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There has to be more to life than this, Jane Bright was thinking as she stared dully at the dry brown grass circles in Mrs. Terwilliger’s otherwise immaculate backyard lawn. 

Mrs. Terwilliger smelled of geraniums. That smell came out of a perfume bottle. The yard smelled sweet and flowery too. The light breeze sweeping east to west over a nearby circular patch of pink and white stargazer lilies carried that natural scent to her nostrils.

“It’s the trolls, I’m telling you.” Mrs. Terwilliger tugged at a head of wavy, red hair—the kind that came out of a bottle too— that showed signs of its natural gray. “I don’t know what to do about them.” Her white gardening gloves had seen cleaner days.

“Yes, Mrs. Terwilliger. Trolls.” Jane toed the dry grass with the tip of her shoe. It didn’t take a genius, a master detective or even a master gardener—none of which she was—to figure out this mystery.

Mrs. Terwilliger nodded firmly. Her floppy white-straw hat flapped like a lazy seagull around her head. “There’s more of them than ever. I’m sure new ones are moving into the neighborhood.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jane hurriedly placed her notebook over her mouth to hide a looming yawn. This was not what she had gone to journalism school for. Then again, who went to journalism school anymore? Newspapers were dying. Real journalism was all but dead.

“It’s all the new construction. It is driving the trolls east.” Mrs. Terwilliger grabbed a skinny rake with sturdy green plastic tines and attacked a brown patch of lawn. 

“East?”

“Out of the Everglades. Where they belong.”

Jane pulled her brows together. Wasn’t the Everglades where alligators, herons and panthers belonged?

Then again, if she was a troll and alligators and panthers were roaming loose in her neighborhood, she’d be looking to relocate to a nicer one like the Terwilligers’ roomy estate, too.

“South Florida is done. They ought to stop building.” Scratch scratch scratch. Bits of grass flew as Mrs. Terwilliger vigorously attacked the blemish. “That’s what they ought to do.”

Jane had seen it a thousand times before. The root of Mrs. Terwilliger’s problem was a fungus called rhizoctonia. Not trolls. Better known as brown patch lawn disease, the grass-destroying fungus thrived under hot, humid conditions.

Welcome to Florida. 

As for trolls, Jane wasn’t so sure where they thrived. But she was positive they did not come out after midnight and pee in Mrs. Terwilliger’s garden as she had suggested on Jane’s arrival.

Then again, the woman in question was the wife of the Broward County Times biggest advertiser. And, as Lou Edelstein, the paper’s publisher and editor, liked to remind her each and every time she complained about her assignment, Jane’s main, priority number one, job was to keep the advertisers happy.

Funny, the University of Miami’s Department of Journalism & Media Management hadn’t taught her that. It must have slipped through the cracks in the curriculum.

The Terwilligers had a fancy house in Hidden Acres, a posh neighborhood in Plantation, Florida. The community sat near Sawgrass Mills, the area’s, and possibly the country’s, largest outlet mall. 

Due to the many and regular trips Jane had been making from the Fort Lauderdale office of the Broward County Times to the Terwilligers’ home, she could practically have made the drive blindfolded.

Benjamin Terwilliger owned a chain of laundromats called CLEAN BEE spread across Broward County and dipping across the line into Miami-Dade County. The roofs of their trucks sported yellow- and black-striped bumblebees. 

Mrs. Bethany Terwilliger didn’t give a hoot about dirty laundry. What she wanted was a spotless garden.

“Here’s what I think you should do.” Jane was supposed to be writing up stories and taking accompanying photos for the newspaper’s Gardening and Southern Living section. Instead, she was doling out advice on how to eradicate troll pee stains from this woman’s backyard. “Be sure to water early, not in the evening. What sort of fertilizer are you using on the lawn?”

“I’ll have to ask the gardener.” Mrs. Terwilliger frowned. “I hope he understands me. My Spanish is poor and his English is atrocious.”

“I understand. Tell—” Jane paused. “What’s your gardener’s name?”

“His name?” Mrs. Terwilliger’s mouth fell open. A bee threatened to explore her esophagus but she shut it again as it approached her pink, wet tongue. 

“Never mind. It’s not important. Tell your gardener he might want to try applying a fungicide.”

A thin line of sweat formed along Mrs. Terwilliger’s forehead at the hairline. She wiped it away with the side of her glove. “You think that will keep the trolls away, Jane?”

“Yes,” Jane lied. “Trolls don’t like fungicide. It’s a well-known fact.”

Mrs. Terwilliger beamed. “That is a relief.”

“I’ll write this story up when I get back to my desk,” Jane promised. She had already taken several close-up shots of the brown patches in the expansive backyard. 

“How soon will you publish?”

“The article should appear in the paper in about two weeks’ time.” And Lou Edelstein, her editor, would be charging Mr. Terwilliger for a full-page, full-color ad for CLEAN BEE on the opposite page. Like he always did. 

Mr. Terwilliger, Jane decided some time ago, was a saint.

Jane was already mentally composing her story. She would write an article giving her readers insight into brown patch lawn disease. Not trolls. 

Bethany Terwilliger, Jane had learned, never read the articles, she simply liked seeing her name in print and bragging to all her friends about it. Jane always put Mrs. Terwilliger’s name in the first paragraph.

