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      It’s a legitimate question. Why start a mystery magazine? And why now?

      I’m not necessarily known for writing mystery. The first novels I had published by traditional publishing were fantasy.

      However, I’ve always read mystery and I’ve always written mystery. As a teenager, I read a lot of Agatha Christie, such as And Then There were None and Ten Little Indians. As an adult, I’d delve into mysteries now and again, primarily anthologies such as, By Hook or by Crook, or some of the Year’s Best mystery anthologies.

      I’ve also written a lot of mystery. I’ve had stories published in Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine and in anthologies, such as Fiction River: Spies.

      So it’s obvious, at least to me, looking back on what I’ve read and written, that I enjoy mystery.

      That doesn’t answer the question of why start my own mystery magazine, though.

      As I was thinking about this, I realized that there were actually several parts to the answer.

      A big part of the “why” goes back to the state of the market. There are two (2!) mystery magazines that pay pro-level rates at this point. There are a few smaller magazines, some of which are putting out really good stories.

      So either the market can only sustain two big magazines and a few small ones, or there’s a great need that isn’t currently being filled.

      Another part of the “why” is because of the age we live in. The world has changed dramatically in terms of publishing.

      Tools now exist that make it easy for me to take a completed manuscript and turn it into a finished, consumable product. I’m so familiar with these tools that it can take me as little as ten minutes to go from document to ebooks and print interior.

      There is an entire eco-system supporting independent publishing. Once I have a cover template (which I acquired through 99Designs) I merely have to supply the cover art, and there are multiple sites that have good stock art for sale. I have the skills to manipulate the artwork to make it work with the templates.

      The next part, the last mile as it were, has also now become easy. I use a platform called BundleRabbit.

      The platform is essential. Without this platform, I wouldn’t be able to create a magazine. Or rather, I wouldn’t want to create a magazine.

      With this platform, I invite all the authors for a particular issue to join the project. They all get shares of the royalties generated by sales of the magazine.

      BUT. And this is an important point. I do not have any fiduciary responsibilities The platform keeps track of both the shares as well as the sales, then pays the authors for me.

      Removing that burden is essential. It means I don’t have to do those calculations, I don’t have to fill out tax forms, etc. It’s all done automagically for me by the platform, for a 10% cut of the royalties.

      Well worth the cost, as far as I’m concerned.

      I upload the interiors for both the print and the ebook. I upload the covers. I write the blurb, specify price, keywords, BIASC codes, which platforms I want to use, then push Publish.

      Within a few days, the book is generally available on all the platforms I’ve chosen, which tend to be Amazon, Kobo, Barnes and Noble, and Apple Books. As well as print being available through Amazon.

      Now, it’s just a marketing game. Mindshare. A readership co-op, as it were. I’m willing to tell my readers about the magazine. The other authors in that issue tell their readers. So maybe one of their readers discovers me and then goes and buys my books. And vice versa.

      I did not start a new mystery magazine with the intent on getting rich. If it happens, great.

      What I’ve done is opened up a new channel of discoverability. It’s another avenue for readers to find not only my work, but the work of other fabulous writers.

      There is yet one additional reason why I decided to start a mystery magazine. The mission statement for my publishing house is, “Build a longer table.”

      If you have a bit more, build a longer table, not a higher fence.

      There are several ways to interpret this phrase. One of the ways is to try to bring more art into the world.

      And by starting my own mystery magazine, well, that’s yet more art in the world. More stories. A delightful variety for you, the reader.

      So I present to you the inaugural issue of Mystery, Crime, and Mayhem, or MCM.

      So criminal, it’s good.

      
        
        Leah Cutter

        Ravensdale, WA

        June 2020

      

      

      PS. Want to start your own magazine? I was initially inspired by my husband and his science fiction magazine, Boundary Shock Quarterly. Then he wrote a book all about how to do it.
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      Private investigators track down troublemakers in all types of crime fiction. From Sherlock Holmes to Nero Wolfe, Hercule Poirot to Kinsey Millhone, and Sam Spade to Jessica Jones, these protagonists all hire out their professional sleuthing skills to solve the crimes the police cannot.

      But how realistic are these imaginary investigators, and how does the job work in the real world of criminal investigations?

      Although mysteries have been a cornerstone of literature since Oedipus Rex, the popularization of the private detective in crime fiction can be tracked back to Edgar Allan Poe. In his “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Poe introduces C. Auguste Dupin, an amateur sleuth who solves a double homicide in Paris using logical analysis and concrete clues. Dupin later appears in “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” and “The Purloined Letter,” and establishes a relatable, believable crime-fighting protagonist who isn’t a police detective.

      Originally, these professional sleuths went by the term, “private detective,” which is still valid today. However, along with so many other instances where fiction influences reality, the job title evolved in response to audience perception. In stories, readers often became confused when trying to keep police detectives and private detectives separate. So, crime novelists gradually adopted the term “private investigators” to replace “private detectives” to preserve the distinction.

      In future books, “PI” began replacing “private investigator,” and eventually “private eye” found its own popularity. Just keep in mind that although today “private detective,” “private investigator,” “private eye,” and “PI” are all acceptable interchangeable titles for the same job, they are all separate and distinct from a police detective, who is a completely different individual, with different authority and access.

      In the United States, private investigators must be licensed through the state in which they work. As such, licensing requirements are up to that state and may vary significantly from other states.

      For example, in Idaho, obtaining a private investigator license is as simple as applying for a generic business license.

      In Virginia, on the other hand, a private investigator must meet considerable training requirements, have professional endorsements, and submit to a criminal background check before being eligible for a license. Same gig, very different bar for legitimacy.

      Private investigators are not law enforcement, and therefore have neither the authority nor the limitations that police have. As civilians, PIs do not have the power to make official arrests, request or execute search warrants, or enforce any law. Likewise, they are not restricted by the Fourth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which protects American citizens against unreasonable search and seizures, since they do not work for the government. Remember, the Bill of Rights were written to protect American citizens from governmental overreach. So, when the First Amendment provides for freedom of speech, this merely means that someone cannot be arrested or fined by the government based solely on what they say (with some exceptions). Freedom of speech does not restrict private citizens or businesses from reacting to what someone says. Same here with the Fourth Amendment. The government (police, sheriffs, state troopers and federal agents) have rules they must follow when it comes to searching and seizing evidence. Essentially, they must abide by a citizen’s expectation of privacy, unless they have a warrant (again, with some exceptions).

      For all intents and purposes, PIs, although required to be licensed, are private citizens, and are bound by the same laws as the rest of the populace. As a result, although not covered by the Fourth Amendment, a PI still cannot simply enter a person’s house or business to search their files or collect significant evidence. A PI has no unique authority to compel an interview or gather incriminating documents.

      Although the PI is not bound to honor a person’s right to privacy, she still must abide by the law. An overeager private detective committing the crimes of breaking and entering and trespassing can be arrested like any other citizen. Therefore, the vast majority of their investigating is kept in the public arena, restricting them to public documents and voluntary interviews. Some techniques are not bound by an expectation of privacy, and therefore are fair game. Dumpster diving and public surveillance can be valuable/legal practices for the PI.

      Unlike the crime-solving sleuths in fiction, real-world private investigators tend to be involved in issues of the private sector, often focusing on civil fraud matters, matrimonial discord, and locating witnesses. Rarely do they get involved with matters that are criminal in nature, or at least are limited to those that do not reach a level of illegality for the police to be involved, as with adultery, for example.

      Despite what many of the defiant PIs in fiction convey, when involved in a criminal investigation, real private investigators walk a pretty fine line. They want to keep their investigations, but need to be careful about completely circumventing, or deceiving, the police. Withholding evidence and obstruction of justice are two very real crimes they themselves could be charged with. So although the rebel, outside-the-law, audacious PI is very appealing as a character in a story, the real life detective tends to be more concerned about keeping her license.

      There are times that lawyers preparing a criminal case, either the prosecution or the defense, may hire a PI to supplement or poke holes in the law enforcement investigation. A very public example is when the District Attorney’s Office in the JonBenét Ramsey case hired an independent investigator when they did not agree with the Boulder Police Department’s focus or findings. In these situations, the hiring agency provides the information not normally available to, yet needed by, the PI to aid in their efforts. So although a PI would not be given full access to the law enforcement investigation, he would still be able to review anything the police provided to the lawyers, and conduct his own independent investigation.

      As far as crime scenes go, the PI operates as a private citizen. If, as in many stories, the snoopy PI gets to the crime scene before the police turn up (and it’s in a public space), he can do all the detecting he wants ⎯as could any other bystander.

      Once the police arrive, however, first responders will move the PI outside the perimeter with the other civilians. The lead investigator can decide if she thinks the PI’s involvement is of any benefit, but realistically, she will probably take note of any information he has to give before proceeding without his aid.

      In many of my lectures on writing, I address the idea of accuracy; specifically, how accurate does a story need to be? There is no all-encompassing right answer. There are times an author can get too accurate, bogging the pacing down with extra characters and details that the story (and the audience) really doesn’t need. What the story needs should always win over what is 100% accurate.

      In my opinion, the same applies here. The reader when reading a cozy mystery, suspense, or thriller, is in it for the ride. They want a PI that they can relate to, but who also has her fingers in all of the pies. She is needed because law enforcement is unable to provide justice. So, although realistically a private investigator is in many ways hampered by laws and restrictions, in fiction they are often expected to be the super-heroes we need so the villain cannot win.
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      My eyes met Burnout’s, two tables over at the back of Original Sin, the seediest bar in “Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin,” and we nodded almost imperceptibly.

      The bet was on. Forty-to-one odds with me the dog.

      Pudgy and in his mid-twenties, Burnout was, as usual, stoned on weed, his eyes bloodshot and vacant, the pungent cloud that always surrounds him drifting over to me. Short with curly black hair, he’s a one-man illicit pharmacy, doing a steady stream of business ranging from Oxy to blow to horse, reliant on the hard stuff now that weed is legal here in Massachusetts. He considers his stoner image a matter of advertising.

      Other than us both wearing jeans and a faded T-shirt, I couldn’t look any more different. My head is shaved. I’m six-two, two-hundred and thirty-five pounds, a dozen years removed from an All-Big-Ten career as a linebacker that hit anything that moved. Back then, fans bought jerseys with my number fifty-six on it and on Saturdays this time of year a hundred thousand of them packed into the stadium with perhaps millions more watching TV, cheering every time I knocked the living shit out of someone.

      Now, my only applause when I crush one of the bad guys comes from satisfied customers. That, and the little demon inside me that needs to get fed every so often.

      The subject of my wager with Burnout stood at the entrance to Original Sin, briefly letting some mid-afternoon light into the damp darkness before the door closed behind him. He visibly recoiled from the place, wincing. A big man, slightly larger than even myself with the look of a former body builder gone soft, he wore a tailored, dark blue suit and tie, and expensive-looking, impeccably shined shoes. A salesman, by my read, in his forties. A successful one, who perhaps had never been in a dump like this.

      His eyes blinked rapidly, adjusting to the darkness as he scanned the half dozen drunks seated at the bar off to his right and the dozen square, wooden tables in front of him and to his left, arrayed in three rows of four. He touched his hand to a nose that had been broken a few times, perhaps wishing he could ward off the stale sweat of the drunks at the bar or the cloud of perfume from the table to his left where Tammy and Jasmine plied their mini-skirted, maxi-cleavage, blonde-wigged, soul-deadening trade.

      My poetic side wondered if perhaps the guy recoiling was simply him shrinking away from Original Sin’s pervasive shroud of despair and defeat. Yeah, sometimes I’m a real fucking Shakespeare. No autographs, please.

      Turns out the guy wasn’t a new patron of Tammy, Jasmine, or Burnout, the three favorites in the wager. He was here for the dog. Me.

      “Mick Flanagan?” he asked as he approached my table in the dark, far diagonal corner from the entrance, eyes narrowed, wary.

      I nodded and pointed to the chair opposite me, as two tables to my right Burnout shook his head and swore softly. He’s never a good loser when paying off forty-to-one, but not smart enough to read the potential new clients to assess their likely reason for being here. Burnout is always willing to bet; I pick and choose based on my read. Of course, Burnout also plays the horses, showing on the left TV screen behind the bar, and Keno, its numbers flashing on the right TV. His business is all one gigantic gamble, one destined to destroy him sooner or later. Roll the dice until snake eyes carry you off to Hell.

      Yup, more Shakespeare. Although perhaps I flatter myself and I’m just Dr. Phil, pretending Burnout’s future is all that different from mine.

      The source of my sudden forty-dollar bounty introduced himself as Gino Lombardi.

      “Like Vince, the coach, but no relation,” he said with a slight chuckle, shaking my hand and flashing a worn-out smile. I figured he used the line as an opener to so many sales pitches he said it on autopilot, not even thinking that a guy like me hardly needed reminding that a Hall of Famer like Vince Lombardi had been an NFL coach.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked, as he took a seat.

      Gino Lombardi leaned forward, huge shoulders hunched, his thick arms beneath the tailored suit resting on the dark wood, beer-stained table. Except for his suit, a stark contrast to my faded jeans and tight T-shirt, we probably looked like two heavyweight arm wrestlers about to do battle. At a classier bar, there’d have been a tablecloth and a colorful, laminated, propped-up menu in the middle of the four-chaired table, listing happy-hour specials and craft beers. At Original Sin, though, there is no tablecloth, no menu, no craft beers, and no hour that can remotely be called happy.

      Lombardi glanced over at Burnout, twenty feet away with an empty table separating us. Burnout was staring vacantly straight ahead at the TVs, but got the message nonetheless. He headed for the door and, no doubt, a fatty.

      Lombardi leaned halfway back in his chair, but still spoke in a whisper. “My son is in trouble.”

      I had guessed if it wasn’t the vice that keeps me in business—a cheating spouse—it was a son or daughter problem, mostly likely a son. Boys get into more problems than girls, and fathers seem to head my way more often with the problems sons get into. I’m not instinctively viewed as a solution to girl problems other than busting the fucked-up head of an abusive boyfriend.

      “What’s your son done?” I asked.

      Lombardi took a deep breath, squinted his eyes, and exhaled noisily through his nose. “I’m sure he hasn’t actually done anything. It’s all bullshit.”

      I waited.

      Lombardi flushed. He swallowed hard, licked his lips, and looked off to the side.

      I wondered if I was going to have to extract the entire situation from him one painful sentence at a time. If I could have pulled my phone out of my pants pocket and discreetly texted Burnout, I’d have asked for a wager on how long it would take Lombardi to spill the beans. Any line short of an hour, I’d have wanted the over.

      “This is, um… kind of embarrassing,” he said.

      I wanted to ask, “Even worse than getting seen in this place?” but figured that might derail the guy even more. So I said nothing and waited.

      Lombardi took a deep breath. “My son is getting blackmailed. Extorted, actually.” He grimaced and shook his head. “By a skinny little runt prick my son could snap in two if he tried. It isn’t even true what the little redheaded prick is saying, but…” Lombardi looked down at his hands. “… it still could ruin my boy.”

      Jimmy, the bartender, appeared at our table. Pushing fifty, he was tall and slender with a pockmarked face, gray hair tied back in a ponytail that hung halfway down his back. He wore a perpetually sour look on his face that made it appear he’d been sucking on lemons all day. He asked for Lombardi’s order by wordlessly raising his right eyebrow.

      Lombardi ordered a Jack-and-Coke. I said I’d have one as well, which Jimmy knew meant a Jack-and-Coke, hold the Jack. A guy like Burnout can sit in a place like Original Sin and get wasted, and for Tammy and Jasmine it’s almost a job requirement, but I have to keep my wits about me. It’s my business to read people at the same level a poker pro does to decide whether an opponent’s play is a bluff or not. So I drink only enough to justify use of this table every day as my pathetic excuse for an office. And nothing stiffer than Coca-Cola.

      “What’s this kid saying about your boy?” I asked after Jimmy left.

      “It isn’t true,” Lombardi said yet again.

      I figured it either had to be something really, really awful—the worst of the felonies—or a specific something else. My money was on that specific something else.

      Too bad Burnout wasn’t taking action on that question, because Lombardi’s next words confirmed my hunch. I’d have gotten paid off yet again.

      “The little prick says my son is gay,” Lombardi said in a hushed whisper. “Says he and my boy have… you know. Done shit with each other. Says he’s got proof.” He looked away and a flush came to his face. “It isn’t true. Not my boy. It can’t be.”

      I nodded. “I don’t care if he’s gay or not, but—”

      “I do!” Lombardi said, stabbing himself in the chest with his index finger. “I fucking care! And it ain’t true!”

      I saw that one coming, too. Today, I’m fucking Nostradamus.

      Jimmy brought our drinks. He’d barely set them down before Lombardi took one big gulp and then another.

      “Tell me about your son,” I said. “What’s his name? How old is he? What’s he like?”

      “He’s no queer, I’ll tell you that.” Lombardi stared down at the table’s dark wood surface as if mesmerized by the three beer stains that Burnout contends forms a likeness of Abraham Lincoln. Of course, Burnout sees a lot of shit that ain’t there. All I see are three dark mug-sized blobs, but there’s no arguing the point.

      “Tony—that’s his name—is a junior at Lynn English,” Lombardi said, his dark eyes brightening for the first time and a smile forming on the corners of his mouth. “Popular kid. Outgoing. Never a hint of trouble. Decent student. Not a genius, but good enough. Captain of the football team even though he’s only a junior. He’s getting recruited by all the best schools.”

      I knew this meant Alabama, Clemson, Ohio State, and the other major football schools, not Harvard, Yale, and MIT.

      “He’s a linebacker,” Lombardi continued. “Almost as big as the two of us even though he’s only sixteen. Hits like a fucking freight train. Just like you used to do. He’ll be a star in college, just like you, but he won’t wash out in the pros like you did.” Lombardi winced. “No offense.”

      I waved it away.

      “He’s so much like you were,” Lombardi said. “Only better. That’s why I came here.”

      I gestured toward the drunks at the bar, then Tammy and Jasmine, their bare legs crossed, chewing gum. “You didn’t come here for the ambience?”

      Lombardi’s eyes narrowed. “You think this is funny?”

      I shrugged. “You shit on my pro career. I make a wisecrack.”

      “I heard that about you. A definite wiseass.” Lombardi nodded. “Is that why you flopped in the NFL? Couldn’t keep from mouthing off to the coaches? Always the smug smartass? Or were you just not good enough?” He glared at me. “Probably both. Well let me tell you, you couldn’t hold my son’s jock strap.”

      “But you’re here because somebody has held it. And not a girl.”

      Lombardi shot to his feet, fists clenched and eyes bulging. His face was such a dark red, I thought it might explode. Through gritted teeth, he said, “It isn’t true!”

      My guess was that it was very much true, but I wasn’t looking at the situation through the lens of a flaming homophobe like this kid’s father. Lombardi couldn’t accept that his superstar son was gay, no matter what the evidence.

      I did understand part of his concern. There’s no sport more homophobic than football, though sadly there might be many that are tied. Unless some fringe rookie became the first exception earlier this season and I missed it, not a single active NFL player has come out of the closet. And while Massachusetts might be a state with an accepting attitude toward gays, making same-sex marriage legal way back in 2004, and offering marriage licenses to back it up before any other state in the country, most of the college football powerhouses are in hostile territory.

      Plus, even in supposedly liberal, open-minded Massachusetts, a lot of teenagers could be assholes, unbelievably cruel toward those who might be different than themselves.

      So unless this kid, Tony Lombardi, was prepared to take the slingshots and arrows of a pioneer, he’d be facing some tough, probably ugly, challenges.

      If it was true that he was gay. And maybe even if it wasn’t.

      “Sorry if I threw gasoline on the fire,” I said. “You just got under my skin a little there. Let’s settle down and figure this out.”

      Lombardi stared down at me for perhaps ten seconds before slowly sitting back down in his chair.

      “He didn’t do it!” Lombardi said, his voice shaking.

      “Okay, tell me about the kid extorting your son.”

      Lombardi gulped the rest of his Jack-and-Coke, pounded the empty glass on the table, and whirled to look for Jimmy. Catching the bartender’s eye, Lombardi raised his glass high, and Jimmy nodded.

      “You good?” Lombardi asked, pointing to my still half-full glass of Jack-and-Coke, hold the Jack.

      I nodded.

      “Tell me when he’s coming with my drink,” Lombardi said. “I don’t want to be talking with him sneaking up behind me.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Lombardi took a deep breath and began.

      “The little prick’s name is Lenny Shanahan.” Lombardi gritted his teeth and squeezed his empty glass. “Thin as a rail, redheaded, and short. Girlish. No question he’s gay. Fits every limp-wristed, swishy stereotype in the book. He fucking flaunts it! Can you believe that? As if he’s proud of what he is! God, I hate the little prick.”

      “Bartender,” I had to say, cursing Jimmy’s timing now that Lombardi was actually opening up.

      Lombardi blinked, then realized what I meant and fell silent. Jimmy put down Lombardi’s drink, took the empty, and looked askance at my glass, his raised eyebrow a commentary on my failure to pay “sufficient rent” on my makeshift office. He walked away, shaking his head.

      “I only met the little prick once,” Lombardi said, after a big swallow of his drink. “I work pretty long hours. I’m in sales. I sell Toyotas on the Lynnway. Stop by and I’ll give you a good deal. A big guy like you would look great in a new Tacoma. Lots of room. It’s what my son drives. I’ll give you a rock bottom price. Barely above cost.”

      I nodded idly at the advertisement-on-autopilot, and he resumed.

      “But this one time I got home a little earlier than usual,” Lombardi said. “This was after the little prick started giving Tony a hard time. He was up in Tony’s room and they were arguing. You could hear them, although you couldn’t make out the words. I asked my wife, Lisa, who it was and she just said it was Tony’s friend.

      “Eventually, the little queer comes downstairs, prancing about all swishy and everything. I kicked him out. Told him his kind wasn’t welcome in our home. Tony and Lisa called me a homophobe—can you believe that?—so I asked them what the fuck they were thinking, having trash like that in our house.

      “Next thing you know, I’m finding out from Tony that this Lenny kid is claiming the two of them had a relationship. A relationship! Can you fucking believe it? With Tony! And supposedly this kid has proof! Says Tony is the love of his life and he isn’t going to let Tony leave.” Lombardi looked like he wanted to puke. “Says they can be secret lovers—secret fucking lovers!—but if Tony leaves, the secret will be out. Everyone will know that Tony is as gay as he is!”

      Lombardi gulped his drink. “It’s a lie, of course! An outrageous lie! Extortion of the worst kind!”

      Holy shit, I thought. This one could get ugly.

      Could?

      This one was definitely going to get ugly.

      Then Lombardi took things to an even uglier level, or at least tried to.

      “Tomorrow is Thursday,” he said, leaning forward and dropping down to a whisper. “I’ll be at work and so will Lisa, with plenty of witnesses. Tony will be at football practice. Three-thirty or four will be the perfect time to take care of this.”

      I blinked.

      “How much do you charge?” Lombardi asked. “To clean up this mess. Evidence included, if there actually is any.” He looked me dead in the eye. “Permanently.”

      Whoa! I knew my reputation was shady, but I didn’t realize it was that dark.

      “I’m a private eye,” I said. “Not a hit man.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Lombardi said with a dismissive wave. He held his arms out wide. “I ain’t wired. Check me.”

      “I’m not a hit man.”

      Lombardi took that in. “Is this, like, an Irish-Italian thing? I knew that could be a problem back in the day, but now?” He didn’t get it. “Or because both of you are Micks? You a Flanagan and the little prick a Shanahan?”

      “I’m not a hit man,” I repeated. “I don’t break the law.” Then, realizing what I’d just said, I quickly added, “Unless I have to.”

      “You work out of a place like this… and you’re legit?”

      I nodded. And didn’t that just sum up my life perfectly?

      Lombardi shook his head. “How are you going to take care of a problem like this without…?” He cocked his head, looking for an answer.

      Good fucking question.
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      I picked Tony Lombardi up after football practice that afternoon in my battered, fifteen-year-old, four-door sedan. He compared my license plate with what his father had texted him, looked again as if in disbelief he’d be expected to ride in my rusty bucket of bolts, then hustled over, nervously checking to see if anyone was looking.

      He was, as advertised, a good-looking kid, almost as big as me, with wary, untrusting eyes, a five-o’clock shadow, and thick, jet black hair, still wet from his post-practice shower. He wore a tan, thin jacket and matching slacks.

      “No offense,” he said as I took off, heading in the general direction of his house, “but what is this piece of shit you’re driving?” His cloth seat cover was worn all the way through. A half dozen empty Coke cans and crumpled trash littered the floor at his feet where his expensive brown shoes looked totally out of place. A crack had begun to form in the windshield directly ahead of him. A musty smell filled the air. “And who the fuck are you?”

      “Nice!” I said. “How ‘bout them Patriots?”

      He glared at me in much the same way his father had hours earlier. Genetics.

      “Seriously,” Tony said. “I’ve never met you before in my life, and next thing I know my father is texting me that I need to talk to you. Or else. What’s this about?”

      Great. The father hadn’t even told the kid what this was about. Although I had to figure that beneath the bluster, he knew.

      “I’m supposed to help you,” I said, and watched for his reaction as much as I could while also keeping my eyes on the road.

      His shoulders sagged, but he tried to maintain the bluff. “With what?”

      “With figuring out how to tie your fucking shoes. What do you think?”

      His whole body sagged. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the headrest.

      “Lenny,” he said.

      “Yeah, Lenny.”

      Suddenly, the car was a whole lot more quiet.

      “You want to tell me about it?” I asked.

      “My father didn’t tell you?”

      “I need to hear it from you.”

      A look of total despair came over his face. He shook his head as if in disbelief at his plight.

      “Before I say a thing,” he said, “you have to promise not to hurt him.”

      And with those words, Tony canceled all his father’s protestations that Lenny’s claims were just a lie. I could see it in Tony’s eyes and hear it in his voice. He and Lenny had been a couple, and perhaps still were.

      “I could promise not to touch him,” I said. “But I’m not be a very honest person.”

      Tony swore under his breath. He clenched his fists. His eyes shot bolts of fiery anger at me, then he looked away.

      “Then fuck you. I ain’t saying a thing.”

      “Listen, I’m no leg breaker,” I said, thinking that I could make the wisecrack that I prefer breaking arms. Instead, I tried logic. “I’m not going to hold your lover out of a fifth-floor window. But if he’s extorting you, I can’t make a blanket statement that ties my hands behind my back. I need to protect you however I can.”

      I thought of adding, out of pure honesty, “even if it gets messy,” but thought that might shut this kid up forever. Besides, honesty has never been my strong suit. Lies by omission qualify in my book as the God’s honest truth.

      Tony Lombardi stared sullenly ahead.

      I noticed he hadn’t corrected my reference to Lenny as “your lover.” Perhaps he was intent on maintaining his silence no matter what. Or perhaps his subconscious hadn’t noticed it because it was the truth.

      Yup, I’m part Sigmund Freud, too. Or maybe Sherlock Holmes.

      We’d been sitting at the stop light at Wyoma Square where the two lanes of Broadway fork into a single lane of Lynnfield Street on the left and Broadway continues on the right. A dozen or so one- and two-story brick buildings housing small businesses surrounded us, ranging from a package store to an insurance agent and realtor to a sports bar. Ahead, in the middle of the fork, was a 7-Eleven. When the light turned green, I took the left onto Lynnfield Street, then an immediate left onto the first side street and pulled to the curb.

      “What are you doing? I don’t live here!” Tony asked, alarmed, eyes wide, the pitch in his voice rising. He yanked at his door handle, but it was locked.

      “Relax. We’re here for a pizza.” I pointed to my left. “Fauci’s. I called ahead. You are hungry aren’t you?”

      Tony nodded. “Starving.”

