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      The three basic rules of private investigation, imparted to me early and often by my mentor Ralph, are as follows: first, don’t work for free, no matter how good the cause. Even the most appreciative client will eventually succumb to human nature and think he’s getting exactly what he’s paid for. Second, don’t work for family or friends. That’s pretty self-explanatory, at least to anyone who has family or friends. Third, don’t work for anyone you really don’t like. Come to think of it, if you really don’t like someone, you probably know that person well enough that he or she should fall under rule number two.

      Strictly speaking, all of Ralph’s rules can be reduced to one rule applicable to both investigation and life in general. I’ve taped it, typed in twenty-eight point font all-caps, to my desk at the office and above my computer at home, and I probably should put it next to my bed. (Then again, I should be so lucky as to need it there.) I refer to it as Ralph’s Law: “DON’T BE A DUMBASS.”

      When I agreed to help Renee Singer, not only did I violate Ralph’s (small “r”) rules, I acted in flagrant disregard of Ralph’s Law.

      In short, I was a dumbass.

      It all started with a late-night knock at my door. It was a pretty insistent sound, not pounding, or the kind of thing that precedes “Fire!” or “We have a warrant,” but neither was it a neighbor dropping off a borrowed casserole pan. At one a.m.

      “Who the hell could that be at this time of night?”

      I didn’t really expect Jackie and Bruce to answer—they were too busy doing goldfish things in their aquarium to notice someone knocking on the door—but I’d found myself speaking to them more often in recent months. At least I hadn’t heard them answer yet. The TV remote hit the hardwood floor with a clack, and I made a mental note (again) to buy a new end table. I tumbled from my chair, tucked a screwdriver in the back of my shorts, and went to answer the door.

      “Ben, what the—” I rephrased once I’d had a moment to think, to see his anxiety in the glare of my porch light. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, Syd, I, uh … Sorry, I know it’s kinda late, but I thought you’d still be up. And I need a favor.”

      “That’s okay. Come on in.”

      My teenaged neighbor and I gravitated to the kitchen table. We hadn’t been spending as much time together lately as we used to—I’d told myself it was because he was working a summer job—but when we did, this was where we always ended up now. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d sat out in the backyard and looked at the stars, or heckled professional wrestling on TV.

      “I like the new TV, by the way,” I said. “I think you were right about the … doohickey thing and its ratio whatsit.”

      Ben smiled indulgently—the old Ben smile—and I felt an easing of the pressure in my chest.

      “What, do you work on commission?”

      “No,” he said, “but Kelly does.”

      “Ahh,” I nodded, and watched him blush. Kelly was the (slightly older) young woman he’d been dancing around the idea of dating for a few months now. I was pretty sure she didn’t know a cathode tube from a death ray, although that probably didn’t matter so much anymore.

      “So what’s the favor? I’m afraid I can’t spare any organs right now, but maybe we can come to some sort of agreement. A time share? I’ve got dibs on the liver for the weekend.”

      Ben’s smile had faded, and he didn’t respond to my teasing. Never a good sign. “I need to borrow your car.”

      I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, unsure of what attitude to assume. I started with nonchalant, if one can maintain piercing looks while being nonchalant. Probably not. “Since when do you have a driver’s license?”

      “Come on, Syd, I’ve got my learner’s permit. And you know I drive all the time.”

      “True, but that doesn’t mean I think it’s a good idea. Especially after dark.”

      “Look, I’d take the Ford, but it’s a manual, and my cast makes it a little awkward.”

      Ben wasn’t trying to make me feel guilty (his teenaged deviousness didn’t yet rise to such heights), but I did anyway. His arm (and my TV) had been broken in my living room six weeks ago by a crazy ex-cop who had tried to kill both of us. I suspected the experience was never far from either of our thoughts, which is why I was awake to answer Ben’s knock. You can’t have nightmares if you don’t sleep.

      “When does that thing come off?”

      “Next week.” Ben scratched at his protruding hand absently. “Can’t wait. So what do you say?”

