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Chapter 1
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The victim, if you could call her that, lay on the floor in front of the ornate Victorian fireplace. A gash ran from just below her right ear, down through her white corseted top and through the folds of a white ball gown. 

Taking a pair of latex gloves from inside my jacket, I knelt beside her. I traced the gash down through the length of the painting, stopping at the cut in the carved wooden frame. If the cops got called into this, I didn’t want my fingerprints on anything.

“Do you have any idea who could have done this?” I asked.

“None whatsoever. I was out of town for the last few weeks, and when I got home, she was laying right where you see her.” My potential client rocked back and forth on his feet; his hands stuffed in his pockets like some kid trying to lie about breaking a window.

“When did you get home?”

The man pondered the question, which gave me a moment or two to look him over. He was shorter than me—that didn’t happen often—had round horn-rimmed glasses that magnified his eyes, a goatee and an upturned chin that gave the impression of a self-importance. That may have been because he needed to look up to me, but there was fey arrogance in his face that I took an instant dislike to. His suit was pin-striped gray, and his shoes were an incongruent pair black Chuck Taylors with white laces. 

“Yesterday—in the afternoon. Yes, the afternoon. I am in the antiques business as you can tell from my furnishings. I travel extensively, looking for particular pieces for my clients.”

His name was Oliver Lansdown. He moved here about ten years ago and took over one of Fawcettville’s aging Victorian homes and rehabbed it, turning it into a showpiece, regularly featured on the Fawcettville Symphony’s annual Christmas Holiday Parade of Homes. My late wife, Gracie, played cello in the symphony, but we regularly declined to attend that event. Oliver Lansdown creeped Gracie out too.

Me, I’m this town’s only shamus. My name is Niccolo Fitzhugh, and I’ve been in this game since I retired from the police force. The details of how that came about don’t matter right now. I deal mostly in straying spouses and insurance jobs. No judgment, just observe and report. Some days I get paid, sometimes I don’t, but it’s a hell of a living digging up other people’s laundry and hanging it out to dry in a courtroom. 

“Why didn’t you call the police then?” My bullshit meter was beginning to tick.

“I-I didn’t think this was something they would be interested in.”

“This would concern them. Was there any evidence of a break-in?”

“None.”

Tick, tick, tick. My bullshit meter began to sound in my head.

“Anything else missing or destroyed?”

“Nothing.”

Tick, tick tick.

“Why would someone want to walk into your house, pull a painting off the wall, slash it to pieces and then leave?”

“That’s why I called you,” the odd little man said. “This portrait is of my great-great-great grandmother, Louisa Grace Lippencott upon her debut into society. That was a very big event for wealthy young women of Louisa’s time, just after the Civil War. She married a Union officer, a Major Elijah Lansdown, my three-times great grandfather, soon after this painting was completed. The painting has been a point of contention since my parents died.”

“Between you and who else?”

“My niece. My brother’s daughter. She wants this painting badly. Very, very badly.”

“She got a name?”

“Patricia. Patricia Lansdown-Hearlihy.”

“Does she have keys to your house?”

“I don’t believe so. My sister-in-law did once upon a time, but after we had a big blow-up about the painting, I changed the locks on my house. For just this sort of situation.”

“If she wanted the painting, why would she slash it up?”

Oliver’s outsized eyes stared blankly at me, but he didn’t speak.

“I said—”

“There were some items of family importance hidden behind the picture. Now that we’ve talked, I believe Patricia took them.” His voice took on a confidential tone.

“What kind of items?”

“I’d rather not say...”

“I can’t find what’s missing if I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

Oliver swallowed.

“There is some property, yes, some property that’s been in my family for a number of years. It’s been in dispute, along with the painting. The property was given to my four-times great grandfather, Elijah Lansdown’s father, for his service in the Revolutionary War. The deed was signed by Thomas Jefferson when Ohio was part of the Virginia Military lands. It’s written on an old piece of parchment paper and kept in a leather bag. My niece and my sister-in-law have been after it for years.”