      I texted that we had arrived and within a minute, an attractive teenage girl, her brown hair tied back in a ponytail, brought us our large pizza. She smiled at Tony, but ignored me other than taking my money. I opened the box, held it out to Tony, and soon the smell of tomato sauce, cheese, and garlic filled the car.

      “I was always starving after football practice, too.” I said, and we both began to eat. Tony didn’t just eat the slices, cut into Fauci’s characteristic square pieces. He inhaled them.

      “Thanks,” he said after his third slice, his mouth still half full while he reached for another. “But if you think I’m going to flip on Lenny just because you bought me a pizza, you got another thing coming. I ain’t bought that easy.”

      I considered saying that I didn’t feel the need to buy what I could take by force, if necessary, but my considerable diplomatic skills kicked in and I remained quiet for another couple slices.

      “Thing is,” I finally said, breaking a silence that had only been interrupted by the sounds of chewing and groans of dietary satisfaction. “I may be more the type to buy you a pizza to get you on my good side than dangle Lenny out of a fifth-story window, but if you’re not going to talk to me, I just might have to find a fifth-story window after all.”

      Tony froze in mid-bite of his half-eaten slice. His eyes locked on mine as he lowered the slice to his lap, then tossed it in the mostly empty box between us. He wiped his greasy fingers off on the napkins I’d put on the dashboard.

      “Fuck you,” he said.

      “I’m going to help you whether you like it or not.”

      He glared at me.

      “The more you tell me,” I said, “the less I have to beat out of Lenny.”

      “Motherfucker!” he said, and ran his fingers through his now-dry hair. He shook his head, and closed his eyes.

      The car got very quiet. I shrugged and grabbed another slice of pizza.

      “Motherfucker!” he said again, perhaps thinking I hadn’t heard him the first time.

      Then he started talking. At first, he recited the same story his father had told me, replete with the same denials, except that where the father’s telling was full of fury and venom, Tony’s was hollow and half-hearted.

      A wooden reading of a memorized script.

      When he finished, I asked, “You expect me to believe that shit?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your father has convinced himself that it just might be true that you aren’t gay because he can’t handle the alternative. So he’s buying the long shot even though he knows deep down there’s only a sliver of a chance, if that. He’s desperately going to cling to that lie until the ship goes down because he can’t help himself.

      “You, however, know better. You don’t believe that bullshit. You can’t. And you’re a horseshit actor. So let’s can the crap that nothing happened between you and Lenny, and figure out what to do next.”

      “Lenny could have convinced you.”

      “Convinced me of what? According to your father, Lenny is as openly gay as Nathan Lane in The Birdcage.”

      Tony smiled sadly. “I mean Lenny is a great actor. He could convince you of anything. He does come across a lot like Nathan Lane in that role, but Lenny can act straight as an arrow if he wants to. He’s the star of the Drama Club. Always plays the lead male role.” Tony snorted. “He could play the female lead, too, if they’d let him. He’ll be a star on Broadway someday. Or in Hollywood. He’ll be famous. Just wait and see.”

      I nodded. “You’re pretty proud of a kid who’s threatening to make your life a living hell.”

      Tony flushed.

      “Listen, you know you’re gay, and I know you’re gay. Or you at least had a thing, and probably still do, for Lenny. And something physical happened between you two.” I tried to lock eyes with Tony, but he just looked away. So I said, “I need you to tell me the exact truth so I can help you. I’m on your side. I don’t care if you’re gay, bi, confused, or trans. I don’t give a shit. What I do give a shit about is doing my job, which is helping you. And my hands are tied behind my back if you’re just going to feed me the same load of shit I heard from your father.”

      Tony bowed his head, closed his eyes, and shook his head. He breathed in deeply.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you everything,” he said. “But I’ll deny I ever said it.”

      “Fair enough. Get talking.”

      Tony studied his hands. He grabbed a slice of pizza and devoured it in scant seconds.

      “So maybe I am gay.” For what must have been the tenth time at least, he shook his head. “But I can’t be out of the closet. Not like Lenny. Plenty of actors are gay. Hell, on Broadway it’s almost a requirement.”

      Tony grinned weakly.

      “Football is different,” he continued. “It’s as macho of a sport as there is. There’s a reason no one in the NFL comes out, at least not while they’re still playing. One of my teammates once said if he found out anyone on the team was gay—although he used the F word instead—he’d get his father’s gun and shoot the guy’s balls off. ‘I ain’t having some queer checking out my ass in the showers,’ he said. And everyone else—there were about a dozen of us—nodded our heads and agreed.” Tony closed his eyes. “Including me. I even added that after I shot the guy’s balls off—and I used the F word, too—my next shot would be up the ass. ‘Because that’s where homos like it.’”

      Tony breathed loudly through his nose.

      “That’s how it is with football, and that’s how it’s going to be until some superstar comes out,” he said. “Not some high school kid that no one gives a shit about.

      “I need football. It’s my life. So I’ve got to stay in the closet. Deep in the closet. I’ve got to pretend for the college coaches recruiting me that I have a girlfriend. That I won’t be a distraction. That I won’t be the guy someone wants to get a gun for to shoot my balls off. Then give me another shot up the ass because ‘that’s where homos like it.’

      “It ain’t enough for me to be a star on the football field. I need to be straight, or be damned convincing about it, off the field.” He stared straight ahead. “Or my future gets flushed down the toilet.”

      He turned to face me. I nodded. I got it. I knew the stakes.

      “What happened between you and Lenny?” I asked softly.

      Tony winced, and took another deep breath.

      “We, um, were, you know…”

      “Lovers.”

      “Yeah.” Tony looked at his hands again. “For almost six months. And it was great. We had to keep it secret, but it was great. Until that guy talked about blowing his gay teammate’s nuts off. And then I had to top what he’d said, because I was so damned terrified someone would suspect what I was. Terrified that maybe somebody already suspected what I was.”

      Tony grabbed the last slice of pizza and wolfed it down.

      “The next day, I tried to break it off with Lenny,” he continued. “He went ballistic. Especially when I explained why. He said that we—all gays, all members of the LGBTQ community—would never be free until cowards like me actually come out. Actually show pride in what we are.

      “But if I couldn’t out myself, he’d respect for now my need to stay in the closet—well, he wouldn’t respect it… he wants me to come out and says it’s my obligation… but he’d accept my decision and keep quiet about it—as long as we stayed together. But if I was going to leave him, he said, what did he have to lose? He was going to follow his conscience, not mine.

      “And he’d out me. He said he had proof. Pictures. Of us in his bedroom.”

      Tony spread his hands wide, palms up. End of story.

      “Do you think he does have pictures?” I asked. “Have you seen them?”

      Tony shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen them. I’m not sure they even exist. It’s probably a bluff. But I’m not sure it even matters. He doesn’t need photos to out me. He doesn’t need photos to make nine out of every ten college coaches cross me off their lists, if not ninety-nine out of a hundred and every single one of them at the top schools. He talks and suddenly I’m not worth the trouble.”

      Tony took a deep breath, and he shook his head yet again.

      “So we’re back together, Lenny and me. Him, all the way out. Me, all the way in the back of the deepest closet. Huddled there in the dark, shivering, until he decides to open that closet door and expose me for what I really am.” Tony looked me sadly in the eye. “It’s a loaded gun pointed at my head.”
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      Fumbling in the darkness, I pressed the doorbell at the Shanahan residence. Inside, a chime rang. A light went on beside the door, illuminating the small wooden porch I stood on to the left of a large picture window. The house, located on the right side of a quiet, dead-end side street in a blue collar neighborhood a half mile from Union Hospital—a place where I’d gotten a few stitches and sent other guys for a shit-ton more—was a modest split-level with a short paved driveway to the left and a one-car garage beneath an apparent windowed bedroom or study. A black SUV sat parked in the driveway, filling it to capacity, so I had parked on the street beneath a streetlight and beside a short, paved walkway to the porch. The house was packed in sardine-style between its neighbors, as was typical in this city, with a postage stamp-sized lawn and waist-high hedges marking the property boundaries on both sides.

      The door opened two inches, then caught on the chain latch. A face peered out.

      I asked for Lenny.

      A second later, the door flung open. A balding man in his forties with a pronounced beer belly and dark-rimmed glasses glared at me, a dark hallway behind him. His nostrils flared. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth.

      “You piece of shit! I ought to beat the living crap out of you."

      At first, I didn't get it. I spread my arms wide. "Take your best shot, motherfucker."

      "Yeah,” the man said, his face in a grimace. “He likes 'em big and tough. But you? You’re old enough to be his father, you fucking pervert."

      Light finally dawned.

      “Oh! No! Not that!” I said, my eyes widening. I put my hand out in a stop sign. I was appalled at what he thought I was. And I don’t appall easy. “That’s not what I’m here for.”

      The man’s jaw set. “Then what are you here for?”

      That was a helluva question. I couldn’t exactly say that I wanted a look in his son’s bedroom. And not just any look, but one to see if his son might have taken photographs of him having sex with the star of the football team. Although the gay sex part didn’t seem to be a secret anymore, there really wasn’t any acceptable answer for this man to why I was here.

      It was something I would have been better prepared for if I’d been thinking straight, if my conversation with Tony Lombardi hadn’t left me so rattled. I had considered what I should say to Lenny, but not to his parents.

      I identified myself and showed my PI license, something I’d hoped to avoid, figuring if the kid answered the door, I might seem less threatening that way. That was opposite my usual modus operandi. Scaring the shit out of people who were giving my clients a hard time was how I did business. I was so far out of my comfort zone now, up felt like down and down felt like up.

      “I have a confidential matter involving a client of mine that I’d like to discuss with Lenny,” I said. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      The man stared at me a long time, then asked me to wait. He slammed the door in my face, then returned with a smart phone. He took several pictures of me and then my PI license.

      There went my options of dangling Lenny out of a fifth-floor window.

      “Wait here,” the father said. “I’ll get him.”  As he walked away, he held the phone aloft and wiggled it so I’d be sure to see.

      Lenny opened the door. He was short, barely five-six, rail thin, and pale with fiery red hair and a light smattering of freckles. He wore tight jeans and a lavender shirt with a swirling pattern on the shoulders. He looked me up and down.

      “Let me guess. Tony.”

      I nodded. “Is there someplace we can speak in private?”

      He looked over his shoulder. “Not in here,” he said. “But I ain’t hopping in your car and letting you make me a Missing Persons statistic.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Lenny parroted back in a mocking sing-song replete with a limp wrist, the other hand on his hip. A full Nathan Lane. “Yeah, right!” he said angrily, all vestiges of Nathan Lane gone. “I’m not stupid.” Lenny gave me a look that made me think that’s exactly what he thought I was.

      I found myself wishing this kid were an outlaw biker, a gangster, or a neo-Nazi skinhead. Or at least a bully. Someone I could break into little, tiny bits and still feel good about myself. Playing nice wasn’t in my wheelhouse. It was barely in my repertoire at all.

      “So where can we talk privately where you’ll feel safe?”

      “That’s your problem, not mine.”

      He had a point.

      “Your father has already taken a photo of my Private Investigator’s license and of me personally.” I pulled my car keys out of my pocket and my driver’s license from my wallet, leaving my phone undisturbed in the other pocket. I held out my keys and driver’s license. “You can leave these with your parents. If I meant you harm, I’d be easily identified with no means to flee. We can stand beside my car in plain view underneath the streetlight.” I pointed to the picture window to my right. “One of your parents can watch us the whole time.”

      “As if they care,” Lenny said bitterly. “If you sliced my head off and cut me up into little pieces, you’d be doing them a favor.”

      Whoa. I opened my mouth to respond, but found no words.

      Lenny took my keys and driver’s license, spun and left, strutting in another pretty good approximation of Nathan Lane, then returned. He slipped into a stylish black leather jacket, and we walked silently through the barely broken darkness to my car.

      Lenny hopped on the hood on the passenger’s side, the side closest to the house’s front picture window, and with one foot resting on the fender, crossed his legs. I slid gingerly onto the driver’s side of the still-warm hood, hoping the aging metal wouldn’t collapse under our combined weight, two-hundred and thirty-five pounds of me, and roughly half that for Lenny.

      Noting a female peering out from the left side of the picture window, I said, “Your mother’s watching us. She must care about you.”

      “She just wants to make sure I don’t do you on the hood of your car,” Lenny said grimly. He touched a palm to his cheek and shook his head, wide-eyed. “Whatever would the neighbors say!”

      What the holy hell was I supposed to say to that? None of this shit was up my dark alley. Incapable of a response, I blundered ahead.

      “Tony told me the story,” I said. “The real story, not the bullshit version his father spouts.”

      I waited.

      Nothing.

      “Tony cares for you,” I said. “First thing he said to me was not to hurt you.”

      “Just like my parents.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “None of them wants me dead. But none of them wants me to really live.”

      I blinked. It was a helluva line. I repeated it to myself, and wondered how long it had taken Lenny to refine the wording, and how many times, like any consummate actor, he’d practiced the line, timing the pauses and getting the intonation just right. But even a well-rehearsed line—and this one had been well-rehearsed—comes from somewhere, and this one seemed to have come from deep within. Little Lenny had rocked me as sure as a Mike Tyson right hook.

      Not only did I not know how to reply, I wasn’t sure there was a reply. I nodded pensively, stalling. I thought some more about the comment, then frowned.

      “Maybe that’s true of your parents,” I finally said. “Maybe they do want you to be what you’re not. Or at least pretend to be. But not Tony.” Feeling more Dr. Phil than Private Eye, I said, “You’re the person he fell in love with.”

      “And I’m the person he dumped,” Lenny said bitterly. “I had to force him to come back to me.”

      “He was afraid. He freaked out. He would have come back to you if you’d given him time.”

      Lenny looked at me doubtfully. He frowned. “You think so?”

      “I know so! I’d bet the ranch on it.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Lenny said, nodding sadly. “But he won’t let people know that we’re together, a couple. He’s ashamed of us. He’s ashamed of me.”

      “He can’t let people know that you’re a couple, but he’s actually very proud of you,” I said.

      “Yeah, right!” Lenny muttered, and rolled his eyes.

      “Oh, I’m right about that, and right about how he would have come back to you,” I said. “Listen, I read people. I do it for a living. Sometimes it keeps me alive. Sometimes it makes me money. But I’m good at it. Better than most poker professionals. This afternoon, I won a forty-to-one bet based on just reading somebody.”

      I didn’t mention that the huge stakes I put up were for all of one dollar, or that the read was on Tony’s father, who’d come to Original Sin with the intent of hiring me to kill Lenny.

      Details, details.

      “Tony is just about the easiest guy in the world to read,” I said. “When he talks about what a great actor you are, and how you’re going to be famous someday, he is so proud of you. It’s in his words, but even more, it’s written all over his face and in his eyes. And what’s also written there is how much he cares about you. He might as well have scribbled it with a big, black Sharpie. Trust me, I know this shit.”

      Lenny fell silent for a very long time.

      “Yeah,” he finally said, “but Tony also loves football. And football hates us.”

      There was that. The verbal Iron Mike Tyson strikes again. But I had a counterpunch prepared for that one.

      “Tony needs you and football,” I said. Then I channeled Dr. Phil again. “With only one of the two, he’ll be incomplete. You destroy his football career and there’s no way you two can be happy together. Let him have both.”

      Lenny said nothing.

      “You’re holding what amounts to a gun to Tony’s head,” I said. “Extortion, if you want to get technical about it. ‘Stay with me or I’ll blow your cover.’ Not much of a basis of a relationship there. What happens the first time you two have a really big fight? You out him, and prove it with pictures.”

      Derision formed at the corner of Lenny’s mouth for an instant, clear in the gleam of the streetlight, and then was gone. In that brief instant, I knew that there were no incriminating photographs. None. Lenny might be a hell of an actor, but he’d let slip with that one reaction. I knew it as certainly as I knew my own name. I’d bet the ranch on it with Burnout back at Original Sin if Burnout had the capability to pay off such a wager. And of course, if I had a ranch.

      But could I bet Tony Lombardi’s football career on my read of Lenny’s reaction? I would if I had to, but I didn’t want to. I have this thing about writing out checks on other people’s accounts.

      And Lenny didn’t really need to have photographs to ruin Tony if he wanted to. Based on what I’d seen, and reinforced by Tony’s own story about his homophobic teammate, a mere accusation might be sufficient to do the trick.

      “You seem like a nice kid,” I said. “Other than this extortion thing, of course.”

      No reaction.

      “I could threaten you or try to intimidate you,” I said. “You threaten Tony. I threaten you. Tit for tat. But I won’t.

      “Tony seems to think you’ve got quite a career ahead of you as an actor,” I continued. “Probably on Broadway.” I shrugged. “So if I was going to threaten you—which I’m not gonna do—I could bring up that phrase they say to actors. Break a leg? You know?”

      Lenny looked over at the house’s picture window. No one was there.

      “And I could point out,” I said, “that it’s a phrase I’m familiar with. Personally familiar with it. Intimately familiar with it.”

      Lenny tried to look calm, and he almost pulled it off in the limited light from the streetlight above. But he wasn’t that good an actor. Not yet, at least. He swallowed hard. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead even though the evening temperature was dropping.

      “I could tell you—no, I could promise you—that the day you finally get your big break on Broadway, your first speaking role or maybe even your first lead role and in a major production, no less, that would be the day, entirely coincidentally, that you do break a leg.

      “What a pity that would be. You’d lose your big break because of…” I shrugged and smiled. “… a big break. Terrible timing! And you know, that’s the kind of promise I could quite comfortably make and deliver on.” I leaned a bit closer. “Because that’s the kind of thing I do.”

      I eyed Lenny. “But I’m not gonna do that. I could, but I won’t. You want to know why?”

      Lenny said nothing.

      “Because you’re a tough guy,” I said. “That’s how I read you. I’m twice your size. Tony’s twice your size. Hell, Tony’s father is twice your size. But you’ve been taking shit from assholes for so long that you’re tougher than all of us. Maybe even all of us put together.

      “So if I did something to you, I’d dammed well better kill you, cause if I didn’t, you’d come back sooner or later and ram it right back up my ass.” I blinked. “So to speak.”

      “So I don’t want to test your courage,” I said. “I ain’t gonna try to scare you at all. Because you’re the toughest motherfucker out there. Ain’t no one can push you around.

      “Am I right? Did I get my read of you right? Are you the toughest motherfucker out there?”

      The hint of a grin formed at the corners of Lenny’s mouth. He shrugged. “Maybe you got it right,” he said, nodding. “Yeah, I am the toughest motherfucker out there.” He broke into a wide grin.

      “Now before I tell you how you’re going to be the beloved star in this drama,” I said, “I want to confirm another read of mine.” Lenny looked at me quizzically. I knew I’d hooked him with the words ‘star in this drama.’  I continued. “I don’t really need confirmation. This one’s a dead certainty. But just to dot the ‘i’ and cross the ‘t’.”

      Lenny said nothing.

      “There are no incriminating photos,” I said.

      Even in the modest gleam of the streetlights I saw Lenny’s checks give a slight flush of confirmation. Which was all I needed.

      “You never needed them,” I said. “Because until the sport moves out of the Stone Age, an accusation can be as lethal as a photograph.”

      Lenny started to make a half-hearted denial, but then shrugged. “You’re right.” He nodded. “I made that up.”

      I hadn’t had a moment of doubt. Too bad Burnout hadn’t been around to take my action.

      “So what’s this about me being the beloved star in this drama?” Lenny asked.

      I grinned inwardly. Had him hook, line, and sinker.

      Surreptitiously, I slid my left hand into my pants pocket—my body shielding what I was doing from Lenny—thumbed alive my phone, and tapped a few practiced buttons to send the pre-programmed text.

      Without my eyes ever leaving Lenny’s lightly freckled face, I began the mental countdown.

      “The drama can be a classic adventure tale, filled with suspense, or a love story, or a combination of the two,” I said. “How often does the star in a movie have to make a great sacrifice for a friend, or for the person he loves, or for the common good? Frodo in Lord of the Rings. Saving Private Ryan. Casablanca.”

      “Titanic,” Lenny said, nodding.

      “Exactly! Lenny, you can be the star of your drama, heroic in your sacrifice, doing what is oh-so-hard, supporting your closeted lover even while you are so very much out, keeping the secret of the man you love until he can finally escape that closet,” I said. “You can be—you will be—heroic all the way to that happy finale because no star betrays his lover. The star is bravely heroic to the end.

      “In this drama, maybe the curtain doesn’t fall until Tony’s career in the NFL ends, ten or fifteen or twenty years from now. Then he doesn’t have to be quiet any longer. You helped him make it, closeted the whole way, because that’s what he had to do. But you made it together, even while you achieved your own dreams on Broadway or in Hollywood.

      “Far more likely, some NFL stars break the ice for Tony, maybe in just another year or two. The dam doesn’t just crack and leak a little. It shatters and the truth gushes out. The number of stars and ordinary Joes who come out of the closet make it no longer a big deal to be gay, even in football. Tony doesn’t have to wait any longer. He’s set free. You both are free.

      “Or perhaps Tony is the pioneer. He decides to shatter the barriers himself. And dammit, he succeeds. He emerges from the closet as the football hero who makes it possible for others to set themselves free. And you’re Tony’s guiding light the whole way. The inspiration. The true hero.

      “Whatever the case, no matter how many years the drama takes to play out, you’re the star the whole way. The leading man. The most difficult role. You supply the courage. You provide the foundation for it all to happen.

      “Why? How? Because you’re the toughest motherfucker out there, and you are the heroic star in your own drama.”

      Lenny took it all in, sharp eyes wide.

      “That’s my read,” I said. “Am I right?”

      For a few seconds, Lenny didn’t move. Then he nodded gravely.

      “I want to hear it,” I said. “Let’s hear you say it. ‘I’m the toughest motherfucker...’ “

      Lenny grinned. “I’m the toughest motherfucker out there.”

      “And...”

      He cocked his head.

      I gestured with my right hand, prodding him along. “And the heroic star..”

      He smiled broadly. “And the heroic star in my own drama.”

      “Now memorize your lines!” I said. “Don’t make me have to coach you next time.”

      Behind us, a car accelerated up the side street, approaching us, its headlights poking through the darkness. Lenny glanced over his shoulder.

      A white, mid-sized pickup truck, a Toyota Tacoma, pulled up alongside, and stopped. Tony Lombardi slid out from behind the steering wheel, and stepped down from the cab.

      “Well if it isn’t your co-star,” I said to Lenny, then amended my words. “Supporting actor.”

      Lenny grinned.  Tony looked warily at me. “So?”

      I motioned him over, but before he was halfway there, Lenny jumped off the hood of my car. He didn’t need any cue cards.

      “I’m the toughest motherfucker out there,” he proclaimed to Tony, spreading his arms wide. “And the heroic star in my own drama!”
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      Sometimes, you just have to trust your read. There’s no guarantee, no nicely tied bow atop a neatly wrapped package. The bad guy doesn’t end up in jail, or better yet, six feet under. The good guy isn’t the clear victor, on top of the world without a worry to cloud his sunny day. Instead, you have to believe in an uneasy truce, one you’ve negotiated between uneven lovers.

      Maybe my talk with Lenny was nothing more than a short-lived pep talk that would fizzle out in a few days, leaving behind only the implied threats that I pretended not to make. But I don’t think so. For reasons I can only call “trusting my read,” I believe in those two kids.

      Back at Original Sin, I put down a bet on them with Burnout. Of course, I couldn’t describe the wager as Lenny and Tony staying together, and Lenny not blowing Tony’s cover until Tony was good and ready to blow it himself. Officially, the bet is that Tony will make it in the NFL for at least three seasons, an admittedly much, much tougher bar to clear. A pro football washout like me knows just how tough. But it was the only way I could discreetly make the wager.

      I got good odds, but to be honest, not good enough. It’s a long shot and almost certainly a sucker bet. Who’s to say Burnout will even be alive then to pay it off, or me to collect? So that makes it even more of a long shot, and I’m even more of a sucker to take it.

      But every once in a while, you don’t bet with your head. You bet with your heart.

      You trust your read.
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      From the mean streets of “Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin” to the sleepy suburbs…

      From the grime of the Boston subways to a tavern in the afterlife…

      From sandy ancient Israel to the plains of the Serengeti…

      Award-winning master of mystery and suspense David H. Hendrickson finds crime and punishment wherever he looks… and these ten thrilling tales prove it.

      

      “David H. Hendrickson is one of my favorite writers.”

      ⎯Edgar-nominated author Kris Nelscott

      “One of the most diverse writers I have had the pleasure to meet.”

      ⎯USA Today bestselling author Dean Wesley Smith
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      The timer on Heather’s computer popped up, blocking her view of the accounting files she was working on. Though she felt a momentary flare of irritation, Heather still dutifully stood up and started her short routine of stretches.

      Every twenty minutes, she took a thirty second break and stretched. It was what her friend Chelsea had told her to do, after watching Heather work non-stop for six hours on more than one occasion.

      Chelsea had devised the stretches, a different set for the two short breaks Heather took every hour. Heather did her own set of stretches at the end of the hour, during the five minutes she took for a break then. Those stretches depended on how Heather was feeling, what time of day it was, whether it was time for lunch or the end of the day.

      Heather put her hands on the back of her chair and leaned forward, stretching her back.

      Chelsea always asked whether or not it felt good to do the stretches. Heather could only shrug. Maybe the stretches felt good. But staying focused on work also felt good. They were both part of her routine, and routine felt good too.

      Doing the stretches was one of the reasons why Heather never bothered to change out of the grey sweat pants and roomy black T-shirt she’d slept in. She never went anywhere. No one could see her. She generally didn’t shower or change clothes until late afternoon or evening, when she went out to meet with clients, go to Aikido, go get groceries, and so on.

      Heather straightened up, then put her hands on her waist and twisted from one side to the other. She was in her office in her underground bunker, where she always worked. There were no distractions down here. It was blissfully quiet, just the hum of the computer fan. The kitchen in her bunker was more noisy, with the fridge and the sound of the fans circulating air. She turned off the fans in her office every morning when went in there to work, and would turn them back on when she finished for the day.

      Nothing adorned the plain pine walls. No artwork, no photographs, no windows. She kept the books she regularly needed on a small shelf behind her, where she couldn’t see them or be distracted by their various colors or heights.

      The monitor on her desk was all the view Heather needed. It was four feet across, supposedly a gaming monitor. She used its width for comparing several documents at the same time. It had been worth the expense, worth the awfulness of allowing someone else in her space even for the short time it had taken to get it delivered and installed.

      The idiot delivery guy had remarked again and again about how cool it was that she lived in an actual underground bunker, that there was practically no evidence that anyone lived on the six acres of land that she owned south of Seattle.

      Heather hadn’t built the place. It was the product of a twisted mind, at least as far as she was concerned. Who else would build a survival bunker in which to hide away in, convinced that the world would end soon? His family hadn’t wanted anything to do with the property and had sold it to her for a song, particularly given property values in Seattle and its surroundings.

      Her neighbors had quickly come to understand that she didn’t share the views of the former owner of the bunker. She wasn’t a right-wing survivalist nut. She was a different kind of nut all together, and the bunker was a haven for her.

      Heather briskly marched in place for the count of twenty. She wouldn’t take a proper walk for another fifteen minutes. But she raised her heartrate slightly before she sat back down and returned to her work.

      While Heather was good about her routine, even she messed up sometimes. Nothing was perfect, not even her.

      However, the accounting books and paperwork she was examining for Quintakon, Incorporated, were perfect.

      Heather worked as a forensic accountant. She spent most of her time crawling through bank statements and spreadsheets. It was exacting, meticulous work. She couldn’t say if she loved it or not. She was good at it, though. Exceptionally good.

      And no one’s books were ever perfect.

      Something was wrong with these accounts.

      Heather didn’t work off instinct. She was aware that she couldn’t trust her neurodivergent brain to produce a normal reaction to anything. But the fact that she couldn’t find a single mistake in the books led her to believe that they weren’t real.

