the first entry from six and a half years ago.
I suffered a moment of doubt. What would a story Doug wrote so long ago have to do with anything now? I was reaching, desperate for an answer. But I had to try.
“Can I get in there?”
Devon rolled his chair out of the way, and I skated mine to the desk. I used the mouse and started scrolling slowly, reading the notes more carefully. As I clicked the down arrow on the scrollbar, I realized I had never scrolled all the way to the bottom of this particular document.
I abandoned the mouse and taped CTRL-END on the keyboard. The blinking cursor instantly transported itself to the end of the document. I scrolled up to find the latest entry date, holding my breath until it came into view.
Six years ago.
I slapped my hand down on the desk.
“Damnit.”
“No good?”
“This is all old.” I made fists and pressed them against my forehead. “Autumn dropped that bomb on me, and now I can’t even think straight. I’m just reaching.”
“Chill a sec. What made you think this all ties together?”
I took a deep breath, but chilling was out of the question.
“Doug had notes about a black market adoption ring,” I said and pointed at the computer. “Then Autumn tells me about Lincoln covering up her pregnancy and putting up our daughter for adoption in secrecy. It seemed a weird coincidence.”
“You think Lincoln might have… Whoa. Are you serious?”
“I’m not sure, Dev.”
“Dude, that’s sick.” Devon put a hand over his stomach and grimaced. “No offense, but I so hope you’re wrong.”
“Judging from the dates of these notes, it looks like I am.”
He twirled his Devil’s lock in thought. “Maybe the dates are wrong.”
“How could they be wrong? Besides, this stuff is about Port Huron. That’s nowhere near here.”
“Let me take another look. Won’t hurt, right?”
I scooted out of the way.
Devon tapped a few keys, and a search box popped onto the screen. “Let’s check for some keywords. How about ‘Autumn?’“
He typed it in—no results.
“What else?”
“Try ‘Lincoln’ or ‘Rice.’“
Another big zero.
He swiveled in his chair and looked at me expectantly.
I shook my head, out of ideas.
“It was worth a shot,” Devon said. “You want me to print it out so you can read the whole thing?”
I started to tell him to forget it when I remembered another loose end. When you had two loose ends, it was always a good idea to try and tie them together.
“Type in ‘Detroit.’“
He swung back and typed the city’s name into the search box. When he punched the enter key, the document scrolled to another page and highlighted the word “Detroit.”
“It’s a hit,” Devon said.
I leaned in and read the surrounding paragraph:
I interviewed several girls, a number of them young prostitutes, no more than sixteen or seventeen. While most were understandably weary to talk with me, one common thread tied them together: The Metro Detroit Free Clinic. Most all of them had been to the clinic at least once, and many while pregnant. I think I may have stumbled upon another ring, perhaps one much larger and more insidious than in Port Huron.
“Son of a bitch,” I said and rolled back from the computer. I felt like I needed air, the dark room closing in on me.
Devon looked at me over his shoulder. He’d been scanning the document beside me the whole time.
“I was there,” I said, pointing at the monitor. “Across the street anyway. But why …”
I peered at the screen again, noticing the date above the section about the free clinic. It, too, was from over six years ago. I reached for the mouse and scrolled around randomly, checking all the dates. They were all old, but when I stopped to read the entries, some of them referenced the Port Huron stuff and some of them went into more detail about what Doug found around Hawthorne and in Detroit.
“He’s scrambled his new notes into these old ones.”
“Why do that?”
I nodded, things coming together now. The woman at the rest stop shouting in Doug’s face, knocking him down. Had she threatened him when he asked the wrong questions?
“Life insurance,” I said.
“Doesn’t look like it worked.”
“Can you back this up for me?”
He jerked the flash drive free and handed it to me. “Already done.”
I asked Devon to print the document after all. I needed to go through it and pick out everything that seemed relevant. Once I had the printout, I grabbed another mini pizza and rushed for the door.
“You’re welcome,” Devon shouted after me.
I stopped. “After this is all over, I’ll make it up to you.”
Devon stroked his wispy attempt at a Fu Manchu, then waved me off. “We can talk about my singing lessons later.” He turned back to his computer and mouse-clicked his way into some digital dungeon.
“Thanks, Dev.”
He gave a back-handed wave. “Go kick some ass.”
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Chapter 22
At home, I set up a command center in the dining room. I yanked the sheet off the twenty foot dining table, cleared away some dust with my sleeve, and plugged in my laptop. I spread Doug’s printed notes out and went at them with a highlighter and pen, highlighting the hidden, recent notes, and numbering each highlighted passage in estimated chronological order. In this way I pieced together a story that ended with Doug’s death.
According to the notes, his suspicions about another black market adoption ring started from a rumor going around Hawthorne High. As a teacher, Doug heard lots of rumors about one student or another, usually all cruel jokes or exaggerations blown up to keep kids entertained during study hall or in the lunch line. But one particular rumor caught Doug’s attention.
The previous school year, a girl named Cassie Monroe, editor of the school yearbook—Doug knew her well, as he supervised the yearbook committee—one day stopped coming to school. The official reason for her extended absence was simply that it was medical. No specific condition was given, though some teachers suspected mono, which was pretty common. The rumor mill said otherwise.
Again and again Doug heard that Cassie had gotten pregnant by her college-aged boyfriend, and that her parents found out and pulled her from school. The rumor only grew when Cassie returned the following year, no worse for wear, but unwilling to talk about her “medical condition.” Plus, she was driving a brand new Mustang convertible. That’s when Doug first heard whispers of Cassie’s parents selling her baby so no one would know, then consoling (or bribing) her with the new car.
Already responsible for exposing one illegal adoption ring out of Port Huron, Doug couldn’t resist his journalist nature, and began looking into the rumor himself.
His investigation eventually led him to the Detroit area. His previous experience with such things helped guide him where to look, which led to his interviews with the girls who directed him toward the free clinic.
Doug wrote in his notes his attempts to bait employees at the clinic by posing as a man with a young, pregnant mistress, who might want a discreet—and profitable—way to get rid of the baby. The chronology as I arranged it had the notes ending with Doug receiving a phone call from a woman who refused to give her name, but told Doug she could “help him with what he needed.” This woman arranged a meeting at a rest stop off of I-94, East of Hawthorne.
A meeting I had taken pictures of.
I smiled sadly when I finished going over the notes. Doug seemed like he had been a pretty clever guy. We had a lot more in common than I would have suspected—both of us had retired from jobs we loved, both of us had been drawn back to those jobs for a specific reason, and both of us ended up regretting it. Though he probably regretted it more, considering I was the one still alive.
One thing that bothered me about the notes was a lack of reference to Autumn or her father. Originally, I had assumed Doug learned about the new adoption ring through Autumn or Lincoln, not some rumor at the high school. But maybe the black market adoption ring and my daughter weren’t connected after all, despite the eerie similarity between Cassie Monroe’s story and Autumn’s. Or maybe Lincoln had, in fact, used the services of this disgusting operation, and Doug’s discovery of the illegal ring was entirely independent of that. Of course, that only replaced one apparent coincidence with another.
Bottom line—I had some uneasy suspicions about Lincoln Rice, but I had a solid lead with the woman from the photos. How Sam or his girlfriend factored into this, I couldn’t figure.
The only way to clear this up was to go with the concrete. It was after nine o’ clock at night; the free clinic was most likely closed. In the morning, I would visit the clinic, and take the mystery out of the mystery woman.

The next morning, before heading to Detroit, I swung by Lincoln’s estate. This time Charles let me right in, though he did inform me that Lincoln was not at home. I knew he was probably at the Rabson with Autumn. I hadn’t come to see him.
Mrs. Granthum met me at the door as she had during my last visit. She invited me to join her in some sitting room or another, but I declined. I didn’t plan on staying long.
“Then what can I do for you, Mr. Brone?”