“Why hasn’t your brother put the kibosh on this?”

“He’s been gone for almost fifteen years.”

“So why is this important?”

“Patricia would like to sell it to the Plummer County Historical Society. She believes the sale could remedy her current financial distress.” Plummer County was in southwest Ohio, close to Dayton.

“What kind of distress?”

“She ran through all the money my brother left her some time ago. Last I heard, her house was this close to foreclosure.” Oliver held his thumb and forefinger millimeters apart. “This would solve all her problems.”

“Who owns the farm property now?”

“Oh, I hold the modern deed. It’s been mine since my parents died. It’s just some farmland that I rent out.”

“Where is that deed?”

“In my safety deposit box at the bank.”

“Why wasn’t this old deed there, too?”

Oliver blinked slowly, his magnified eyes wide and owlish.

“I have to admit, I-I like to take it out from its hiding place periodically and show it off. At parties and such.”

“So, it’s possible that Patricia might not be the thief?”

“Oh my. I hadn’t thought about that.”

The ticking of my bullshit meter increased, almost as fast as a Geiger counter over a nuclear test site.

“I’m going to need contact information for your niece and anyone who has been here in the last sixty days.”

Lansdown nodded again, his eyes filling his lenses.

“I will have that to you soon.”

“One more quick question for you.”

“Yes?”

“Tell me what this leather bag looks like.”

“What do you want to know?”

“What color is it?”

“Brown, of course.” Snark curled around the edges of his voice. 

“Light brown? Dark Brown? Mahogany? Is it stained? Is it not? Give me some details.”

He paused to consider his answer.

“It’s different shades,” he began. “It’s old, and, yes, it’s gotten stained over the years.”

“How big is it?”

“My favorite beverage is Crown Royal. Ever had any?”

“I like a little Crown now and again.” What did he think I drank, grain alcohol? Little bastard.

“Then you know the purple bag with the gold stitching.”

“Yes.”

“The missing bag is about that size.”

“How does it close—or does it?”

“It’s got a leather string, and you pull it closed.”

“Tell me about the parchment paper the deed is on.”

“It’s parchment.” Lansdown’s snark returned. “It’s yellow and stiff.”

“But not so stiff you can’t unroll it and show it off.”

Lansdown was quiet.

“Can you unroll it?” I asked pointedly.

“Just a-a little bit. When I show it to people, I unroll it enough so you can see Jefferson’s signature.”

“OK. Can you send me some pictures of it? Just so I can be sure of what I’m looking for.”

“No. I don’t have pictures of it.”

“Not even for insurance purposes?”

“No.”

“That’s a big risk. My wife and I keep photos of everything on file for our homeowner’s insurance in case something happens. Furniture, that kind of stuff.”

“I probably should have, but I don’t.”
“So how do I know this item even exists? How do I know I’m not on some wild goose chase?”
“You think can grill me like some common criminal? I’m the one who hired you, Mr. Fitzhugh, not the other way around.”

“I’m not your investigator until you put a check in my hand. I just think it’s kind of odd you don’t have any photos of something this important.”

“Well, if you knew anything about historic items—”

“Which I don’t. That’s why I’m asking you these questions.”

“I’m highly insulted, Mr. Fitzhugh. I’ve told you what it looks like. Now go do the job that I asked you to do.”

“You haven’t paid me yet,” I repeated. “I require a five-hundred-dollar retainer to get started. My rates are nine hundred a day plus expenses. Expenses are meals, hotel rooms, if needed, and mileage at four dollars a mile. Plus any other incidental office expenses.” My day rate wasn’t nine hundred and I’ve taken retainers as low as one hundred bucks, but he was pissing me off. I would have Mary Margaret make the change on the contract. If I was going to chase after something that didn’t exist, it was going to be worth my time.

“I will write you a check right here and now.” Oliver pulled a checkbook from his breast pocket and scribbled off a check. I would definitely have Mary Margaret make sure there were funds to back it up.