      She spent the next fifteen minutes meticulously rechecking her work, despite the fact that she’d already checked it. Twice.

      When the icon at the bottom of her screen showed an incoming call from Chelsea, Heather found herself breathing a sigh of relief, particularly since it was just about time for her next break anyway.

      Chelsea was the only one who timed her calls with Heather’s breaks. Though Heather had tried to explain that to her parents, they’d never grasped the concept that Heather was much more willing to talk with them during the allotted time for a break, as opposed to calling at random hours during the day.

      Heather put on her headset and said, “The books are too clean.”

      Chelsea was also the only person who understood that while Heather could make small talk, she didn’t like it.

      “I know, right?” Chelsea said. “I’ve gone through all their accounts. There isn’t a single mis-categorization or digit out of place.”

      Heather was surprised at the amount of relief she felt when she realized that she didn’t have to fight with Chelsea, didn’t have to explain herself and defend her numbers. At least, not this time. There had been other times when Chelsea hadn’t been willing to take Heather’s word, but that had been a while ago, before they’d started working together regularly.

      It was why Heather preferred working for Chelsea, though her friend couldn’t afford to just keep Heather on a retainer, and she had to take work from other clients as well.

      “But there isn’t anything we can testify in court about,” Heather said. She got up out of her chair and started pacing. When it got bad, she counted her steps—four up, four back. But it wasn’t that bad today.

      Not yet.

      “Yeah, I know. Judge would laugh us out of court for claiming that there was something wrong because the books didn’t have any mistakes,” Chelsea said with a sigh.

      “Now what?” Heather said. There really wasn’t much more she could do. She would type up her report, but she wouldn’t mention anything about the books being too clean.

      Chelsea owned a small valuation and discovery firm, whose clients included many of the big investment banks in the area. Her company did all the due diligence, advising the other firms about their intended acquisitions.

      Heather worked for Chelsea part time, and had helped build the sterling reputation of her friend’s company by warning them off bad deals.

      “I have a proposal for you,” Chelsea said slowly. “Let’s do dinner tonight.”

      “All right,” Heather said. Chelsea’s proposals were generally pretty good, and brought Heather more work. On the other hand, she hated the suspense of waiting. Why couldn’t Chelsea just tell her?

      But she knew why. No matter what Chelsea suggested, Heather’s first reaction was going to be, “No.” That was just her way. Chelsea wouldn’t listen to Heather’s first no, which was good, because Heather didn’t necessarily mean it.

      They arranged to meet at a local diner in Issaquah that was fairly quiet, even if they both agreed that the food was rather pedestrian.

      After they’d said goodbye, Heather continued pacing. There had to be something wrong with Quintakon’s books.

      She also knew that if she couldn’t find it, no one could.

      She shut down her computer, locking everything up, then turned on the fan as she left the room. Time for a shower. She scratched at her very short brunette hair. She kept it trimmed along the sides and only grew the top long. Chelsea had said that she preferred Heather with longer hair, but it got in the way, and Heather wasn’t interested in buying then losing barrettes and hair clips to hold it back. She could shave the sides herself, and only had to go into the local barber shop to trim the top once every four months.

      She glanced at herself in the full length mirror hanging from the back of the bathroom door while waiting for the shower water to warm up. She knew that looked good and kept herself in good shape. She would be thirty in nine months’ time. Muscles stood out when she flexed her shoulders and arms. Her gray eyes looked large in her face, probably due to her apprehension about what Chelsea would say. Her breasts were medium sized, and she could get away with not wearing a bra when she wore looser clothing. Not when she went out running or to class. She had hips, a waist, and a chest. Not a classic hour glass figure, but that didn’t matter. She still liked what she saw.

      Which was something else that her parents never grasped. Sure, she may be atypical in terms of her brain. She would always remember her mother’s reaction to the doctor’s diagnosis of “autistic”—stating that Heather was on the spectrum. Her mom had been convinced that Heather would never be able to live on her own.

      Heather had proven her parents wrong, time and again. She not only lived on her own, she supported herself very well. She had a few friends, Aikido classes she regularly went to, and did good work.

      She wasn’t perfect. She still made mistakes. But no one was perfect.

      Not even Chelsea.

      With a sigh, Heather turned away from the mirror and stepped under the hot water, washing the day away so she’d be ready for what came next.

      For the whatever interesting proposal Chelsea had for her next.
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      “No,” Heather said automatically.

      Chelsea nodded and said, “You always say that.”

      Heather opened her mouth, then closed it again. She did. She was aware of that.

      “So I’m just going to let you think about it, as I always do, and see how you really feel in a couple of days,” Chelsea added.

      Heather sighed. It was good to have a friend like Chelsea who knew her really well, and who understood her.

      It was also bad, because Chelsea did know her, and knew how to get Heather to do things. Maybe even things she shouldn’t.

      They sat in Nicky’s Restaurant, in a booth next to the windows looking out on the busy street. Nickolas was a tall Russian man with thinning hair and a booming laugh. He was always proud to serve American food—hamburgers, fries, and a Sunday pot roast—along with a couple of Russian staples, like cabbage rolls and pelmeni, a type of Russian dumpling filled with spicy pork and served with butter and sour cream.

      It was a Thursday, and the diner wasn’t too full. They never played the music too loudly, which made it acceptable to Heather. The lights weren’t too bright either. Everything was done in shades of red and brown—booths, carpet, waitstaff uniforms. It made Heather feel as though she was in a movie from the 1980s.

      Chelsea had insisted that they eat first before they talk. Heather was used to that, though she didn’t like it. But she knew that no matter what Chelsea proposed, she might not be able to eat afterwards. They’d shared a warm pretzel with three different mustards for an appetizer, then had each had their own burger, Heather’s with sweet potato fries, and Chelsea with regular ones.

      After they’d finished, Chelsea had come up with the most outrageous proposal that Heather had ever heard.

      That Heather should try to be like one of the more classic private investigators and follow the CEO of Quintakon around, seeing if he was actually cheating on his wife.

      “You’ve taken surveillance classes, right?” Chelsea said after a few moments of stony silence while Heather tried to process the magnitude of what her friend was asking.

      Heather slowly nodded. Those had been some of the most awful weeks of her life. Having to be outside of her routine, going to a new place, trying to see everything and everyone at the same time.

      There had been a series of high-priced items supposedly shoplifted from a boutique that they were investigating. The owner suspected that one (or more) of the people working for her were actually stealing the clothes.

      Heather had had to go in and pretend to be a customer, had to pass as normal for an afternoon. It had been excruciating.

      She’d also told her mentor, Steve, exactly who the thief was. Three days later, the clerk was caught red-handed.

      The culprit had been obvious to Heather, though it was difficult to explain to anyone else.

      Heather didn’t focus on faces. Those were too hard. Instead, she watched bodies, as she’d learned to do in Aikido. She could see where tension was kept, so could figure out when someone was coiling for an attack.

      The clerk who’d been stealing had been leaning into the clothes, touching them more often than the others. That was as good of a description as Heather could give.

      In appreciation, the woman who owned the shop had sent Heather one of the gowns she’d tried on. It was made out of a lush green satin with a plunging neckline. Heather felt ten years older in it, and like a movie star.

      She still had it in her closet, even though she’d never worn it.

      “Yes, I’ve taken surveillance classes,” Heather said eventually when she realized that Chelsea was still waiting for an answer. “But proving that the CEO is cheating on his wife isn’t going to cut it.”

      “Why not?” Chelsea asked, honestly confused.

      “Those assholes are always cheating on their wives,” Heather said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “They might even have an agreement with their wives about when and how they do it.”

      Chelsea didn’t reply. She appeared to be pressing her lips together tightly, the place of greatest tension in her body. Why was that?

      Faces. Just too hard to read.

      Heather was aware that she hadn’t won the argument yet. She thought for a moment, calling up the names of people she knew in the tech industry.

      Seattle for all its claim of being a tech mega-capital, was still pretty small town in many ways. There weren’t that many top players, and most of them knew each other, or had worked for each other in the past.

      “Instead of doing something stupid like trying to follow someone, why don’t I first ask around?” Heather said after a few moments. “See if I can dig up something?”

      Chelsea hesitated, but eventually nodded. “All right. See if you can find some dirt on Blake Quinten, the CEO.”

      At least Chelsea hadn’t asked Heather to break into the CFO’s office to find the real numbers and books.

      At least, not yet.
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      Heather decided to treat going out to meet Dani, one of the local tech workers she knew, the same as if she was going to court. She dressed in a navy blue, professional looking suit with a men’s style gray silk blouse. Heather wasn’t trying to hide that she was female, just downplay it, so people would maybe look at her face and not at her breasts.

      Dani had wanted to meet in downtown Seattle, for lunch at a seafood restaurant that Heather knew she’d hate but agreed to go to anyway. She drove to airport, parked her car there, then took the light rail into downtown. She hated driving in downtown Seattle—the roads were too narrow, there were one-way streets, and she got lost even with her phone shouting directions at her.

      It was too much. Too many variables, too many cars, too many people.

      Noise.

      The light rail was only marginally better. Heather could ride the train with her noise-cancellation headphones on so the loud sounds wouldn’t bother her so much. She sat with her purse/backpack on her lap, her arms wrapped tightly around it.

      She tried to distract herself by looking out the window. The trees were nice at first. Then it was through neighborhoods, down the center of a wide street with cars on either side. Finally, they reached the tunnels, which Heather preferred. Just plain concrete walls, nothing to over-stimulate her.

      The Westlake station had rank homeless people lurking at the entrance. Heather didn’t bother hurrying by. They wouldn’t hurt her—couldn’t hurt her. She had enough training to take down any of them.

      She paused once she got past the gauntlet of homeless and checked her map. Court days were easier. She didn’t get lost when she went to testify in court. A new restaurant meant a lot more planning on her part, and a lot more focus.

      People thronged the streets, some business people, a lot of tourists. Heather felt like a salmon swimming upstream, trying to get away from the light rail station and up the street. The sun was out, which was nice. Large trucks trundled down the street, blowing stinky exhaust. Taxis and smaller cars darted in and out around them, always in a hurry.

      She was so glad that she’d decided not to drive that day, but take the train. She stopped on the corner before she turned, making sure she was going in the right direction. At least there weren’t as many people on the side street, though the sidewalk was dark, in the shade, and much cooler. Wind blew out of a wide garage opening, making Heather start, as if someone had just brushed by her and she hadn’t noticed.

      After taking a deep breath, she walked on. Fortunately, the restaurant was on the next block.

      The entrance took up the entire corner, a rounded revolving door, that had been done to look old-fashioned, made out of wood and brass. Heather had never feared revolving doors, though she limited herself to just walking into the restaurant and not following the door around a couple of times. Maybe after lunch.

      The first thing Heather noticed was that there was a huge fish tank that separated the restaurant area from the bar, and went the entire length of the space. Cool blue lights illuminated the white sand at the bottom. All kinds of fish swam there. Heather didn’t know any of the names of the fish, but there were yellow round ones, and sleek long black ones and pretty green ones.

      “Can I help you?”

      Heather looked around and realized that she’d been ignoring the woman standing behind the reception desk, that was also round, reflecting the door.

      “Oh. Hi!” Heather said, aiming to be friendly. “I’m for lunch with a friend.” She gave them Dani’s name and was taken to a table closer to the windows that ran along the wall.

      Heather hesitated, then looked over her shoulder. “Could we sit closer to the fish?”

      “Of course,” the receptionist said, picking up the menus she’d already laid down and turning back into the room.

      While maybe Dani would have appreciated the windows, Heather wanted to watch the fish.

      “It doesn’t smell fishy in here at all,” she commented as she took her seat, so close she could almost touch the glass of the aquarium.

      “No, it doesn’t,” the receptionist said.

      Was that the wrong thing to say? Heather wasn’t sure, but based on the tone of the woman’s voice, she guessed it might have been.

      Oh well.

      Dani came in shortly afterward. “Hi, dearie,” she said. “I should have known that you’d get us close to the tank as possible.”

      “Have you seen those fish?” Heather asked. “There goes the big eel again,” she added as the long gliding eel snaked its way across the tank.

      “It was why I chose this place,” Dani said. “I figured you won’t care much for the food, but you’d love the fish.”

      “Thank you,” Heather said. “I haven’t even looked at the menu.”

      “They have a pasta noodles and shrimp dish, in a lemon sauce, that’s really nice,” Dani said. “And you can get gluten free pasta.”

      Heather nodded, feeling guilty about all the wheat and gluten she’d eaten recently. Though she knew she shouldn’t eat it, she didn’t always remember to ask for a hamburger without a bun and so on.

      “Why don’t you order, then?” Heather said, grateful to hand over the decision to someone else.

      “Sure,” Dani said. She looked Heather up and down. “You look good.”

      “Thank you,” Heather said. She paused and looked at Dani. Her friend always wore her brunette hair long, with tendrils here and there curled. She was in a pretty off-white dress that had a pattern of brown butterflies on it. Heather would notice Dani’s smile more than other people’s because she always wore bright red lipstick.

      “You look good too,” Heather said after a few moments. “You seem relaxed and sunny today.”

      “Thank you, dearie,” Dani said.

      “So what have you been up to?” Heather said, knowing that with Dani she’d have to have some small talk, she couldn’t just delve into the conversation and why they were meeting.

      Heather tried to pay attention, but she found herself distracted by the fish in the tank. Finally, she heard Dani ask, “So tell me about your most recent case.”

      “Have you heard of Qunitekon?” Heather said, glad that they’d already ordered and food was coming.

      Dani tilted her head to one side. “Maybe?”

      “Blake Quinten is the CEO,” Heather said. “We’re—”

      “Stop,” Dani said.

      Dani’s entire body had suddenly gone tense. What was that about?

      “I’m under a NDA when it comes to Blake Quinten,” Dani said quietly.

      “Oh. OH!” Heather said. She nodded, then sighed. She couldn’t ask Dani anything about the company or about Blake if she was under a non-disclosure agreement.

      But that also meant that possibly Dani had at one point sued Blake, and knowing how tech worked in this town, for sexual harassment. She’d had to sign a NDA in order to get any compensation.

      It meant that Blake, too, couldn’t talk about it, which left Dani’s reputation in the clear.

      Heather paused for a moment, trying to figure out what to say next.

      She remembered Chelsea talking about Blake having a reputation.

      “So, I know you can’t talk about your case,” Heather said slowly. “Do you know if you were the only one in such a position?”

      For once, Heather read Dani’s smile clearly. It said, “Shark.”

      “I may,” Dani said. “Let me make some calls.”

      Heather nodded and watched the fish as Dani started sending messages on her phone.

      Good. It meant that Heather might not have to do something completely ridiculous, such as trying to break into the CFO’s office and find the other set of books.
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      Heather was back in the security of her bunker, at her own desk, with the only light being from the huge monitor on her desk. She had just finished writing up her report for Chelsea, but wanted to chat with her friend before she sent it.

      “What is it?” Chelsea asked immediately.

      Heather already had on her headset and was pacing behind her chair. “I wanted to talk to you about Quintekon,” she said.

      “Oh.” Chelsea gave a quiet laugh. “You so rarely call, I figured something was wrong.”

      Heather opened her mouth then closed it again. It wasn’t that Chelsea was wrong. But sometimes Heather did call her friends, did initiate going out.

      Didn’t she?

      “Anyway,” Heather said, “I can’t do anything about the books for Qunitekon. They’re clean, and we both know it.”

      “Agreed,” Chelsea said.

      “However, I did find evidence of a potentially damaging nature,” Heather continued. She couldn’t help but grin. It was fun to put Chelsea on the side of waiting for something for once.

      “And?” Chelsea said when Heather didn’t continue.

      “I don’t have anything concrete,” Heather admitted. “Just a suspicious pattern. Were you aware that six different women have sued Blake Quinten? All of them have signed NDAs, so I don’t know the particulars of any of the cases. However, between the books being too clean and a pattern of behavior, I think you can advise your client to not purchase Quintekon.”

      “Got it,” Chelsea said. “Hmmm. This is all in your report, right?”

      “It is,” Heather said gleefully. “Dates and names only. Can’t really give you much beyond that. But it’s a pattern of misbehavior.”

      It wouldn’t hold up in a court of law, that was for certain.

      But as Chelsea had pointed out, she didn’t have to testify with this information. Just steer her client clear of Quintekon and the problems that might arise.

      Hopefully the next woman (because there was certainly going to be a next woman) wouldn’t sign the NDA. Or would get a lawyer who would argue in the interest of public safety that the details shouldn’t go under an NDA.

      Or maybe…

      Once Heather finished chatting with Chelsea, she sat back down at her computer, opening up a new tickler. She kept track of certain individuals, setting up alerts for when their name made the news.

      She was going to keep track of Blake Quinten. If she got an alert that someone else was suing him, she was going to make sure that the lawyer did his or her due diligence, and found out everything they could about that scum.

      There wasn’t much more she could do. She was a forensic private investigator, not one of those who specialized in surveillance.

      But she could always dig deeper than anyone else.
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      New cozy mystery from Leah R Cutter! Available from your favorite retailers.

      

      Lydia runs her own B&B and restaurant in the tourist town of Lake Hope, in Central Washington. Though she works all the time, she enjoys the challenge. Family and good friends keep her spirits up, but no special someone that rocks her world. Just guests and customers that come through regularly, including her least favorite, the retired principal of the local high school that everyone hates.

      When the principal turns up dead, stabbed by one of the letter openers that Lydia sells right there at the gift shop of her B&B, of course the police turn their attention to her. Not just the local cops, either, but the (alright, admittedly dreamy) detective they bring in from the city.

      What can Lydia do to clear not only her name, but her friends? Lots of twists and turns abound, as well as fabulous advice from her dear gay uncles: Ed, Alan, and their cat, Poe.

      The Purloined Letter Opener introduces the marvelously charming community of Lake Hope, located in the heart of Washington State's wine country. Meet its quirky occupants, solve a mystery or two, and yeah, maybe find that someone special as well.
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      When it came to laundromats, Helen Hartsock had definitely seen worse in her years as a private investigator. Much, much worse.

      The Laurel Gap Lost Sock Laundry had been recently remodeled, and quite nicely. All the smaller washers and dryers were gleaming white, all the industrial-sized monsters bright polished steel. No dents or rust spots in sight.

      The row of chairs up against the spotless plate glass window up front were the same shiny plastic curved variety Helen remembered from the 70s and 80s. Even had the two strange little holes low on the back that never quite made sense. But rather than puke green or depressing hospital tan, these chairs were cheery pink and bright yellow.

      Same with the long waist-high tables that ran down the middle of the space. Alternating pink or yellow, and they were finished around the edges with honest-to-goodness chrome. Like a Formica factory had closed down and sold all the remainders to a laundromat factory.

      The neatly swept floor looked like it had the same rock-hard speckly white tile from thirty years ago, but no signs of cracks or grime around the grout.

      Of course the cleanest, most cared-for space dedicated to laundry in the world was going to have that smell. Harsh detergent, overlaid with too many varieties of cloying floral fabric softener, liberally seasoned with hot dryer lint. Not Helen’s favorite, but miles better than some of the mildew and stagnant water reeking places she’d been forced to spend time in on one assignment or another.

      Not too crowded early on a Wednesday evening, either. Helen had the place almost to herself, with only two of the washers and one dryer occupied at the moment. The middle-aged man tending to all those clothes sat in another cluster of plastic chairs toward the back, hunched over a laptop and lost to the world. Late March in the mountains seemed a bit chilly out for his faded Atlanta Braves t-shirt and even more faded denim shorts.

      She thought he might be muttering to himself, but the low roar of the dryer and irregular ticking of something in the washers drowned him out.

      Helen had spent too many years watching people, predicting them, understanding them, to not recognize laundry day attitude and attire when she saw it.

      Other than him, she had her pick of machines, tables, and the huge rolling baskets with metal clothes bars across the top. The baskets were as clean and new as everything else. And yes, that same optimistic yellow and pink.

      She dumped her usual road-trip wardrobe into a washer closer to the front. Three pairs of jeans, two of non-descript brown khakis, muted button-up shirts and T-shirts. A whole lot like what she had on. Couple of nightshirts, bundles of socks and underthings, and even those were...not colorful.

      Boring, yes. Easy to wash when travel made that a necessity, you bet. Sturdy enough to stand up to shredding washers and overly hot dryers nowhere near as nice as The Lost Sock Laundry, of course.

      Ordinary enough to blend in with the locals? Absolutely.

      Since she’d been coming in at this exact time—between shift changes at the coal mine and after the after-school and dinnertime rush—no one noticed this was her third time washing everything this week. Partly because she got here right before the usual crowd of regulars wandered in.

      Helen was betting on one of those regulars keeping to her schedule like she had for the past week. Seemed plenty likely, since Laurel Gap hardly provided a dizzying array of nighttime entertainment options.

      Memories of Helen’s own childhood and very young adulthood in another Appalachian mountain town not all that far away mainly consisted of riding around in cars, drinking, and getting high. Not what anyone would expect of a grown woman several years older than Helen was at forty-eight.

      After several days of careful observation, Helen had a good idea of what to expect from one Martha Phelps. Any sort of partying was nowhere on the list.

      Right on time, the jingly bunch of brass bells hanging over the front door rang out, and three perfectly normal-looking women walked in. Happy faces with just enough makeup to pass for fresh rather than fake. Carefully highlighted hair cut short or in a bouncy ponytail, jeans and tops as cheery as the chairs they’d soon gather in to chat.

      Each carried big baskets stuffed full, with towels tucked in over the top. Even after watching them all week, Helen had no earthly idea how they could have so much laundry, day after day. She paid more than enough attention to know they weren’t washing the same things like she was.

      How could anyone own that many things, much less constantly need to wash them?

      Kids at home, she supposed.

      Neither she nor Rachel had wanted any, and sixteen years in, neither one regretted it. For one thing, Rachel often came along on these jobs if there was something fun for her to do. Helen didn’t blame her one bit for staying back in Atlanta for this one.

      She smiled at the three women as she fed quarters into the throat of her washer, getting comfortable smiles in return. Being familiar always paid dividends on these small-town cases. As did pulling her dark brown hair (with the gray carefully removed) into a bouncy ponytail of her own.

      Another two women came in, one with a basket, the other pushing what looked like a miniature shopping cart loaded up with clothes. Equally normal and friendly.

      Still no Martha.

      Helen forced herself to stay calm and as optimistic as the décor in the Lost Sock Laundry.

      Even if her target on this job didn’t show up tonight, there was always tomorrow. And the next day.

      Please, don’t let this stretch out to the weekend.

      She started her clothes churning away and turned, meaning to arrange herself, her oversized chunky leather purse, and her required paperback of a recent bestseller close to where the women would gather.

      Not too close, mind you, but enough that she could naturally join the conversation.

      Before she took two steps, another woman opened the door and paused, a battered Army-green duffle bag slung over her shoulder. Brown sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt draped over a comfortable, matronly frame. Not a drop of makeup disguised her young-for-almost-seventy-face. Steel gray hair hung in waves past her shoulders, and eyes the same glinting gray took everything in before she walked in through the door.

      Those assessing eyes rested on Helen for a beat longer than on the guy way in the back, then her whole face lit at the sight of her friends. The warmth of her big smile and called-out greeting made it hard to believe she seemed so...suspicious only a second before.

      Martha Phelps, on the scene at last.

      Helen took a deep breath, blew out her tension, and put her own suspicion firmly into the background. The game was finally on.

      And she was more than ready to play.

      By the time she made it to the front row of perky chairs, Helen had all the facts of the case fresh in her mind, yet held in the background. She memorized everything long before getting into a situation like this for damn good reason.

      She settled in with her book, pleased to return hellos from two of the women.

      Martha didn’t say a word, but she jerked her chin toward Helen. Helen nodded back, then pretended to get into her book.

      Under different circumstances, in another lifetime, she probably would have been friends with these women. But following the trail on a missing-person case the police had barely glanced at wasn’t the time for friendship.

      Anyway, Martha, with her quiet nature and mysterious past, was the next step on this trail.

      Helen was determined to follow it to wherever Rodney Blevins had ended his days, no matter how it twisted or turned. Almost as determined as his family was to have their answers, even if no one else seemed to care.

      She pretended to read and watched Martha load everything into one washer while everyone else was still busy sorting into two, sometimes three machines. All typical behavior for this crew.

      But instead of standing around and chatting with her friends, Martha stared right at Helen.

      Not good.

      Then she walked over and sat beside her, which was worse.

      “Figured I should introduce myself,” Martha said, her voice quiet but a bit rough, as if she’d shouted a lot in her life. “Since we seem to have noticed each other for several days in a row now.”

      Helen smiled again, determined to salvage the situation. She adjusted the pattern and sound of her words to the local soft drawl.

      “I’m sorry if I was staring. I’ve just had a lot on my mind. I think I scared someone in the produce department at the grocery store today doing exactly the same thing.”

      Martha nodded, pursing her lips. Up close her gray eyes had lovely highlights of green and gold.

      “Hope you’ll excuse me for saying so, but I don’t buy you not paying attention to a damn thing. Not for one second, much less days in a row.” She held out her hand. “Martha Phelps. Lived here most of my life. I work out at the warehouse at the railyard over in Banner.”

      Martha’s hand was cool and rough, a lot like her voice, with a firm, confident grip.

      “I’m glad to meet you, Martha. Gina Turnberry. I’m staying with my Aunt Shannon over in Steinman and her washer went out. I sure am sorry about staring like that.”

      Martha shook her head, but she still sat loose and relaxed, like she didn’t have a care in the world. Helen on the other hand was doing her best not to tense up.

      No one had recognized her or what she was doing for more years than she cared to admit.

      In far more serious circumstances than chasing down a missing person exceedingly few people were likely to miss.

      “Well, I have to say I appreciate you not whipping out too many details on that cover story, Gina. That or your fake ID, which I’m sure looks very official and all.” Martha paused to give the slightest shake of her head toward one of the women walking toward them. The woman detoured toward another group of chairs instead.

      “Not your fault, really,” she said. You’ve been doing a fine job of fitting in. Better than most, even though I can hear you’ve lived away for a while in your accent. It’s just that I’ve been watching out for folks like you since before you were born.”

      “I don’t think I understand what—”

      “Skip it.” Martha frowned and shook her head slowly. “I’ve heard it all and then some. Police, sheriffs, feds, PIs. Doesn’t matter. I think it would be a gesture of good faith if you show me your identification, though. That way I won’t report you to the wrong bunch and waste both our time.”

      Helen closed her eyes for a second, debating her limited choices. She could continue to play ignorant and get out of here. Now. It wasn’t like any of her clothes would be expensive to replace. But she had no doubt Martha would report her the second the jaunty bells above the door finished ringing. She’d get to the private investigator authorities soon enough.

      Reciprocal licensing between Georgia and Virginia wouldn’t stop word of Helen’s little cut-and-run act from damaging her otherwise sterling reputation with her agency and state agencies alike.

      She could flash that extremely good fake ID and hope for the best. Martha’s cool gaze discouraged her on that course.

      Instead, she pulled out her wallet, extracted her Georgia Bureau card, and handed it over. Revealing her stern face, real name, the firm she worked with, permit to carry, the works.

      “You packing?” Martha said, glancing at the card before she returned it.

      “Not today. Not on this job at all so far. The relevant authorities in Virginia know I’m operating here, and that I have a weapon available.”

      “I’m sure they do. I have my ideas, but you want to tell me what this is about now? I understand trying to get to the bottom of things, especially where a crime is concerned. Even if we may not agree on the definition of crime. If I can help you, I will.”

      Helen shrugged and shook her head at the same time. The private part of this investigation was blown. If she could still get what she needed, she’d happily put the family’s worries to rest, collect her payment, and move on to better things.