Still, Jane thought, adjusting the car window visor as she headed east into the sun, there had to be something better out there.
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“Don’t get me wrong.” Jane was back at her desk. Lou Edelstein hovered over her shoulder, decaf coffee in hand. Both his wife and his doctor had pressured him into giving up caffeine. Owning the paper gave him jitters enough, according to his wife, Pepper, who was forever urging him to sell up and retire to, of all places, New Jersey. 

Of course, that’s where the Edelstein children and grandchildren lived. So it sort of made sense, but Jane wouldn’t move to New Jersey for anything or anybody. Not that there was anything wrong with New Jersey.

If you liked snow, which she did not. And congestion, which was even worse in parts of NJ than it was in South Florida.

“Mrs. Terwilliger is sweet but nuts.” Jane nudged her PC’s mouse with her fingers, bringing her computer out of its sleep. “Like a Mister Goodbar.”

“You just write it up and make Bethany look good.”

“I always do, Lou.”

Lou was a small man, made smaller by the passing of time. His hair had thinned, the skin around his eyes drooped. His flesh was pale. Lou and his wife avoided the sun like it was a cosmic plague. Jane never understood why they had moved to Florida. When she’d asked, Lou’s answer had been “Because that’s what everybody was doing.” 

Lou had made a small fortune in the newspaper business, as he liked to say, by starting with a large one—that one inherited from his father who had been a successful clothier with a factory in NYC’s garment district.

Lou pressed his fingers into her shoulder. “Make sure you include Mrs. Terwilliger’s photo. Ad revenue is down month-to-date.”

“Yes, Lou.” She removed Lou’s fingers from her person. “Can’t you give me something bigger to work on?”

“You mean like the annual Fairchild Gardens spread?” Lou slurped his decaf and adjusted the window shade. This time of day the sunlight was harsh and glaring.

The Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden was twenty minutes south in Coral Gables. It was big—and lush and wonderful—but it was not what Jane had in mind. “I mean big as in that story about the vice mayor taking bribes from that healthcare company exec in Oakland Park.”

Lou waved his fat hand in the air. “Eduardo has got that covered.” 

“Eduardo couldn’t properly line a bird cage with the Sunday funnies.” Not that she had anything against the swarthy but slick reporter, but Eduardo Sanchez was far more interested in chasing the ladies than he was in chasing down a news story.

Lou tapped some papers on her desk. “You stick to the stories I assign you.”

“Yes, Lou,” sighed Jane.
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James dragged himself outside. 

It was midday. The downtown streets were busy this time of day, littered with the gainfully employed. 

Staring balefully up at the glittering high rises with a frown on his face, he couldn’t get the pug-faced club owner out of his mind. The man had been condescending and cold. “Yes,” he said. “You can perform in the Banana Reef Bar & Grill.” 

“No,” he added, “I won’t pay you a single red cent. You can work for tips,” Mr. Pug-Face had said. “Like everybody else does. So long as you play plenty of Jimmy Buffett tunes.” Mr. Margaritaville was popular with the locals.

Singing about cheeseburgers was not James’ idea of paradise.

After declining the less than generous offer, James had dejectedly hauled himself off the rust-pitted chrome barstool with its torn green vinyl top that stuck to his pants like gluey flypaper and declined the offer. 

Waitresses earned more in tips than musicians. He knew that from experience. Playing for three solid hours for a handful of pocket change wasn’t going to pay his mounting bills.

Mr. Pug-Face should have named his joint Stale Beer & Body Odor rather than the Banana Reef. That’s what it had smelled like, James reflected, not ripe tropical fruit. 

Mostly armpit sweat.

The downtown Fort Lauderdale bar had been his last hope. What few live music venues there were wanted mostly younger faces. The hotels wanted monkey-suited piano players who’d mindlessly cover Piano Man night after night for the out-of-town mojito sippers. 

The city-sized cruise ships plying the shark-infested offshore waters wanted slick Vegas-style performers with big phony smiles. Shipboard sharks, men and women alike, were looking for somebody to share their beds or change a light bulb for them.

No, thanks. That wasn’t his scene. Plus, he got seasick easily.

But what to do?

The money was practically all gone. Needing to free up some cash, he’d been living on the proceeds from the sale of his Ocean Palm condo. When that money ran out, he was reduced to renter status. With his kid brother as his landlord, to boot.

He needed something and something quick.

It was another sweltering summer afternoon. This being Florida, there was nothing extraordinary about that. 

In fact, James was pretty sure the bright, muggy conditions were responsible for creating all the crazy in Florida—the same way the dark and dusty corners in kitchen cabinets seemed to create cockroaches out of nothingness.

The heavily traveled and stickered black guitar case dangling by the leather-wrapped handle gripped in the fingers of his left hand felt like a hunk of sculpted lead. It was as if rather than hauling around his prized Martin guitar, he was hauling a freshly landed 200-pound Marlin billfish. He shifted the case to his other side. 

Maybe a 250-pound Florida Marlins third baseman. 

“Hi!” A very sexy blonde with a coppery tan and blue eyes that could suck your soul up through a straw without once blinking was holding up a sign. “Act now,” she said with hope and cheer.