“I forgot to check with you last time I was here, but Lincoln told me you could vouch that he was at home on Friday night last week.”
“Yes. In fact, at seven o’ clock I had finished going over his to do list with him for the following day. I remember because that’s rather late for Lincoln, even on a Saturday. He wakes very early, so he’s usually in bed by eight. Which means, so am I.”
“You live here in the house?”
“It isn’t what you think. I’m all the way in the East wing. It’s like living in a whole different building.”
The answer came out as rehearsed. Either she had to make the explanation often, or she was lying. But I had no interest in her relationship with Lincoln.
“If you’re all the way on the other side of the house,” I said, “how can you vouch for his being home that night?”
“I said it’s like I’m living in another building. But he was here when I went to bed. He was going to bed himself.”
“He could have left the house after you went to bed.”
She folded her arms. “I suppose he could have. If you’re trying to trick me into admitting I was in bed with him the whole night, you won’t succeed. I was in my own bed.”
“Actually, Ms. Granthum, I hadn’t expected anything like that at all. But just so we’re clear, you’re saying you have no way of knowing whether Lincoln went to bed or left the house, because you were sleeping on the other side of an eight-thousand square-foot home.”
“Nine-thousand, actually. And yes. That’s what I’m saying.” She dropped her arms to her sides and gave me a cold stare. “If there’s nothing else?”
I raised a finger. “There’s actually one last thing. There’s something I was hoping you could help me get.”
“Mr. Rice has instructed me to help you in any way I can,” she said as if it hurt. “What do you need?”

The yellow-eyed guy I saw in front of the gas station on my first trip to Detroit stood to the left of the free clinic’s entrance. When I tried to pass him, he side-stepped into the doorway, blocking the way.
“Got the toll?” he asked.
“The toll?”
His yellow eyes snapped up and down in their sockets, scanning me from head to toe, lingering on the manila envelope I carried under an arm. “The toll. There’s a toll.”
“Where’s the bridge?”
He snorted, catching something juicy in the back of his throat. He spit the gob of phlegm at my feet. “Ain’t no bridge, sunshine. Just a toll.”
“If you wanted money, you could just ask for it.”
“That’s no fun. Man’s got to entertain hisself somehow.”
Amused, I slid a fifty from my wallet and handed it over. “That enough?”
He stuffed the bill into his pocket—the only one without a hole from the looks of it—without bothering to look. “It’ll do.” He stepped aside and hooked at thumb toward the entrance. “All aboard.”
At least he was grateful.
The clinic’s blacked-out glass door had a sheet of paper tapped to it, the paper curling and torn around the edges. Printed in a large font was the clinic’s hours, as well as a number for emergencies.
I pulled open the door and gagged on a smell I could only describe as burnt cheese. I stepped into a waiting room with plastic chairs lining the wood-paneled walls, the entire space no bigger than a small bedroom. A frosted sliding window guarded what I assumed was the reception desk. I could see a silhouette behind the glass.
Nearly every chair in the room held a waiting patient. One woman to my right bopped her head as if listening to music, but the room was silent except for chatter, and she didn’t have any headphones on that I could see. A man across the room stared at me from his chair, picking his nose. He wore a ratted Detroit Tigers cap, the cursive lettering on the front peeling off on one end.
I approached the glass and knocked. The shape on the other side bent as if putting something away, then slid the glass open. The wide black face that peered out at me lifted an eyebrow when she saw me.
“You get mugged or something?”
“I’m sorry?” I wasn’t sure what she meant until I remembered my face looked like a prune with eyes from all the bruises.
She slapped a plastic clipboard down in front of me and tapped the form clipped to it with a three inch-long, diamond-adorned fingernail. “Fill out the first two sections on the top sheet and all three forms underneath. Do you have any medical insurance at this time?”
“I’m not here to see a doctor,” I said.
“You sure?”
“Don’t mind the face. It’s old news.”
She narrowed her eyes. “What do you want?”
From the envelope I carried I withdrew a copy of Doug’s picture Autumn had let me borrow. I’d scanned the photo at a Kinko’s on the way over, making several copies to pass out. I set the photo on top of the clipboard, facing her.
“You ever seen this guy around here?”
She squinted at the photo, then gave me the same scrutiny. “You a cop or something?”
“I’m a private detective,” I said. Some people have seen enough Spenser For Hire episodes or read enough detective novels to at least act impressed when I told them this.
This woman puckered her lips, lifted a pair of reading glasses to her eyes, and gave me a “yeah, right” stare over the tops of the lenses.
“They got a badge for that or something?”
Of course, private eye’s didn’t have badges, they had licenses. I, unfortunately, had neither, and this lady was staring at me through her glasses like she wanted to see something before answering any questions.
I placed a fifty on top of the photo.
“How’s this?”
“That don’t look like no badge to me.”
I swallowed hard, ready for her to call security and have me booted out the door.
She pointed her flashy fingernail at the fifty-dollar bill, shook her head, then scratched behind her ear as if thinking hard about something. “Maybe that’s the wrong one. You got another badge in your wallet there?”
I let go of the breath I was holding. “I think I might.” I put a hundred down on the fifty and left them both there. This being a millionaire stuff would have helped my work a ton back in L.A.
The woman scooped up the bills and made them disappear, then adjusted her glasses and took a second look at the picture. She hummed, and I think she hawed, but I’ve never been sure what a haw sounded like.
“Yeah,” she said. “I got it. That’s the guy pretending he had a baby on the way.”
“Pretended?”
“Asked all sorts of weird questions in here. Kept coming around, pestering patients. I’m not sure what he was after. Kelly said she thought he was vice fishing for a bust, but cops usually don’t come ‘round here unless we call them, know what I’m saying?” 
“Who’s Kelly?”
“She’s another girl works here. Supposed to be in today, but no-showed and now you get to look at my pretty face instead of hers.”
“Are there very many nurses that work here?”
She smiled, shook her head. “Honey, we ain’t nurses. We’re the pack mules, all right? Nurse practitioners deal with the patients here. Ain’t really any doctors, except once in a while. What do you expect from a free clinic?”
“Can you tell me anything else about this guy?” I asked, tapping the photograph.
She shrugged. “I never really dealt with him much. In fact, Kelly talked to him most the time. She’s good dealing with difficult patients, even though he wasn’t really a patient. But that girl’s got some arms on her. She does that kung fu stuff at the YMCA, I think. Only it isn’t really kung fu. She can’t like do all those flips or walk on water or nothing like that.”
I didn’t bother telling her that, while kung fu was a real martial art, it did not involve walking on water. Then I’d also feel obligated to give her the real skinny on Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy.
“But Kelly didn’t come to work today?”
“Guess it’s her loss, huh?” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “She missed Christmas.”
I pulled another photo out of my envelope and set it on top of Doug’s. I didn’t ask any questions, just watched for her reaction, confident after talking with her that she’d recognize the face.
“You fooling around with me?” she asked. “Why you asking about Kelly if you already know her.”
The photograph before her was a blow-up I’d made from one of the series I’d taken at the rest stop, an 8 x 10 of Doug’s mystery woman.
“What’s Kelly’s last name?”
“You got her picture, but you don’t know her?”
“If you answer my next two questions, I’ll give you a look at another badge.”
She thought about it for a second and a half. “Let me see that badge.”
I put a second hundred dollar bill on the photo of Kelly. It didn’t stay there long.
“Her last name’s kind of funny. We always tease her about it. It’s Kelly Simple. A simple name for a simple girl is what we say.”
And a really crappy alias, if you asked me.
“The next question is the most important,” I said. “Where does she live?”
“You want …” She lowered her voice. “You want her address?”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t know about that.”
I leaned into the window. “I think two-hundred and fifty dollars gets me at least that.”
She sighed. “I have to look it up. Wait here.” The glass door almost took off my nose when she snapped it shut.