      Despite being wide awake when Ben knocked on the door, it took me a ridiculously long time to ask the most obvious question. “Ben, where’s your mom?”

      His eyes turned hard, angry, and he pushed his chair back from the table. “Forget it. I’ll drive the Ford.”

      I got up and stood between Ben and the door. He’d grown even more over the summer. I had to look up to see his eyes, and even then it wasn’t easy. His brown hair had pulled free where he’d tried to tuck it behind his ears, falling into his face. He needed a haircut.

      “Like hell you will. I’m driving.”

      His lips tightened and he looked away. Had I crossed a line? Finally said something to remind him that I was an Adult, thus not to be trusted? God, I hoped not. I smacked Ben in the stomach with the back of my hand. It doesn’t take much force to make a good thwacking sound, so long as you stay in practice. He blinked and sucked his belly in, not that he had one. All of the considerable calories he consumed (many in my kitchen) went to vertical growth.

      “Let’s go, doofus,” I said, hooking my arm through Ben’s.

      He nodded and relaxed his shoulders, but still held his abs in check. “Okay.”

      “Just let me lock up.”

      I slid the bolt and twisted the gizmo on the front door, grabbing my wallet from my purse and the Red Sox hat hanging from the pegs next to the door. I didn’t need a mirror to feel the frizz infecting my hair. Plus I had a feeling I might not be coming back home tonight, and the hat would come in handy in the morning. We left through the side door to the carport, me tucking the screwdriver on top of the fridge on the way out. It wasn’t until we’d climbed into Cecil and started his engine that I spoke again.

      “Seat belt.” He obeyed, and I started backing out of the driveway. “So, where is she this time?”

      “Cooper’s.” Ben looked out the window into the dark as he spoke.

      I’d suspected his mother was at a bar, and Cooper’s certainly qualified. It was one of the few places serving alcohol in Tallahassee where hordes of students with fake IDs didn’t bring the average age down to about nineteen. At least that meant she probably hadn’t been picking up underage kids. I also suspected that she’d been spending a lot of time at bars lately, and Ben’s voice with that single word was the only confirmation I needed. What I didn’t know was why. Ben’s mother and I weren’t exactly chummy, and certain minor details needed clarification.

      “What’s your mom’s name again?”

      “Renee.” I could hear a mix of sullenness and apprehension returning to Ben’s voice. “Look, Syd. Don’t start anything, okay? This is why I didn’t want you to come. I mean, really, it’s none of your damn business, is it?”

      “Au contraire, mon frère.” I could feel the puckishness in me, my inner George Carlin, coming out. “In fact, it is my damn business. If you’ll remember, I saved your life, so it’s mine now.”

      This was a bit of a running gag with us. I’m sure it would make some therapists cringe, but I tended to make a joke of our shared near-death experience to minimize it. Those same therapists might suggest that I was also trying to minimize my own guilt, but, as Ben said, it’d be none of their damn business, would it? Besides, trashing me was part of the gag as well.

      “If you hadn’t watched too many episodes of Wonder Woman as a kid, I wouldn’t have been attacked by a psycho in your house and you wouldn’t have had to save me. Besides, Noel’s the one that shot him.”

      “That’s because I softened him up first.” I took a slow turn into Cooper’s deep gravel parking lot and sighed. “I did love her golden lasso.”

      The headlights of an exiting SUV seemed to show too much white in Ben’s eyes. I pulled into a spot, cut off the engine, and handed him my car keys.

      “Here. I’m going in to get your mom. Don’t worry—I’ll be good; I promise. I don’t want to make a scene, so it’s going to take me a few minutes to get her out of there. Whatever happens, don’t come in after us. And clean up the backseat while I’m gone. Just put the stuff in the trunk so your mom has a place to crash.”