James paused. The guitar case banged against his knee. “Excuse me?” He squinted into the sun, unable to find his sunglasses. Had he left them back at the bar? If so, they could stay there. His dignity wouldn’t let him step back inside the Banana Reef. 

The blonde glanced at her sign then at James. “Act now.” She struggled to hold on to her optimism.

The stiff red cardboard sign was about 18 inches long and 12 inches tall. The front side read: Act Now.

The back side read: Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection. 

“The first class is free,” explained the blonde. By way of comparison to the sign she held, the curvy young woman was about 5 foot 4 inches tall and as perfectly proportioned as any woman in his dreams had ever been. 

Unlike her sign, there was no writing on her skin at all. None that was visible, anyway. In the current tattoo renaissance, there was no telling what lay beneath her clothes. It didn’t hurt to imagine.

“I’m Cindi. With an i.”

“I’m baffled.” James held up his guitar. “With a guitar case.” 

She appeared nonplussed rather than amused. Pity, it had been a clever line too. He was going to have to use it again. On somebody with a sense of humor.

The woman gave no sign of moving out of his path. James went around her, carefully dodging two men in dark power suits as he did so.

“I love the guitar!” she called after him.

James slowly turned around. Her dress was cobalt blue and wasn’t hiding a thing. Her heels were red and lifted her two or three inches off the ground. “I love it too. That was my mistake.”

He set the butt of his guitar case on the sidewalk and rested his elbow on the top end. “What are you selling?”

She ran her finger along the words on the sign as if reading from a cue card. “Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection. Mr. Bruno says to tell everyone that the first class is free.” 

Despite the heat and humidity, she sounded as perky as she looked.

“School of Detection? What is that exactly? Something to do with ESP? Magic classes?”

“I’m not sure. I think the guy who hired me is a PI.”

“A private investigator?”

She blinked and warmed him with her smile. “I think that’s right. My job is just to hold up the sign.”

“No just about it. You are doing a great job.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I really do. Good luck.”

“Wait!” She gripped his shoulder. “Aren’t you going to check it out?”

“Well...” Meaning not likely.

“Please?”

“A PI school?”

“Yes. Hardly anybody has shown any interest. You are like the first person to even stop this afternoon. Mr. Bruno says he might fire me if he doesn’t see some response to the advertising.” She batted her long eyelashes. “I really need this job.”

“What do I have to do?”

She bent to a pill-shaped yellow purse nestled against the red brick wall of the real estate office occupying the entire ground floor, showing a length of leg in the process. She extracted a pack of gray and white business cards held together with a green rubber band. 

She plucked one from the deck and handed it to James. “All you have to do is show up.” She pressed her brows together. “I guess.”

“Yeah, we guess.” James scratched his temple with the edge of the business card. “There’s no address. Not even a phone number.”

“Turn it over.”

He flipped the card over. More words. He read: It’s up to you to find us. Find us if you can.

James looked up and down the busy sidewalk. “Is this for real? Is this some kind of gag?”

“No,” she said breathily. “At least, I don’t think so.” Cindi’s forehead wrinkled ever so slightly. “Mr. Caliostro told me it’s like a test.”

“No hidden cameras?” James thought he saw some funny movement in the office building across the street. Were those guys in that cubicle watching them? Were he and Cindi with an i being filmed? Were those guys in the office window getting close-ups of his puzzled reactions so they could replay the scene for the whole world later on YouTube?

Not if he had anything to say about it.

“No. Scout’s honor.” She placed a hand over her heart. Finely-manicured fingers drew him closer into her sphere. He smelled something flowery and alluring coming from the region of her neck. 

“I’ll tell you a secret,” she stage-whispered while motioning with her sign to a narrow concrete stairs that cut into the side of the building. “It’s up those steps.”

James took a look. Sure enough, he discovered a sign painted on the wall in bold blue lettering: 

Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection. 

Bruno Caliostro, PI to the Stars, Director.

“When’s the next class?”

Cindi visibly brightened. “There’s a new session starting tonight. Seven o’clock.”

That was fast. Faster than he liked to think, let alone act, on any thoughts—good, bad or indifferent.

“If you go, please give Mr. Bruno the card I gave you. Tell him I sent you. He promised me a twenty-dollar bonus for every new student I bring in.”

“I tell you what, I’ll think about it.” James slipped the card into his breast pocket. “Will you be there?”

“Me? No. I’m a model. And an actress. That is, I want to be an actress.”

James promised again to think about it as Cindi with an i went bouncing off in search of fresh pedestrians to lasso.

James’ thoughts lingered more on Cindi with an i than they did Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection. If she had promised to be there, he might have given the class a second thought. 

As it was, he’d left college after two years of law school, hadn’t looked back and didn’t see school of any kind in his future. 

As he had tried to explain to his much-disappointed parents, and his brother, and his brother’s wife, school was not his thing. Their beagle, Pete, was the only member of the family who seemed to understand. Dogs were good that way.

If James had a dog, which he did not, both he and the canine would agree to skip dog obedience class.

The guitar at James’ side was a 1966 Martin D-28, a gift from his mom and dad on graduating college. It had been nice of them not to demand it back the day he dropped out of law school.

Nineteen sixty-six, that was the year of Yellow Submarine, Good Vibrations and These Boots are Made for Walking. 