Several pairs of eyes in the waiting room stared at me. No one had been called in since I had arrived, and I got the feeling everyone blamed me for it by tying up the gatekeeper behind the glass window.
I tapped my foot while I waited for her to return.
Thankfully, the window opened before a riot broke out. She handed me a piece of letterhead from a pharmaceutical company with an address in Sterling Heights scrawled on it.
“You got to go,” she said. “Nurse Ratchet is on the prowl.”
“One more photo,” I said. “Real quick.”
She glanced over her shoulder, then rolled her hand in the air. “Come on, come on.”
I put down a photo of Lincoln, which I had also taken to Kinko’s and made copies of after Ms. Granthum was nice enough to give it to me.
The woman barely glanced at it. “Uh-huh. Never seen him.”
“Are you sure?”
“He’s kinda got that Sean Connery thing going for him. Sexy old guy. I’d remember if he came in here. Besides, no one dressed like that ever comes in here.”
I thanked her for her time and the address—even though I’d paid good money for both—and rushed out the door. The toll keeper tried to hit me up for more cash. I started to wave him off, then decided to try something.
“You want to earn your toll today?”
“Long as it ain’t hard or nothing.”
“Not at all.” I handed him one of my photos of Lincoln. “You ever see this guy come in here?”
His yellow eyes skittered back and forth as he examined the picture. He took his time. I almost gave up on him when he finally shook the photo and shouted, “Heyah!”
“Was that a yes?”
“Sure, sure. I seen this guy. Comes around all the time.”
“You’re positive?”
“Yeah. I can vividly picture him walking through the door.”
I eyeballed that very door. Had the woman at the window lied? Or maybe Lincoln had come in when she wasn’t there?
“I remember,” the toll keeper went on. “He used to give me a dollar to wash his windows. I hated that. Why couldn’t he just give me the fucking dollar. Do I look like a window washer?”
Or maybe this guy was nuts, and I was wasting another fifty bucks. Fifty dollars here, fifty dollars there, and pretty soon millionaire Ridley Brone would be collecting tolls himself.
I handed him the money anyway, figuring I deserved it for trying to yank Lincoln into this when I already had a perfectly legitimate lead. It was time I followed that lead and found the mystery woman, a.k.a. Kelly Simple.
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Chapter 23
Finding Kelly Simple only made things more complicated, because she was dead.
Chills rippled through me, and my skin turned to gooseflesh, not only because I stared at yet another dead body, but because whoever had killed her—and I had my vote on the culprit—had jacked down the air conditioning to near meat locker temps.
I rubbed some warmth into my arms and examined the body. She sat at the kitchen table, face down as if taking a nap, except that her arms dangled below the table, hands almost touching the floor. Judging from the blood spatter over the kitchen counter behind her, I assumed the hole in her back was the exit wound. About four inches to one side of her head sat a coffee mug with a cartoon dog dressed in a karate gi and black belt. The mug still contained some coffee, but definitely qualified as half empty.
Across the table from Kelly, another coffee mug and a sugar bowl with a spoon in it was set out. This mug was empty, a brownish ring around the top suggesting it had recently been otherwise. Apparently Miss Simple had a visitor, and that visitor had finished his coffee then shot her in the chest.
I paced a circle around the table a couple times, giving myself time to collect my thoughts. Four dead, now. Four. Deep breath. I needed to search the house.
I abandoned the kitchen for the family room. Pictures of Kelly in her own gi lined the walls—Kelly breaking boards, Kelly kicking a guy in the face, Kelly punching through a cinder block, Kelly whipping around a pair of nunchaku.
On a set of shelves fastened to the wall she had arranged a shrine of trophies, all of them from karate tournaments, most of them first place, none of them under third. Also hanging on the wall was a sheathed Samurai sword, although I’m sure there was a more fancy word for it I didn’t know.
I scoped out a set of bookshelves by the television that contained mostly DVDs—she owned every movie Chuck Norris ever made an appearance in, as well as a number of Jackie Chan films, and a healthy Jet Lee catalog. The few books on the shelves either had titles with Japanese words in them or espoused some diet plan.
Even this rusty detective noticed a pattern.
I moved back through the kitchen into the front living room. With all the walls blank, and only a single chair for furniture, the room might have made even a Spartan want for more. A further tour of the house confirmed my suspicion that she probably hadn’t lived here long. One bedroom had a bed, a dresser, and some clothes in the closet, and that was it.
The second bedroom had a lock on the door. Nothing complex, but I broke the doorknob getting in. This room had more furnishings than all the others combined, though I doubted she entertained the neighbors in it.
Every wall was lined with glass cases displaying all manner of weapon—swords, throwing stars, axes, things with chains, spikes, or solid blunt edges, or all of the above. Things you could throw, swing, twirl, or chop, and a couple things you could shoot, like a crossbow, and what I could only assume was a blowgun. But no revolvers, or pistols, or shotguns.
Interesting.
I left the weapon cache, cut through the bathroom, then found the door leading to the basement. Kelly had locked this door with a padlock and hasp. I debated how badly I wanted to check out the basement. Getting in would mean dismantling the hasp—in this case, dismantling was my fancy word for break. Damaging the door meant disrupting a crime scene further than I already had.
“You already wrecked a doorknob,” I said to myself. “What will one more thing hurt?”
Three kicks ripped the door from the hasp, the hasp dangling from the doorjamb with the padlock still in the loop. I used a knuckle to flip on a light switch at the top of the stairs. Fluorescent lights flickered to life downstairs, chasing away the basement’s shadows.
I descended.
One corner of the dank, unfinished space held a collection of boxes, what appeared to be simple storage. To my right, another corner was arranged as a laundry area with a washer and dryer and a pile of dirty clothes on the floor. I thought it strange someone would padlock their laundry room until I rounded the staircase and found the workbench.
A pegboard hung on the wall above the bench with a standard collection of tools. A variety of more exotic devices littered the bench itself—a mortar and pestle, an alcohol burner, some beakers, a thermometer. Glass and plastic bottles of various sizes crowded the inside of an open milk crate sitting on a shelf installed underneath the workbench. I crouched down to read some labels. Among the more unusual products, like acetone, were mundane ones like aspirin and distilled water.
Seemed Kelly had another hobby besides the martial arts, and something told me this chemistry set did more than bubble and fizz.
I stood and stared at the bench. I didn’t know how it all went together, but the High Note’s destruction had been built here. I was sure of it.
I went back upstairs to the weapon room, took a closer look. Kelly was meticulous about how she stored her weapons, each glass case arranged like a museum display. Every weapon had its place. I was looking for a place that didn’t have its weapon. I found such a place in a case filled with scary-looking swords. Something from the bottom shelf, probably not one of her favorites, easily replaceable, and no hard feelings tossing it into a drain or a trash bin somewhere after she used it to cut open Eliza’s throat.
I returned to the kitchen for one last look at the woman responsible for blowing up my parents’ pride and joy, who had killed Tom when she meant to kill me, who had mistaken Eliza for Dixie/Sam. I stared hard at the dead woman and tried to feel sorry for, but even with the blood dotting the kitchen cabinets, I couldn’t muster so much as a sigh.
Her murder meant only one thing to me—there was someone else responsible. Kelly Simple was, as the woman at the clinic put it, simply a pack mule. Her position at the clinic, her skill with a deadly weapon, and her knack for building bombs made her a handy helper, but she was not in charge. The person in charge killed her to silence the only link between him and the black market adoption ring Doug threatened to expose.
Call me stubborn, but I couldn’t help thinking that person was Lincoln Rice.

I sprinted around the corner of the free clinic, my envelope clutched in one hand, and found the toll keeper where I had left him. He must have saw something in my eyes, and backed away as I approached, his hands up.
“I surrender. Don’t hurt me.”