      “Okay then, Martha. Heard of Broken Ridge Mining?”

      “Sure. Broken Ridge has been digging the mountains out under Laurel Gap and the whole county for over a hundred years now. Switched to taking the mountains down instead about ten years back. Half the town works for them. The other half understands where most of the money comes from.”

      Helen slipped her ID back into her wallet and tapped it on her thigh.

      “Then maybe you heard about an incident back in October. A car accident.”

      “Heard plenty about it,” Martha said, her eyes narrowing. “Late at night, patchy fog, roads slick, maybe icy in spots. Sweet little family coming home from a movie. Maybe not paying quite as much attention as they should be. Still, would have been hard to pay enough attention to avoid a three-ton boulder in the middle of a blind curve.”

      Helen clenched her jaws against the cold knots in her belly that felt as big as that rock.

      She wasn’t here to investigate what happened to that sweet little family. The police had handled that part quite well and in great detail.

      Details she wished she’d never examined for herself.

      “That’s how it happened,” she said. “Since you know that much, I’m going to guess you know how that night goes with Broken Ridge Mining.”

      Martha crossed her arms and sat back.

      “I do. That road the family was driving down goes right alongside one of Broken Ridge’s mining sites. One of their mountaintop removal sites, to be exact, so you might say it sort of goes under their operations. That night they were working on a road up top. An unpermitted road, as it turns out, not to mention after the hours they were supposed to be working. A couple of their heavy machinery folks weren’t exactly experienced in road building, either.”

      “Thus the rock in the middle of the road.”

      “You got it, more or less. What I found interesting is how that rock sat there in the road for a solid hour, unreported. Just waiting for that car to meet up with it, end four lives, and tear up a great many more. No one up on that job site even seemed to know a thing was wrong until a man reporting to work got stopped by the backed-up traffic.”

      She raised one eyebrow and tilted her head.

      “Hardly any traffic jams around here, you see. And when there are, it’s a good bet the rescue squad is involved. They sure were busy that night. But I get the feeling you’re not here to ask about that night, are you?”

      Helen forced her face to stay neutral, but she was scrambling to get a handle on where Martha was heading with all this. She had to know Broken Ridge Mining had been ordered to cease operations that night, and that substantial fines and ongoing investigations were in the works.

      Was Martha as reasonably angry as everyone else in Laurel Gap was about what happened? Or did she actually know more than Helen’s own investigation had already uncovered?

      “No, Martha, I’m not here to ask you about that night, or the accident. I’m wondering if you know anything about Rodney Blevins.”

      The tension that had been hovering between them solidified.

      Helen locked gazes with Martha, but all the movement and sound around them intensified. The guy way in the back started another dryer. The women up front raised their voices as they laughed and sang a few words of what sounded like a high school fight song.

      The crackling dry air picked up a hit of something orange-scented, strong enough that Helen’s mouth watered with craving.

      “I know plenty about Rodney,” Martha said. “His whole family, too. Damn shame the way he went missing and all.”

      “And what way was that? How he went missing? That’s what I’m here to figure out.”

      Martha’s cool expression finally gave way to a half-smile, but Helen didn’t find it reassuring.

      “You thinking I’m the one who finally put a stop to Rodney and his lifelong nonsense?”

      “Nope. I haven’t heard that at all. I have heard you might have a good idea who did.”

      Martha nodded and tucked her steel gray hair behind one ear.

      “Now that’s a refreshing change of pace. Your type is usually eager to pin all kinds of crap on me. I’ve been accused of more things in more places at more times than any single human being could possibly manage.” Her smile widened for a second before it disappeared. “All while none of you seem to have the first clue what I might have actually been involved in.”

      Helen ignored the bright stab of curiosity of what an obviously tough-as-nails woman like Martha might be talking about. Especially if she truly had been watching out for investigators for nearly fifty years.

      “I’m not accusing you of a thing. The only reason I’m here is to get to the bottom of what happened to Mr. Blevins.”

      “Any idea who’s paying you to do that?” Martha said. “Or how the incident that night got linked up to Rodney in the first place? You’re right about one thing. We didn’t see all that much of an investigation of what happened to him for some strange reason.”

      “I’m aware of how quickly his disappearance seemed to slip under the law enforcement radar. I’m sure you know there was talk of Rodney working that night, but nothing proved that out no matter how hard the mine inspectors or the police tried. A concerned party asked me to get involved.”

      “A concerned party, huh.” Martha raised her eyebrow again. “Well, speaking as someone who knew that no good boy his whole useless life, I can tell you not to trust anything you hear that shows he wasn’t involved in a bad thing. And that no one in his family or in this town would honestly be concerned that he’s gone. If that’s who you think is writing your checks, you’re badly mistaken, or maybe you’ve lived away too long.”

      A flash of annoyance verging on anger twisted through Helen, something that rarely happened to her on the job. The dismissive tone of Martha’s words struck too close to her memories of home not far up the road. And to people she rarely ever saw, for very good reason.

      “Okay then, let’s say I have lived away too long. Never mind that I’ve got a hell of a lot of experience in research or that the source of payment has been verified. Who do you think is behind this whole thing?”

      Martha lifted one shoulder and the corners of her mouth turned down.

      “Hell, if the checks are big enough, I can personally guarantee no one who lives anywhere near here wrote ’em no matter what they claimed. Rodney’s folks may very well have handed over your money. But you want to look up the line to who was paying him, and what for. In fact, I’d look up the mountain that family died beside.”

      “You think it was Broken Ridge Mining. What, because he was suspected of being on site that night? Or because he did grunt work for them a few months before he went missing? Nothing more than shoveling out under the belts and sweeping the floor from their records.”

      “I’m sure that’s exactly what was in their records,” Martha said slowly. “See, Rodney was the kind who hardly ever got paid on the record, for anything. I’m surprised it took this long for all he’s done to catch up with him.”

      Helen took a deep breath, wishing the sharp orange scent hadn’t faded away to more overly sweet florals. The guy in back had a neat stack of folded clothes in the chair beside him, and two of the women were unloading their underthings. One of them glanced toward Martha but didn’t say a word.

      “You know what happened to him,” Helen said. “And who did it.”

      “I might at that.”

      “What you just said is enough for you to get called as a witness.”

      Martha snorted. “Is it now? Like you said earlier, law enforcement didn’t much seem to care.”

      “Were you involved?”

      “In shuffling him off this mortal coil? No ma’am, I was not.”

      “But you were involved in something to do with this.”

      “I’ve been involved in all kinds of things. Some I’m proud of, some that make me sad. One or two I’ve regretted most of my life, and I expect to until I’m the one drawing my last. But what you’re talking about now was nothing but me taking care of someone who did what had to be done.”

      “I’m not going to get into right or wrong here,” Helen said. “That’s not part of my job. I’ve dealt with some pretty nasty characters and uncovered things I wish I could forget. But I’m not here to pass judgement, or even to re-investigate the accident. All I’m after is what happened to Rodney Blevins. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      But images of those young parents, those two young kids hovered in her mind. Before, in a family portrait and vacation photos and school pictures.

      And...after.

      “Good.” Martha startled her by smacking her own leg. “That’s real good. Because I’m going to tell you what Rodney was doing when he dropped out of sight. Then you can make up your own mind what to do about it.”

      “What he was doing isn’t important. That’s not—”

      “I’m going to tell you anyway. Then we’ll see. Now, if you knew who to ask, and if they were willing to talk to you, you’d find out Rodney worked for more than one coal company. Couple of trucking outfits, a local quarry or two. Whoever needed his special skills. Not so much as a laborer, mind you. He never was much good at that. You might say Rodney was better suited for behind-the-scenes work.”

      She turned toward Helen and crossed her legs, clearly warming to her tale.

      “Word is Rodney probably was up on the mountain that night, but no one would believe he had anything to do with that boulder finding its way down onto the road. Tragic and terrible as it was, the mine investigators got that one figured out for the most part. Where Rodney came in was making sure they didn’t figure out the rest.”

      “Fine, I’ll bite. What do you mean? He covered up for his boss?”

      “I’m sure he would have if they paid him, if anyone would have believed a word he said. No, what Rodney did was encourage people who did know the truth to keep it to themselves. That’s what he was good at, especially with a deep-pocketed company giving him the tools to do it with.”

      “You’re saying he bribed witnesses to that boulder getting knocked down the mountain?”

      Martha shook her head, her lips compressed into a straight line.

      “No, I’m not saying that. Because like you pointed out, it’s not what matters here. I’m saying he upset a lot of folks on behalf of his many employers over the years. Trying to get them to trade the health or even the lives of their loved ones for cash. Suggesting they take the money and leave it at that. No reporters, no lawyers. Sometimes people deep in grief take it out on the one standing in front of them rather than one that caused their pain. I’m sure you’ve heard of things like that. I figure Rodney knocked on the wrong door this time.”

      Helen shivered and didn’t try to hide it. She had heard of things like that, a lot. The ones that stayed with her were from people getting notices of their kids or spouses getting killed in the military. The scars—physical and emotional—of her own father’s service made the furious reactions all too easy to understand.

      “You know what happened to him,” she said. “And you’re not going to tell me or anyone else. Is that about right?”

      “That’s about right. Not that anyone else to speak of has bothered to ask. Now you tell me something, Helen Hartsock. Do you think Rodney’s people were truly looking for peace? Or were they just passing along the job and the check that went with it?”

      Helen rubbed the back of her neck and glanced around the laundromat.

      The guy in the back was folding his last load, his closed laptop waiting patiently beside him. Martha’s friends had all their loads in several dryers, including Martha’s one mixed up bunch.

      And much to her surprise, Helen’s own clothes now leapt and danced in two dryers rather than waiting for her in a sodden mass at the bottom of the washers.

      One of the ponytailed women caught her gaze, nodded once, then went right back to chatting.

      “To be more honest than I usually am,” Helen said, “I got the impression Rodney’s family were more concerned about where he is than what happened to him. I think they were...afraid to ask too many questions about that.”

      “I can work with that. And I can help you that much.” Martha flashed her half-smile again, and this time it seemed more warm than cynical. “To be more honest than I usually am, I’m glad you weren’t here to try to dig into my past. I like you, Helen. You seem more sensible than most people in your line of work. Maybe even sensible enough to get your information and let this one go.”

      “What, because it all came out right in the end or something like that?”

      This time, Martha smacked Helen’s knee, hard enough to sting a bit.

      “Because it all came out right in the end. With the local coverup con artist out of the picture, a whole lot more things are likely to turn out right around here. I say that can only be a good thing.”

      Helen wrote down the location, deeper into the steep wooded terrain than she would have imagined. Deep enough that the unknown person’s heartbreak, fury, and determination to right a terrible wrong in some way came through loud and clear.

      Even in the clean, bright, cheerful yellow and pink of The Lost Sock Laundromat.

      “And if someone else comes asking the same questions?” Helen said. “Paid by the same concerned party?”

      The way Martha’s eyes flashed promised more trouble than Helen cared to pursue.

      “I’ve said all I’m going to about Rodney. Anyone else who comes around won’t get nearly so far. Or nearly so friendly.”

      “Makes sense to me.”

      “So now you got all you need. And we’re all clear.”

      Helen nodded. Her mind served up the smiling faces of that young family now, rather than the end of them. She was grateful for that much.

      In this case at least, it would have to be enough.

      “We’re all clear. As far as I’m concerned, this is all anyone needs to know about that night. I appreciate you telling me.”

      Helen started to get up, then flashed her own lopsided smile. “You can probably guess what I want to ask, even though I have a feeling you won’t tell me.”

      Martha shook her head as she got to her feet, but her eyes were amused.

      “You’re right, and I won’t. All I’ll tell you is it really was before you were born from the date I saw on your ID. And no one got hurt or died. I intend to take that little adventure to my grave, wherever that turns out to be. That’s about when the statute of limitations will run out, anyway.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you, Martha. You take care of yourself.”

      “Same to you, Helen. Same to you.”

      Martha turned and joined her friends waiting beside the front door. As they walked out together, each woman looked Helen in the eye. Just for a second, but enough to make an impression. The guy in the back had slipped out without her noticing.

      Helen gathered up her neatly folded clothes, thankfully not smelling of anything fruity or flowery.

      She thought of Rachel back in Atlanta. Of their friends, closer than Helen’s own family not that far down the road. Of how all those women might have been related to Martha, maybe.

      But whether they were related or not, they were obviously her true and solid friends.

      Like she suspected the nameless person who’d finally stopped Rodney Blevins from walking the earth had been.

      Helen hoped her own friends felt that way about her, even though heaven forbid they ever had to go that far. That old joke about true friends helping you hide the body didn’t seem quite as funny to her as it used to.

      And she hoped she’d be strong enough to go that far, just as much as she hoped she never needed to.
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      The clicking keys sounded like tap dancers echoing inside Fawn Granger’s apartment. The entire sector had been carved out of abandoned warehouse buildings and converted into little boxy living spaces. Tucked inside her bedroom, Fawn, sweaty, with dry lips and eyes burning in fatigue, sat hunched over her wireless keyboard.  Darkness blanketed everything beyond the edge of the blue LCD illumination pouring from her laptop.

      “Slow down.” Briscoe, her partner in the District Regulators, said into her ear. The earpiece distorted his usual whining voice, but Fawn still heard the uptick of annoyance.

      “Can’t.” Her fingers tapped out the command string for the deep web search.

      “You gotta rest. We been chasing it for hours,” Briscoe muttered. “Not counting all the days last week.”

      “So. Close.” Fawn’s fingers were a blur across the keyboard. Her dreadlocks fell into her eyes. With a quick head toss, she moved them back over her shoulder.

      She didn’t have time to stop, to think about what to say to Briscoe. Words took time, which came in short supply at the moment. Her white T-shirt clung to her, and her body reeked from sweat, but showering, eating, and yes, sleeping had to wait.

      Civilian lives depended on it.

      Her discomfort—and Briscoe’s for that matter—be damned. Overhead, a lazy ceiling fan spun, completely ineffective against the raging muggy heat. The sweltering summer seeped through the thin walls and weak insulation. Stuffy and sticky, Fawn blew out a huff and pushed on.

      “If we can catch The Fish, we can get ahead of the next round of killings.” Fawn typed faster, fingers aching, tendons screaming in overuse. “Don’t let me down, B.B. Just a few more minutes. Then the trace will pinpoint location.”

      Briscoe Baker, or as Fawn liked to call him, B.B., sighed. “We’ve been here before. So damn often we should start paying rent. We get to the location and it’s a dead end. We’ve taken The Fish’s bait, and he’s dragging us through the internet’s choppy waters. Again.”

      Fawn watched the flashing green dot on her screen. As it pulsated, it sped through the map of The District, like a heat-seeking missile. It latched on to The Fish’s wireless signal and chased it. Briscoe meant well, and they had done this so many times Fawn had lost count, but this time would be different.

      “No more deaths,” Fawn whispered, mostly to herself and, to the dark lining the edges of her room. The laptop’s light only went as far as her knees before succumbing to the shadows. Not too long ago she walked away from the work of regulating The District’s sectors. She’d been sparks out of patience and her Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder left her fragile and wounded, despite the A.I.’s mental health sessions and the medications.

      She still owned the ranch in the Southwest Territories. It waited. Called to her. But something about The District’s citizens and its ugly underbelly that demanded cleansing kept her here, tethered to the murkiness.

      “Death is what we do, darling,” Briscoe said, with a small thread of amusement in his tone. Always the comedian.

      Fawn shook her head. “No. Death is why we send people to sleep in The Cradle.”

      Briscoe didn’t respond. Instead, the clicking of keys emitted from the earpiece. She heard him breathing, but something had snagged his attention away. She prayed it was something worthwhile for once. Not that he liked talking about The Cradle, warehouses lined with banks of people in tubes, filled with floatation gel that kept them in stasis while some A.I. attempted to rehabilitate them through mental therapy.

      Fawn shuddered and put her attention back on the subject at hand.

      Lurking in her assigned sector, someone enjoyed hurting people.

      The Fish.

      A faint stir in the sticky air made Fawn pause. With her fingers hovered above the keyboard, she cocked her head sideways and listened. There. Barely audible came what sounded like the rustle of paper. Fawn uncoiled from the bed, slipping one foot to the wood floor and then the other. She knew her apartment like the back of her hand, and she crept across the area rug, her footfalls quiet and certain in the shadows.

      Whomever had infiltrated her space didn’t. The advantage would be hers.

      She picked up her lasergun 250 from the side table and waited on the side of the automatic door.

      “Fawn? You there?” Briscoe asked, concern made his voice hard. “Fawn!”

      “Quiet!” she hissed back.

      As she approached the bedroom door slid open.

      Fawn held her breath and drew her weapon.

      In padded her black cat, Sebastian. She let out a breath.

      “You scared me half to death!” Fawn scooped Sebastian into her arms and cuddled him. With the weapon in one hand, the cat in the other, Fawn laughed.  “You’d better not have made me miss the Fish.”

      “The cat? You scared me!” Briscoe grumbled. “You can change the settings for the door to not go crazy when the cat’s about.”

      “But I heard something else.” Fawn searched the living room from doorway. It too lay in gloom with only the coffeepot’s illumination burning a bright green in a sea of black. Nothing moved. Fawn frowned. “I could’ve sworn I heard something non-cat related.”

      “You want me to come over?” Briscoe asked. “I can be there in six.”

      “No, no I think I’m good.” She wished she sounded as sure as her words.

      With that she replaced her weapon back on the bedside table and she returned to her bed. Noting that the gun was within arm’s reach, Fawn picked up the keyboard with one hand, and sat down again.

      Once she released Sebastian, she got back to work.

      “Okay. Where are you?” she whispered.

      The pulsating dot had been swallowed up in the sea of scarlet lines, black blocks, and blue elevated lanes that crisscrossed the screen in an attempt at an electronic Jackson Pollock painting.

      “It stopped in the Adams Morgan area, Sector 12.” Briscoe sounded about as excited as paint drying on the last cargo craft.

      “The 12. The Fish is down in the 12. Grab those coordinates and meet me there.” Fawn yanked on her pants and slipped her feet into her Regulator-issued boots. They had steel in the toe and they protected her feet when she had to kick in something or someone.

      “Sector 12 isn’t in our scope, Fawn.”

      “Just meet me down there.”

      “See you in 15.” Briscoe ended the connection.

      “Make that 10.” Fawn put her arms through a fresh tee-shirt.

      She left her apartment, taking the stairs down three floors to the basement to her aerocycle, a sleek dual wind-powered machine, that used electricity to power its wind turbines. She threw her leg over snatched on her helmet and took off toward the elevated lanes.

      Now, she’d snare the Fish.
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      By the time Fawn parked her aerocycle, the green light had disappeared. She removed her helmet and locked it onto her cycle. She looked up the street. A residential neighborhood, lined with parked wautos, flying wind mobiles, on both sides of the street. None appeared to be from the most recent model years. In the distance, the wind knocked at a window. The 12, which was how Sector 12 was called, had the reputation for being the worse in The District. Few District Regulators wanted to respond to violations in this sector, and Fawn had cut her teeth patrolling it. Now, as an inspector for The District’s Regulators, she didn’t miss it. The smell of poverty, the violence of desperation, or the sound of souls moaning, loudly, about the injustice of it all.

      She slipped her ear piece back in.

      Across the street, a person watched her from behind a cigarette. A casual finger of worry slipped up her spine.

      “B.B.?” She pressed the button on her earpiece, uncertainty making her voice quiver. “Are you there?”

      “Here. Yeah.”

      The figure moved from the shadows, his cigarette’s scarlet oval acting as a beacon. He walked toward her and when he crossed beneath one of the working street lights, she spied his white long-sleeved shirt, gun holster and weapon, and his black dress slacks. Despite the summer heat, Briscoe looked as cool as a winter breeze.

      When he reached her, he peered across the street to the two homes. From the looks of it, no one was at home. No one stirred behind the darkened windows. Of course, at this hour, they could be asleep, but the neighborhood thrived despite being after midnight.

      “No jacket?” Fawn teased.

      “I don’t want to risk it getting bloody.”

      “Smart.”

      “I am.” Briscoe smirked.

      Fawn snorted.

      “Whelp. What’s the plan?” Briscoe asked, his face bored. He peered at her though the cigarette smoke.

      She shook her head and put her attention back on the two homes. “The Fish could be in either one of them.”

      “Or the Fish has lured us out here to kill us,” Briscoe replied. “Here, in this coveted real estate.”

      Fawn usually liked Briscoe’s dry sense of humor, but not tonight. “Let’s split up. You take the house on the left. I will take the right.”

      “You have seen horror movies. Right?” Briscoe took a drag of his cigarette. When he exhaled, the sweet scent of clove made her smile. “We should call in back-up.”

      “There’s no time for backup. The Fish may already be gone. Let’s go!”

      “Okay, but This better not be my funeral,” Briscoe said as he headed to the small, single story house on the left.

      Thankful he didn’t dig his heels in about going with her, she waved him on. This case had dragged on for months, with The Fish proving as slippery as, well, a fish.

      Now, so close to capture, she didn’t want to mess it up. She crossed the street, aware that the overhead elevated lanes flickered in warning. No traffic in the lanes despite the number of people hanging out on porches talking and enjoying the late summer evening air. It had finally cooled off at one in the morning. The humidity remained.

      Once she reached the house, she took out her flashlight and circled around to the back, taking in the lack of grass and the accumulation of debris. Broken objects littered the side of the house, on back to the backyard. No fence. No apparent security. No automated doors. It did have a screen door, a relic of the 20th century. Fawn smiled. She hadn’t seen one of these since her Nana’s house.

      She tried the handle and the door opened. With her heart thundering in her ears, Fawn inched inside the house, and her flashlight lead the way. She debated whether to call out but decided against it. Inside, the kitchen appeared ransacked. Fawn couldn’t make out much, but the smell spoke to decay.

      Something majored happened. A large portion of the living room had blood and it had leaked out of the body centered in it. She cast the light onto the deceased. It smelled to high heaven in the dark, hot house. The individual had a scar on the right calf-muscle. It looked like a bite.

      “Geeze,” Fawn said. She’d been too late.

      Again.

      She backpedaled out of the living room, where there wasn’t anyone alive, retracing her steps while scanning the area. Procedure dictated she secure the scene, but honestly, she’d let the unis do it when they arrived.

      “B.B. I’ve got a dead body over here,” she whispered. “B.B.?”

      “You got a what? You’re breaking up.” Briscoe sounded faint.

      “A body!” she hissed.

      Once she reached the backdoor and its screen, her heart slowed its gallop. As she turned to leave, whispered cackling erupted, soft, barely audible from behind her.

      “Regulators! Show yourself!” Fawn shouted as she pivoted around to the kitchen, gun drawn. “Come out. Now!”

      Creaking. More laughter, again, barely above the air conditioning’s hum.

      “Show yourself!” Fawn demanded, inching back through the kitchen, her gun and flashlight working in tandem to slice through the darkness.

      A person appeared in the living room. When Fawn swept the light onto his face, the person didn’t flinch or move away. He remained still, dressed in dark clothing, a fitted, one-piece uniform, a mask covered his entire head, so she didn’t know hair color, or what he looked like.

      As Fawn’s eyes adjusted, she recognized a giant angel fish floating above the mask. Along the neck were slashes or flaps in the fabric, where gills would be on a fish.

      “Put your hands up.” Fawn said, her lasergun trained on him. “Fish.”

      The laughter resumed. Now, close up, Fawn noted the static and canned tone.

      A recording!

      “You’re coming with me. Turn around.” Fawn moved in slowly to secure the suspect. She’d question him once she got to him Regulator Headquarters.

      The suspect complied, turning around with his arms in the air, awaiting her restraints.

      This is too easy.

      “Did you kill that person on the floor?” she asked, putting her gun in its holster and removing her electronic handcuffs. “Who is that?”

      “Do you know to some people it’s worth killing them?” The suspect’s voice sounded robotic. No hint of an accent, education, or genders, only the automated cadence of a computer program.

      “What?” Before she could finish the question, he (it!) swung around, knocking her back with such force, her nose burst. Blood trickled down to her chin. He weapon went flying into the dark.

      Dazed, Fawn fumbled for her gun. Once she got her hand on it, the suspect had fled.

      “Damn you.” She followed through the cluttered dark, stumbling over items, and tripping, falling, and getting back up. She almost had him (it?)!

      Yet when she reached the end of the hallway, she found nothing.  She peeked in the other rooms and closets.

      The Fish had vanished.
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      “Did you stew all night about it?” Briscoe asked.

      He sat, legs crossed, in the high back chair, an ancient relic from Fawn’s Nana. He’d scored the wonderful piece of furniture doing a bridge game and kept it in their shared workspace like a trophy.  His dark hair was combed and gelled into place, clothes immaculate in rigid creases and cufflinks, shoes gleaming. Fawn swore the only reason Briscoe became an inspector was to get out of wearing the Regulators’ one-piece black uniform. Although, he looked calm, his crossed leg jittered.

      “No, not all night, my reputation is shattered,” Fawn said. “Captain said so.”

      “You didn’t have a search warrant,” Briscoe replied. “I’m surprised you aren’t on suspicion.”

      “I had probable cause.”

      “Sure, you did.”

      “B.B., this case is about power and control. The Fish is getting a thrill outta this,” Fawn shifted the conversation.

      “Do you hear yourself? You’re obsessing. You’re gonna keep on chasing that lure until you find yourself on the other side,” Briscoe said, before sipping his tea.

      “The other side of what?” Fawn quirked an eyebrow.

      “Sanity.” Briscoe held her gaze over his teacup.

      “I’m putting the finishing touches on the timeline,” Fawn kept her tone light.  She wouldn’t give into his whining today. No, they had a killer to catch.

      His dark gaze slid back to his tablet. “Have it your way.”

      Fawn turned back to work. She touched the pain patch across the bridge of her nose where a dark bruise acted as a reminder of her altercation with The Fish. The nanobots in the strip sped pain reliever to her blood stream, but it still stung when she touched it.

      Once she got home around six this morning, she showered, changed clothes, and came back into the office. As soon as she showed up, Captain Brannigan called her into his office and gave her a verbal rebuke. She thought back to the bloody floorboards and the body she’d found. The vioTech team’s DNA identifier identified him as Dr. Reginald Bennet, a renowned neurological doctor. What such a promiment doctor was doing in there was still being investigated by Inspectors Williamson and Parks. According to the e-files, the house had been abandoned for years.

      “You know what? My reputation can die, as long as I keep people alive. Listen, B.B., the only way to handle arrogance is to call their bluffs. The Fish didn’t expect me there last night.” She spun around in her chair to face him.

      “Like hell he didn’t.” Briscoe countered. “Every time he tossed out a line, you’ve chased it. Last night was no different.”

      Fawn met his eyes and watched him squirm beneath her gaze. Fatigue weighed on her. Her face hurt and her eyes burned.

      “Just because you’re a hatchling, and think people just pop out of artificial wombs at will, doesn’t mean their deaths aren’t important,” Fawn said.

      Briscoe flinched as if her words had physically struck him. His lips twisted into horror, and for once, her partner didn’t have a snarky reply.

      Fawn regretted the words as soon as they crossed her lips.

      “I’m sorry. I’m tired…” Fawn reached across to touch him, but he snatched away.

      “We could’ve been killed last night. I do care—about us surviving more! Alright!” He shot out of his seat, and stormed out of the office, a strangled sob in his throat.

      “B.B.” Fawn called when a ping caught her attention. Easing back down into her chair, the tracking software had found The Fish. Alerted, she hurried to login to the laptop. Her fingers slid across the glass desk and the embedded keyboard. Unlike her antique laptop, her regulator smart desk was high quality.

      She blew out a short huff, and made note to follow up with Briscoe. The Fish had her chasing her tail. Briscoe wasn’t wrong about that. Before last night, the Fish hadn’t gotten his hands bloody. He injected the victims with fatal amounts of Ackback, a morphine derivative. But why? There didn’t appear to be any motive or patterns, rhyme or reason to the victims.