“And that’s just what I’ll do.” James entertained the bemused passers-by with a poor impression of Nancy Sinatra as he followed the sidewalk to the little street where he’d tucked his car not quite legally in front of a fire hydrant. He wasn’t worried. In his experience, the city rarely towed vehicles from the downtown streets. 

Besides, he was lucky that way. A small ray of sunshine in an otherwise cloudy life.
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It was a short drive from downtown Ft. Lauderdale to Pompano Beach. James’ current home was one half of a small duplex with a concrete tile roof and stucco walls. In its latest incarnation, it held a sloppy baby blue paint job done some time ago. He had helped his brother paint it in exchange for knocking a few bucks off the rent for three months. Rust stains, caused by the iron in the water, climbed the walls and green mold rushed down to meet it from the eaves. 

The window shutters, more decorative than functional, glowed brilliant yellow. If a hurricane hit and, this being the Florida coast, it would, the shutters would make great blades, slicing the air at 80 mph and removing the heads from anybody foolish enough to be outdoors running around in the middle of a hurricane. 

Again, this being Florida, there would always be a fool or two running around in the middle of a hurricane for no good reason at all—mostly to brag that they had done it and survived.

James pulled his little Nissan into the sandy yard and killed the engine. A shiny, late-model black BMW convertible sat up close to the front door. He knew the car and its owner well. 

James listened for several minutes to the tick-tick-tick of his car’s motor cooling and his heart beating before reluctantly moving along.

Sure enough, Roger was waiting in the living room. At least he had come alone.

“Hey, bro.” James’ brother waved from the sofa. There was a cold beer in his hand and his heels were attached to the coffee table.

James said hello and went straight to the fridge. Settling his guitar case on the kitchen table, he extracted a cold can of dark beer. He drank it quickly standing behind the green sofa. His eyes flicked to the baseball game on the TV. It was the bottom of the seventh inning and the Marlins were losing.

Beer foamed out of the can and dribbled down the back of the sofa. No sweat. The only thing good about the sofa was that he could, and had, spilled just about everything including pea soup on it and no one was any the wiser.

If all furniture was food- and drink-colored, the world would be a better place.

The brothers bore a strong family resemblance. The same noses and cheekbones, brown eyes and thick brown hair. But that was where things diverged.

Roger liked to point out that he stood an inch taller than James’ own six-one. His brother was also four years younger, fitter, more successful and, if James was totally honest with himself, quite possibly smarter.

A commercial for senior diapers interrupted their brotherly quality time. Roger swung his head around. “It’s the end of the month. You got the rent?” His feet fell from the coffee table. “I mean, I am sorry to ask but Sheryl insisted.”

James fell into the matching chair. “Sorry. Not yet.” 

The duplex’s best feature was the weedy canal out back. Its worst feature was that his brother and sister-in-law owned the place. Then again, he’d been more or less squatting for months, so who was he to complain?

Roger shook his head. “Sheryl isn’t going to be happy.”

“Is Sheryl ever happy?” James rose, grabbed two more beers and tossed one to his brother. 

“No comment. I’ve got to hit the road.” 

“Give my love to Sheryl.”

“Very funny.” Roger set the beer on the table. “Fine. I’ll bail you out. Again.” Brushing potato chip crumbs from his trousers to the purple area rug the last tenant had left behind, he stuffed the can of beer in his pocket. For later. 

“My CPA thinks I’m crazy to keep paying your rent on my property through my business account.” Roger scooped his car keys from the little table next to the front door. “Sheryl, on the other hand, will divorce me if she finds out.”

“Are you kidding?” James followed him onto the porch. “Sheryl is my number one cheerleader.”

Roger snorted as he settled himself down in black leather luxury behind the wheel of the BMW. “Dream on, James. Dream on.”

Roger’s wife of seven years, Sheryl, had had it in for James from the beginning. She considered James the black sheep of the family, made worse because he was the big brother. She was constantly berating him. Being the older of the Stewart boys, she felt it was incumbent upon James to set a good example for Roger.

“Mom likes me,” James said. “Just ask her.” Their parents were retired and had moved to an expat community in Belize. If Roger wanted confirmation, it would take a long distance call. The folks were on a no-computer kick. That meant no Skype.

“Likes me better,” came Roger’s usual comeback. “What am I going to tell Sheryl about the rent?”

“Tell her I’m working on it,” James shouted as his brother maneuvered the BMW around his Nissan. 

Roger braked. “You want me to lie? Again?”

“No. This is legit. I’m working on something new.” He fished the business card from his shirt and waved it in the air.

Roger’s head loomed over the windshield. “What’s that?”

“A new business opportunity,” James said. “I’ll tell you about it later.” 

“I can’t wait,” Roger said unconvincingly before roaring off.
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James showered and threw on a fresh pair of jeans and a blue chambray shirt. Stomach rumbling to remind him that he hadn’t eaten since before noon, James snatched an overripe Valencia orange from the lowest branch of the neglected tree in the front yard to eat in the car on his way downtown. 

He parked in a gravel and dirt lot beside some railroad tracks. The Edsel Building served as home to various businesses besides the detective school. Many of these, judging by the placard dangling on a chain nailed to the brick on the front of the three-story building, appeared to be nefarious or insubstantial at best. 

James scratched his head. What was Monkey Shoes, Inc.? And how did an enterprise that boasted it still rented both beta and VHS tapes keep its doors open?