Before he ran off, I slowed my pace, tried to relax. “Just some more questions.”
“I collect the tolls. I can’t answer any more questions. I’m fried.” He forked two fingers and pointed at his yellow eyes. “Can’t you see it?”
He was fried all right.
“You answer my questions, I’ll pay you a toll big enough to retire on.”
“You seem to miss the point of a toll. I stand here, y—”
I grabbed the collar of his dirty coat with one hand and shook him. Then I smacked him on top of the head with my envelope.
He ducked. “Hey, okay, it’s cool.”
I whipped out Lincoln’s photo and held it right in his face. “You no longer work a toll booth. You’re an information booth now.”
“That’s right, sure, info booth. That’s me.”
“Tell me again about seeing him come in here.”
He pulled his face away from the picture to get a better look, chewed on his lip. “I say I saw him come in here? Naw. He never came here.”
I dropped my hand holding the photo. “You told me you saw him come in here.”
“I was mistaken.”
“So you’ve never seen him.”
“Of course I’ve seen him. He gives me a dollar to wash his windows.”
I opened my mouth to ask for more, stopped. I looked across the street at the gas station where I’d first seen the toll keeper.
“You mean across the street? You washed his windows when he went to the gas station?”
He scratched his chin, thinking it over, and I left him to it. I ran across the street, heedless of oncoming traffic. Traffic wasn’t really an issue in this part of the city anyway.
The tone that sounded when I opened the door seemed to echo for an age while I stared at the man behind the counter pointing his Magnum at me… again. The pink spots on his dark head looked extra pink today.
“Hello, my friend.”
“If we’re such good friends, why are you aiming that at me?”
“I saw you coming from across the street. I thought I would surprise welcome you.”
“Your surprise isn’t very welcoming.”
“What can I say? Our friendship has been strained since you took bullets.”
“I assume you got more.”
He smiled.
“I need to talk,” I said.
“You are talking. You talk a lot, I think. You talk but you don’t buy. Not a very good customer.”
“It’s important. Could you put the piece away?”
“Maybe you give bullets back first.”
“Put it away!” I took three steps toward him.
“Come no closer.”
I took three more steps.
“I will shoot you.”
At the counter, I slapped Lincoln’s picture down, grabbed the Magnum, and jerked it out of his hand. He watched me wide-eyed while I emptied the bullets, put them in one pocket, tucked the gun in my belt, then retrieved the photo and held it up.
“This guy look familiar to you?”
He didn’t bother looking. “Give me my gun!”
“Not until you answer me. Have you seen him?”
He slapped his hands over his eyes. “I’m not looking at anything until you give gun back.”
“Open your eyes or the last thing you’ll ever see is your gun.”
He lowered his hands, brow furrowed. “That does not make sense, what you said. I would not see gun if you shot me when my eyes are still closed.”
“Haven’t you ever heard not to point a gun at somebody unless you mean to use it? No wonder I never see anyone in here. You’re nuts.”
“I have many customers.”
I pointed at the photo. “Is he one of them?”
“You are very rude. Can’t you take joke?”
I counted back from three, since I didn’t have time for ten. Not much help, but I did restrain myself from throttling him.
“Is… he… a customer?”
Finally, his eyes shifted toward the picture. His eyebrows lifted, followed by one corner of his mouth. “That is him.”
A rock rattled through my intestinal track. “You know him?”
“That is my faithful white customer I tell you about. Very generous. Always pay cash.”
“He comes in here?”
“Why you sound so surprised? I told you I have white customers. I have many customers.”
“You already said that.” I set the photo down, trying to see the larger picture. “How often does he come?”
“Sometimes he come three times in a month, sometimes I not see him for many weeks. Depends. But he has come here for as long as I own place.”
“How long is that?”
He looked toward the ceiling and ticked it off in his head. “Almost ten years now.”
So Lincoln comes downtown, but doesn’t go into the clinic. Like the woman at the window had said, if someone like Lincoln Rice went in there he’d be remembered. Instead, Kelly Simple comes out, maybe has one of the girls with her. They make arrangements for the girl to sell her child instead of getting an abortion. Lincoln then turns around and sells the baby for a profit. Maybe the girl gets shipped up north to that doctor Autumn mentioned. Kelly Simple gets a finder’s fee. Everyone’s happy.
The idea seemed so unreal, treating children like merchandise—stolen merchandise at that. Who knew what kind of “parents” the kid ended up with? I couldn’t stand to wonder. But the theory filled a gap in the larger story. Lincoln wasn’t a client of the adoption ring, he helped run it. When Autumn became pregnant, and Daddy didn’t approve, he decided to earn a little something extra for the inconvenience.
My stomach felt so twisted I could barely stand up straight. I staggered toward the door.
“Please do not take my gun.”
I returned to the counter, set the gun down, dropped the bullets next to it. Some of the bullets rolled off the counter’s edge. He caught the bullets as they fell.
“Are you all right, my friend?”
“I don’t even know what that means.”

“I didn’t expect to see you again.”
Autumn stood at the iron railing of the balcony to her hotel suite at the Rabson. She had a cigarette pinched between her fingers, and she stared at the burning end as if she didn’t know what to do with it. I wasn’t sure she did. I’d never seen her smoke. 
I sat in a plastic chair, shifting this way and that, trying to get comfortable, but the chair must have been designed for torture, not for sitting.
Autumn raised the cigarette to an inch from her lips. “Daddy would pitch a fit if he saw me doing this.”
We had the hotel suite to ourselves, Lincoln off “handling business” according to Autumn. We took to the balcony because Autumn didn’t want her father to smell the smoke. The gesture reminded me how far under Lincoln’s thumb she was.
Autumn put the cigarette between her lips and inhaled, the end blazing in the night.
My coming to Autumn while her father was gone was no coincidence. I had waited a long time in the parking lot, watching his car. I did have the sense to buy a sub at a nearby deli before settling in for my stakeout, determined to avoid another frozen mini pizza binge.
Autumn coughed, shook her head, and tossed the cigarette away. I glimpsed it, a tiny baton with a fiery end, tumble out of sight. She rested both hands on the railing and stared out at the patchwork of lights in the windows of buildings across the street. An illuminated man in shirt and tie made late night photocopies in one window of an office building.
I wasn’t the only one working late.
“I’ve thought about what you told me,” I said, studying Autumn, taking note of the slightest reactions in her body.
Her chin lifted half an inch, and her shoulder rose as she took a deep breath. “And?”
I wasn’t sure how to play this, feeling my way through instinct, hoping the right response would come when I needed it. Autumn was my last chance at getting to Lincoln. I refused to let myself see her as the mother of my daughter, which proved easier than I thought. Autumn had become another crooked cog in the broken down machine that had stolen from me a daughter I’d gone fifteen years not knowing I had. Just a cog. A piece of the puzzle. A pawn. Whatever you wanted to call her. A means to an end.
“There’s some things I think you ought to know,” I said.
Her head tilted slightly, as if cocking an ear to hear me better.
“I think I know what happened to our daughter.”
Her back went straight. She almost turned toward me, but something stopped her. Her hands gripped the railing hard enough to raise the tendons in her arms.
“How would you know that?”
“That’s an odd question.”
She finally turned, looking through the darkness at me sitting in the corner. “Is this another game? Some trick?”
Was it? I didn’t quite know myself. I had an agenda, but that didn’t necessarily mean I was trying to trick her. “It’s no game.”
She fumbled out the soft pack of cigarettes from her pocket and went about lighting one with a match. This time, when she inhaled, she didn’t cough, though her grimace told me the smoke burned her lungs.
“Just tell me then,” she said.
“Do you remember Doug writing a story about illegal adoptions?”
She flicked the cigarette at my face. The lit end singed my eyebrow. I swatted the cigarette away like a bug and stood.
Autumn glared at me, nostrils flaring. “Don’t.”