“Thanks,” I said. “My assistant will email you a copy of the contract when I get back to the office. She works pretty fast, so it shouldn’t be long. You need to sign it and return it to our office.”

“Thank you for coming Mr. Fitzhugh,” Oliver smiled weakly at me. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to pack. I’m leaving for Savannah and have a plane to catch later this afternoon.”

“You can call me Fitz.”

“Fitz.”

Back in my SUV, I pondered Mr. Oliver Lansdown’s story. Why would he keep an item as historically valuable as a document signed by Thomas Jefferson himself around the house? And why flash it around like a party favor for people to see? It would have been safer on display at a museum, even if it was on loan.

Selling the deed to a local historical society didn’t make much sense either. Those groups operated on shoestring budgets. I know our local Sons of Italy chapter covered their expenses through the annual Italian Festival and the senior citizen bocce tournament. They weren’t raking in the dough by any means and I’m certain this Plummer County organization didn’t either.

It was the middle of the afternoon and traffic back to my office of Fitzhugh Investigations was slow, hindered by school buses dropping off students and the local fracking companies disgorging their employees after a day of ecological rape. No one wanted to talk about the damage fracking did, especially when it brought economic good times back to my hometown. Fracking brought jobs, new residents, tax money for the county coffers and sent the memories of the abandoned steel mill, which had long been Fawcettville’s reason for being, into the dark halls of history.

I stopped as a school bus in the oncoming lane began to flash its lights. As I waited for students to cross the street, I asked Siri to call my assistant Mary Margaret Cleary. She picked up on the first ring.

“Fitzhugh Investigations, Mary Margaret speaking.”

You’d think she’d recognize my number after all this time she worked with me and dispense with the formal greeting, but I guess not.  

“It’s me, Fitz. I’m just now leaving Oliver Lansdown’s place. He wants me to find something that was stolen from his home. I need you to email him the contract, but change the retainer to five hundred, the day rate to nine hundred, mileage to four dollars a mile and add all relevant expenses.”

“Nine hundred?” she asked, incredulous.

“Yeah. I may be chasing rainbows on this one, so I’m gonna make it worth my while. I’ve got his retainer check with me, but I think I’m going to call it a day. I’ll bring in the check tomorrow. Things are slow. Lock up after Lansdown comes in to sign the contract.”
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AS I PULLED IN THE driveway, I saw my wife, Alicia, through the living room window, holding our daughter Allegra Rose, swaying gently to music that wafted from the open door. I stopped my SUV and watched them for a moment or two.

After Gracie’s death, I began seeing the much younger county prosecutor, Alicia Linnerman. I’d worked for her on and off when she needed an additional investigator or something. Our conversations were flirty and fun, and after a while, it developed into something. Then I fucked it up, the relationship fell apart and she got engaged to someone else. We got back together, though, bought a house, got married and had a baby. No need to remind me —here I am in my fifties with a baby. I’ll be on Social Security before she graduates high school.

I honked, which brought Alicia and Allegra to the window. Alicia pointed and Allegra gave me a bright, gummy smile, clenching and unclenching her little fists as she reached for me. Yeah, my life was pretty great. No one wanted to shoot me at the moment, at least to my knowledge, my wife loved me and we had a beautiful baby daughter.

Alicia met me at the back door and kissed me. 

“How’s my girls?” I asked, taking Allegra from her mother.

“Just fine. I’ve started dinner.” 

“You’re cooking? Counselor, what’s the reason for this?” 

“For once, I had a short day and I felt like it.”

“Things must be slow all over town for you to get home early.” I smiled, but inwardly cringed. Alicia’s cooking skills, even several years on, had not improved. I hadn’t married Martha Stewart, that’s for sure. “What wonderful meal is on tap?” 

I kissed Allegra’s sweet, fat cheek. My heart swelled as she giggled and patted my face. Why did I wait so long to have kids? Because when you were younger, you were a real asshole, a voice inside me said.

“I picked up a frozen lasagna and a salad. Thought I’d make some garlic bread too.”