Climbing the narrow stairs to the single red door standing ajar, he went inside.

A mismatch of battered folding chairs, old office swivel chairs and long, chipped tables filled the room. To his right, hunkered a cheap cherry veneer desk littered with papers, books and a PC that looked remarkably newer than anything else in the room. Mounted side-by-side to the wall behind the desk, a whiteboard and a similar-sized blackboard loomed.

A cloth navy blue Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection banner hung from one side of the low ceiling to the other.

The boxy room air conditioning unit hanging precariously out the single window emitted an electronic hum. It was either broken or somebody’s idea of ideal room temperature was 85 degrees Fahrenheit.

“Are you here for the class?” Inside the door to his right, a pretty woman about his age sat behind a small desk. She held a clipboard in her hand. 

“Yeah. I guess so.” 

“You guess so?” She arched a dark judgmental brow. “Or you are so?”

What a piece of work. 

James had half a mind to turn around and go home. But he had come this far. It couldn’t hurt to spend an hour here. And Cindi with an i would earn her twenty-dollar bonus. He wondered how many of the others in the classroom were here at her behest. Cindi could be cleaning up.

“Yes. Here for the class. Cindi sent me. She said to give you this.” He handed her the business card Cindi had given him. 

She gave the card a funny look.

“This is the School of Detection, isn’t it?” James asked. It looked more the sort of place where miscreant high schoolers hung out for after-school detention. He’d been there, done that.

“Thank you.” She tossed the business card into her gaping purse. “Sign in, please.” Her voice was all frost and ice. 

Pity the attitude. She was attractive, with bright green eyes, thick chocolatey brown hair and pale skin. 

“Then find an empty seat.” 

“No problem.” There were far more seats than people.

James scribbled his name across the sign-in sheet and took a seat between two others, an overweight man in a cheap blue suit and a young kid with pimples and a sunburnt nose.

At the sound of wheezing and the thud of approaching steps, all heads, but for the receptionist’s, turned to the open door. 

After a quiet moment, broken only by a bout of uncontrollable coughing, a top-heavy man with broad, sloping shoulders and narrow hips, fell into the stuffy room. He wore a buttery yellow button-down shirt with significant sweat stains under the arms and pleated tan trousers. The dull brown penny loafers swaddling his wide feet were missing their pennies. 

“We ready?” he asked the young lady at the front desk.

She handed him the clipboard. “This is it.”

With a final rasping cough in a vain attempt to dislodge whatever it was that had stuck in his throat, the man turned to the eight of them in attendance. His lips moved silently as he took a head count. Satisfied, he clapped his hands loudly. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

James noticed that this was the embodiment of the man in the gold-framed picture fixed to the wall between the blackboard and whiteboard. He had a triangular face, more hair than most men his age—which James was pegging at near sixty—and a squat, fleshy nose. 

Did private investigators get punched in the face a lot? If so, he was adding that factoid to the list of reasons he should drop out. And soon.

James didn’t like getting punched. And he liked his nose the way it was.

Bruno Caliostro’s ruddy cheeks sported the same humungous mutton chop sideburns that Elvis Presley had flaunted in the seventies.

“I’m Bruno Caliostro, PI to the stars!” He hitched a hand under his belt. “Tonight, I am going to—” The detective frowned as a hand flew up in the audience.

“Can you tell us some of the celebrities you’ve worked for?” inquired the redheaded kid to James’ left.

The man loomed over the table. “Who are you?”

“Arthur Montgomery, sir,” squeaked the kid in the red-and-white gingham shirt and blue jeans. 

Arthur Montgomery looked like he belonged in a remedial high school English class, not a detective school for grownups.

“Do you know Miami Sound Machine, Artie?”

“It’s Art. Or Arthur,” the young man corrected. “No, I am not familiar with Miami Sound Machine, sir.”

Mr. Caliostro snarled unhappily and scratched the top of his head. “Gloria Estefan, Artie?”

The young man struggled to conjure up an answer and failed. 

A strong voice came from the table behind us. “Gloria Estefan. I love her music.”

James swung back for a look. A Hispanic woman with short-cropped hair and dark eyes with long, curly lashes glared back. She was shy of James’ age and primly held a pen in one hand. A brand new notebook sat on the table in front of her. 

James had brought nothing to class. Not even an apple for teacher.

“Precisely.” Bruno smiled to show his pleasure. “I worked for Ms. Estefan on a very confidential case.”

The woman to James’ right leaned into him. She had taken the seat at the front row table with James, between him and the big guy in the shiny blue pinstriped suit. “I heard he found her poodle for her.”

James turned and stared. This speaker was a large woman with a double chin, wearing a flowery muumuu. Colorful beads circled her neck and both wrists. 

“Lost the poor thing shopping at the Neiman Marcus in Coral Gables,” she added thickly.

The large man in the shiny suit snorted. James kept his mouth shut because Bruno Caliostro was looking murderously at all three of them.

“Please hold your questions until the break.” Mr. Caliostro snatched a wooden pool cue that had stood in the army-green metal trashcan beside the desk. He proceeded to wave it about, utilizing it as a pointer as he pontificated.

James learned that about Bruno Caliostro quickly. He didn’t talk. He pontificated. 