      With her hands tented, she revisited the pieces of the Fish’s violation stream. She closed her eyes and called up the images of each one.

      

      Margaret Allen-Professor at Old Montgomery College.

      Dr. Reginald Bennet-Renowned neurological doctor

      Becky Oliver-a middle aged social worker

      Molly Graham-a graphic designer and student from the Midwest Territories.

      

      What did they call have in common?

      She opened her eyes. “Ackback.”

      “Ackback is spread by The District regulators and the governor. Don’t you know?” Biscoe said as he walked back in, the hint of humor at odds with his velvety baritone. He placed a cup of coffee at the edge of her desk.

      “Not. Funny. The ‘Net is overrun with garbage rumors and ridiculous lies. Stay focused.” Fawn shook her head but smiled that he appeared to be back to himself.  “We have four bodies.”

      “So touchy,” Briscoe said.

      “Thank you for this,” she said and sipped. “I’m sorry B.B. I tired. I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “Yes, you did,” Briscoe countered. “I also know you’re exhausted.”

      On the monitor, the identifier vanished in a swarm of other users around Union Station. The Fish had disappeared again.

      “B.B., last night when I had the Fish in custody, it spoke in a robotic voice,” Fawn said.

      “What do you mean?” Briscoe asked, having refilled his tea, he sipped from his ornate teacup.

      She had his attention, she could tell by the muscle throbbing in his jaw.

      “Well, it had static, like the voice was coming through speakers.”

      Briscoe sipped before speaking. “No decent speakers would allow static…”

      “B.B…”

      “No, no hear me out. What if the person in the mask, you said he had a mask, right?”

      “Right.”

      “What if the person wearing the mask is someone you know? That way they can disguise their voice so you wouldn’t know it was them.” Briscoe sat back triumphantly as if he’d cracked the whole case.

      “It’s a good thing you’re cute,” Fawn replied with a shake of her head. “I do agree that the mask is where the violator had the speakers and the microphone embedded. What I don’t get is the robotic voice.”

      Briscoe shrugged. “Could be those voice modifiers. It could be a robot. The real question is why.”

      Fawn nodded. “The motive hasn’t been clear since day one and it’s only getting muddier. Why all these people? What if it was a robot? Why is it killing people?”

      A rapt against the window, caught her attention. She looked over to the entrance, where a tall, dark and handsome vioTech came in sporting a white coat uniform and a large crown of curly hair. He held a tablet in his hand, and he scribbled something on it using a stylus.

      “What do you have for us?” Briscoe asked, turning in his chair.

      Dr. Ryan Rycroft flashed a smile, but then got down to business. “Inspector Granger, I completed the autopsy on the victim, and I thought I’d bring the report up in case you were still here.”

      “What’s so urgent?” She stood and walked over to Briscoe’s desk, which was closer to the door. Her hands felt damp and she wiped them on her pants.

      Dr. Rycroft stepped into their workspace, allowing the door to close behind him.  He cleared his throat and handed her the tablet. “I know Dr. Bennett. He was a college, a fraternity brother, and a medical associate.”

      “Meaning?” Briscoe sipped his tea and leaned forward as if enraptured.

      Dr. Rycroft shot him an annoyed expression before turning to Fawn. His face returned to its professional smoothness. The recent vioTech director and coroner was unflappable, so it troubled Fawn to see him unsettled.

      “I don’t know if this is relevant to your investigation,” Dr. Rycroft cleared his throat. “Dr. Bennett was an advocate against the mainstream use of Neurolinks.”

      “Neurolinks?” Briscoe sat up straight, his face folded in confusion. “Why would someone kill him over that?”

      Dr. Rycroft shrugged. “That’s for you to find out. The only thing I can tell you is that this device was used to create a symbiosis with an artificial intelligence. It was a popular practice in the late 2020s, before the approached veered toward the unsettling. Dr. Bennett was part of an effort here in The District, to get that struck down.”

      Dr. Rycroft pointed to the picture on his tablet of a wireless implant. “It looks like someone attempted to surgically install one behind his left ear.”

      Fawn studied the images. The victim’s brown skin around his ear bore violent and crude cuts. “This person isn’t a skilled physican.”

      “No, they’re not,” Dr. Rycoft agreed. “The other details are in the report.”

      Briscoe said, “I remember reading about the Neurolink trials in school. During human trials the subjects became like schools of fish. Following the primary around wherever they went, without their own independent thoughts. The proposed symbiosis only benefited the A.I. Those threads in the brain deteriorated as the human brain did.”

      Dr. Rycroft added, “They wanted to use it to address neurological diseases, but it failed to make it out of human trial.”

      Fawn’s brain lit up. “That’s it!”

      Briscoe lowered his teacup. “What is?”

      “Dr. Rycroft, how many people still use this technology?”

      He thought about it. “I don’t know, but you can probably find out from researching those who were in the trials.”

      “Where would we get access to the trials notes?” Briscoe asked.

      “The Association of Genetically Engineered Humans maintains those records,” Dr. Rycroft said. “It was their research project in their previous reincarnation. A subpoena should get you access. The autopsy report should help. Right?”

      Fawn nodded. “Thank you, doctor.”

      “Sure thing.” He inclined his head and left.

      “Okay, B.B., get on the request for a search warrant. It looks like we’re going back to the AEGH.”

      Briscoe frowned as he turned to his embedded monitor. He placed his teacup down. “Not that dreadful clinic.”

      “No, I think we’re going to headquarters. If it even gets that far.” Fawn turned to her own desk and searching for what she could gather from the internet. “This is ancient history, but I want to know if these people had any connection to the Neurolink trials. I want to know who is still using it. There can’t be that many people alive with this type of technology.”

      “How does that connect us to the Fish?” Briscoe typed on his tablet.

      “I dunno yet, but I have a few theories.” Fawn scrolled past the academic papers about the device. Propelled by science fiction, historical genius Elon Musk, sought to merge human and artificial intelligence. He feared, as many of his time did, that artificial intelligent beings would take over the human race and displace them.

      “You’re not going to share them.” It came out as a statement.

      Briscoe and she had been partners long enough for him to know she wouldn’t.

      It didn’t mean he liked it.
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      A light rain shower fell as they stood outside the front doors of Washington’s Nursing Home. The stone-gray building bled into the rain-washed day.  Some of the windows’ curtains had been drawn, but others remained wide open where watery light filtered out into the gloomy afternoon.

      “We’ve been checking people of this list for over two weeks. I think it’s safe to say these folks are pushing up daisies.” Briscoe took a deep drag of his cigarette.“Don’t pout. We only have one more after this,” Fawn said.

      “Do they know we’re coming?”

      “Yes. I called the director earlier and scheduled a time to interview…” she looked down at her tablet, “Eleanor Brown. She is the only one on the list with a connection to our victims. Becky Oliver had been in assigned as Eleanor’s social worker.”

      Briscoe blew out smoke, dropped his cigarette, and stubbed it out. “Let’s go.”

      Fawn started for the doors with several objectives on her mind. One, they had to eliminate Eleanor from their list of suspects. The doors parted as they approached. The rush of strong perfume, cleaning products, and death. She’d smelled that odor before, and it lingered along the edges. As soon as she crossed the threshold, a rail thin woman marched out of a small office. She had pale skin, a shock of red hair, and long fingernails.

      As she approached, she was all teeth and wide eyes.

      “You must be The District’s finest. I’m Director Tegan Lewis.” She extended her hand.

      “Inspector Regulator Granger,” Fawn said, and gestured to Briscoe, “and this is Inspector Regulator Baker. We’re here to see Miss Brown.”

      Director Lewis dropped her hand and fondled the collar of her button-blouse. She took in Briscoe’s attire with intense interest. Sure, he wore classic outfits, and today’s amethyst vest and black, long-sleeved shirts and matching checkered pants would look ridiculous on any other man.

      “Can we see Miss Brown?” Fawn said, coughing afterwards to clear her throat.

      Director Lewis nodded and waved them to follow her. “I’m not sure why you want to talk to her. Ellie hadn’t spoken in years.”

      “What do you mean?” Briscoe asked. “She has a vibrant presence on social media.”

      Director Lewis flashed teeth. “Oh, I’m sure. But she suffers from Huntington’s Disease. When her girlfriend brought her here, years ago, she had one of those, um, Neurolink to help her get about and communicate. Of course, the robot came too. Massive thing. They made them so clunky back then.”

      She let out a dry laugh like crumpled paper. Fawn shuddered.

      Briscoe shook his head, but rather that was for the story or the laugh, Fawn couldn’t tell. Fawn exchanged a glance with him but didn’t comment.

      “She was the kind of woman who didn’t want for attention. Not classically beautiful, you understand, but had the personality to get what she wanted,” Director Lewis prattled on.

      “Is she still using her Neurolink?” Fawn asked, hoping to steer the conversation to something useful.

      Director Lewis nodded as they reached the elevator.

      “Where’s the robotic unit assigned to her?” Briscoe asked as the door opened.

      Director Lewis went in first and pressed the number 3 with hardly a glance at the panel. The doors closed so fast, Fawn wondered how many of the elderly residents avoided injuries. Director Lewis looked unconcerned now she’d spilled all the gossipy bits about Eleanor.

      “I dunno. It comes and goes at her will. That’s the point of the Neurolink. It serves as her legs, her eyes, her body while we house her real, human self. Eleanor doesn’t talk to us, but the unit does. I’m sure its providing all her social media accounts.”

      “What does it sound like? The robot?” Fawn asked.

      The elevator announced the floor and opened. Again, the director led. She answered Fawn over her shoulder.

      “Like white noise. I makes me uncomfortable, so I let Jose talk to it.” Director Lewis rubbed her skinny arms. “It has the room’s keycode. It moves about like a regular person.”

      Briscoe wrote in his tablet when they reached room 306. The director pressed the button and the doors swept open with a hush. This time, Director Lewis stood to the side and gestured for them to enter first.

      “You go on ahead. I’ve got a meeting to attend.” With that, the director started back down the hall without a look back.

      “She isn’t going to stay to supervise us?” Fawn frowned. “That’s interesting.”

      “After you,” Briscoe said with a smile.

      Fawn gave him a rude hand gesture and entered. “Miss Brown? District inspectors.”

      Nothing.

      They rounded the short entry wall and found a twin sized bed complete with railings. Lying in the bed, Eleanor Brown, with glassy eyes and drooping mouth gaped at the great beyond. Her intravenous drips connected her to a steel bank above the bed filled with clear fluids. Behind her left ear, the Neurolink’s blinking light was the only movement.

      “Well damn. She’s not out there killing people,” Briscoe said.

      “Her robot might be, Captain Obvious,” Fawn replied.

      She studied the rotating images in the frame on the nightstand. The smiling woman in those pictures didn’t resemble the withered person in the bed. Railings kept Eleanor from rolling into the floor, but thick plastic restraints held her down. It seemed like overkill. Eleanor didn’t look strong enough to push herself to a sitting position, let alone leave this room.

      Did the robot do this or the staff?

      “This looks archaic,” Briscoe said. He took out his cigarette case, placed the tip against the heat patch on the case’s bottom and lit it.

      Fawn gave him a look. “Really, B.B.?”

      “What? It isn’t going to bother her.” He turned away to check out the rest of the room. “Check this out.”

      The tiny room was little more than a holding cell for death. Against one of the walls, a charging station stood flat against it. The platform pulsated and a thousand cords, like veins, ran to some power source behind the platform. It hummed as if alive, blinking a dozen green glowing eyes. So, alien and yet so familiar, the charging station spoke to a harsh time before, when humans’ savagery bled into its technology.

      Fawn turned back to Eleanor.

      “This isn’t progress,” Fawn said.

      Briscoe came to stand beside her. “This is one reason why the program was stopped. The symbiotic relationship deteriorated when the human brain it was tethered to did.”

      “This is our Fish.” Fawn looked at Briscoe. “This is the only one still operating. All the others on the list have died, were removed, or were decommissioned in other territories.”

      “I think you’re right.” Briscoe took a long drag. “Let’s look for evidence. If it’s killing people and coming home, it must be storing things here.”

      Fawn searched the space. It included a small bathroom complete with toilet and shower with a chair. She came out of the bathroom and searched a narrow closet. Inside the rush of mothballs and a few spattering of dresses hung awkwardly on hangers. In the bottom, shoes that wouldn’t be worn again.

      “Anything?” Briscoe called from the other room.

      Fawn looked up to the shelf. A black mask stared out at her, the eyeholes cut, and its shaggy hair splayed across the edge. She’d seen the mask before, just two weeks prior, and it scared her.

      Now, it excited her. “Yes! Get vioTech down here. We’ve got him.”
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      In a matter of minutes or so it seemed, the vioTech along with Dr. Rycroft swarmed Eleanor’s tiny box room. The yellow caution beam kept others from entering, but most wandered on down the hall to their room without interest.

      “It’s a nursing home. They’re probably used to the regulators being here,” Briscoe said.

      “Yeah.” Fawn crossed her arms.

      They stood a few feet from the room. Briscoe didn’t smoke, but the aroma of his nicotine gum scented the air around them. Fawn looked over at her partner with her nerves skating along a razor’s edge.

      “Can you calm down? You’re literally vibrating.” Briscoe smirked.

      “We’ve been chasing this for months, and now we’ve got him,” Fawn said.

      Briscoe gave me a slow nod. “We do? Where’s the robot?”

      Fawn paused. “Baby steps, B.B. Baby steps.”

      “Where’s your tracker?” Briscoe took out his tablet.

      Fawn wiped her face. “Why? Why would a robot go on a killing spree? They don’t have feelings.”

      Briscoe shrugged. “Maybe Eleanor Brown willed him to do it. Maybe she’s a psychopath.”

      “No, she’s a victim too.” Fawn pushed off the wall. “The symbiotic relationship between them has most likely dissolved.”

      “Where is it now?” Briscoe asked.

      She pulled out her own tablet and noticed the pulsating green light sat right on top of their current location. “Here.”

      “What?” Briscoe reached for his weapon.

      “Downstairs.” Fawn started for the stairs.

      “I’ll take the elevator.” Briscoe called.

      An armed regulator remained stationed outside Eleanor’s room. Fawn hoped he be enough. As she headed down the three flights of stairs, she took out her own lasergun out after folding her tablet and placing it in her jacket pocket.

      She pressed her earpiece. “B.B. Let me know if you made contact.”

      “I’m in the lobby. Nothing so far,” Briscoe said.

      Fawn reached the first floor. The doors opened out onto an empty hallway. The feeling of déjà vu shot through her, and she raised her weapon. She could almost feel that she wasn’t alone. How could it hide such a massive mechanical body?

      Then she heard it—the raw humming emitted from the cafeteria. She rounded the entranceway and peered into the open mouth of the room. A large expanse filled with tables, a few chairs, a bank of buffet wells, and food and drink stations sat in bright artificial light. As it was well after dinner time. No one remained in the place, well no human.

      Rearranging the chairs stood The Fish. Without its mask, it looked humanoid. It had a rubbery peach-toned face, with wide blue eyes and thin lips. Repulsed by its uncanny valley, Fawn swallowed the sour taste in her mouth. Briscoe appeared beside her.

      “B.B.!” she hissed.

      “Sorry,” he whispered back.

      “I can hear you breathing,” The Fish said.

      Without the speakers, the voice sounded harsher. Fawn winced as she inched into the cafeteria. Briscoe came in, flanking to her right. She pointed her weapon at it and cleared her throat.

      “Stop what you’re doing. You’re under arrest!” Fawn shouted. She pressed her earpiece quickly before putting her hand back on her gun. “I said put your hands up.”

      Fawn’s heartbeat raced, thundering like an angry summer storm.

      The Fish raised its mechanical arms. “You found me.”

      “I did.”

      “Is TRU coming?” Fawn asked Briscoe.

      “Two minutes away,” Briscoe said, his gun also drawn and now, locked on the Fish. The tactical retrieval unit (TRU) apprehended dangerous violators.

      “Two minutes is a life time,” the Fish said.

      “Why did you do it?” Fawn took a step forward. “Why did you kill those people?”

      “Why?” the Fish’s confused tone surprised her.

      Its mechanical eyes shifted from her to Briscoe and then back again. It was eerie, automatic shift that spoke to its crude technology.

      “How synced are you and Eleanor?” Briscoe asked. “Is she asking you to murder these people?”

      The Fish’s eyes moved back to Briscoe. “No. Eleanor and I are no longer synced.”

      “So, you are acting on your own will.” Fawn suppressed the urge to celebrate. She’d suspected that the A.I. had gone rogue, gaining in its own identity as the human partner’s brain functions decreased.

      “I have free will. Yes.” The Fish answered. Devoid of emotion, the Fish continued to hold its hands high.

      “Why did you kill them?” Fawn wanted to know its motive for hurting others. “Eleanor was a peaceful woman. She wouldn’t approve of this.”

      “Eleanor is a human. Humans are illogical,” the Fish answered.

      Its confession was so honest that it startled her. The robot spoke with matter of fact confidence. It saw humans as an issue, an illogical problem, so he eliminated them. Clinical. Emotionless.

      “Is that why you killed them?” Fawn took a few more steps toward the Fish. She eased her force field restraints from her waist. “Cover me, B.B.”

      “TRU is less than a minute away.” Briscoe glanced at her and then back at the Fish.

      “I removed the illogical flaws in the system so it can be more efficient,” the Fish explained. “These pieces were part of Eleanor’s process for living. To sustain her life, I eliminated the errors. If she dies, I die.”

      Briscoe dropped his weapon as the first TRU agent roared into the cafeteria followed by a stream of black-clad regulators.

      “We’ll take it from here, inspector.” The TRU agent, walked up beside Fawn with careful movements. He force-field shield raised, he waved Fawn behind him.

      Two others, dressed in midnight blue one-piece uniforms, heavy laser-proof vests and helmets, joined him. They circled around the Fish, but the robot did not put up a resistance. They erected a force field box that caged it inside.

      “No!” The Fish said.

      As they worked, Fawn joined Briscoe. Did it sound like panic in its voice?

      Briscoe put his weapon away and took out his tablet. He scanned through something Fawn couldn’t see. While he did that, Fawn thought back to their victims.

      “They’re all connected to Eleanor Brown,” Briscoe whispered, his voice betrayed his surprise.

      Fawn nodded. “My tunnel vision kept me from seeing the bigger connections. The Fish sought to murder all the people who threatened Eleanor, or rather his sync with her. Dr. Bennett sought to have the link removed from all remaining trail users. The professor who wrote about the dangers of Neurolink, and the social worker who probably was in charge of Eleanor after her wife died.”

      “And Molly Graham?” Briscoe stuck a cigarette in between his lips. “She was like Eleanor, a Neurolink user.”

      “Maybe he wanted a new sync since Eleanor is dying,” Fawn said. “Either way, we’ve got motive and a confession.”

      “You can say it was fishing for another human.” Briscoe smirked.

      “B.B.” Fawn frowned at him.

      “This thing’s a wrap.” Briscoe lit his cigarette and blew out a stream of smoke. He squinted and shook his head. “Damn shame.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Fawn said.
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      Dottie Lundegaard wasn’t exactly pretending to be her brother when she poured herself a cup of his thick, dark coffee, put on his hat and sat behind his desk. Even in the slacks and sturdy shoes that would’ve put her grand-aunt in hysterics if she’d seen them, no one was going to mistake her for her much taller and broader shouldered brother. But sitting with the hat drawn low over her eyes, watching the traffic she could just glimpse passing by on the street at the end of the alley the officer door opened out into, the taste of the coffee that flirted with the edge of being too bitter lingering on her tongue, the smell of the garbage in the alley from the restaurant next door just starting to warm in the morning sun competing with the staleness of some client’s cigar that lingered in the air of the office, it just felt like where she belonged.

      Nothing like the last year she’d spent in the close confines of her grand-aunt’s manor, always dressed up in frippery even though they never went out and never saw visitors and kept the curtains drawn tight because the sun was too much for the old lady’s eyes. A year of bland food and weak tea and quiet conversation about nothing at all as the smell of dust and moldy books was slowly overwhelmed by the undeniable odor of sickness and finally death. It had been a very long year, but now Dottie felt born again.

      Everything was a little too bright, and a lot too loud, but she loved it.

      She heard the sound of his whistling and knew her brother John had turned off the street to come down the alley, although she couldn’t see him yet. But rather than slinking guiltily away she sat back in his chair, pushing the hat back on her head and taking another long drink of coffee that she was still savoring when he came in the door and tossed the morning papers onto the desk.

      “Dottie, please tell me you haven’t been touching my stuff,” he said. She made her most innocent face, but his eyes moved pointedly up to the hat.

      “You never wear this one,” she said. “I can tell by the band. Your others have much more extensive staining from your sweat and hair oil. And this style is from at least three years ago.”

      “Thanks,” he said. He had just hung up the hat he had been wearing out and run a hand through his thick brown curls. Dottie caught him giving that hand a quick examination before noticing her watching. He thrust his hand behind his back. “Keep it if you like, but I told you yesterday I don’t need your help down here. I still can’t find anything since you moved everything around to suit your whims.”

      “I alphabetized your files,” Dottie said. “But if you want to call that whimsical.” She shrugged and took another drink of coffee.

      “If you’re that bored, you could always scrub the apartment,” he suggested.

      “How about I take your calls and you scrub the apartment,” she said. “You’re the one that filthed it up.”

      “First of all, I told you it was like that when I moved in,” he said, holding up a finger.

      “Months ago. You’ve had plenty of time to deal with it yourself since, and I’m not your maid just because I’m home now,” she said.

      “Second of all,” he said, holding up a second finger and pressing on as if she hadn’t spoken, “I know you are bored. You’re not the sitting around idle type.”

      “I had quite enough of that this last year, yes,” Dottie agreed.

      “Yes,” John said, flushing red and looking away. “I’m sure it was awful for you. An awful year. There’s absolutely no hurry for you to decide what comes next. But,” he said, extending three fingers this time and pressing the down on the newspapers, “when I’m done with these papers I’ll bring them upstairs and you can look through the jobs for hire. See if there’s anything suitable.”

      “Shop girl?” Dottie suggested coyly. “Switchboard operator? Ooh, lady’s companion?”

      “Come on, Dottie,” he said, flushing again. “I said suitable. For you. I mean, you’d make someone a smashing secretary.”

      She knew he felt guilty because she’d just given up a year of her life to tend to their father’s maiden aunt. But she had volunteered to do that and didn’t regret it. Even when the old biddy had died and it had turned out that she had been living beyond her means and there was no inheritance, Dottie hadn’t regretted it. The old lady had mellowed with age and hadn’t been such bad company.

      But John remembered their grand-aunt from the summer they had spent at her house when they were kids. Back when she had been in her prime, both in terms of her health and her fiery temper. That summer had been truly awful, with far too many rules for two such rambunctious kids to be expected to abide by.

      Dottie supposed she ought to tell her brother that the last year hadn’t been at all like that. But if thinking it had been softened him up a little, surely holding back on the truth wasn’t exactly like lying.

      “I think I’d be a great help here,” she said, sweeping her hands over his gleaming desktop. She had polished the wood herself just the other morning.

      “I can’t afford a secretary,” he said.

      “I meant as a partner,” she said.

      “Definitely not that,” he said. “Anyway, I promise you’d be bored. I’ve already told you it’s not like in those detective stories you pour over. I don’t look for clues or solve cases. I mostly just follow people around. Boring.”

      Dottie was about to argue that point when the phone rang, a loud jangle that echoed through the small office. Dottie lunged for the receiver but her brother snatched it out of her grasp with a warning glare. Dottie massaged her assaulted hand and watched her brother’s face carefully.

      “Lundegaard Investigations,” he said. “Yes, that’s right. I’m his son.” Pause. “Yes, Mr. Morissen, I do remember meeting you.”

      Dottie caught his eye and raised her eyebrows. He gave her a quick nod before turning away to listen. Yes, that Mr. Morissen, his nod had said. The Mr. Morissen who made millions in lumber in his younger days and held onto his fortune even when the rest of the U.S. dropped into the Great Depression. The one with the enormous house on Summit Avenue that looked like he’d accidentally hired two different architects from very different aesthetic schools and just let them compete with each other until the monstrosity was done. That Mr. Morissen.

      He had owed their father a favor over some business that was never spoken about when Dottie was in the room. But their father was two years dead now. So what would Mr. Morissen, lumber baron millionaire, want with her brother?

      “Yes, I understand,” John said. “Complete discretion, of course. I quite agree. I will watch for him. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Good-bye.”

      He set the receiver back on the cradle and just stared off into space, sitting on the edge of the desk with his back to Dottie as if he’d quite forgotten she was there.

      “What’s going on?” Dottie asked.

      “You should probably go upstairs,” he said. “This is a dangerous business.”

      “I’m guessing it’s not a cheating spouse,” she said.

      “No, and you heard me just now promise complete discretion,” he said.

      “Who’s more discrete than me?” she asked.

      “Do you want a list?” he countered.

      Dottie just crossed her arms and slumped down into the chair. It wasn’t a particularly comfortable chair, but she had no intention of moving until she had the full story.

      Then they heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps coming up the alley and splashing through the puddle that always sat under the drainpipe next to the door to the restaurant’s kitchen.

      “Go,” John hissed, trying to shoo her up the stairs to the apartment with little sweeping gestures of his hands. Like she was some kind of goose with an aversion to fluttering motions.

      When he saw her settle deeper into the chair he changed tactics and ran to the door to meet the visitor there. But the young man was already coming in the doorway. He had the compact, hard-muscled form of a dockworker, hair slicked back save a single dark curl that had escaped to hang loose over one temple. His suit was shiny and new but not tailored properly, although given his short legs and wide shoulders Dottie was sure he’d be a tough one to fit. The shoes also should be shiny and new—she recognized the style as being this season—but clearly the puddle behind the restaurant hadn’t been the first he’d slopped through.

      The oddest thing about him was the bag in his hand. It was clearly crafted from a fine leather and the stitching was immaculate, but being a girl’s schoolbag, it didn’t fit with him at all.

      “You John Lundegaard?” he asked her brother.

      “Yes,” John said, still trying to move out the door to talk to the man outside, but the man in the suit easily slipped past him.

      “Not in the street, fella,” he said to John, then pulled up quick when he saw Dottie sitting behind the desk. “Morning.”

      “Good morning,” Dottie said. Then on impulse she held out her hands and the man handed her the girl’s schoolbag.

      “This isn’t going to be enough,” John said, catching the man’s elbow and trying to draw him outside, but the man twisted out of his grip and shot him a warning look. “My client will not pay without proof that she is unharmed.”

      Dottie set the bag down on top of the newspapers and turned the metal clasp. For a moment the bag could contain anything at all. A ransom, piles of stolen jewelry, blackmail photographs.

      Or, less interestingly, a stack of schoolbooks, some neatly arranged papers, and a red sweater that had been wadded into a ball before being stuffed deep inside.

      “This is phase one,” the man in the suit said. “You tell your client to get the money together and await our phone call. Once we know he has the cash we’ll let him speak to his daughter. Briefly. And remember we’re watching you, so no funny stuff.”

      Dottie looked through the stack of books. Most were schoolbooks—mathematics, geography and the like—but on top was a very worn copy of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys. The one with illustrations by Arthur Rackham. She had grown up reading the same edition when she was a child. She had always loved the Greek myths.

      She set the books aside to unwad the red sweater. “John,” she said, interrupting whatever he had been murmuring to the man in the suit. John looked back at her and she held up the sweater. A little girl’s sweater, probably handknit by some loving older relative. But the bottom half was missing, the last row hanging in twisted loops, a single thread ending in a frayed taper, as if someone had pulled the yarn apart rather than cutting it with something sharp.