      If Ben was offended that I had relegated his mother to the backseat, he didn’t comment. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to have to speak with her on the way home. Well, it wasn’t just that anyway. Still drinking at this time of night, I doubted she’d stay upright for very long. I tucked my wallet into my back pocket, prayed it didn’t pull my shorts down, and crunched my way toward the entrance. The gravel thinned out near the door, where the foot traffic was constant, but I’d hate to have to walk to the car in girlie shoes after a couple of drinks. It must be the Cooper’s sobriety test—if you can make it to your car without skinning your knees, you’re sober enough to drive home. The splintered wooden threshold at the entrance, half an inch higher than you’d expect, was another test. I didn’t score as well on that one, even wearing my customary flip-flops. I concentrated on making it to the bar with my remaining dignity intact.

      Cooper’s is a small neighborhood place, wood-paneled inside, with a few of the usual beer signs on the walls and in the windows. It was better lit than I’d expected, blazing with overhead and wall-mounted lighting, as well as the occasional table lamp. Maybe it was bright because they were getting ready to close up and wanted to see where to mop. There were a couple of high-backed booths in the corner, a pool table on the other side, and mismatched tables scattered around the edges, leaving an open path to the bar and its mostly unoccupied stools. That’s where I headed.

      I hop-slid onto a stool, but the bartender held up a hand before I could order.

      “Sorry, darlin’, but you just missed last call.”

      I looked him over. About fifty, wearing a Yankees cap and a mustache showing more gray than the reddish-brown hair on his head. He pulled a bulk bag of wasabi peas from somewhere nearby and began popping them into his mouth. I love wasabi peas.

      “May I?” I asked.

      He held out the bag and I grabbed a handful. Before me was a true addict. The Tallahassee humidity works its way through those thin plastic bags quickly, robbing the peas of their crunch and some of their fire. These still tasted fresh, and the first one gave a skull-jarring crunch between my teeth. I was willing to bet they’d never have a chance to get stale. I added in a few more, until on the third or fourth one I felt the satisfying heat build in the center of the roof of my mouth—slowly, slowly. I closed my eyes to savor the feeling when the heat shot from there to my sinuses. I opened my eyes and he was watching me, smiling. My subsequent sniff wasn’t very ladylike, and my tongue still tingled along the sides where it met my teeth.

      “Those wasabis sure can help you build up a thirst.” He didn’t bite, so I tried another tack. “You see the game tonight?”

      “I sure did.” His eyes lit up, and it wasn’t from the wasabi.

      I hadn’t seen it, but I knew the Red Sox and Yankees had played, and it was obvious who had won. At least their loss wouldn’t have been for nothing. I grabbed my own Red Sox cap, holding his gaze, and turned it slowly so the brim was guarding my back.

      “Then you know why I need a drink. Come on, just one quickie. Make it a bottle and you won’t even have to clean up after me.”

      “Well …”

      He was almost there, so I pulled out my secret weapon, the one that required the reversed hat. Forearms flat on the bar, I nestled my chin on my hands and gave him puppy eyes. And a five dollar bill—enough for a tip on a cheap beer, but not so generous as to put his back up.

      “Please …”

      “Well, I guess you’ve had enough disappointment for tonight. But it’s a three-game series, so make sure you get in here earlier tomorrow night to drown your sorrows.”

      When he turned, grinning, to get my drink, I began the slow process of peeling my arm skin from the sticky bar. I’d barely wiped the disgust from my face when he returned with the bottle. It was crappy beer too, watery and sour, but at least it was cold. I’m such a martyr for my friends. Or mothers of my friends.

      “Is Renee in tonight?”

      “Where else would she be?” He indicated one of the booths with a nod of his head.
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      I’d only seen her once, in bad hospital lighting and under considerable stress, but that was Ben’s mom all right. A very drunk Ben’s mom. Three men between the ages of thirty-five and fifty and all looking alike enough to be brothers sat in a booth. Renee sat on the table, her back to the room and her feet on the bench next to one of the men. Looking at her, I felt decidedly over- or under-dressed; I wasn’t sure which. I hadn’t taken the time to change from my PJs―sweats cut off into shorts and a faded taco stand T-shirt filched from some boyfriend or other. Renee was wearing heeled espadrilles, short white shorts made even shorter by sitting with raised knees, and a navy blue top stretched tight across her small, pointy breasts. I half-expected a matching sailor’s hat. Her top rode up and her shorts gapped to expose a fair-sized section of her back. No tattoo, but I was disheartened to see the top of her thong when she shifted, laughing at someone’s no doubt brilliant joke. Three rednecks walk into a bar … Ouch! The thong was blue to match her shirt, not her non-existent bra—not that I could talk in my current PJ’d state. I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the smartass before opening my mouth. At least the thong didn’t show through her white shorts.