The next hour and a half passed in a funky haze. Most of the class seemed to drift in and out of consciousness as Bruno Caliostro offered them an introduction into the world of the private investigator. James snuck looks every few minutes at his smartphone. Time was passing at a glacial pace. 

Bruno Caliostro dimmed the lights and showed slides on an ancient black projector. The cone of light highlighted every mote of dust. He followed this display with a short film on the history of private detection beginning with the Pinkertons. 

Boring. 

The only thing worth looking at was the receptionist in the tan skirt and white blouse seated at the desk near the entrance. She paid Caliostro no attention, too busy looking at who knew what on her smartphone throughout his presentation. No doubt she’d heard it a million times before.

Finally, mercifully, the introductory class was over. 

James yawned as he waited in line for what was to be his exit interview. And exit was all he was itching to do.

Mr. Caliostro wanted five minutes at his desk with each potential student before they left. James impatiently waited his turn. The way he saw it, Cindi with an i owed him big time. 

Finally, Arthur Montgomery, carrying a new spiral-bound book in his hand and a dazed look on his face, stumbled out the door and into the night. “See you next class.”

James smiled. “Not a chance,” he said under his breath.

Caliostro waved him over. “Have a seat, Mister—?”

“James Stewart.”

Caliostro’s brows went up. James couldn’t blame him.

“Like the actor that had that invisible rabbit for a best friend? What did he call it?” Caliostro leaned back in his swivel chair and swiveled. “Herman?”

“Harvey. Same as the name of the movie. Yes, that James Stewart. What can I say? My folks have a sense of humor. But to be clear, I do not see invisible rabbits. At least, not regularly. Even if I did, I’m not sure how useful he’d prove to be on stakeouts.” 

Funny, there had been Major League ballplayer for a handful of years with the name James Stewart. He’d played with a number of clubs, including the Chicago Cubs and the White Sox. Nobody ever mistook him for that guy.

“Interesting.” Bruno Caliostro yanked open the upper right-hand drawer of his desk, twisted the white lid off a bottle of lime-green pills and popped one. “So, James, why are you interested in becoming a private investigator?”

“To be honest,” James squirmed. “I’m not quite sure. I have been looking for a new direction in life.” 

Or maybe life was demanding a new direction of him. Either way, what he’d said was not a lie.

Bruno Caliostro ran James through the same list of preliminary questions that he’d asked the other potential students, including whether he was a US citizen or legal resident, had a criminal record, was of good moral character, had a history of illegal drug use, alcoholism or mental illness.

James answered all to his satisfaction—as for honestly, that was debatable.

“What else have you done?”

“You mean jobs?”

“Yeah.” Bruno Caliostro scooted closer and planted his elbows on the desk. “Anything related to investigatory work?”

“Does searching for the lost chord count?” An obscure Moody Blues reference.

Bruno Caliostro frowned. “Do you like adventure?”

“Maybe. Sort of.” Frankly, he wasn’t sure.

“Huh.” Bruno Caliostro tapped the sharp end of his pencil against the desk, leaving an array of tiny gray dots in the wood surface that looked remarkably like a pixillated raccoon clinging to a pogo stick. “What about puzzles?”

“Puzzles?” James repeated, puzzled by the question.

“Yeah, do you like solving them?”

“I like doing the USA Today crossword. Does that count?”

“No, no. I’m talking about real puzzles, involving real people. Mystery, intrigue—”

“Who’s cheating on who?”

“Yeah.” Bruno shrugged. “There is that.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Hey, it pays the bills. Besides, tailing some of those cheating spouses can be a real hoot.”

“I’ll bet.”

Bruno Caliostro retrieved his bottle of pills and popped a second one. 

“Should you be taking so many of those?” scolded the receptionist. She handed him a glass of water to wash it down then retreated to her desk without waiting for a reply. 

“Thanks, honey.” Mr. Caliostro ran his moist tongue over his lips. “Any other special skills, James? How are you with computers?”

“I can hold my own.”

“Do any photography?”

“No, not really.”

“And you say you’re a college graduate?”

“Yes, sir. I did have two years of law school, in addition.”

Bruno Caliostro brightened. “That’s something. That’s a real bonus. Some of these folks, the only previous experience they have is watching TV cop shows.” 

“Do you reject them?”

“You mean turn them down?” Bruno Caliostro sounded aghast. “James, I don’t turn any wannabe student down. It wouldn’t be ethical.”

Or profitable, thought James, cynically.

“Ready to sign up?”

“How much is the tuition?” James hesitated to tell him the truth that he’d only come as a favor to a woman he didn’t even know.

Bruno Caliostro, in his earlier overview to the class on the PI business in Florida, had explained that applicants for a Class C Private Investigator’s License in Florida must have two years of experience. The majority of applicants opt to apply for licensure as a Class CC Private Investigator Intern first. 

“You remember what I said before? Prior to applying for the intern license, you gotta complete at least forty hours of professional training pertaining to private investigation and Chapter 493 of the Florida Statutes? Offered by an accredited school?”

“Yes.” Barely.

“Forty hours. That’s the law. But forty hours isn’t good enough, James.” Bruno Caliostro shook his head as if it were a very sad thing indeed.

“It isn’t?”