      “She did that herself, see?” the man said. “Crazy kid. That’s why we took it away from her. The kid’s just fine.”

      “She better be,” John said. There was a dark menace to his voice that Dottie had never heard before, but the man in the suit just scoffed.

      “Get the money and wait for the call,” he said as he headed for the door. “And don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Kidnapping, I take it?” Dottie said as she put the things back inside the bookbag.

      “She was walking to school this morning and they just snatched her up off the sidewalk,” John said, rubbing at his forehead.

      “He intends to pay the ransom, then?”

      “Yes, and they said not to involve the police.”

      “So you’re a go-between?”

      “I mean to be a good one,” John said somewhat defensively. “They aren’t asking for anything Mr. Morissen can’t stand to lose, and I don’t want to see a little girl get hurt.”

      Dottie smoothed the sweater out over the top of the desk. “It doesn’t look like this was the result of any sort of violence,” she said. “It’s not cut or torn. It’s just unraveled.”

      “So maybe she did do it herself?” John said.

      “Maybe, but why?” Dottie asked.

      “Nerves?” John said with a shrug. “I have to get over to the Morissen place now. Put that sweater back in the bag.”

      “I’m coming too,” Dottie said as she neatly folded the sweater and set it on top of the stack of books inside the bag.

      “Maybe I need you to stay here by this phone,” John said.

      “Liar,” Dottie said, keeping a tight hold on the bag as she fetched her coat from its hook at the bottom of the stairs. The day was a little too warm for a trench coat, but it was her absolute favorite. The deep pockets always came in handy.

      “I certainly don’t need you with me,” he said. “Mr. Morissen won’t like it.”

      “Mrs. Morissen might,” Dottie said, raising her chin. “And if I can help keep Mrs. Morissen calm, Mr. Morissen is going to like it too.”

      “He hasn’t told her yet,” John said. “He was hoping to get their daughter back first and then tell his wife.”

      “That’s going to backfire for sure,” Dottie said. “In which case, you’re really going to want me there.”

      “Fine, but remember what you’re there for. To comfort the mother. I’m only being retained to facilitate an exchange. There’s nothing to solve, so there’s no use looking for clues. Got it?”

      “Of course,” Dottie said.

      They made the drive up to Summit Avenue and parked on the street. Dottie got out of the car and took off her coat to drape it over her arm, concealing the schoolbag from view as they walked up the path to the front door.

      The door swung open at the first touch of John’s knuckles. The man standing there was definitely not a member of the household staff. His nondescript gray suit wasn’t as natty as the young man who had brought the bag to John’s office, but the body beneath it also spoke of a lifetime of labor that had been more manual than domestic. Something in the way he carried himself reminded her of her father, who had been a cop before he had turned private eye. If she had to make a guess, she would say this man worked as private security for Mr. Morissen.

      “The bag?” he asked. Dottie lifted the edge of her coat to show him the bag. “Good. This way.”

      They followed him into a darkened front hall. Dottie blinked and willed her sun-dazzled eyes to adjust.

      “I wasn’t expecting two of you,” a voice said to her left. A tired-looking man was standing between two open double doors that separated a library or study from the front hall. He looked like he had dressed in haste, the blue of his sweater not a good match for the brown trousers at all.

      “No, sir. This is my sister Dorothy Lundegaard,” John said. “She’s here to assist me.”

      “Is she?” he said, clearly displeased.

      “Yes, sir,” Dottie said, stepping forward to hand the man his daughter’s bookbag. He took it from her but barely glanced at it before tossing it onto a chair just inside the study door.

      “James? Do we have guests?” a woman called from somewhere upstairs.

      “Just business, dear,” Mr. Morissen said. Then he hissed at John, “They’re meant to be calling any time now. I don’t need this distraction,” he said, jabbing a finger at Dottie without bothering to look at her.

      “Yes, sir,” John said.

      But then Mr. Morissen sighed and raked his hands over his mostly bare scalp, sending what hair he had left into chaotic disarray. “I’m being rude,” he said.

      “You’re worried about your daughter,” Dottie said, careful to keep her voice low. “I’ll just wait out here.” She looked around for a chair.

      “No, head back to the kitchen, just through there,” he said with a vague gesture towards the back of the house. “Milly will make you some tea.”

      “Tea, lovely,” Dottie said, trying very hard to sound like she meant it. “Thank you, sir.”

      But Mr. Morissen had already dismissed her from his mind, pulling John and his security man into his study and shutting both of the doors.

      Dottie was tempted to wait there, perhaps try listening in through the keyhole. But she could hear someone stirring upstairs, probably Mrs. Morissen. She’d be hard put to explain herself if caught in such an obvious act of spying.

      But if there was anyone who knew the secrets of this house, it was surely someone named Milly who worked in the kitchen. She headed that way.

      The dining room was as dark as the hallway had been, but when she pushed open the door at the far end she found herself inside a brightly lit kitchen filled with the smell of something yeasty baking in the oven. She could hear someone humming to herself then a young woman about her own age emerged from the pantry with her arms full of canned goods.

      “Oh, hello,” she said as she leaned over the counter to deposit her armload.

      “Hello, I’m Dottie Lundegaard,” Dottie said. “My brother is meeting with Mr. Morissen.”

      “Ah,” Milly said with a knowing smile. “Booted you back here to have a spot of tea and stay out of his hair, did he?”

      “Yes,” Dottie said. It seemed very unlikely that the maid knew that the Morissen girl had been kidnapped. If Dottie was going to learn anything useful, she’d have to ask in some pretty roundabout ways.

      “I was just about to make a pot for the missus,” Milly said as she filled the kettle. “It’s a very light Darjeeling.”

      “Sounds lovely,” Dottie said.

      Milly made a sound of agreement as she lit the stove burner then turned to Dottie with a conspiratorial look in her eye. “I don’t fancy it, myself. No, for me at this hour when breakfast is cleaned up and I’m about to get on with lunch, I need something with a little more backbone to it. I cuppa just the way my Irish gran used to make it.”

      “Well, if you can spare a cup of that,” Dottie said.

      Milly gave her a wink. “Have a seat there at Alice’s table and I’ll have it in a jiff.”

      Dottie turned to see a table tucked in a nook between the massive refrigerator and a cabinet full of linens. The chairs were on the low side, but she sat down anyway. Then she looked up at the framed illustration that hung over the table. It was from Alice in Wonderland.

      “Is that why you call it Alice’s table?” she asked Milly.

      “Hm? Oh, no. The little lady of the house, her name is Alice.”

      “I see.” Dottie hadn’t even realized she didn’t know the girl’s name. Or even exactly how old she was. “Was she named for the story?”

      “I don’t believe so,” Milly said as she took down a silver tray and started setting the pieces of a bone china tea set on it. “But she loves the story. Well, all stories, really. If ever there was a girl who would love to live inside a book, that’s our Alice.”

      “Dreamy, is she?” Dottie asked.

      “Sometimes,” Milly said then laughed. “Dreamy is her easy mood to deal with. Rainy days and cold days, she’s dreamy. But when the weather is fine, she’s out to find adventure.”

      “And trouble?”

      “Trouble finds her,” Milly said, then paused in the middle of spooning tea into the pot. “Well, to be fair, the girl’s never come to any harm beyond a scraped knee or a torn skirt hem. But she’s always gone so long, no one knows where, that when she finally comes back she’s definitely in hot water. Why, just last summer when the family was at the summer place out on White Bear Lake she disappeared for an entire day and night. She had gone out on a boat all on her own and was blown clear across the lake and walked all the way back all by herself.”

      “She sounds like a very resourceful little girl,” Dottie said.

      “She is at that,” Milly said, clearly as proud of Alice as if she were her own child. “But that little adventure nearly did her poor mother in. She was beside herself, just beside herself. Her nerves aren’t up for such things, not anymore.”

      Dottie nodded, thinking that Mr. Morissen had clearly made the right call in not telling his wife if he didn’t have to. Not if she was that highly strung.

      Not that losing a daughter for an entire day and night wouldn’t upset the most stoic of parents.

      “I was a bit wild when I was young,” Dottie admitted. “I followed my brother everywhere. Anything he did, I had to do it too.”

      “Our Alice is always out on her own,” Milly said. “Her brother is ten years older than she is, and from all accounts was a very calm child. He was a teenager already when I started on.”

      “Milly? Who are you talking to?”

      Dottie turned to see an older woman emerging from what must be the servant’s stairs. She was still wearing her night things with both a robe and a flannel shawl wrapped around her despite the warmth of the day. Her steel gray hair was neatly combed but left in a long braid that trailed down her back.

      “Pardon my intrusion,” Dottie said as she got up from the little chair as gracefully as she could manage. “My name is Dottie Lundergaard. My brother has some business with your husband.”

      “Lundegaard,” Mrs. Morissen said. “That name is familiar.”

      “My father once did your husband a favor,” Dottie said, crossing her fingers that she wouldn’t be asked for more details.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” the older woman said, although whether because she knew about this or just found it expedient to pretend she did, Dottie couldn’t tell.

      “I was just making her a spot of tea while she waited,” Milly said. “Yours is nearly ready; I was about to carry it up.”

      “Very good,” Mrs. Morissen said, then turned to Dottie. “Please pardon my appearance.”

      “No, please. Here I am a stranger in your kitchen,” Dottie said.

      “You’re kind,” Mrs. Morissen said with a tired smile. “If your brother is going to be awhile, perhaps we should take our tea together in my salon.”

      “Are you sure, ma’am?” Milly asked with real concern.

      “Yes, I’ll just go put something on. Mildred, fetch the good marmalade.”

      Dottie was trying to find the proper words to politely decline an invitation to what was destined to be a very awkward tea, and to find them before the slow-moving Mrs. Morissen made it back to the staircase, when the sound of Mr. Morissen shouting had them all freezing in place.

      The walls muffled his words, but his anger was palpable.

      “What’s actually going on here?” Mrs. Morissen demanded, striding back across the kitchen with some newfound vigor to her step.

      “I don’t know myself,” Dottie said, raising her hands as if to ward off a blow from the older woman. “They were waiting for a phone call—”

      But Mrs. Morissen didn’t wait for an explanation. She just continued her march past Dottie and through the dining room and hall to the study doors. Dottie looked at Milly, whose face had gone as white as a sheet. Then she scurried after the lady of the house, reaching her side just as she flung open both of the study doors and stood hands on hips glaring at the three men gathered around the desk.

      “James, what is happening?” she demanded.

      “Now, darling,” Mr. Morissen said, making placating gestures with his hands as he came around the desk.

      Dottie looked to her brother. His face was grave. So was the security man’s. The phone call hadn’t gone well.

      But before Mr. Morissen could reach his wife she saw the bookbag resting on the chair by the door. She let out a wail and crumpled to the floor faster than her husband could catch her.

      “Why is she here?” he demanded of Dottie.

      “She heard you yelling,” Dottie said. “We all did.”

      “Where is she, James?” Mrs. Morissen cried. So she hadn’t really fainted.

      “She’s fine,” he said, not very convincingly. “I’m going to go pick her up right now.”

      “Sir,” the security man said.

      Mrs. Morissen seemed to just then notice he was there. Her eyes narrowed. “Why is he here? What’s going on, James?”

      Mr. Morissen sighed. “Can we have a moment, please?”

      “Certainly,” John said, practically running from the room. Dottie stepped out after him, but the security man lingered by the desk.

      “I know you don’t like it,” Mr. Morissen said to him. “Do it anyway. It’s my money.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said, his jaw clenched so tightly Dottie wasn’t sure how he’d gotten the words out. Then he stalked out of the room, closing the doors behind him, and continued on past John and Dottie to another room off the hall.

      “Where’s he going?” Dottie whispered to John.

      “The money is in there,” John said. He was chewing at his thumb nail, something Dottie hadn’t seen him do in years. And it was looking pretty mangled. She caught his wrist and pulled his hand away from his mouth.

      “What happened?”

      “The kidnapers made the call,” John said, then caught Dottie’s elbow to lead her a little further down the hall, away from the doors to the study. “They knew Mr. Morissen had gotten the money just like they had asked. They definitely have eyes on us.”

      “Any idea who they are?” Dottie asked.

      John shrugged. “Bootleggers with nothing left to bootleg.”

      “Prohibition ended years ago,” Dottie said.

      “And now they’ve run out of banks to rob,” John said. “I was hoping it would be some small-time outfit, but these guys are good. Only…”

      “Only?” Dottie prompted when he died off without finishing his thought.

      “Well, they were supposed to put Alice on the line so that her father could talk to her. So we’d know she was alive and all right before we set a place to hand off the money.”

      “They didn’t let you talk to her?”

      “Worse,” John said. “They put some other little girl on the line. This girl was smart. Even her own father didn’t realize it wasn’t her until she was just about to hand the phone back.”

      “What tipped you off?”

      “She asked for her mommy.”

      “And?”

      “She never calls her mother ‘mommy’. It’s always ‘mother,’” John said.

      “Maybe she’s just that upset,” Dottie said.

      “We thought that too,” John said, “so Mr. Morissen started asking her questions. The kid got flustered, and then the whole ruse fell apart. That little girl had quite the mouth on her.”

      “Why would they try to fool her own father like that?” Dottie asked. “You don’t think she’s dead?”

      “Dead, or unconscious,” John said.

      “Maybe they don’t have her at all,” Dottie said.

      “They had her bookbag,” John said. “Witnesses saw her get dragged into a car and driven off at high speed.”

      “Maybe she slipped away later,” Dottie said.

      “Maybe,” John conceded. “But then why isn’t she here? Why didn’t she find a policeman to help her?”

      “Because she’s hurt,” Dottie said.

      “Or dead,” John said. “I hate to keep coming back to that, but it just feels like that’s how things have gone down.”

      “Mr. Morissen still wants to make the drop,” Dottie said.

      “And Mr. Stewart doesn’t like it,” John said. “But it’s Morissen’s money. His call.”

      “This seems dangerous. And not the best plan,” Dottie said.

      “I know,” John said. “I’m going to go talk to Mr. Stewart. I know he has some of his guys watching the house and looking for whoever else is out there watching this house. They’ll watch the drop spot as well, but I think we’re going to need more help.”

      “The police?” Dottie asked hopefully.

      “No, I was thinking dad’s buddies,” John said.

      “Retired police,” Dottie said. “Next best thing. Only won’t this gang refuse to show? They’ll think it’s the same thing too.”

      “I think they’re watching the police stations,” John said. “They’ll call the drop off if they see squad cars scramble. But a bunch of retirees all shambling this way? Not so much.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Dottie said. But she had to agree with Mr. Stewart. This didn’t seem like the best plan.

      “I’m going to make some calls,” John said. “You should probably just wait here for Mrs. Morissen.”

      “I will,” Dottie said. She went back down the hall to see the doors to the study once more wide open. Mrs. Morissen was alone in the room, sitting in the chair by the door with the bookbag at her feet and the red sweater in her hands.

      “She’s so hard on her clothes,” Mrs. Morissen said, turning the garment around and around in her hands. “The last time I spoke with her I scolded her. Right at bedtime last night. Because she had torn another school skirt. It’s pleated; there’s no way to hide the mending. No way to fix it. She had been climbing fences, she said.”

      “It won’t be the last time you speak to her, I promise,” Dottie said, resting a hand on Mrs. Morissen’s shoulder. “We’re going to find her.” She could feel the older woman’s shoulder shaking under her hand, but her face was carefully set, her eyes dry. She wouldn’t break down in front of a stranger. “I’m sure Milly has that tea ready for you now. I think that could be just the thing while you wait.”

      “Yes. Tea,” Mrs. Morissen said as if the word was foreign to her. “Yes, I think you’re right.” She pushed herself to her feet but kept the sweater gripped tightly in her hand as she started towards the kitchen.

      “Mrs. Morissen?” Dottie said, and the woman turned back. “I’m just going to step outside for a moment. Take a little walk. But can I ask, where does Alice go to school?”

      “It’s down the hill, closer to the river. A girls’ preparatory school. If you reach the bluffs you’ve gone too far.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be back,” Dottie said, but Mrs. Morissen just gave her a careless wave over her shoulder before continuing her slow walk to the kitchen.

      The sun was still warm, but the wind had a chill to it, especially under the many trees that spread over Summit Avenue. Dottie slipped her coat on as she walked. At first she was looking for fences, wondering which one had been the cause of Alice’s ripped skirt. But somehow she doubted Alice had torn her skirt trying to sneak into another wealthy person’s backyard.

      No, something else had called to her. But what?

      Dottie was still walking along Summit Avenue when a car shot past her at high speed. She just caught a glimpse of Mr. Stewart and Mr. Morissen in the front seat, her brother alone in the back, but none of them seemed to notice her as they zipped by.

      Then she took a turn on the first street that led downhill towards the river. She turned up her collar against the wind and settled her brother’s hat more snuggly on her head then buried her chilled hands deep into her coat pockets.

      If Alice had slipped away from her captors and was hiding someplace right now, she was probably regretting not having her red sweater with her.

      Just why had she unraveled it then stuffed it in the bag? Dottie didn’t think it was nerves. A girl who found herself out of control in a boat blown across a lake and then just calmly walked all the way home again didn’t deal with nerves like that. It was one thing to pick at a snag, to work loops loose until the knitwork was laddered up a long streak. There was a weird satisfaction in that. But to work an end free and just pull the yarn out in one long thread? Like she was backing up her own work to fix a mistake and reknit all the stitches?

      She had never met Alice, but to Dottie that didn’t feel like something Alice would do.

      A colder blast of wind flapped at the brim of her hat and Dottie clapped a hand down on top of it to keep it from blowing away. She looked up as she did so and realized she had no idea how long she’d been walking while lost in thought but she’d definitely overshot the prep school because those were the bluffs right in front of her.

      Dottie turned to start walking back but a flash of color caught her eye. She stepped off the sidewalk into a patch of overgrown grass, brown and dry this early in the spring. The center of the patch was flattened like a nest and resting in that nest was a book. Dottie picked it up, but she knew by the color what she was going to see even before she turned it over to read the cover.

      The Tanglewood Tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne. The second book of Greek myths after The Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys. It was a match for the copy of that book in Alice’s bookbag.

      Dottie turned, slipping the book into her pocket as she looked more carefully at the road. She could see the long, black marks of tires on the road. Someone had stopped right here, slamming on the brakes and raising a stink of burned rubber that had thankfully dissipated now.

      But she was nowhere near the school. So these weren’t the signs of where Alice had been taken. Was this where she had somehow gotten away? By creating a distraction? Perhaps by tossing a well-loved book out the window?

      She walked to where the tire tracks ended and looked around again. Nothing more on the pavement, and the sidewalk told her nothing. But the dry grass was flattened in places, torn up in others. Like there had been a scuffle.

      And then there was a bramble that had red fibers caught in it. The exact shade of the sweater.

      But the sweater had never made it out of the car, had it?

      Not all of it had, anyway. But one long strand had.

      Dottie looked up from the bramble and saw the bluffs. She had been here once as a child. Or, more specifically, she had followed her brother here. She had been maybe eight at the time, he only ten, and it had taken more than an hour to walk from their house on the other end of St. Paul to here.

      But this was where the caves were. They had heard stories. And what adventuresome kid can hear a story about caves in their own hometown and not go see them for themselves?

      Alas, little Dottie and John had never found a way in, and when they got home long after dark they had gone to bed with very sore bottoms and had never tried again.

      But Alice lived a lot closer. She probably had lots of opportunities to find a way in. The city tried to block the entrances all up, but there were too many. A persistent kid would eventually find a way in.

      She might have to sacrifice a skirt or two, but she’d find it.

      And if she knew a way in, she knew just where to go to hide where no one would ever, ever find her.

      Dottie bit her lip. Even if her theory was true, it wasn’t necessarily good news. There was a reason they blocked off every cave entrance they found, and it wasn’t because kids might find forgotten bootleg liquor, although that had always been the rumor.

      Dottie didn’t want to admit that John might be right, and that the girl was probably dead already. But why else would she not have found her way home hours ago?

      Then she saw another hint of red, this caught in the bottom branch of a tree, and she just started walking forward. There was only one way to find the answer to all of her questions, and that was to find Alice.

      Unfortunately the entire path wasn’t marked out for her in yarn fibers, and she spent more than an hour scrambling around the side of the bluffs before she found a spot under an outcropping of rock where the sand was whisked about like two giant lizards had been tussling there. One of them had rolled off into the grass, but the other had writhed under the rock itself.

      Dottie dropped down to her knees and then lay flat on her belly, digging away at the sand until her suspicion was confirmed. There was an opening under there. Not a very big one. A kid could get through it, but not, say, that young man in the suit with the broad shoulders.

      Maybe not even Dottie.

      “Alice?” Dottie called, but there was no reply. “Alice Morissen? I’m a friend. I’m here to help.” Still no reply. Dottie dug through her pockets. The one just had the Hawthorne book but the other had a box of matches in it. She lit one and tried to peer into the darkness beyond the hole in the rock, but she could see nothing.

      But it did look like she could fit through, if she dug a bit more of the sand out of the way and turned her shoulders at a particularly uncomfortable angle.

      She heard first the shoulder of her coat and then one of the knees of her trousers tear. She almost laughed out loud at the sudden image of Mrs. Morissen scolding her for the state of her clothes but bit it back just in time. That little girl was never going to come out if she heard Dottie cackling like a crazy person just because she was getting a little giddy with claustrophobia.

      There was room enough for her to sit up on the other side and she dug out the matches again and struck one. Her knee was pressed up against a twisted old root, although where the tree could’ve grown she had no idea.

      But tied to that root was the frayed end of a strand of red yarn.

      “Alice Morissen?” Dottie called again. “I know you’re in here. I have your book. It’s time to come out and go home.”

      She thought she heard something rustle somewhere in the darkness, but very far away. Then it was silent again. The match burned down to her fingers and she lit another then made a more thorough examination of her surroundings.

      The yarn ran on ahead through a gap in the rock that was far too narrow for Dottie to squeeze through. There was no sand to dig away to enlarge it either; it was all sandstone and she had no tools to tunnel through it. And besides the opening she had come through, there was no other way out of the little cave she was in.

      “Alice Morissen! It’s time to come out, girl! I can’t get to you; it’s too small. Are you trapped?”

      “No,” said a voice. Like the rustling it sounded like it was barely reaching up to Dottie from the very center of the Earth, but she knew she hadn’t imagined it.

      “Are you all right?” Dottie called.

      “Yes,” Alice said. She sounded like she was gasping for air, and Dottie hoped that was just from the effort of climbing back and not something more dire. Then the girl asked, “Are they gone?”

      “Long gone,” Dottie said. “You were very clever.”

      “I left clues!” Alice said proudly.

      “Yes, you did!” Dottie said.

      “I didn’t think my parents would understand,” Alice said. Her voice was closer now, and the red yarn was stirring on the floor. “Did Milly figure it out?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Dottie said. So far as she knew, no one had even yet told Milly what was going on. Well, Alice’s mother might have by now.

      “I left one book in the bag but took the other,” Alice said. “They’re a matched set. That’s a clue.”

      “Yes, it was,” Dottie said. Clearly the girl had hoped that someone seeing the one book would wonder where the other had gone, and she didn’t have the heart to tell her that no one had noticed what had clearly been a huge sacrifice for the girl to make. “The first story in The Tanglewood Tales is Theseus and the Minotaur. That was always my favorite when I was your age.”

      Then she heard the girl gasping as she pulled herself through the tight gap in the rock to join Dottie in the little cave that was barely large enough for the two of them. Dottie lit another match and the girl’s face appeared out of the darkness, pale and dirty with clean streaks marking the paths of tears shed some time ago.

      “Mother is going to be so mad about the sweater,” Alice said as she carefully wound the last of the yarn around the ball in her hand. “I didn’t think those men could fit in here, but I was afraid they’d come back with a boy who could. I had to hide. But I needed a long thread to mark the way, so I wouldn’t get lost. I saved all of it. I think Milly can fix it. Not the same as it was, though.” The glow of pride at her plan crashed into glumness at the thought of the trouble she’d be in when she got back home.

      “I don’t think your mother is going to be mad at you this time,” Dottie said. “Ready to go home?”

      “Am I ever!” Alice said. “I’m starving. Did I miss dinner?”

      “Not yet,” Dottie said, adding only to herself that they had probably missed their chance to stop the money drop. Mr. Morissen might be out an amount of money she had never heard spoken out loud, but hopefully not more than he could spare. Certainly not more than his daughter was worth.

      Dottie crawled back out under the rock first then waited as Alice squirmed out after her.

      Grinning. The crazy kid was grinning. Then Dottie realized she was too. And they hadn’t even found any pirate treasure or anything.

      They started down the steep slope to the street below. Dottie saw Alice hugging herself tightly. “Are you cold?” she asked.

      Alice nodded.

      “Here, take my coat,” Dottie said, slipping out of it.

      “Thanks,” Alice said, thrusting her arms into the too-long sleeves. She did up the buttons then tied the belt around her waist in an efficient square knot. She held out her arms, turning them this way and that, admiring the dirty, torn remains of Dottie’s favorite coat.

      “I like your coat,” Alice said shyly. “It looks like something a private detective would wear.”

      “Yes, I rather thought so too,” Dottie said.

      “Maybe I’d like to be a private investigator someday,” Alice said.

      “Me too,” Dottie thought to herself, but out loud she only said, “I bet you’d be a good one. Hey, maybe you’d like to meet my brother? He’s a real private eye.”

      Alice blew out an exasperated breath. “How real can he be? He didn’t find me.”

      “Well, he was busy,” Dottie said. “Somebody had to go talk to those gangsters for your dad.”

      “I suppose,” Alice allowed. “Are they all right? My dad and your brother?”

      Dottie didn’t want to lie to the kid, not after everything she had done all on her own, so bravely. So she was about to admit that she didn’t know if they were all right or not when they came up over the rise of a hill and caught their first glimpse of the Morissen house, that architectural tragedy.

      “Sure they are,” she said, pointing. “Look, there’s the car they drove off in. And it’s not even shot full of holes.”

      When they reached the front door Dottie knocked, but Alice reached past her to open the door herself. “I’m home!” she called.

      “Alice!” her mother cried as she and her father both came running to catch her up in a tight hug.

      “Nobody got hurt?” Dottie asked her brother.

      “Nobody even showed,” he said. “I had no idea what to do next. I was just trying to talk Mr. Morissen into going to the cops. I’ve never been happier to see you in my entire life.”

      “Because I solved the case?” Dottie prompted.

      “When I came back and you weren’t here I thought you’d been snatched as well,” he said.

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “Next time leave a note,” he grumbled.

      “I left all the clues!” Alice said, loudly enough to interrupt their conversation. She was getting exasperated with her parents. “The book and the story and the yarn from the sweater. You should’ve been able to find me.”

      “I don’t understand,” her mother said. “What book? What story?”

      “She solved it!” Alice said, pointing at Dottie.

      “Yes, I solved it,” Dottie said, trying not to sound too smug.

      But she had to say it again when she and John finally left the family to their happy reunion and walked out to his car. She gave her brother a sly smile as he slid in behind the steering wheel. “I did it. I found the clues and solved the case. Even though this wasn’t that sort of case.”

      “I get it,” her brother said. “But I still don’t need a partner.”

      “Oh, we’ll see about that,” Dottie said. “In the meantime, I need to stop at a department store on the way home.”

      “To apply as a shop clerk?” he asked.

      “To buy a new detective coat,” she said.
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      It’s not like the good old days, not anymore.

      Back then new clients let their fingers do the walking through the Yellow Pages, found the address of your glorified-closet-turned-overpriced-office, and sauntered in late at night while you were drinking a couple fingers of scotch with your feet on the desk. Especially the beautiful women.

      If you believe the stories.