      “Renee, is that you? Renee—”

      That’s when I realized I didn’t even know her last name. It took her eyes so long to focus in my general direction, there was no way she noticed the hesitation. The three men, on the other hand, turned to look at me immediately, and their gazes weren’t friendly. At close range, I could see the common denominator in their looks wasn’t genetics, but rather an inability to practice regular hygiene. All three needed to shave, and though there was some variation in tone (a little blond? a little gray?), each had hair that could be described as greasy. The alcohol they’d consumed hadn’t taken the predatory edge off their stares, but instead sharpened them. It was as if they were afraid I’d snuck in to take their prize, which just might be what I was doing.

      I spoke with a relaxed voice and held my bottle carelessly, as if I’d already drunk so much, what did a little spill matter?

      “It’s Sydney, from next door.” Renee’s mind didn’t seem to be making the connection, but I preferred not to mention her son, Ben. “I know I haven’t seen you in forever, but I live in that brick place, next door. With the trees …”

      I let my voice trail off. That described almost every house on our block, but I’d given her enough time to pretend to recognize me.

      “Oh yeah, right, next door. How’s it going?” Renee’s head tilted. She knew there was something about me, something not right with the picture of us as friends, but she couldn’t get her booze-baffled head around it. “I don’t usually see you here, do I?”

      “Nope, this is my first time. I came here with a friend, but she ditched me a few minutes ago. Left with some guy.”

      I leaned toward Renee, stage-whispering. “Not that I can blame her. God, he was a hottie. I’d ‘a done him in a minute, too. Well, hopefully a little longer than that.”

      I bumped my shoulder against Renee’s and snorted, getting an answering giggle for my troubles. Then I leaned back over the table, arching my back and twisting my head to try to see all the men at once. “He wasn’t a friend of yours, was he?”

      I hadn’t spoken to any one in particular, but of course each one thought I’d been speaking to him. I could see the calculations going on, the heavy glances and nods between the men as they tried to figure out how to divide two women among the three of them. I hated to think of the possibilities if Renee had been left alone. For the next ten minutes, I sat next to Renee and talked mostly with her, building a chick rapport. Occasionally, I’d throw out a flirting comment to the scruffy peanut gallery to allay their suspicions. Then came the blessed words I’d been waiting for.

      “All right, everybody, we’re closing up.”

      The bartender’s voice boomed through the mostly empty space over a few halfhearted groans of complaint. “I don’t care where you go, but the cops do their regular drive-by in fifteen minutes, so you’d best be gone from the parking lot by then.”

      Renee nearly fell when she slipped off the edge of the table to stand precariously. Her head wobbled in my direction.

      “Well, listen,” she slurred, putting both hands on my forearm, “this was really fun. Seriously. We’ll have to do it again sometime. But now …”

      Her eyes slid to the three men gathering around us. They looked at Renee as though they were about to cut her from the herd. Time to act before the fanged beasts did.

      “What are you talking about?” I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and hugged her against my side. “The night doesn’t have to be over yet. When’s the last time you had a girls’ night out? I know this place over toward Pensacola that has some of the hottest male strippers you’ve ever seen.”

      Renee looked tempted, but the predators weren’t as drunk as she was. They’d never bothered to introduce themselves, but I distinguished the one who spoke next by his pudgy jawline. It had an almost fluid puffiness that made my skin crawl at the thought of touching his face. If he had lips, they’d disappeared in his stubbly, disapproving scowl. The thin line looked odd on his jowly face.