“You’re not going to like it.” I gripped her by the shoulders. “But you’re going to have to deal. You’re going to have to hear it.”
She tried to wrench out of my grip, but I wouldn’t let her. I swung her around and pinned her against the wall to one side of the balcony’s sliding glass door.
“I won’t listen to this,” she said. “I’m not going to listen to you trash my father anymore.”
“Trash him? He’s lucky I don’t fucking kill him.” I shook her, trying to get her to stop struggling. “Listen to me, damn it. It all fits together. Doug started writing a follow up to that first story. He got too close to the shit your father was involved with.”
Autumn spit in my face.
I let the spittle crawl down along the side of my nose, not letting her go. “Come on, Autumn. The man’s had you on a leash for as long as I’ve known you. Remember all that sneaking around we had to do? Remember what he did to you when he found out you were pregnant?”
“I deserved it.” Her eyes changed. Maybe it was my imagination, but everything went dark when I looked into those eyes.
“I betrayed him,” she said.
She stopped struggling. I could feel the muscles in her arms turn soft. A second later, her legs gave out. I held onto her, pulling her over to the plastic chair and easing her into it.
Her head lolled to one side. I forced my hand to stay gentle when I lifted her chin to look in her eyes.
“I’m all right,” she said, though her voice sounded sleepy.
I crouched down in front of her. “Betrayed him how?”
She pressed the heel of one palm against her cheek and wiped away some tears. “Has it really come to this?”
With no idea what she was talking about, I kept quiet.
“I’m losing my mind, Ridley. All of this… I’m losing it for sure.”
“You’re not losing your mind.” But I knew how she felt. At least, I thought I did. “Take it one step at a time. There’s a lot to deal with.”
“You don’t know. You have no idea.”
“Then tell me.”
She laughed, a hollow, throaty guffaw that—I had to admit—sounded borderline insane.
“I’m sick,” she said. “So sick.”
I could sit there and debate every one of her self-criticisms. I’m crazy. No you’re not. I’m sick. No you’re not. The back and forth wouldn’t do any good. Again, I backed off to give her time.
“I knew the baby was yours because I remembered the time at your parents’ house, we didn’t use a condom. That one time. That’s how I knew it was yours.”
I kept my mouth clamped shut, afraid to try decoding what she was saying. A humid breeze fluttered into the balcony’s cubby. Every inch of my sweaty skin felt tight.
“He didn’t think so,” Autumn said. A vein bulged on her forehead. “Daddy thought it was his.”
Daddy? My gut split open. “Enough,” I shouted. I couldn’t take any more. Not one more twisted bit.
“I’m sorry,” Autumn repeated over and over, her voice trailing away to an incomprehensible hiss.
I stared out at the night. I’d always resented Lincoln for turning me away when I’d tried to contact Autumn. His face had always stood as a symbol for what I lost when Autumn shut herself away—only it wasn’t her at all. All along, it had been him.
He deserved more than my resentment. He deserved a hardcore beating that involved a lot of his blood on my clothes.
“Do you see what he’s done?”
Her head jerked. She kept whispering “I’m sorry” like a mantra.
I crouched, trying to get her to look at me. “The man is a monster. Stand up to him.”
She cupped her face in her hands, but her incessant whispering stopped.
“You can help me get back at him for all he’s done to us, to our daughter. As fucked up as he is, everything he’s done he thinks of as protecting you. We can use that against him.”
Her hands slid down her face until only her fingertips remained touching her chin. She stared at her lap, breathing in short puffs. I could see the struggle in her eyes, her trying to stay in control.
“Help me, Autumn.” I rested my hands on her knees. The contact made me squirm inside as I thought about how her father might have touched her in a similar way. “Help me put that bastard down.”
Autumn lowered her hands over my own.
I fought the urge to pull away. Parts of me felt like they were coming loose, like I might crumble right there on the balcony.
“What can I do?” she asked.
Using the last tatters of my self-control, I outlined my plan—or most of it at least.
Autumn never once looked me in the eye.
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Chapter 24
The next morning I woke up before dawn, yet felt better rested than I had in days, which wasn’t saying much. I still jerked awake three times during the night from some nightmare or another. I only remembered one image from those dreams—my hand holding a gun to the head of Lincoln Rice.
I went through my usual morning routine, except that this morning I attempted to warm a frozen bagel in the toaster oven. The bagel ended up a little crispy on the outside, a little still-frozen on the inside. I ate it anyway over the kitchen sink, then took my coffee out to the back porch and sat in the dark while I waited for Autumn to call.
The sun had yet to touch the sky when my phone rang.
“He’s agreed to meet at the park,” Autumn said. “But he isn’t happy about it.”
“Do we care?”
“I guess not.”
I hung up and dumped my coffee into a nearby potted plant, or what used to be a plant before neglect had turned it into a brown husk. First thing tomorrow, I decided, I would hire a gardener—assuming I survived the morning.
I peeked out the front door, looked both ways, and spotted the unmarked car with a single shadow inside, Palmer working this alone now. I had to wonder if he’d been out there all night. I hadn’t seen him on my way in the night before.
I tucked my Smith & Wesson into its trusty spot at the small of my back, slipped a mini tape recorder into my jacket pocket. Two minutes later, I pulled out of the garage in the Rolls Royce. I had never operated any machinery so expensive before in my life. It felt kind of cool.
As I drove away from the house, I checked my rearview. The unmarked remained parked at the curb.
I took the most direct route to Garfield park, and did the speed limit the whole way.
Lincoln’s Lexus was already in the lot when I pulled in. He and Autumn stood outside the car, both looking impatient. The expression on Lincoln’s face when I parked next to his car in my Rolls had Kodak written all over it.
I cut the engine, and Bob Dylan’s “Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door” went silent.
“Why on Earth are you driving that?” Lincoln asked when I got out.
I gave the Rolls an appreciative once over. “Ain’t it sweet?”
Autumn hung back on the other side of the Lexus, face cast down. Lincoln made a show of noticing the morning twilight. “There better be a good reason you’ve dragged me out here so early.”
“Ms. Granthum told me you were an early riser.”
That shut him up.
“Were you followed here?” I asked.
“No. I took care, as you suggested. Can we get on with this? I have some business matters with people overseas, and this is prime time to contact them.”
What kind of business did he have across the ocean? More baby selling? Sex slave trade? I pushed the speculation aside. I had already learned more than enough about this asshole to keep me nauseated for a decade.
“All right. Let’s go.”
“Go? Where are we going?”
Autumn watched a trio of seagulls bicker over some found morsel.
I pointed to a stand of trees on the other side of the park’s main clearing. Nearby, a paved trail cut through those trees and led to the park’s other side. “Right over there.”
“If you meant to have us meet on the far side of the park, why did you have us park on this side?”
I gave him the are-you-dense look. “You want those cops looking for Autumn to find out I’m helping you? I’m taking precautions.”
His mouth formed a line. He seemed to think about it, come to some decision, then nodded once. “Fine. Lead the way.”
I tugged my jacket down to make sure it concealed my gun before trudging out ahead of them. Autumn took up the rear and watched her feet most the way.
Lincoln kept close to me, but a little behind. I had a hard time keeping an eye on him, as if he meant to stay in my blind spot. A knot twisted in my stomach. This set-up had more holes than a wheel of Alpine Swiss, but there was more at stake here than getting a killer to admit his deeds. Lincoln was my last connection to my daughter’s whereabouts. I needed him to tell me how to find her.
By the time we crossed the clearing, dawn bled some of the darkness from the sky, and the first hint of light deepened the shadows cast by the trees. The three of us stood facing one another in the shadows, forming a triangle. When I reached into my pocket to turn on the tape recorder, Autumn’s gaze jerked toward the movement as if she’d been waiting for it.