“Nope. The PI game is competitive. Very, very competitive. But,” he said, meaningfully twisting the solid gold watch around his wrist, “it can also be very, very lucrative. I’d be doing you and all my students a disservice if I didn’t offer them the absolute best education possible.” 

Bruno Caliostro paused a moment to let that fact sink in. “So I don’t insist on forty hours? No, siree. What do I do?”

James waited for the answer.

“Do I double it? No, sir.” Bruno banged his fist on the desk. His PC monitor went plummeting over the edge of the desk. James snatched it before it smashed his toes into pudding. 

“Thanks,” Bruno said. He set the monitor to one side, looping the cord around his index finger and holding tight. “No, James. I quintuple it.”

“Quintuple it. Right.”

“That’s six hundred and fifty hours of professional investigatory training.”

James suppressed a frown. He was no accountant but he was pretty sure the numbers did not add up.

“For one very, very low price.” 

“Which is?” They had finally circled back to James’ original question.

Mr. Caliostro named the price of a small import coupe with all the options. Plus the extended warranty.

James blinked.

“Shall I sign you up?” Not missing the slight hesitation on James’ part, he added, “I’ve got a monthly payment plan. Super low interest.”

“Define super low interest.” James squirmed. The noose was tightening around his financial neck.

“That’s difficult to say. It’s pegged to the prime rate but I don’t charge a cent more than the bank charges me. Plus, there is no application fee and, as a student of Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection, you won’t have to fill out any papers. You qualify.”

James had a feeling that anybody, dead or alive, would qualify.

Figuring he could always call and cancel the contract tomorrow, James said, “Okay, I’m game.” Cindi with an i would get her twenty-dollar commission and he’d get on with finding a real job. Which meant probably having to sell cars on his brother’s lot like Roger had been bugging him to do. 

Oh joy. 

“Excellent.” Caliostro pointed to the signature line on the first page. “Sign here.”

James signed then quickly flipped through the pages of the contract, skimming a phrase here and there. There was no point reading the school’s contract. The font size was far too small for any human to make out—not to mention the precious time it would have taken him to read the thing cover to cover. 

At Bruno Caliostro’s instruction, James quickly initialled the bottom of each page and put his signature once more and the day’s date on the last. 

“One copy is for you,” explained Bruno Caliostro, sliding it across the desk. “The other is for our records.” 

“Thanks.” He eyed the contract. “Out of curiosity, how much is this going to cost me on a monthly basis?”

“Next to nothing, James.” Bruno Caliostro scooped up his copy of the contract and shoved it in a drawer atop a pile of others.

“How next?” Not that it mattered. James had had a hard time staying awake through the intro. He’d never survive a second class.

“We can talk about that at the next class.” Mr. Caliostro answered slickly. He grabbed two spiral-bound books identical to those he’d handed the others and laid them on the desk between them. The sheet of paper stuck in the plastic sleeve on the front of the top one read Bruno Caliostro’s School of Detection: Volume 1, Class Handbook. 

The book was a solid two inches thick. 

Volume 2 proclaimed itself to be an exercise book.

James frowned at the materials. That equalled four inches of sheer hell.

Bruno Caliostro slid the books towards James. “I don’t expect you to memorize anything. Yet.” He chuckled. “But read chapter one for Thursday. And do the first set of exercises. That’s pages one through three in Volume 2.”

“Thursday?” James pushed his copy of the contract inside the school binder.

“That’s our next class.” Bruno Caliostro smiled. “You are now an official private investigator in training.”

“Do I get a school jersey and a class ring?”

“You have an interesting sense of humor, James.” Bruno Caliostro tented his fingers and studied him. “I’m not sure that will be of benefit to you as a private detective. This is a serious business. Our clients depend on us for our skills, discretion and gravitas.”

“Gravitas. Of course, sorry.” James seriously wanted to get out of there. 

“And if you wanna be a detective, you’re gonna need a haircut.” 

James’ hands went automatically to his skull. “I am?”

“Getting a little bushy around the ears there. A good operative must be innocuous, unremarkable and blend in with his surroundings.”

“Right.” This from a man with sideburns the size and shape of Delaware. 
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James had been the last student remaining to be interviewed. The receptionist offered a stiff good night, a whiff of Chanel, then locked the door behind him. 

The sky was a spatter of black and white. The street was deserted. James shambled back to the gravel lot around the corner of the Edsel Building. He figured he would stop at a drive-thru joint and enjoy what was left of his night with a burger and a beer out on his back deck overlooking the narrow canal. 

Maybe play a little guitar if the iceberg next door didn’t get on his case. Iceberg was the pet name James and Roger had for the woman renting the other half of the duplex. If she ever cracked a smile, he was pretty sure her face would shatter as quickly and completely as a mirror hit with a hardened-steel hammer.

The parking lot was quiet. A steel chain with finger-thick links blocked the entrance. Steel eyebolts driven into sturdy wooden posts securely held each end of the dangling chain.

“What the—”

There was no sign of his car.

He cursed, stomped in a circle, and cursed some more.

He angrily tugged at the chain to no avail. 

A deliveryman just wrapping up his shift stopped his truck at the curb. 

“What’s the problem?” asked the driver, leaning toward the open passenger side window. He had close-cropped hair and smelled of fresh-baked bread.