      “I hate to rain on your little party, sweet thing, but they’ll be closed by the time you get there, if they’re not already.”

      I schooled my face to look disappointed rather than angry. “Oh, damn, you’re right. You know, in New Orleans the bars don’t even have locks on the doors because they never close.”

      I didn’t know if that was true or not, but it didn’t matter. It distracted them enough, telling their own stories of decadence and flexing their beer-holding biceps, to give me time to regroup. After a few moments, I went on speaking as if I hadn’t noticed the conversation had continued without me.

      “And I was looking forward to hitting the beach afterwards. God, I love to swim naked in the ocean at night. The warm water on your skin in the cool breeze, waves trying to knock you over in the dark … And all the things you can’t see in the water, touching you …”

      Eyes closed, I tried to make my weaving both drunken and suggestive without being overtly either. My beer migrated from my hand to a nearby table and I straightened suddenly, grabbing Renee with both arms.

      “Oh my God, Renee—we should totally do it! We can be in Carrabelle in no time, or better yet, St. George. Come on, I’ll drive. I just bought a little Miata—” blatantly untrue, but it was the only two-seater convertible I could think of on short notice, “—and I’m dying to try it out. What better place to take the top down than on 98?”

      U.S. 98 runs along the coast south of Tallahassee from Alligator Point to the St. George Island Bridge at Eastpoint and beyond. The narrow two-lane road is bracketed by gradually disappearing longleaf pines and increasing numbers of vacation rentals, but there’s still a nice view of the Gulf and bays, with long stretches of shallow water broken only by relics of long- and recently-gone piers and the occasional fisherman in rubber waders. I was so caught up in the fantasy, I could smell the salt in the air and see the moon reflecting off the glassy water. That is, until a hand squeezing my elbow hard enough to bruise brought me back to the sad funk of Cooper’s.

      Instinct held my tongue. My head came to the man’s chest, and it wasn’t a pretty sight, his T-shirt stained and chest hair attempting to escape from the holes that speckled it like fat freckles.

      “Easy there, Tex,” I said, turning to stroke his arm with my right hand until he released my other elbow. His forearm was tough-skinned, like the pad of a dog’s foot. It was the alpha Jowls; I should have known. “Unfortunately, someone of your considerable dimensions is not gonna fit in my tiny little car.”

      I traced his arm from wrist to elbow one last time before casually reaching for the beer I’d left on the table. “But you can meet us there. We need someone to watch us while we swim, someone to protect us from sharks and the rest of the wildlife.”

      The lipless line of his face was still rigid; I’d rather take my chances with the sharks. I tilted my head, looking at the dirtball with my eyes high beneath the lids, and tried not to shudder. When I spoke, my voice was breathy with a slight whine.

      “Don’t you want to watch us? I thought all men liked to watch.”

      His expression didn’t change. I thought I’d lost my touch, but a quick glance at his buddies told me I hadn’t. Mouths open slightly, they were clearly expecting to see more than swimming, but Jowls was the one calling the shots. The area where his lips should have been wrinkled into a lumpier shape as he looked me over from head to toe. He nodded to the other men, and one moved toward Renee. I doubt she’d heard a word we’d said. She was leaning against a chair for support, eyes on the floor, possibly picking her vomit target.

      Jowls grabbed my elbow again, hard, and began propelling me toward the door. “That sounds like a good idea, but I think you’re both gonna ride with us. There’s plenty of room, and you’re really in no condition to drive.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, but—”

      “I insist.”

      The fingers of my left hand were going numb. He was hurting my arm, and he knew it. The bartender was nowhere to be seen, and I couldn’t count on any of the stragglers for assistance. The way Jowls was manhandling me, he’d have no qualms about actually striking me. With a hundred-plus pounds of weight advantage, one good shot and I’d be down for the count. I adjusted my hand on the neck of my beer bottle.