I said to Lincoln, “The reason I brought you out here was because of something I found.” I glanced at Autumn. “I now know for a fact that Autumn killed Doug.”
Here was the plan, or most of it at least: Give Lincoln a choice—his daughter or himself. Autumn was the only person besides himself that Lincoln seemed to care about. I thought if I could use that against him, he might sacrifice himself to save his daughter.
That was the plan.
But Lincoln Rice only smirked at my bluff and said, “Is that so?”
Not the reaction I was looking for.
Autumn stared at the ground. “I’m so sorry.”
Lincoln pulled a gun.



  
    Last Call
    
  




  
Chapter 25
I gave Autumn a pointed look. “Guess you proved to be Daddy’s little girl after all.”
“Quiet,” Lincoln demanded.
“Can I convince you to tell me all the details before you kill me,” I said while trying to judge if I could reach back and pull my gun before Lincoln pulled his trigger. “Isn’t that traditional?”
Lincoln nodded at Autumn. “Go on.”
Autumn came over to me, head hung. “I’m sorry.” She snaked a hand under my jacket and relieved me of my gun. Then she reached into my pocket and withdrew the tape recorder. She handed the tape recorder to her father, but kept my gun for herself.
Autumn turned to her father. “Okay, Daddy. Tell him.”
Lincoln pressed the stop button on the tape recorder. He worked his mouth as if he had a bad taste on his tongue. “My daughter wishes to give you the opportunity to live.”
“How nice of her.”
“I wouldn’t begrudge her. Did you honestly think you could turn her against her own father?”
I shrugged one shoulder. “She does have a habit of betraying the men she sleeps with.”
Autumn made a tiny sound, almost like a sneeze.
Lincoln’s jaw set. “You can say whatever you want about our lifestyle. No man has ever cared more for Autumn than I have.”
“Lifestyle? Is that what you call it? Most people call it incest.”
He straightened his gun arm, closing the distance between the gun barrel and my chest.
“Daddy!”
He eased the gun back to a more casual position, but never let it point away. Autumn, on the other hand, had my gun aimed at the ground in a limp grip, as if the weapon was too heavy for her.
To me, Autumn said, “Stop taunting him. He’s going to help us find our daughter.”
“You’re damn right he is.”
“I have to admit,” Lincoln said. “I was relieved when Autumn told me the child was yours. She could have saved us both a little worry if she’d told me at the beginning.”
“That’s why you sold her? Consequences of your ‘lifestyle’ too much to deal with?”
“I had no intention of seeing my daughter’s future ruined because of an indiscretion. It makes no difference whose child it was. I would have done nothing different.”
“Sounds like a lot of big words to cover up one fact—you sold your own granddaughter like a piece of real estate.”
Lincoln laughed. “That’s hardly how it works. There are girls out there unfit to be mothers. How do these children benefit being raised by whores and junkies?”
“You calling Autumn a whore?”
He ignored the barb. “I find the children homes where they are wanted. Some people are so desperate to have a child, they are willing to pay a great deal of money. What I do might not be legal, but I don’t see how it can be wrong.”
“Until you sell a kid to someone who wants more than just a son or daughter.” A hot streak blazed down the back of my neck. “Someone like you.”
His grip tightened on the gun. “Did you want me to shoot you?”
“If what you do is so noble, how come you had to kill Doug? Couldn’t you have rallied him to your cause?”
Autumn took a step toward me. “Ridley, please.”
“I did try,” Lincoln said. “He was nearly as stubborn as you. Determined to write his story.”
“So you killed him and wiped his hard drive. Meanwhile, Autumn’s at yoga, only she isn’t, but you didn’t know that until it was too late. Now you’ve implicated your own daughter.”
“Get it off your chest if you must.”
I glanced toward the paved trail leading into a shadowy cave of trees. My heartbeat doubled. This wasn’t going at all like I’d planned.
“You have your minion, Kelly Simple, set that bomb to kill me because you worried I knew more than I did when I asked about your relationship with Doug. Dixie’s a little different. That part doesn’t make sense. Why would you try to kill her?”
“Try?”
“Your girl killed the wrong person twice,” I said. “Dixie had a sex change, which I never bothered to mention when I told you where he was. Kelly, thinking she was going there to kill a woman, killed Dixie’s girlfriend instead.”
Autumn inexplicably raised my gun, finally aiming it at me.
Glancing back and forth between the two guns pointed in my direction, I continued, “Was it just to tie off a loose end? You thought with Dixie dead, I couldn’t find out that he had nothing to do with the explosion at the High Note?”
“That girl… or whatever she is, dragged my daughter down, nearly caused her to go to prison. She got what she deserved.”
“Did you tell yourself the same thing when you killed Doug. Because that’s what this is really about. No one is good enough for your daughter.”
His nostrils flared.
“I’m good at this once I get started, aren’t I? I tell you—once a detective, always a detective.”
“Are you through?”
I stared him dead in the eyes. “Am I?”
“You forgot about Kelly.”
“I’ve done all the talking, Lincoln. Why don’t you tell me about Kelly Simple?”
His brow wrinkled. He looked at the tape recorder in his hand as if to make sure he had in fact turned it off. He waved an elbow at Autumn. “Check his other pockets. Make sure he doesn’t have a second recording device.”
Autumn came over and patted at my jacket and my pants pocket.
“Don’t just feel him. Reach into his pockets and check.”
Autumn obeyed and found nothing.
“Happy?” I asked.
Lincoln frowned. “People like Kelly are expendable. I have one like her in a number of places across the state. They help me find children who need good homes.”
“And they help you kill people.”
“Not all are as versatile as Kelly was. She’ll be sorely missed.”
I shook my head, out of ways to buy time. My fate was now in the hands of… well, fate. I snuck another glance at the shadows under the trees.
“If you’re through, I’ll get back to the task at hand. You have two very clear choices. Autumn wishes to be reunited with her daughter, and I sense you want the same.”
I folded my arms.
“You’ve figured out quite a bit,” he continued. “If you’re willing to forget it all, I will tell you where to find your daughter. Mind you, I’m the only one with this information. I’ve kept tabs on her from time to time. She’s doing quite well.”
“What’s to guarantee my amnesia is permanent?”
“Have you ever seen the insides of a fifteen year-old girl?”
Autumn cringed and hissed through her teeth.
I decided if he so much as moved his aim an inch to either side, I’d take the chance and throttle him.
“Ironically, you now have an idea what a father might do to protect his daughter. We’re in the same boat, you and I.”
“I have my limits.”
“Your only other option is death.”
I imagined where my daughter might be, what kind of life she might have led for the past fifteen years. Was she really in a good home, with parents that cared for her? Or was the kind of affection she received the same brand as Lincoln’s? My heart almost stopped at the thought.
“Where is my daughter?”
“Does that mean you agree?”
I gritted my teeth. “Where is my daughter?”
Lincoln raised his gun. “This is sad. Autumn hoped the two of you might form some sort of relationship with your child together. I hate not being able to give my daughter what she wants.”
Autumn stared at the ground, shivering.
Lincoln lifted the tape recorder and gazed at it with an amused smirk. “You really thought this was going to work? Taping my confession?”
“I guess not,” I said. “Especially since there isn’t even any tape in there.”
His eyes bugged. “What are you …” He flipped open the recorder and found it empty. He tossed the tape recorder onto the ground and zeroed his aim in on my face. “This was all a joke to you?”
“Daddy, wait.”
From the shadowed path into the trees came a voice. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to come out?” Palmer emerged from the shadows, his pistol trained on Lincoln. “Because you could have filled me in before you assumed I would follow you here.”
Lincoln swung his aim toward Palmer, but before I could make a move, Autumn steadied her aim on me.
“Everyone stay calm,” Palmer said.
Lincoln’s face turned deep red. “Autumn! What is this?”
Autumn shook her head, eyes wide, my gun trembling in her hands. “I don’t know. I don’t.”