“Sounds. Great.” I kissed Allegra again. “Hey, what do you know about an Oliver Lansdown?”

Alicia shook her head. “Nothing. You’re talking about the guy with the fancy restored house, right?”

“Yes.”

“The symphony conductor, Peter Van Something—”

“Hoven. Peter Van Hoven.”

“Yes—he called one of my assistant district attorneys when I first got in office to see if Lansdown had any convictions. I also heard he called the police chief back then to see if there was even so much as a traffic ticket.”

“Did he find anything?”

“Not at my office. We told him he’d have to do a pretty thorough background check to find anything. He was worried he’d have to call each county, but we referred him to an online background checking site. I don’t know if he took our advice or not.”

“With eighty-eight counties, I’d go online, too.”

“Can you blame him? He could have hired a PI like you, Shamus, to find out and saved himself a lot of time and frustration.”

I nodded.

“Lansdown hired me today. Says someone stole an old family deed signed by Thomas Jefferson. He said he kept it at the house but took it out to show people at parties.”

“Not at any of the functions I attended. We had a couple political functions down there when I was up for reelection, but he never showed it to me—or anyone there for that matter. I would have heard about it if he did.”

The aroma of burning cheese began to fill the air and the smoke detector began to wail.

“Oh, shit! I forgot to set the timer!” Alicia ran to the kitchen. I followed, the baby still on my hip, opening the back door. I reached up to the ceiling to stop the ear-piercing alarm.

She opened the oven door and more smoke rolled out. Pulling out the blackened lasagna, she set it on the stovetop with a thunk. Chagrined, she turned to me and smiled tightly.

“So how does pizza sound?”

*****
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AFTER DINNER ARRIVED and Allegra was put to bed, Alicia and I curled up on the couch, a bottle of red wine on the coffee table.

“So, what’s your initial impression of Mr. Lansdown?” Alicia asked.

“He pegs my bullshit meter big time. If someone broke in and slashed up a family portrait and stole something, then I’d call the police, not a dumb wop like me.”

“That is weird. Wonder what he’s hiding?”

We were silent as we were drawn into the television show, one of the reality shows Alicia loved. I couldn’t stand them, but we both agreed we couldn’t watch cop shows or courtroom dramas without frustration over the liberties writers took with procedures, the law and anything else to fit their narrative. That left situation comedies and the Real Housewives Of Who Gives A Shit. Nevertheless, I still felt grateful for the life I was leading these days.

I lay my head on the back of the couch and closed my eyes. I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew, Alicia’s cell phone was ringing, an occasional occurrence when law enforcement needed to inform her of a major crime.

“Linnerman,” she said. “Hello, sheriff. I’m betting this isn’t a social call. Uh huh. No, it’s not too late.” She was silent for a moment. “Jeez, that’s brutal. Do you need me down there? Thanks, I appreciate that.” She was silent for a few minutes. “Yeah. He’s sitting right here. I’ll ask him and get back to you.”

The call ended and she put her phone on the coffee table.

“So, what’s up?” I asked.

“Your buddy Oliver Lansdown was found in the trunk of a stolen car with a bullet in him—actually, a couple bullets. They went through a copy of your contract.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Call Sheriff Brighton in the morning. He wants to talk to you.”

“Shit.” 
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When I arrived the next morning, my assistant, Mary Margaret Cleary, was at her desk, shuffling through a pile of today’s mail. I stopped long enough to hand her Lansdown’s check.

“Get this deposited as soon as possible, please. I want my piece of it before anyone else makes a claim.”

She nodded, then gasped as she found a particular envelope and waved it at me as I passed.

“It’s here! It’s here!”

“What? Did you win the Publisher’s Clearing House?” I grumbled as I passed. I was not looking forward to talking to Sheriff Brighton. I’d come into law enforcement’s crosshairs more than once and hoped I wasn’t again. Mary Margaret was a good kid and a smart kid, but damn, her eternal cheerfulness and belief in humanity really got on my nerves.