      Like any bar worth drinking in, Cooper’s had the occasional wet spot on the hardwood floor. I planted my foot in the middle of a big one, pushing forward and at an angle to ensure a good slide. Using my momentum and weight to turn counterclockwise, I twisted away from Jowls and out of his grip while swinging around to face him. As I went down, I swung my beer bottle as hard as I could to crack Jowls in the kneecap. The sound of glass on bone was almost as satisfying as his subsequent scream of pain, and nearly drowned out the hard thump of my own ass hitting the floor. Nearly.

      Jowls jerked the injured knee up fast just as his other foot hit the wet spot. The same physics that had brought me down worked its magic on him. His good leg flew up in the air, kicked me in the temple and knocked my hat off. I rolled over on my hands and knees, waiting for my sight to clear and the world to stop spinning. Of course the asshole would be wearing boots. Never trust a man who wears boots to a bar in the Florida summer.

      I pulled my hat on gingerly when I could see again. Jowls was still on his back, but I heard a shuddering gasp as he sucked wind. No time to lose. I crawled to my feet and found Renee giggling at Jowls. Not very compassionate of her, but we weren’t sticking around long enough for her lack of discretion to become an issue. I grabbed her wrist.

      “Let’s go, Renee.”

      She stood, rooted to the spot, and her eyes started to glaze again. The rest of the peanut gallery hadn’t moved, but when I spoke, their eyes gained the focus Renee’s lacked. Definitely no time to lose.

      “C’mon, Renee, let’s go!” I gave her arm a jerk and pulled her toward the door.

      “All right, already—take it easy,” Renee said in a petulant voice, feet shuffling along behind me as quickly as they were able.

      Jowls finally filled his lungs enough to speak. And yell. “Don’t just stand there, help me up! And you—”

      The last part was directed at my back because I wasn’t about to turn around. “You—come back here, you stupid, clumsy bitch!”

      Yeah, like that would happen. At least he still thought I was clumsy, not wily. Wily Sydney. So wily that Renee nearly took both of us down when she tripped over the threshold on the way out the door. My back twinged as I caught myself on the steps. Renee giggled again, and I gave her a dirty look.

      “Aren’t they coming with us?” she asked.

      “Not if I can help it. Move!”
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      Ben was standing next to the open, front passenger door. I yelled to him as we stumbled across the gravel, Renee leaning heavily on me. “Get the back open. And start the car!”

      The sight of her son confused Renee. “Aren’t we going to the beach?”

      We’d reached the car, and Ben raised his eyebrows at her question. I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, we’re going to the beach. Just get in the damned car.”

      Renee got in headfirst and crawled slowly, ass in the air, with Ben hurrying her along from behind. As she stretched, so did the little white shorts, until they no longer covered all the flesh of her derriere. Ben turned his head away as he pushed. “I’m seriously gonna need so much therapy.”

      I winced as I got in the car, the aches from my tumble and the kick to the head already setting in and the adrenaline wearing off. My shorts were damp from the fall on the wet floor, and I cringed for poor Cecil’s upholstery. Unfortunately, I was the least of the dangers he faced. Renee lay crunched up on her side now, looking as if she couldn’t decide whether to pass out or throw up. I was hoping for the former. The car shifted as Ben dropped into the passenger seat.

      “No kidding. If your mom pukes in my car, you’re gonna need therapy all right. You’re gonna be in traction.”

      I left ruts in the deep gravel of the parking lot when we sped away, but I didn’t see anyone chasing us. After a few minutes of compulsively checking the rearview mirror, I decided we hadn’t been followed. Either the men hadn’t bothered, settling for licking their wounds and bad-mouthing us in the parking lot, or they hadn’t seen us leave and were chasing after the first innocent Miata they came across. Poor soul.

      I wasn’t so sure our luck would hold when it came to keeping my backseat clean. We were driving through a stretch of canopy road where the branches of live oaks met at an invisible center line above us. Streetlights were few and far between. I couldn’t see Renee, but I kept turning to look anyway as her occasional groans became more frequent and insistent.