“Both of you,” Palmer said. “Put down the weapons.”
“You’ve made a grave mistake,” Lincoln said to me. “You’ll only get another policeman killed.”
Palmer gestured with his pistol. “Nobody is killing anybody.”
“Tell me where my daughter is, you bastard.”
“The hell I will.”
“You sick fuck. It’s over. You’re caught. Tell me where she is.”
“That’s enough!” Palmer shouted. “Drop the guns. Now.”
Autumn shook, but her aim never wavered. Lincoln’s own gun remained locked on Palmer. The sun colored the sky orange, and in the light I could see Lincoln’s knuckles going white. Everything was moving too fast. Palmer had followed me like I had hoped. I also suspected Autumn might turn on me, which was the reason for the whole tape recorder ruse. She didn’t know I’d meant for Palmer to listen in. But when I had played the rest of this out in my head, I saw it differently. I saw Lincoln giving up when Palmer came out, saw him telling me everything I needed to know to break down his network of baby selling, saw him giving me my daughter’s location.
I took a step toward Lincoln.
Autumn jerked her gun up.
“After all he’s done,” I said to her. “You should be pointing the gun at him.”
Palmer twitched. “Jesus Christ, are you trying to get us all shot?”
“Turn the gun on him, Autumn. Make him tell us how to find our daughter.”
“Brone, you are way out of line.”
Lincoln’s lip curled. “Shoot him, Autumn.”
“You kill me, Palmer kills your dad. We’ll never know then.”
Palmer grunted.
“Kill him, Autumn!”
“Stop telling me what to do,” she screamed.
Her hands opened, and the gun tipped off of her fingers and thumped to the ground, and Lincoln’s finger curled against his trigger, and the morning light reflected off of Palmer’s glasses, maybe blinding him, and Autumn covered her face and dropped to her knees, and I dove for my gun, knowing Lincoln was probably pulling his trigger at the same time, and the shot cracked the sky, the report echoing through the trees, a flock of red robins scattering from branches, while I sailed down, and down, down, until my hands touched my gun, my fingers curled around the grip, and I tried to turn at the same time I scooped up my gun and slipped my finger through the trigger guard, and Lincoln still pointed his gun toward Palmer who was now behind me, out of sight, maybe injured, maybe dead, but I couldn’t turn to see, had to follow through—this man knew how to find my daughter—so I aimed the gun at his chest before he could swing his aim toward me, and I caught him, saw his eyes widen as he knew it too, and I shouted with such force that something wet like blood rolled up the back of my tongue, “WHERE IS MY DAUGHTER!”
Lincoln froze.
I waited.
He cocked his elbow, brought the barrel of his gun to his temple.
“You’ll never know.”
And he shot himself.
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Chapter 26
My daughter is sixteen years old. She lives with a slightly older couple who couldn’t have children and couldn’t get through the whole adoption process because the husband, Dennis, had some financial problems that put the couple in debt for a number of years. Their debts are now paid, even after what they had to spend to finally get a daughter.
My daughter lives on a street named Morningdale, in suburban Michigan, in a single family ranch style home, with a detached garage that Dennis installed a basketball net to when my daughter was ten, because she loved watching the Detroit Pistons play on television. My daughter shoots a mean free-throw, and continues to improve her lay-ups every night that she practices after school. Dennis thinks she will start first string on the high school girls varsity team when she tries out.
My daughter’s name is Dorothy, after her adoptive mother’s mother. Some kids at school call her Dot or Dotty, but she prefers Dorothy, unless she’s with Dennis, who nicknamed her Doro when she was just a baby.
Virginia, Dorothy’s adoptive mother, is teaching my daughter how to play piano. My daughter isn’t very good. She has a hard time remembering how to work her fingers to play the right chords, and she doesn’t have the patience to keep trying. Eventually, she will give up and run outside to shoot hoops. This makes Virginia sad, because my daughter can sing. Man, can she sing.
My daughter’s birthday is in September. I’m going to visit her to celebrate her seventeenth birthday. I bought her a car, after checking with Virginia and Dennis to make sure it was okay with them. I think they’re uncomfortable with such an expensive gift, but I try to explain to them that I have more money than I would ever need, and I’m happy to spend it on my own daughter. Our daughter.
Virginia and Dennis have unofficially adopted me, too. I have a family again. We’re happy. Everything is okay.
Only it’s not.
Because all of this …
… was simply a fantasy that ran through my mind while I crawled toward Lincoln Rice’s body. When I reached him, I noticed his chest hitch and fall as his body struggled to live on even while the bastard’s brain leaked into the grass. One look at his broken skull told me he had nothing left to give me.
Snot dripped from my nose, and I tried to wipe it away with a quivering hand. The tears on my face kept flowing. I had to gasp to breathe.
But I wasn’t dead or dying. I only felt like I was.
The groan from behind me made me turn. Palmer lay on his back, but he reached across his body and prodded at a bloody spot on his shoulder. I couldn’t see him too well since I was on the ground myself, laying on my side by Lincoln. Observing the life in Palmer brought some life back in me.
I struggled to my feet and staggered to Palmer’s side. Lincoln’s shot caught him high and to the side. The wound wasn’t fatal, but the damage looked ragged, and probably hurt like a mother.
His glasses sat askew on his face. He tried to wriggle his nose to get them on straight. I adjusted the frames for him, rested a reassuring hand on his chest.
“You son of a bitch,” he said. “Could have told me I’d need a vest.”
“If I’d come to you first with this, you would have locked me up for sure.”
“I wouldn’t have believed a word if I wasn’t here.” He studied my face for a second. “I’m sorry, about your …”
It was pointless to voice it, and he knew it. Saying it only made it more real. It did not need to be more real.
I nodded because I felt like I ought to do something to acknowledge his sentiment.
“Get me to a hospital, or you’re out an important witness.” He tried a smile, but his expression came across more like a wince, showing too many teeth.
“We’ll take your car,” I said. “No way I’m letting you bleed all over my Rolls.” It felt good to banter. It kept my mind off of all the shit.
Palmer actually laughed. Then his expression turned grave. He tried to twist, to look past me.
“What are you doing? Let me help you—”
“Where is she?”
The question had become such a routine from him that I almost spat an inappropriate comeback until it struck me that during my shock following Lincoln’s death I had lost track of Autumn.
I searched the surrounding park with my eyes. The sun had risen high enough to illuminate the clearing with only a wreath of shadows remaining around the edges by the trees. I saw the playground on the opposite side, as well as the Rolls Royce and Lincoln’s Lexus parked in the far lot.
I saw no sign of Autumn.
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Chapter 27
Three months later, I sat in the back booth of the new High Note. Like Sheila had said, the insurance coverage on the bar was top notch. But I added a good chunk of my own money to speed up construction and get the place reopened as quickly as possible.
At first, I thought I’d have them totally reconstruct the place, recreate it in my own image. But I couldn’t think of any other way to design a karaoke bar. My parents had thought of everything, making sure that the focal point at all times was the stage, and whomever was performing. So I did everything I could to rebuild the High Note exactly the way it was when I inherited it.
Most of the bar’s features proved easy to recreate—the tables and chairs, the wallpaper, the stage lights, even the damn tacky disco ball. But a few things turned out irreplaceable, especially my parents’ wall of fame.
I salvaged as many of the signed photographs of famous performers as I could, but many of them had been destroyed in the fire. I took it upon myself to hang new pictures, sending letters out to my favorite performers and getting autographed photos sent back like I was some teenaged groupie. I’m still adding, but I’ve got Madonna, Lenny Kravitz, all members of the Beastie Boys, and one of Anthony Kiedis of the Red Hot Chili Peppers—a favorite band I’d put up there with Zep.