She tore open the envelope and squealed again.

“It’s here!”

I stopped midway between my desk and the coffee machine.

“What’s here?” I asked again.

“My PI license! It finally came!”

“How the hell did you get a PI license? You would have had to take classes, then work on cases under the supervision of a licensed PI, and I would have to sign your application for a license.”

“But I have worked on cases for you!” she protested.

“Trash pulls don’t count.” Every time Mary Margaret thought that my life was a page out of a Michael Connelly novel, I sent her out to pull refuse from my target’s garbage cans. She didn’t seem to realize a lot of my time was spent sitting in cars for hours on end, drinking lukewarm coffee and waiting for my client’s straying spouse to come out of wherever they were with whoever they were doing. Looks like it still hadn’t sunk in.

“But I did take the classes—and you did sign the application,” Mary Margaret persisted.

“When did I sign anything?”

She bit her lip.

“Remember two months ago when I handed you a pile of stuff to sign?” she asked.

“You have me sign stuff almost every day.”

“This was a big pile. We had ten cases that month and I had a pile of contracts for you.” Mary Margaret’s voice dropped, filled with guilt. “My, um, application was in that pile.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed. This was my own damned fault. I vaguely remembered Mary Margaret standing at my desk, holding a stack of documents that needed signatures. All I saw was the signature line, which I automatically scrawled my John Hancock across.

“There’s times when we have a lot of cases and clients need to wait for their information because you’re working on another case. This way, I can help you. You can assign me a case, and I can get the information faster, which means we can get paid faster. If we clear cases faster, and get paid faster, then we can take more cases and make more money.” 

She had a point. Here at Fitzhugh Investigations, it was feast or famine when it came to cases that actually brought in money. Some days, my police pension was the only thing that kept this half-assed agency afloat. A lot of my cases were pretty simple—they might take a day or so to solve. If Mary Margaret was now a licensed PI, I could hand her those while I worked on the more difficult or involved cases.

Then again, she could also make things worse. A lot worse. She managed to find some literary angle for every stubborn case, which, OK, sometimes worked, but for a semi-literate wop like myself, library cards hardly ever solved a case. Most of the time, it took good old shoe-leather-meets-the-sidewalk investigations.

Gracie hired Mary Margaret several years ago. She was a big help to me, when she didn’t have her nose in a book. She talked me into adding computers, monitored social media and had no compunction about putting the hammer down on non-paying accounts. She signed the agency up with LexisNexis and a couple national research firms, making background checks a lot quicker and more reliable. If anyone thought they hadn’t left a digital footprint, Mary Margaret could soon prove them wrong.

Even after all those improvements, she still behaved as if Raymond Chandler wrote the employee handbook and the cost of ammunition was a legitimate expense, which I guess it really was.

“OK, but don’t do this to me again.”

“Yes, Fitz.” Mary Margaret sounded as if she meant it.

“I need you to do some research for me right now. Lansdown says someone stole the original deed to some land that’s been in his family forever and slashed an old family portrait.”

“He told me about it yesterday when he came in to sign the contract with the new terms. I scanned the new, signed contract and printed a copy out for him. Anyway, the deed was supposedly signed by Thomas Jefferson when Ohio was part of the Virginia Military Lands.” Mary Margaret was in full data recitation mode. “Land warrants—essentially deeds—were issued to Revolutionary War veterans for their service, but very few of them took the government up on the offer.” I expected her to beep when she finished.

“Yeah—those. Our buddy Oliver was found last night in the trunk of a car, shot dead. He happened to have our contract, filled with bullets.”

Mary Margaret gasped.

“Sheriff Brighton wants to talk to me, and I’m not going into any situation where I could be perceived as the suspect. I need background on this guy. Known associates, court records, all that. There’s something about this guy that I don’t trust.”

Mary Margaret nodded and fired up her computer, as if the pulsating theme from Mission: Impossible played in the background. While she was chasing information on Oliver Lansdown, I had one source I
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