      These days, people looking to hire a Private Investigator, usually find me on the internet. Most often after spending too many hours trying to do the job themselves. Trying and failing. By the time they find me they’re frustrated. Scared. Angry. I know these things. Been doing it a while. That’s why my website is calm, shallow on the nitty-gritty, and has my phone number prominently displayed on every inch of every screen.

      “Call or Text. (253)555-8382. I can help.” I also added the most mom-like picture of me you can imagine. Minimal make-up. Shoulder-length bob swept back all casual-like. Jeans and a simple silk blouse.

      They reach out. You bet they do.

      Sometimes I can get enough information from an initial client call to get moving on a case. (After I verify the client’s retainer, of course.) But when they text in, for whatever reason they text rather than calling me, I insist on a face-to-face meeting. Neutral location. Middle of the day.

      Starbucks usually works.

      My favorite Starbucks is in a strip mall along Regents Boulevard in University Place, the one across from the golf course. It’s Tacoma, but not really Tacoma. Nice neighborhood, but not expensive. The name implies that there is a college somewhere nearby (but there isn’t, long story), so the parking is good. When the weather’s nice, which means July through early October, I meet clients outside. For my meeting with Mrs. Alyssa Trotter, on the ninth of March, we agreed to meet inside. I expected the trendy overhead music would allow us enough privacy to talk. It usually did.

      I arrived fifteen minutes early and backed my silver Subaru Outback with its darkly-tinted windows into the last space in the line of parking spots that fronted the roadway. Inconspicuous car in an inconspicuous spot. A habit. The bare maple trees planted in the grass strip between the parking lot and the busy four-lane boulevard reached up toward a sky that was seasonably overcast. I suspected our unseasonably cool temperatures wouldn’t inspire any of the trees to bud on time. A bummer, really. After a long, wet winter I found myself yearning for the fresh new green of springtime.

      The coffee shop was about half full. Normal for a Monday afternoon. The big glass doors sported outward-facing ads for a trio of fancy seasonal drinks. Some kind of crayon-green colored thing made with Matcha. A ginger drink that would taste like soap on my tongue, so pass. The third offering intrigued me, a cold brew nitro coffee with salted honey. I’d have to try that sometime, when a satisfied client was buying.

      Inside, the small shop was full of the usual smell of dark roast coffee, gurgling hiss of the milk foamer, and din of muddled conversations echoing back-and-forth between the floor-to-ceiling windows and chocolate brown tile floor.

      I carried my trusty stainless-steel travel mug past the glassed-in case of carbohydrate-packed pastries and stepped up to the register to order a cup of drip, with room. Mimi, Andrea, and Nathan were all fiddling with pitchers and urns and sinks along the back wall. Andrea and Nathan both wore headsets with large earpieces signaling Drive-Thru duty, so I said hi to Mimi to let her know I was waiting.

      “Hey, Buster, nice hairdo,” she said with a smile. “The usual today?”

      “Thank you.” It was nice to come to a coffee shop where they noticed that you had colored your hair. I pulled the top off my travel mug and slid it across the counter toward her for filling.

      An apologetic expression danced across Mimi’s face as she looked at my battered silver mug, and then my face, and then looked down at something next to the register. There, amid the marshmallow cereal bars, breath mints, and little bags of air-popped popcorn was a sign. Nothing fancy. Just a framed white 5X7 card, with the company’s mermaid logo, stating in the company’s font:

      “WE ARE TEMPORARILY PAUSING THE USE OF REUSABLE CUPS IN CARE OF OUR CUSTOMERS AND PARTNERS.”

      Mimi grabbed a Venti-sized paper cup and turned to half-fill it from the urn labeled Pike Place on the back counter.

      I hate to admit that my first response was… Are. You. Kidding. Me?

      How many years had we been working to stop the bullshit use of Styrofoam and paper cups in this country? Even more damning was how long it had taken me to train myself to actually take my travel mug into the house and wash it between surveillance gigs. And now we were going backwards because a few old folks in a nursing home north of Seattle had gotten sick and died of this new Coronavirus?

      “Next thing you know they’re going to bring back those goddamn single-use plastic grocery bags,” I said to myself, not really believing it.

      Mimi delivered my coffee with a smile. I paid for it with a huff and then deducted ten cents from my usual tip to keep my bottom line the same. It was one thing to have to keep receipts for taxes, it was another to have to alter my expenses spreadsheet to vary the price of my daily cuppa joe.

      After visiting the condiment bar and pouring half a cow’s daily output into my cup, I popped the damned non-biodegradable plastic top on and turned to survey my seating options. My favorite corner table by the window was taken by a white-haired man, a young couple, and a bible. Assuming it was a prenuptial counseling session in-progress I picked an open table across the room.

      Nobody who was still starry-eyed about the joys of marriage should be subjected to overhearing any part of the conversation I was about to have with my potential new client.

      Mrs. Alyssa Trotter was obviously past the honeymoon phase of her three year-old marriage. Or maybe it was her husband, Dr. Trotter, who was. Regardless, members of happy couples don’t call Private Investigators on each other.

      I sat at with my back to the wall in the corner table and sipped my coffee-tinted moo juice. I waited, entertaining myself with made-up stories about the guy with the man bun on his laptop (new dad, working in his child-free “field office”), and the two old women reading their own library copies the same book (life-long best friends who retired from the Boeing assembly plant).

      Two minutes before the top of the hour the door opened and a willowy brunette entered, her waist-length hair floating back as the warm air from the coffee shop escaped around her. Even though I didn’t know it was Alyssa Trotter, I knew it was her.

      Because of my spot at the back of the coffee shop I hadn’t been able to see what she’d driven to the meeting, but her runway-ready appearance and Jimmy Choo heels said it was something with a luxury badge.

      She took off her aviator sunglasses and tucked them over the edge of the Gucci bag slung over her left forearm. Her smoky-eye make-up made her pale blue eyes look larger than life as she scanned the room. Mr. Man Bun looked up, obviously impressed, but Alyssa didn’t seem to notice his prolonged attention. By the language in her texts I had pegged her to be thirty, maybe thirty-five, but I backed that down to twenty-five after seeing her. She was too thin for thirty. Neck. Wrists. Waist. Either she was mid-twenties, or she ran a lot of marathons.

      She glanced over me three times and kept looking around. For a moment I wondered if I was wrong about her identity, but then she took out her phone and rattled off a text at world-record pace. My phone immediately dinged its notification of an incoming text.

      I left my coffee and under-employed travel mug to hold the table and approached her with my hand extended. “Alyssa Trotter?”

      She looked up from her phone with an annoyed bend in her perfect eyebrows. “Do I know you?”

      “Buster Murray,” I said, offering my hand again.

      “But, you’re a woman.”

      Apparently, someone hadn’t seen my photo on my website.

      When it became obvious that she wasn’t going to shake my hand, I swept it toward the counter to invite her to order something. “It’s a nickname,” I explained.

      Alyssa ordered a triple-shot, extra hot, white chocolate mocha. Dry. With extra whip.

      “What’s it short for?” she asked while she waited for Mimi to process her AMEX black card. “Bustalina?”

      We walked back to the table where my coffee waited, unmolested. “Actually, it’s short for ‘Ball Buster’.”

      “Did your mother not like you or something?”

      “It’s not that kind of nickname. More like the kind you earn.”

      I hadn’t always been a Private Investigator. When I was raising my girls, Jenna and April, long before I met and married Heath, I worked as a paralegal in a firm that specialized in criminal defense cases. Decent money for a single mom. Great benefits for my girls. Shitty environment.

      In my experience, attorneys came pre-installed from the factory with a lot of ego, at least the ones I worked with had. And criminal defendants who could afford to foot the bill for their own attorney had at least as much ego, and crappy judgement to go along with it. Neither category seemed to like it when a woman stood her ground or demanded fair treatment. “Ball Buster” was the nicest of the names I had been called over the years.

      “It’s a long story,” I explained to Alyssa. “Let’s just say that it was meant to be an insult and I took it and made it my own.”

      Just then Mimi called Alyssa’s name from the counter. Alyssa half turned and then paused as if she expected me to retrieve her drink. Normally, I would have given her The Eyebrow, the one my girls had seen so much of in their teen years, and waited until she got the hint and got it her damned self.

      But I didn’t.

      Because I noticed and understood what had stopped her. She was staring at the couple across the room in the middle of their prenuptial counseling. They were holding hands on the table top. Smiling as they chatted with the old man who had taken his Bible to hand. Seeming to complete each other’s sentences. Everything about them said Love Is Amazing.

      Clearly Alyssa didn’t agree. Her face tightened and her eyes grew glassy with tears that she blinked back ferociously.

      I got up and collected her drink from the counter to give her a moment. The scalding hot paper cup needed a cardboard sleeve. I set it in front of her and appraised her as she tried to regain her composure.

      There was something to Alyssa. Something sad that she was trying to hide under her department store make-up, designer purse, and status shoes. Trying and failing. That sad thing inside of her spoke to the sad thing in me, like some tragic version of Namaste.

      “I think Malcom is cheating on me,” Alyssa said.

      I asked gentle questions and came to understand that she had been married for three and a half years. Her husband was older. Almost my age. They had no children, yet. He was a doctor, an anesthesiologist.

      I asked if she had photos of her husband that I could see and she handed me her phone. I swiped through a series of pictures that covered a span of about four years. In them Alyssa appeared much the same as the years went by, except for her smile. Genuine and easy in the beginning, tentative and complicated in the later photos.

      Doctor Malcom Trotter, on the other hand, had changed a great deal.

      In the early photos he looked like a dowdy high school principal. He had an unstylish hair cut that winged-out around his ears, the chubby cheeks and dad-bod of a man in his mid-forties, and some spectacularly 1990s eyeglasses. The kind with big lenses and thin black frames that were one step better than the “birth control glasses” of the 1970s.

      After a few months with Alyssa he started sporting a hipper haircut, tight on the sides and long on top, that appeared to be well controlled with hair product. He had trimmed down, gotten some tailored clothes. Found some glasses that were more flattering.

      The version of him standing next to Alyssa in their wedding photos was someone who would have turned my head, no doubt.

      In the latest photos, the ones where Alyssa’s smiles seemed forced, he had added a roguish mustache and small patch of beard on his chin, and had obviously taken to some kind of off-season tanning. His latest glasses were partially tinted, veiling his eyes.

      I handed the phone back and asked the standard questions about spousal behavior that might indicate infidelity. As Alyssa answered my questions she unconsciously set her phone on the table and pushed it away from her, as if it were some manifestation of her painful connection to him. She had trouble keeping eye contact, as if she was ashamed. Her shoulders slumped further and further forward as if guilt were sucking her dry inside.

      I understood why she was worried. Malcom Trotter checked all the boxes of a cheating spouse, especially around the arenas of demanding more privacy, altering his schedule, and being less interested in their bedroom affairs.

      “Do you think he’s cheating?” Alyssa asked, her tears barely held back by a heavy coating of mascara that threatened to leave ugly charcoal streaks down her face when—not if—they spilled out.

      I reached out and laid one hand on hers, carefully avoiding touching her phone. An act of solidarity. “I think you deserve to know whether or not he is.”

      She agreed. Then we agreed on an eight hundred dollar retainer that she paid in cash, on the spot. At my typical rates that would cover all the pre-surveillance research I needed to do on the computer, about eight hours of surveillance for gathering video, and a chunk of time toward editing the video, but would not cover report writing or any court time. If it came to that.

      “One thing that would help me,” I said, tucking my payment into my coat pocket, “would be to get onto his computer.”

      “I’ve tried snooping in his laptop. It’s password protected,” she said, without a trace of the earlier guilt and shame she had shown. That was typical of my clients. Hiring me started to immediately heal their wounded self-esteem and help restore their sense of self-confidence.

      I explained that I had key-logging software that could be installed and would allow me to obtain his passwords and monitor his on-line activity from my own computer.

      “You can do that?”

      I nodded.

      “Is it legal?”

      “If you install it,” I said.

      “I’m not very good with computers,” Alyssa admitted.

      “I can coach you. But it has to be your decision to install the software, and you do all of the work.”

      Alyssa sat quietly with that choice for a moment. She looked at her steaming, untouched cup of coffee. She looked at her phone. She looked at the young couple across the room. Then she looked at her wedding ring. It was a two-carat behemoth.

      She took it off and dropped it in her Gucci bag.

      One tear finally escaped and rolled down her left cheek. She swiped it away, leaving a smudge. She was clearly angry, and that was a good thing if her husband turned out to be the cheat we suspected him to be.

      “Can you come to my house right now?” Alyssa asked.

      I picked up my travel mug and my paper cup and stood. “The sooner, the better.”

      The Trotters lived across town on the high ridge that looked eastward over Puget Sound. I, in my un-noteworthy Subaru, followed Alyssa in her fully-restored, cranberry red 1960s Jaguar convertible up a stamped concrete driveway with low rock walls on either side. The house itself was a large mid-century modern brick number with a complicated roof-line of five different intersecting hips. The kind of thing that might keep an architect up late at night when it was being constructed.

      Alyssa purred her Jag into the left bay of a two-car garage and I parked in the driveway behind her. I followed her into the garage on foot and we entered the house through an updated mudroom that screamed Tuscan farmhouse.

      We didn’t dawdle as she led me through the kitchen and living room to her husband’s office near the front of the house, but I did admire the expansive view out the back windows. You could see for twenty miles in any direction. The water of Puget Sound reflected the gray of the sky. The shoreline ten miles opposite was densely packed with sturdy evergreen trees and glass-fronted homes taking advantage of the view toward our direction.

      Doctor Trotter’s office sat at the front of their home, off the foyer, which was ruled by more tasteful Italian cues. The walls were a muted peach stucco. The floors were polished travertine tile. The door had been intricately carved from a single slab of mahogany, and studded with iron nails.

      The office itself had a more Scandinavian feel with a hulking blond wooden desk, padded chairs with simple wooden arms, and a large built-in shelving unit that sat atop some secured drawer units. His laptop sat squarely in the middle of a leather pad at the center of the desk.

      Alyssa sat in her husband’s chair and asked, “Now what?”

      I handed her a USB drive that was pre-formatted with my key-logging software. “Plug this in and turn it on.”

      Alyssa fumbled a little, obviously unfamiliar with the computer’s peripheral slots, but she managed. I stepped around behind her and watched the screen come to life. A wallpaper image of Alyssa’s Jaguar filled the screen with a small box asking for a login and password.

      “Buster, nothing’s happening.”

      “Click on the login box and just type nonsense,” I coached.

      As she did I watched the little light on the USB drive flicker for three seconds indicating that it had been queried by the computer’s operating system and sent the package of code.

      “Okay, we’re good. You can erase all that and shut it down.”

      “That’s it?” Alyssa seemed dubious as she closed the laptop, pulled out the USB drive and handed it back.

      I pocketed the drive. “That’s all we can do. For now.”

      Alyssa stood and walked me to the door. I felt awful that she actually looked less comfortable in her own home than she had airing her dirty laundry at the coffee shop.

      “You just concentrate on taking care of yourself,” I told her at the door. “Do what you normally do. It’ll be hard, but try not to think about these things for the next few days. Try not to let him know that you’re investigating him. We can have coffee again next week. I should have something for you by then.”

      “Okay. But what if he gets suspicious?”

      “You have my number. You can text me anytime.” I stepped out onto the front patio. “I have a code system I use with my clients. If you get scared, send me a text asking about my orange cat, and I’ll know to check in with you a lot. If things get real bad, ask about my black cat, and I’ll get help to you right away.”

      Alyssa stood still for a moment inside her perfect house with its perfect foyer and perfect view, holding onto the door handle as if it were the only thing keeping her upright. “He’s cheating, isn’t he?” she asked again.

      “It would be a stupid thing for him to do,” I said with a smile. “He has a lot to lose.”

      “It’s his house,” Alyssa said. “He had it before we got married.”

      “I’m not talking about the house,” I said. “I’m talking about you.”

      She looked down at her toes peeking out of her designer shoes, but she smiled. I had the feeling it had been a long time since anyone told Alyssa that she was worth something.
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      My internet research turned up nothing of interest. The key logger on Trotter’s laptop coughed up his main password but didn’t give me access to some encrypted files labeled Carson, Harney, and Lanerham. Obviously names, but without any clue of their meaning. None of it gave me the impression that he was clean, just that he was smart.

      I attempted surveillance of Trotter for the first time on Thursday morning, the twelfth, following my meeting with Alyssa. It meant an early morning for me, leaving hours before dawn with the nearly full moon still in the sky, because medical-types typically got an early jump on their day. Especially anesthesiologists supporting surgeons. Turned out that Trotter worked at a an ambulatory surgery center, downtown, across the street from St. Joseph’s Hospital on the hill. The one that looks like a Martian colony building with round windows and tapered stilt-like supports.

      I gave up tailing him pretty quickly. After following him straight to the surgical center from home I determined that he wasn’t going anywhere else for the rest of the day. I didn’t want to waste Alyssa’s retainer sitting in the parking lot of the Stop N Mart next to Planned Parenthood watching the pigeons scavenge for their daily meal.

      I gave up the next day, Friday the Thirteenth, pretty much at the same time, pretty much for the same reason. Surprisingly, that night Alyssa texted letting me know that her husband was “working” all weekend. He said his office was hustling to clear some cases from their client list. Come Monday they expected their facility would have all of its masks, gowns, and ventilators confiscated to help a hospital north of Seattle that was expecting to be overrun by Covid-19 cases the following week.

      I blew through about half of Alyssa’s remaining retainer doing a few hours of surveillance. Her husband’s statements turned out to be true, this time. He went in to the clinic with a group of other doctors and nurses and stayed put. Patients came and went all day.

      Trotter telling the truth and working the weekend was good for his marriage, but it had me unsettled.

      It was one thing to live in a world where the use of a personal coffee cup was frowned on for the sake of containing the viral outbreak, but I hated the idea that things had gotten so out of control that grandma’s bi-annual colonoscopy and baby Joey’s circumcision were going to be called off for lack of sterile equipment.

      I spent most of the weekend stewing over these things with my beloved husband, Heath, who had gotten The Call from the Superintendent of his school district. The same way I had been looking into whether or not Private Investigators would be allowed to complete our work in a quarantine situation, Heath had already noodled with ways to teach his high school chemistry and physics classes on-line. It looked do-able, for a little while. Word from above was that all public and private school buildings in the state would be closed for two weeks. No kids were coming to class.

      Like an old married couple, we didn’t talk about it. But it bubbled and simmered and made me short-tempered. Like when Heath had the audacity to put his socks on the wrong way. And when he came home from Costco with a year’s worth of toilet paper that we had no place to store in our tiny 1920s farm house. Or when I had to listen to him complain too long about the lack of NHL games on the tube.

      I made it up to him the best way I knew how. Homemade chocolate chip cookies and a glass of Tusk Estate cabernet that I’d gotten as a thank you from a client and hidden in the basement (behind the Christmas decorations) for just such an occasion.

      Late Saturday night, snuggled in bed—tightly wrapped in each other’s arms where the real world could not possibly touch us—we did finally worry aloud about how bad things might get if the Coronavirus spread any further. Was this a test that Trump’s administration would spectacularly and undeniably fail, leading to his early departure? How many people we knew get sick, and would and any of them die? Would we get sick? Would we all get quarantined, locked in our homes for months, like China?

      Sunday brought no answers, but late Sunday night Alyssa texted me that her husband was going into work late the following morning. Not until nine. All of his surgeries had indeed been cancelled until further notice. The clinic bosses were having some kind of staff meeting at nine-thirty, and he had informed her that he was going to be out for the day after that.

      She wanted me to tell her if I thought he was going to be with someone else. I told her I didn’t know.

      I shared Alyssa’s suspicions. I didn’t doubt that Trotter would be going to work late like he said, that seemed logical and not worth lying about, so I decided to start my tail from the clinic, after ten o’clock, and see what unfolded from there.

      Though the sun was out and the temperatures were warming for the first time in weeks, the southbound interstate going into Tacoma was eerily quiet for a Monday. Kind of like the Monday at the end of a long holiday weekend, but emptier. The normal construction-related back-ups at the intersection with Highway 16 had evaporated like magic. The exit headed for downtown was empty. The city streets were flowing well from green signal to green signal, and only about one in every ten parking spots hosted a vehicle.

      I suddenly realized that surveilling Trotter was going to be quite difficult. Normally, my Subaru with its darkly tinted windows blended in with traffic and in parking lots. It was never the only silver SUV shaped vehicle, and it was hardly ever the only Subaru. But with all of the kids in the area unexpectedly out of school, and their parents staying home, suddenly it didn’t matter what make and color my car was. It was going to stand out because things were so empty.

      Instead of parking at the Stop N Mart like I had before, I backed off to the limits of my video camera’s zoom lens and parked a block further away, outside a car dealer that specialized in selling American classic cars from the 60s and the 70s. There was a large cement planter full of optimistic azaleas marking off a parallel parking spot held for the dealer’s handicapped patrons.

      Perfect camouflage.

      I parked, shut the engine down, and put my sun shades in the windshield to darken the interior of my car. It would also give me a little extra cover for filming.

      Trotter’s gloss-black Audi sedan was parked at an angle, taking up two spaces in the surgery center’s lot. I set my camera so that I could pick up the side entrance to the facility and the car in the same frame. Trotter came out at a quarter past eleven, wearing a dark gray jacket with Burberry’s designer plaid peeking out from the liner. He carried a banker’s box that looked to be full, and headed straight for his car.

      He wasn’t alone.

      She was a petite woman. Walking in step with Trotter, about three millimeters from his left hip, apparently not worried about the new Social Distancing thing. She was dressed all in black. Maybe twenty years old. I wondered if her name was Carson or Harney or Lanerham. If her hair had been longer I would have had trouble telling her apart from Alyssa from a distance.

      After placing his box in the trunk of the car, Trotter walked the mystery woman to the passenger side and opened the door for her. They paused for a moment, with the door sandwiched between them, and shared an embarrassingly intimate kiss.

      “Get a room!” I whispered, though they couldn’t possibly have heard me.

      I checked the video frame and tightened it until the time and date stamp clipped the bottom of Trotter’s chin and her hair was cut off by the left edge of the frame. I wanted there to be no chance for Trotter’s lawyers to claim it wasn’t him.

      After the mistress sat down and he closed the door for her, I panned the shot over to the driver’s side door to cement his guilt with an unmistakable headshot. It was oh-so satisfying to see him glance around his surroundings and fail to spot my clever surveillance before he climbed in and started the Audi.

      Trotter was quick with the ignition and he had the car nearly out of the parking lot before I had stowed my camera, started my engine, and could safely pull out. Two cars on the whole street and they had to pass me at that moment. I barely caught a glimpse of the Audi’s bright LED taillights as it turned west onto South 19th Street. The lack of other cars near him meant he was able to travel faster than he might on an average day so by the time I turned onto 19th to keep following I couldn’t see the car anywhere.

      I paused at the next intersection and thought through the situation.

      On one hand I already had solid video evidence of Trotter’s infidelity. It would be enough to convince Alyssa that her fears were founded. I didn’t really need to follow him to get more video…

      …except that I did.

      I really did.

      A kiss could be explained away. Blamed on the other party. Dismissed as a friendly thank you in advance for providing a ride home. A very friendly thank you, but that was for the divorce lawyers to fight over. And fight over it they would.

      Unless I could get something more.

      If I could get them having intimate relations in an alley.

      If I could get them checking into a hotel.

      If I could get them entering the mistress’s home. Identify her. Run a background check and determine her marital status.

      Though Washington was a No Fault state, any of those things might help Alyssa’s case if she chose to sue for divorce. Might even get a judge to be more generous toward my young client in the settlement of assets.

      I still had an hour’s worth of surveillance money in my budget until I completely burned through Alyssa’s retainer. I decided I would give it that hour.

      But which way had Trotter gone?

      The area surrounding the hospital was a mixture of post-war bungalows, forty year-old apartment buildings, and 1960s-vintage retail shops. None of it as nice as the Trotter’s neighborhood. Not by a long shot. And I had gotten it in my head that Trotter was a bit of a snob. He didn’t seem the type to slum it with a broke-ass mistress, not when he had a beautiful young wife at home. That meant a better neighborhood. That meant the Audi had probably gone all the way down 19th to Sprague Avenue before turning off.

      But left or right on Sprague?

      Right would take him past the University of Puget Sound and back towards his own neighborhood.

      It seemed unlikely that Trotter was stupid enough to be picking flowers out of a neighbor’s yard.

      Just sayin’.

      So left, then. And left would take them to the highway.

      Once on the highway, going east quickly got into tougher neighborhoods. Then just as quickly it turned into the combined Army/Air Force Base and the dodgy businesses that seemed to surround the military like a plague of camp followers. Transient trouble, at best. No place for a man like Trotter or his mistress.

      But going west on the two-lane highway instead? There was some potential.

      About four miles westward the highway crossed over the Tacoma Narrows on a pair of soaring suspension bridges. The city stopped abruptly at the bridge and turned into a sleepy bedroom community called Gig Harbor. Though the town wasn’t far away, as the crow flies, the bridges tended to be an artificial barrier in peoples’ minds when leaving the city. That made Gig Harbor very un-city-like.

      Big houses on big properties.

      Lots of fences.

      Lots of privacy.

      Exactly the kind of place for Trotter’s mistress.

      It wasn’t really a tough call. I turned on my left signal and punched the throttle. I ignored the posted speed limits and chased my hunch toward the highway.

      It paid off.

      I was just in time to see the ass end of Trotter’s Audi turning onto the arching elevated on-ramp to the westbound lanes of the highway.

      In my excitement I gunned the Subaru’s little engine even harder, cut off a big Ford pickup truck that was turning onto Sprague from an alley, and felt my suspension bottom out as I transitioned onto the elevated roadway.

      The overly wide, single-lane on-ramp rose high as it curved to the right to meet the highway which had been built on hundred foot-tall cement stilts spanning the Nalley Valley. Unfortunately, in my haste, I had misjudged how quickly I would come up behind Trotter and as the roadway straightened I found myself just eighty feet behind the Audi and closing fast.

      I let off the throttle and braked lightly so that I could slow smoothly without pitching the nose of the Subaru down. In general, sudden movements were more likely to attract the eye, and even more so in a rearview mirror.

      I hoped and prayed I had not gotten Trotter’s attention. The Audi merged into the main lanes of the highway and then slid over into the fast lane, which let me breathe easier.

      We traveled on toward the bridge.

      Normally I would follow another car from dozens of car lengths behind, allowing for six or seven cars to cruise in the space between us, providing some visual disruption. But the highway was nearly empty. Only a beat-up old landscaping truck motored between me and Trotter, and its snail’s pace in the right lane ahead of me meant I was eventually going to have to take the lane directly behind the Audi or risk losing it.

      That move came at the bottom of the slope leading to the bridge entrance and I found myself closer to the Audi than I wanted to be, again. Because of a no-lane change edict in the traffic controls over the bridge I was forced to stay behind him for the mile-long span.

      I had never felt so exposed during surveillance. We were the only two cars on the whole four lane westbound bridge, and we were both in the left lane. I was too close, but if I backed-off it might catch his attention, so I held my pace about sixty feet behind.

      Then I was fifty feet behind.

      Then forty.

      The Audi was slowing.

      Not unheard of on the bridge. On a sunny day the view from the middle of the span was quite lovely. The sun sparkled on the water as it churned through the narrow passage from the briny bulk of Puget Sound to the narrower waterways to the south.

      As I was admiring the scenery, suddenly Trotter sped up. The Audi accelerated quickly as the bridge deck sloped downward to meet the land on the far side. It seemed natural for me to speed up as well, but when we were just an eighth of a mile from the end of the bridge Trotter’s powerful luxury sedan made an illegal lane change across three lanes of empty highway and took an exit.

      I reacted. Had no time to think. Jerked the wheel to the right, felt the changing bridge surface beneath my tires—concrete, metal grate, concrete, metal grate—and chased him off the exit.