“They towed my car.” James pointed to the metal warning sign at the entrance to the lot, the one he had ignored and which read Towing Enforced, followed by the usual scare tactic, pseudo-legalese mumbo-jumbo. The name Smiley’s Towing Service and a phone number followed.

“That’s a drag,” said the driver.

“Tell me about it.” James folded his spiral-bound books under his arm. It was going to be an expensive night. Surely, they didn’t tow cars after business hours. “I’m hoping it’s a mistake.”

With the driver watching, James punched in the telephone number of the towing service on his smartphone. It went straight to voicemail. “No answer.” He thrust his phone in his pocket. “What kind of sadist names their towing service Smiley’s?”

“Smiley’s? That’s that yard up the tracks at the corner of Dixie and Carter.” The driver gestured for James to get in. “I’m off duty. Come on, I’ll drop you off.”

“Thanks.”

A mile up the railroad tracks, the driver deposited James outside a one-story building with white vinyl siding and a black shingled roof. The small parking lot in front sat deserted. An eight-foot chain link fence created an impassable barricade to the larger lot that circled behind the building and faded into the distance. 

For anybody even thinking about climbing up and over that tall fence, the nasty ribbon of razor-sharp wire running along the top of the fence was bound to make them think twice.

A big yellow and red smiley face hung over the front door, rotating slowly round and round—its fatuous smile mocking him. 

James saw no trace of his car. The door to Smiley’s stood to the right with windows to the left. James stepped inside. He found a heavyset man wheezing behind a desk, a cigarette in one hand and a cellphone in the other. 

“Hold on!” the man barked into his phone. “You want something?” he demanded of James.

“You towed my car.” The cramped and cluttered interior was icy cold. The air conditioner hummed in a desperate attempt to maintain the arctic temperature. James was surprised not to see icicles hanging off the overworked unit and from the man’s nostrils.

“Call you back.” The man at the desk slammed the cellphone down on a thick blue ledger and climbed out of his chair. He wasn’t tall, but he was big. His face was wide and his nose was flat. Like Kansas. Crow-black hair spilled over his ears. 

“What kind of car you got?” He blew out a puff of warm smoke and coughed on the fumes.

James described his Nissan. 

“Ain’t seen it. Could be out on a truck yet.”

“Can you find out?”

“I’m closing for the day. In fact, it’s past closing time. How about you come back in the morning, buddy?” The man marched to the front door and threw it open. “We’ll fix you up then. Bring your checkbook. Three percent surcharge for credit.”

“Listen,” James said, “I need my car. Your operator shouldn’t have towed it. I was parked over at the Edsel Building after hours.”

“The Edsel Building? Down by the tracks?”

“That’s right.”

“There ain’t no after hours at that lot.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one up with a cheap plastic lighter. With his back against the door, he asked “Didn’t you read the sign? You gotta have a sticker to park there. Twenty-four seven.”

A tow truck rumbled into the parking lot. 

“That your car?” asked the man.

James poked his head outside. “No. That’s a Buick.” A maroon Buick hung off the back of the tow truck like the catch of the day. This guy ran a tow company and he didn’t even know one make from another?

“So it is.” The man stepped out and said something to the driver. When he turned around, James was standing inches away.

“I am not leaving here without my car.”

The man flicked his cigarette. “Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not. You had no right to tow me.”

“You hear that, Adam?” he said to the burly tow truck driver.

“No. Tell me again, boss.” His mustachioed companion, Adam, smirked. The tan shirt struggling to contain him had the Smiley’s logo stitched to the pocket. The shirt was loosely tucked into greasy brown trousers. He held a stainless steel travel mug in his meaty hand like a modern day club.

“This man tells me I got no right to tow his car.” He chuckled. “Mister, I own this place and I got a business license on the wall inside that tells me I’ve got every right.” 

He thumped his finger against James’ chest. “Now, you’d best get off my property before I call the authorities and have you towed away!”

The owner and the tow truck driver stood shoulder to shoulder.

“You haven’t heard the last from me,” warned James. He didn’t normally let things get under his skin, but this guy was too much.

James marched off before he did something stupid.
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Tucking his detective school books under his arm—tempted to hurl them as far as he could but knowing that, with his luck, a cop would be passing and he’d get ticketed for littering—he followed the railroad tracks back the way he had come. 

Hopefully, Bruno Caliostro and his assistant would still be upstairs at the School of Detection. Maybe he could bum a ride back to his place with one of them.

He should have thought of that earlier instead of wasting his time at Smiley’s.

A couple of upper floor lights glowed in the Edsel Building. A blue van sat parked on the street outside. James remembered seeing it earlier. He worked his way towards the building.

Beep! Beep!

James turned to see who was honking. The driver of a shiny black Jeep Wrangler minus roof and doors had pulled off the road near him.

“Hey, Guitar Guy!”

James found a smile. Not that it was easy with a hole where his car used to be. “Cindi with an i.” He approached the Jeep. “What brings you here?”

“I was passing by. Curious to see if anybody I handed a card out to showed up.” She wore the same clingy blue dress James had first met her in. “What about you? Did you go to the School of Detection?” A shiny red leather shoe pressed down on the brake pedal.

“I did.”

“Thanks!” Cindi appeared genuinely pleased. She drew her brows together. “Need a ride?”
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