Unlike my parents, I haven’t met any of these entertainers in the photos, but as the bar was being rebuilt I spent a month working on a website to draw musicians of all stripes to come check out the High Note and even book a show. I realized that was how my parents had made the place so famous in the first place. Somehow I’d forgotten the many nights when karaoke would close, and the stage would open for a professional performer—some of them famous, some working their way up. Even my parents would perform on occasion.
While I finally managed to book my first act, I didn’t see myself taking the stage any time… ever. But I tried to stay true to the spirit of the High Note, and remained determined to bring it back to the level of local fame it once enjoyed.
I did make one significant change. I added a little—okay, a lot—more rock and roll to the musical selection. I wanted to see more tone-deaf schmucks try to tackle Led Zeppelin or the Rolling Stones or even Metallica. I mean, if the singers were going to suck anyway, they might as well sing badly to good music.
On stage at the moment, a heavyset black guy was signing “Music of the Night” from Phantom of the Opera and doing it better than Michael Crawford any day. I was into it, and I didn’t even like Phantom of the Opera. (He won’t admit it, but I think Paul snuck that one into the musical mix. I’ve learned through the grapevine that my bartender is a sucker for show tunes.)
The crowd wasn’t huge, but those sitting at the tables or by the bar all seemed to be having a good time. I managed to hire Mandy back, but she had the night off. A new girl, Alicia, ran the floor while Paul worked the bar. No one threatened to trash the place, and, so far, we hadn’t mysteriously run out of any top-shelf liquor.
I didn’t even recognize her when she walked in.
“He’s good,” Autumn said.
My head spun for a second while I tried to connect the familiar voice with the woman standing in front of me. She had chopped her hair, even shorter than how she wore it in high school, and she had bleached it. She never wore much make-up before, but had slathered on heavy doses of lipstick, eye shadow, and foundation. She wore a hooded sweatshirt with the hood up.
When our eyes met and recognition hit me, she pulled the hood back and almost smiled.
Almost wasn’t even close to good enough anymore.
I reached for my gin and tonic, but Paul hadn’t poured me one yet. “You got a lot of nerve coming in here.”
While Palmer had put out an all points on Autumn that night, she had managed to slip through the cracks and disappear. I never expected her to come back. Now that she was here, I couldn’t imagine things going any other way.
Autumn gestured to the seat across from mine. “Can I sit?”
“No.”
The man finished his tune and took a bow. Holly held up a little square of paper with the next name on it and announced, “Hal! An old regular. Come on up, Hal.”
Half of the patrons cheered him on, while others jeered, and a few even tried to block his way to the stage.
“Come on, Hal,” Holly prompted and helped him up onto the stage when he finally made it.
He put his arms up in a victory V, his hairy chest nearly popping the three buttons he’d bothered fastening on his silk shirt. His gold medallion flashed under the new lighting. The first strains of Tom Jones’s “It’s Not Unusual” played through the speakers. Now even some of the jeering crowd began clapping and hooting.
For a second, I expected the remodeled High Note to have somehow cured Hal of his bad singing, but when he started belting away, he made it clear he was the same old Hal.
Autumn eyed the stack of cocktail napkins on the table in front of me. I pulled the stack out of her reach.
“You’re blocking my view of the stage,” I said.
“That’s all you have to say to me? I’m blocking your view.”
I had an Encyclopedia Britannica of things to say to her, but I had no intention of giving her a damn word. I put in my time the last few months finding my own closure without her help. She could do the same without mine.
“Police still looking for you, Autumn?”
She tucked her hands into the pockets of her hoodie. “We have a daughter out there. A daughter we made together. Don’t you care about that?”
I pointedly leaned to the side to look past her at the stage. Hal gyrated his pelvis and bobbed his head while flashing his cheering/groaning audience a peace sign.
“I want your help, Ridley,” Autumn said. “I want to find her.”
“I’ve already started looking.”
“You have?”
“Did you think I wouldn’t?”
She sat down across from me even though I’d told her not to, her movements quick and excited. She tried to reach across the table and take my hands, but I pulled away and tucked them safely in my lap.
“You’re angry with me, because I told Daddy about your plan.”
If she was just figuring that out, nothing I said would ever reach her.
“You have to understand. He was my father. I didn’t want to hurt my dad.”
“You killed your dad.”
Through clenched teeth she said, “I never wanted that to happen.”
An older woman with blue-gray hair stood at the edge of the stage and offered up a rose to Hal. Hal took the rose, then took her hand, and helped her up on stage with him. They danced together, looking into each other’s eyes while Hal sang. The lady smiled as if she had no idea Hal’s voice rang as flat as a nail head.
I sighed. “What do you want, Autumn?”
“I told you. I want to help find our daughter.”
“For Christ’s sake, are you insane? First off, I don’t need or want your help. Secondly, you are a God damned fugitive. You’re lucky I don’t call the police and have you dragged out of here.”
Her chin quivered, but her eyes remained dry.
“My mother died when I was eight years old. Daddy didn’t wait a day after her funeral before having me sleep in the same bed with him. I was eight, Ridley, when he started to touch me and kiss me and look at me like he used to with Mom.”
My stomach rolled. I refused to show any sympathy, though. It wouldn’t do her any good. It would only feed her illusion that I would help her.
She glanced at the napkins again, but didn’t take one. “He didn’t start fucking me until I was twelve. He was kind enough to wait until after I reached puberty.”
“Why tell me this? In one breath you praise your father, in the next you tell me about these horrible things he’s done to you. What do you want from me?”
She started to speak, but choked on her own words. When she finally found her voice, it came out pinched. “I want my daughter.”
“No,” I said. “You don’t get her. You don’t deserve her.”
Hal finished singing and dipped his new lady friend like a gentleman, but when he lifted her back up, the woman grabbed Hal by the collar and laid one on him.
The bar filled with hoots and whistles.
I rubbed my forehead. “I know your life growing up had to have been seriously fucked. I get that. It makes me sick to think about what your father did to you. But I can’t have you in my life. And if I find our daughter, I’m not sure I want you in hers, either.”
“What gives you the right to keep me from her?”
“I’m giving you a chance to leave here on your own. Don’t push me.”
“You son of a bitch. She’s my daughter, too.”
I stared her right in the eyes. “Get out of my bar, Autumn.”
I watched her leave.
Two weeks later, police caught Autumn staying at a motel in Battle Creek. Palmer tried to tell me the details of her arrest, but I didn’t want to hear about it. I never wanted to hear about Autumn again.

Devon comes into the High Note an hour before opening on Wednesdays for his singing lessons. As a joke, I started stocking frozen mini pizzas, and Paul automatically heats them up when Devon walks in the door. After the lessons, Devon and I talk about old times, how much we hated high school, what we thought of this teacher or that, or some girl we both used to drool over. Sometimes we talk about Tom. We’ve decided to remember the Tom from high school, and let the adult Tom rest in peace.
“Seems like you’re getting along a lot better now,” Devon once said while looking around at the High Note.
I often watch the door for Sheila. I called her cell phone several times after she left. For a while it went straight to her voice mail, but the last time I called a recording told me the service had been canceled. I did some checking with local airlines that flew to Florida, but none of them have a record of any Sheila Magnor booking a flight. I have no idea where she went to, or if she’ll ever return. Since I decided to stick it out with the High Note, I’ll be here if she ever does.
Last I heard of Sam Jawhar he was still working at the same diner. I visited him once after things settled. He thanked me for helping him, then politely asked never to see me again. I understood.
During the day, before the bar opens, I hang out in the office above the bar. My parents only ever used the upstairs office as a storage room, preferring to stay down in the thick of things as often as possible. I cleared out all the boxes, installed bookshelves, added filing cabinets, a desk, and a computer with cable modem.
On the wall hangs an empty frame. One of these days I’m going to get my Michigan P.I. license, and I’m going to put it in that frame.
In the mean time, this office houses everything I need to continue