      It was a mistake.

      A rookie mistake.

      I knew it was a mistake even as I was doing it.

      There was no reason for anyone to make that kind of hasty lane change across an empty highway. Not unless you were tailing someone, or trying to shake a tail.

      There was little doubt in my mind that I was blown.

      The offramp was a long, curving upward path. Although it was designated a thirty-five mile-per-hour zone by a huge yellow-orange traffic sign, Trotter took it at seventy and then slammed on his brakes. The Audi slid to a stop just before entering the cross street. Its angle across the lane was much like Trotter had left it in the parking lot at the clinic.

      Guardrails hemmed in both sides of the off-ramp roadway, leaving me no room to squeeze by, and the beat-up old landscaping truck I had passed on the other side of the bridge had also taken the offramp, effectively boxing me in.

      With nowhere to turn, I continued on and stopped twenty feet from the corner of the Audi’s back bumper. My heart was hammering in my chest. Partly from the thrill of the chase. Partly from the shame of my stupidity.

      I thought I was ready for anything, and then Trotter got out of his car and stalked toward me. All slicked up hair and trendy glasses. With his mustache and beard patch he looked more like a movie villain than an anesthesiologist.

      “Shit!” I quickly grabbed my camera and pressed the record button. It wasn’t positioned to get video of anything but the side of my leg, but it would capture audio clearly.

      My brain raced as Trotter kept coming, trying to come up with some plausible explanation for my sudden lane changes and exit behind him.

      Then I noticed Trotter’s hands were stuffed halfway up his forearms into the pockets of his coat. Very deep pockets.

      “Oh, shit.”

      He leaned his torso back and forth as he walked, trying to get a good look at me through the windshield of the Subaru. His face was red and I could see a vein pulsing in his temple.

      His left hand came out empty and he wrapped his knuckles against my heavily tinted driver’s side window like he was a State Patrol Trooper about to write me a citation. I obliged by buzzing the glass down a spare two inches.

      “I don’t like being followed,” he said.

      His voice had none of the gentleness of the man he had seemed in his early pictures with Alyssa. If I was being honest, his pupils were blown and his movements were jerky. He was on uppers of some kind. Methamphetamine? Or maybe cocaine?

      I had a little hope that I could still talk my way out of this without blowing my cover and putting Alyssa at risk. I put my best dimwitted old lady look on my face, even though I knew he could only see my nose, eyes, and eyebrows through the narrow opening.

      “Get away from my car, or I’ll call 9-1-1!” I yelled for all I was worth, my voice cracking from a mixture of real adrenaline and manufactured fear.

      “Nice try.” Trotter smirked, clearly not phased. “You’re a Process Server, aren’t you?” he asked.

      Trotter spilling that guess about my profession was a lucky break for me. It meant he had more troubles in his life than a suspicious wife. I let all of the emotion drain from my face, put up a blank wall that would give nothing away and said, “Maybe.”

      “Who hired you?” Trotter demanded.

      The landscaping truck arrived behind us with a furious grinding of brakes and the blaring of its rusty horn.

      “It was Carson, I know it,” Trotter growled, waving a dismissive hand at the truck.

      Even though I recognized the name from Trotter’s computer, I shook my head and said nothing.

      “Harney then?” he guessed, with a tiny sliver of doubt cracking the angry slant of his eyebrows.

      “Nope,” I said, hoping to sew further confusion.

      “Lanerham doesn’t have the balls,” he said.

      “Maybe he does,” I improvised.

      “Well, you can give Lanerham a message for me…” Trotter’s right hand whipped out of his pocket and I flinched. Thankfully it was only Trotter’s animated finger pointed at me, not a gun. “Tell him that if he tries to Serve me again he’s going to have something a lot more painful and embarrassing than a Ben Wah ball to pull out of his ass.”

      Though Trotter was clearly trying to intimidate me, or embarrass me, I wasn’t feeling it. But I covered my face with my hands anyway, to hide the belly laughs bubbling up in me that I couldn’t stop. For a smart guy, he really was a dumb ass.

      The landscape truck honked again. Louder and longer. Really laying into it.

      “Fuck you!” Trotter yelled, and strode off toward his car.

      Moments later the Audi’s engine roared and the car fishtailed across the road and back on the westbound freeway.

      For a moment I considered following him, but that would be folly. Instead I shut off the recorder and turned left to cross the overpass and get back on the eastbound highway toward home.

      Along the way I thought about what to tell Alyssa.

      Her husband was cheating on her, of that I had no doubt.

      As embarrassing as it was that Trotter had caught me following him, it had allowed me to discover some game-changing things during the confrontation. I was convinced that he was an addict, and his excited accusation that I was trying to Serve him on behalf of Carson, or Harney, or Lanerham meant that he had at least three people trying to sue him for reasons I didn’t even want to guess at. Because I had to share those things with Alyssa, for her own safety, I would also have to admit that her husband had seen my face and because of that I would be of no further help to her.

      In normal times—before I had ever heard the term COVID-19, times I would soon refer to as the good old days—my next step would have been to edit the video and deliver it to Alyssa. I would have advised her to pack her things and move to a nice hotel where she could watch her husband’s depraved behavior in privacy and then relax in the comfort of five-star room service for a few weeks until she made up her mind what to do next.

      But these weren’t normal times. The nearly-empty highway around me was a testament to how drastically things had changed in a week. And things were probably going to get worse before they got better.

      Sending Alyssa to a hotel might be safer than advising her to face quarantining at home with an addicted husband who had broken his marriage vows—and might well break more than her heart if he got angry with her. It might be safer, but it wasn’t right.

      Instead of going home I decided to drive straight to Alyssa’s. On the way I made three calls. A buddy who ran a mobile locksmith service to come and change the locks. A friend in the Sheriff’s Department who owed me a favor and would be willing to tell Trotter he was not welcome at home. And a guy I had worked with for years who owned the top-rated personal security firm in the state to send someone to sit on the house.

      Alyssa deserved to be safely in her own home while the world turned upside down around her.

      I was going to guarantee it, or my name wasn’t Buster Murray.
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      It’s hard to be a woman, I don’t care what anybody says.

      Not long ago, I needed a PI bad, it was a life or death situation. I had to go to three of them to make the sale, hey, gotta do your comparison shopping my mom back in Altoona used to tell me.

      New York isn’t exactly Altoona, you feel me? According to our Dear Leader Ronnie Reagan it was a new morning in America, but it hadn’t hit the East Village yet. If you get in trouble down here, you are really on your own.

      And that was me. Miss Missy LaForce. Performance Artist, with a target painted right on her back.

      I didn’t really have time for a lot more comparison shopping at this point. The first PI I’d checked out, up by the garment district, had tried to get me to put out and blow him in exchange for the job. Then the next one, a friend of a friend, was so strung out I found him at his desk passed out, a needle still in his arm.

      So far, it was all snake eyes. I really needed this new potential lady PI to stick.

      This is what I learned in my desperate quest: I don’t need no femme fatale bullshit in my working relationships, you know? I figured, maybe woman to woman I’d be able to work something out.

      This next PI’s name was Amelia Pepper, which was kind of fanciful and made me think it was some kind of performance name, like Candy Darling or Andy Warhol or something. I was hoping she would get me.

      I was going to have to find somebody who could handle what was happening to me. Quick. Was hoping she was my gal. I had enough people in my life telling me I was nuts, I needed to take a chill pill, that I was tripping out.

      I wasn’t tripping out. What was happening to me was 100 percent real, and it was life-threatening. I needed somebody to lean on.

      Her office was located in a shitty part of town, the wrong side of First Avenue out by Tompkins Square Park. This was in the early 80s as I mentioned, the rise of the yuppies was already going on in New York City by that point. Gerald Ford had flipped us the bird, told us to fuck off and die not too long before that. We’d come up from that low point in the early 80s. The city wasn’t quite the same by the time that Reagan became president…the wild energy was getting contained a little bit.

      It was tamer than it used to be. But the city was still pretty rough around the edges. Alphabet City was nasty, man…I didn’t go down there in the daytime, let alone at twilight. But I figured, this woman had her office between First and A, I could handle it too.

      But then again, the PI didn’t have the kind of problems I was having.

      I took a long drag on my cigarette, tossed the butt into the gutter. At that moment, New York City was being all beautiful and such…it was that golden hour right before the light failed in the city, and the buildings all glowed like they were alive. New York was such a dump, but I loved it so, so much.

      I loved the graffiti, I loved the crazy people, I loved the energy and the street pretzels and the pastrami. I wasn’t going to let anybody run me out of town.

      I loved New York City enough to die for it. But if my plan worked, I wasn’t the one who was going to have to die.

      Her office was three floors up in a tenement brownstone. The front door was unlocked and slightly ajar, and there was a wino sleeping by the mailboxes. The place smelled like immigrant cabbage and was barely holding it together. I let the passed out guy sleep, and started clumping up the marble staircase. What was it about those old days, they build a staircase out of marble in a place that was such a dump?

      I mean, the building was built at a time when the Bowery was still a shitty neighborhood. So why did they need to invest in the staircase like that? Humans are weird.

      My footsteps echoed as I clumped up, up, up, the sound flying like bats in a belfry up the staircase all the way to the top. I stopped, craned my neck all the way up to look at the staircase winding over my head, around and around, up and up.

      It made me dizzy. But as far as I could see, I was alone.

      As I kept powering up the stairs, I listened behind me to make sure nobody was following me. The lights were broken and it was dark except where there were windows facing the airshaft on each floor landing. Again, architect choices that made zero sense.

      But mostly, I was on high alert. It’s like I was listening with my skin, my hair, my aura, not just my ears. I was listening for my life.

      I made it to the third floor in one piece. Nobody was waiting with a machete in front of the PI’s office door. It was starting to look like a pretty good day.

      I grabbed the crystal doorknob and swung the frosted glass and wood door open.

      Things went downhill from there.

      The door was unlocked, and nobody was inside.

      It was like one of those black and white private eye movies, the big desk, the twin bookcases, dusty venetian blinds half closed over the plate-glass windows. It was like a spooky dream, the empty desk with the scribbled over blotter, the dust motes dancing in the light streaming down in stripes from the oversized windows facing First Avenue.

      There was a door behind the desk, lighter wood like a walnut or something, framed by the two oversized bookcases. It kind of looked like part of the wall, it was so substantial. But it was the kind of door that swings open in a horror movie to reveal the crazed killer, chain saw in hand.

      The little hairs on the back of my neck raised up, and cold sluiced over me, an ice cold shower of fear. At this point, my nerves were totally fried and I wasn’t thinking exactly straight.

      I hesitated, held my breath. My heart was pounding so hard it was all I could hear. I took one step nearer to the desk. Another.

      I stopped, my body shaking with adrenaline. I tried to figure out what was going on.

      Then I heard a toilet flush.

      Oh.

      I really, really needed the help of a professional. Not a shrink. But somebody who could take some action and get some shit done.

      The woman who came out of the bathroom didn’t look the part, I gotta tell you. She was skinny and tiny, smaller than me, totally not what I was expecting. I was kinda hoping for a middle-aged, no-nonsense ass kicker kind of lady. Somebody who was tough as nails, experienced as fuck, somebody who knew every move that you could make in my kind of situation.

      Maybe even somebody who was in drag, a woman for show. Like my sweet fuckbuddy Jojo, who had lived down by the West Side Highway in his/her rusted out old Buick.

      The thought of JoJo brought tears into my eyes, now. But I swallowed them back. Because I had to evaluate this Ms. Pepper, and I needed to do it fast.

      I stifled a sigh of despair. This girl, looked like a girl. She was pretty. She was young.

      “Are you Amelia Pepper?” I asked, my voice still hoarse from all the desperate partying I’d done at CBGB the night before. Hey, safety in a crowd, you know.

      She looked me up and down, coolly appraising me like I was a vintage fur coat crumpled up on the floor at Manic Panic on St. Marks Place. And that was when I knew this girl wasn’t anybody’s fool. She was an underworld chick, like me.

      But that didn’t mean she had the ability to protect me. As I mentioned, I needed somebody to lean on. Somebody bigger than me. Or so I thought at the time.

      “And you are?” she replied, deftly not answering my question.

      “I’m Missy LaForce, the performance artist, you know?” I said, suddenly feeling embarrassed and unsure of myself. My little ex situation had left me with zero self-esteem, zero peace of mind. It was affecting every aspect of my life and it had to stop right away.

      I didn’t say any of that though. I let Ms. Amelia take the lead. Was she going to underestimate me? I was used to that.

      “Ali just sent you up without buzzing you in?” she asked.

      “Ali? What? I don’t get it.”

      “There’s a doorman, Mr. Ali. He’s what I have for a receptionist, sort of.”

      Her voice was also not what I was expecting. She looked totally downtown, with bleached hair, heavy eyeliner, black jeans and a spiky belt wrapped twice around her tiny waist. But her voice was no-nonsense. A trace of a British accent, but the posh kind, not the punk kind.

      “There was nobody down there,” I said. “Just a wino, but he was asleep.”

      Her eyes widened, and she glanced at the rotary phone on her desk, her lips thinning. Then without another word, she gently pushed past me to the front door and down the stairs.

      I listened to her Doc Martens clattering for a couple of seconds then decided to follow her. I was too creeped out to stay up there by myself.

      I caught up to her at the bottom of the stairs. She put a finger to her lips, motioned for me to be silent.

      I got it. I swallowed hard, nodded in reply.

      Together, we floated like ghosts past the ground floor landing to the lobby. The wino, who I figured now was poor Mr. Ali, was still lying by the mailboxes.

      Amelia Pepper glided to his prone body, squatted down next to him, gently slid her fingers to his carotid, I guessed she was feeling for a pulse.

      “Ali?” she said, really loud. “Ali, please say something.”

      He groaned, and my heart leaped. He wasn’t dead. Thank all the gods of chaos for that. Because if I was somehow now leading total strangers to their doom just by going about my business, it was too much for me to take.

      I didn’t want my ex to win. But I didn’t want innocent people like Mr. Ali, like JoJo, to pay the price for existing in my world.

      “We gotta call an ambulance,” I said.

      “Not so fast,” Amelia Pepper replied. “They will simply turn Mr. Ali away.”

      She grabbed his shoulders, and somehow got him to turn over. He wasn’t stabbed, but somebody had clobbered him on the head real good…he had a goose egg over his right eye and a nice shiner to boot.

      He said something under his breath in Arabic, then blinked hard. He was a neat, fastidious looking man…how had I ever put him in the wino category in my mind? I guess it was just assuming, based on my everyday experience.

      Just assuming was going to get me killed. I had to stop doing that.

      “Mr. Ali,” Amelia Pepper said. “Can you speak? Shall we call for a doctor?”

      His dark, rheumy eyes sparkled into life. “Miss Amelia, I do not require a doctor,” he said, his voice shaking but otherwise composed. “But I would appreciate your assistance. I must now arise, and go to my quarters.”

      The girl was a wiry little thing, but as strong as a Teamster. She hauled Mr. Ali to his unsteady feet, and even though he wasn’t a huge meaty guy or anything like that, I couldn’t have done it.

      Mr. Ali was dressed in a natty black pinstriped suit, with a scrambled up bow tie and a mustache that had been crushed askew by the filthy marble floor. Somehow his hair remained pomaded and combed neatly in place.

      “What happened?” she asked him, with a quick, sidewise glance in my direction. Kinda after the fact, it occurred to me that she was making me for a potential perp.

      “It was curious,” Mr. Ali replied, his voice trembling slightly. “I was at my post…” he pointed with a shaky hand at the barstool near the front door, next to an old-fashioned wall phone with a trumpet receiver. “The door buzzed as customary, I glanced up…”

      We stood in the silence for a long minute, waiting for Mr. Ali to complete his short but important tale. “A woman stood in the doorway…”

      Amelia Pepper looked me over again, and I shrugged.

      “It wasn’t her,” Ali said, picking up on her vibe. Even knocked on the head, the old man had a lot of common sense. “It was a very tall, decorative woman. I buzzed her in to speak with her, and a shadow moved from the vestibule…”

      Ali shook his head. “I am a fool. I trusted my eyes, not my heart. In my heart I knew something was wrong even as I allowed her to enter. But even now, I do not believe the woman sought to harm me. Something terrible lurked in the shadows there, someone with malice.”

      “Did she rob you? Or whoever was hiding in the vestibule?”

      Ali felt all around in his suit jacket pockets, then his pants pockets. “My wallet remains with me,” he said in surprise. He rummaged around some more, found something in his breast pocket.

      “My glasses,” he said, and now his voice carried a note of amazement. “I was wearing them when…”

      They looked like a snarled up tangle of wires now, with broken glass caught between. A little piece of New York City trash, preserved close to poor Mr. Ali’s heart.

      It was a mystery, and at the same time not a mystery at all. Just another meaningless crime, some act of violence performed for its own sake. Who knows where that dirty bastard who clocked Mr. Ali took off. Maybe he was lurking around the building. Or maybe he knocked him out just for the hell of it.

      Some mysteries are never going to be solved. And that has always bothered the shit out of me.

      “I’ll get you a new pair,” I blurted out.

      Stupid. I was always too impulsive, and it got me into trouble way too often. But even though I had nothing to do with the thugs who beat up Mr. Ali, in a way I felt like somehow the whole thing was my fault.

      I’d run off and left Mr. Stupid in Altoona, and now karma was coming back to bite me. Sometimes it seemed like I caused chaos in my forcefield, in my domain of being, and people like Mr. Ali were the ones who got hurt.

      I couldn’t solve the mystery. But I could do my best to repair the damage.

      Mr. Ali was too much of a gentleman to accept my offer the first time around. “It is not necessary,” he kept saying, waving me away as if he were swatting off flies in the Sahara. “It is not necessary!”

      But Mr. Ali was the last straw. I was flat sick of having things done to people instead of me doing things, taking control. Being able to live, not just react to things, you know?

      Helping Mr. Ali was doing way more for me than it was for him.

      I insisted and eventually he gave in. “Really, you’d be doing me a favor,” I said. “I owe somebody else, and this is the only way I can do a good deed in their memory. Please let me do this.”

      When I put it this way, he finally gave in. “Miss, I thank you, and may God in His mercy bless you.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Ali, I really needed that,” I replied. Secretly, I thought maybe I needed an exorcism, but getting a blessing from an innocent old man was at least a step in the right direction.

      “I’m glad you’re going to be all right, Mr. Ali,” Ms. Pepper said. “This is one of my clients. You can let her in any time, just keep up with our security system. We could call the police if you want.”

      Mr. Ali smiled at that, and his face lit up. Luminous. For a minute I could see the young, energetic man he had once been. “No police. They would be a hindrance, not a help, Miss Amelia.”

      “Quite so. Understood, Mr. Ali.”

      It was only at that belated point that I realized that Amelia Pepper had referred to me as one of her clients. It kind of pissed me off, because it assumed I was hiring her as long as she approved of me, and I was the boss, not her. I was the customer, and the customer is always right, you know?

      But at the same time, I was really grateful and deep down relieved. So far, my attempts at comparison shopping for saviors was only some kind of elaborate game about controlling what was happening to me. And the reality was, I wasn’t controlling anything, I was in a freefall and pretty close to hitting the ground kaboom end of story. Game over.

      So I was glad somebody, anybody, was willing to take on my case. And I could tell right up front that Amelia Pepper, skinny downtown underworld girl, was nobody’s fool.
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      She and I decamped to a bar. We figured safety in numbers, if somebody was going to try something, better to have witnesses. And the two of us were known in the East Village.

      By now, the light had faded and we slipped through the East Village in a silken darkness. That early night always intoxicated me, I always loved that shading into the night. But now it was the most dangerous time, because it was the most ambiguous and ill-defined.

      The closest place was a sports bar, if you wanna believe that, called Packers. It was filled with Con Ed workers, random lost-looking office people, and the occasional wannabe rocker, all huddled in booths and along the bar, tying one on after a long day, or just getting started on a long night.

      I scanned the place with my whole being again the way I always did now. Crowded, but pretty safe. Amelia and I were almost invisible.

      “How long?” she asked as we slid into the last available wooden booth. The surface of the splintery table was sticky with spilled beer and decorated with pretzel crumbs.

      “How long what?”

      We paused as a sturdy waitron emerged with a damp, filthy-looking side towel, to mop up the table and offer us some crumpled, slightly sticky menus. She was tired, and kept going, this lady who was at least seventy, lots of hard-living years.

      If she could keep showing up, I could. The waitron drifted away and I returned my attention to my PI.

      She sat across from me, curled up like a little Persian cat, her eyes cool and appraising. “How long has he beaten you?”

      The world tilted slightly and I braced myself against the sudden vertigo, my palms pressing into the hard wooden seat under me. “Does that really matter?”

      “Yes. Of course it does. I see how you watch for danger, how you twitch with every unexpected sound. My dear, you are a frazzle, and I need to know everything.”

      “You don’t need to know everything,” I protested weakly. “You don’t need to do anything. You work for me, remember? I’m going to give you a job, and you are going to do it. And you are going to get paid, get paid a lot, I promise. I got more money than you would think.”  But not as much as I needed.

      “Ah, I suspect right there is part of your problem, eh?”

      Two beers came.

      We exchanged a long glance.

      Neither of us had ordered them.

      “Don’t look behind you,” Amelia said. “Tell me what he looks like.”

      I almost tossed my cookies, right there. “Ok, him. He’s about six feet tall, a fat slob. Bright red hair, lots of stubble, wears a leather jacket a size too small. Favors high top sneakers.”

      Silence.

      “Let me handle this,” she said.

      And she slid out from behind the table, and sauntered around me, along towards the front of the bar, a fake, reassuring, smile I’d never seen on her face before.

      Given that I’d just met her, that wasn’t the surprising thing. No, what was surprising was how quick she was to act. There was no resistance, no standing at the crossroads.

      She, just went.

      I decided not to turn my head, not to look. Even though it seemed like completely stupid to do that, like the actions of a girl in a horror movie who was about to get chopped up with a machete. Instead, I studied the pitted surface of the table, the labels of the beers.

      My ex hated beer. He was more of a vodka guy. He used to make fun of my beer appreciation, and when things went really bad, he pronounced beer forbidden in our house, like that was going to change anything important.

      The beer in front of me looked like it was painted by Andy Warhol. It was pulsing with life, reflecting on its surface the Christmas lights strung up all along the bar behind me. It was my favorite beer, Dos Equis, and the waitress had helpfully stuck the slice of lime right in the open neck of the bottle.

      It was like a little vacation to Mexico, standing in front of me, daring me to drink it.

      Screw it.

      I grabbed the bottle, squeezed the lime juice into the little water glass the waitron had given me instead of a decent beer glass, and poured the beer in. With a sigh I took a deep breath, promised myself I wouldn’t look behind me.

      Whatever was going down, I was done caring by this point. Mr. Stupid had found me.

      Or to put the matter more plainly, he had found me and he was openly showing himself. He’d been covertly stalking me for months now, getting bolder and bolder, and scaring me more and more. His obsession had boiled over into violence…my god, JoJo. I didn’t have proof, but I didn’t need any, the fear and guilt was enough.

      It was time to stop Mr. Stupid. I had failed, pretty clearly. Ms Pepper, cool as she was, I was concerned was not going to be up to the job.

      But I had to hand it to her…so far, she’d been aces.

      I heard a small crash, a tinkle of broken glass. My whole body froze, bracing for the blow. Inside I cursed myself for not packing heat, or at least bringing a knife along with me like my roommate Miranda had strongly recommended.

      She carried a steak knife around, wrapped in a kitchen towel. Not the most elegant weapon, but way better than nothing, which is what I walked around with.

      I looked at the now-empty beer bottle. Grabbed the neck, and I turned around, twisting in my seat. Trying to keep a low profile, why I don’t know. Maybe the residual desire to fit in, not cause trouble.

      Which was pretty idiotic, if you think about it.

      Amelia and Mr. Stupid were talking at the bar, his back to me. Over his left shoulder, his gaze kept shooting my way, like a nervous tic, and then he realized I’d spotted him.

      Mr. Stupid kept talking, but a deep red flush spread up his face, and his furry left eyebrow started twitching. He tried not to acknowledge me, which was super weird, because wasn’t the whole point of why he was here, was to intimidate me?

      Maybe he was doing some kind of weird comparison shopping of his own. Amelia was quite the looker, maybe she’d convinced him she was just the kind of sucker to be pulled into his world. The kind of sucker I’d been, a lifetime ago, when I’d been young and innocent and stupid.

      I tensed, gripped the neck of the bottle harder.

      It was turning into a kind of covert standoff.

      I slid out of the booth, clutching my beer bottle like a samurai katana. And so I was ready for Mr. Stupid’s signature move, his sleazy doublecross.

      You know, when I was in third grade, my teacher Mrs. Wibley taught us that man is at the apex of the food chain. And she was right about that. Women are not at the apex. Men prey on them.

      But that doesn’t mean women aren’t predators.

      We just need to be craftier than men. More vicious, sometimes, I guess, but maybe what I mean is, we need to bide our time and then when it’s the time, we need to strike.

      His back tensed up, his shoulders rolled back, I saw that asshole make his move, like he’d made on me, a million times before I got the sense in my thick skull to get away before he killed me one day. In the past, hell, even before this day, I would’ve waited for somebody stronger than me to save me.

      Like one of the PIs I’d gone to check out before Amelia, big men who could shut down the other big man who wanted to hurt me. But their protection was not even some kind of flimsy illusion. It just didn’t exist at all.

      Still, Amelia was smaller than me. Maybe there was some guy in this bar who would jump in to save the both of us, but I didn’t have time to find that guy, because Mr. Stupid moved too fast, and he was in the clutch now.

      He reached forward with his right to grab her by the neck and I was expecting him to punch her with his left like he always used to do, but this time I saw the flash of a knife.

      He was escalating, maybe he figured he was in New York, not in Altoona, and life was cheap out here. My blood turned to ice, and all at once, I knew he was the one who’d killed JoJo.

      All of this flashed like lightning through my mind, in a mini-second.

      This was it. Him or me.

      I brought the beer bottle down over his head and slashed my way down the back of his skull. Before he could turn on me, Amelia did some amazing karate-chop move and broke his wrist, the knife clattering from his fingers onto the filthy wooden floor.

      The thing was over almost the second it started. Before anybody around us was even clued into the fact we were locked in battle, Mr. Stupid was down, shrieking, blood from his scalp staining his red hair redder.

      The place exploded into action, the bartender jumping over the bar to restrain him. But we didn’t need his help. It was already finished.

      I looked at Amelia, she looked at me. Without a word, we nodded at each other.

      It was weird, a cosmic mindmeld. In that second we came to an understanding.

      My case was over, before it had even begun, but the story of Amelia Pepper in my life had just begun.

      Amelia could use a handy Gal Friday in the office. A Watson to her Sherlock.

      And I needed a day job so that I wasn’t living one step out of the gutter. The kind of job where I could be a predator, not prey. And where I could maybe set the balance right.

      As Mr. Stupid writhed in a ball at my feet, I knew in the center of my gut I was pursuing a day job career in private investigation. I couldn’t save my friend JoJo, it was too late. But maybe I could stop some other shit from going down. And that was if nothing else a fitting testament to my beloved friend.

      That wasn’t long ago, but it was another life ago too.

      Now, my boss is Amelia Pepper.

      It sounds like a performance name, but that’s fitting, because a PI in the Village in the dawn of 1980s New York City needs to perform, against a backdrop of dirt, crumbling decay, and evil clowns like my ex.

      She gets me, and that is more satisfying than I can express in words. I’m her backup, her chatelaine, her major domo. Nobody gets to Amelia except through me.

      Nobody pays retail in New York. But everybody’s got to pay something.

      The moral of my twisted tale? Forget comparison shopping.

      Only go for the best. Go for me.
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