      “Hang in there, Renee,” I said loudly in her direction. She seemed oblivious, but I lowered my voice anyway when I spoke to Ben. “Keep an eye on her. Let me know if she’s going to be sick and I’ll pull over.”

      “Where?” Ben asked.

      It was a sensible question. Development is tightly controlled on canopy roads, right down to the inch or two between pavement and ditch that constitutes the shoulder.

      “Just let me worry about that.”

      My brain was humming with pain and adrenaline and I craved quiet. Ben usually excels at reading my moods—a rare gift in any male, particularly a teenaged one. It’s one of the reasons we get along so well, our ability and willingness to respect each other’s space. Tonight, however, the presence of his drunk mother in the backseat must have been so loud in his own mind that silence was unbearable.

      “So what happened back there? What took you so long?”

      “I told you it would take a while because I didn’t want to make a scene.”

      “Were you successful?”

      By his tone of voice, he obviously thought that unlikely. And I hadn’t been, not totally, but under the circumstances I thought I had done pretty well.

      “Let’s just say your mother has poor taste in men.”

      Ben snorted. “You’re telling me. She dated this guy for a while―a real loser―who drove a snot-green AMC Pacer and thought it was okay to drink milk out of the carton. He stopped that real quick when I forgot to tell him one morning that the milk had gone bad. ‘Course, the sonofabitch didn’t bother to clean it up after he spit it all over the kitchen, either.”

      He barely stopped for breath. “Then there was the asshole who tried to bum a pair of boxers off me. He said they probably wouldn’t fit—even though I was some kind of big boy, I wouldn’t have a man’s equipment yet—but seeing as how it was my mom that had ripped his off him the night before …”

      Ben was babbling like a kid on a Halloween sugar rush. I’d never heard such bitterness in his voice before. I hated his mother for what she’d done, and I hated myself for what I’d failed to see. At least now he was talking about it, though not for long. His mother emitted another pathetic moan, and whatever emotions the sound evoked in Ben (anger? pity? shame? disgust?) made him quiet again.

      Less than a mile from home, I started to get the feeling that the headlights in my rearview mirror had been there too long. They were the height of a car, not a pickup, but I couldn’t make out more than that on the dark street. I’d guess the guys from the bar drove pickups, but people never act true to stereotype when you need them to. They could be decked out in a shag carpet-lined, jacked-up Caddy for all I knew. The lights bothered my eyes, but I felt superstitious about flipping my rearview mirror or acknowledging the car’s presence in any way.

      “Is it the guys from the bar?” Ben asked.

      “Is what what guys?”

      “The car behind us, the one following us. Is that the guys that gave you the shiner?”

      For a moment I forgot about “the guys” and leaned toward the mirror, knocking my hat askew. There was definitely something there, a little dark, a little swollen, but with just the dim dashboard lighting I couldn’t tell if there was any blood. The spot was on my left side near my temple, away from him, so Ben must have seen it when he was trying not to look at his mother’s ass.

      “Hunh,” I said, settling back into my seat and adjusting my hat yet again. The car had drifted a bit, and I jerked it back to the center a little too quickly.

      “So is it them?”

      I’d forgotten about his question. Oh yeah, the guys. Car following. “Don’t turn around and look,” I said.

      “God, Syd, I’m not stupid.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, you watch TV.” I didn’t want to admit that he’d exhibited more common sense than I had by leaning into the mirror. “I don’t know, Ben. I don’t know who it is.”

      I felt uneasy about leading our possible pursuer back to the house. (It took effort to think in the singular rather than in the nameless and somehow more menacing plural “them.”) As it was, we were already close to our neighborhood. If he’d gotten a good look at my car or the license plate, it wouldn’t take much driving to spot it. I could back into the carport to hide the plates. Of course, backing in was moot if I led him straight to my driveway. It was time for evasive maneuvers.

      “Seat belt?” I asked Ben. His mom was on her own.

      “The way you’re driving, you better believe it.”

      We were coming to the edge of a labyrinthine neighborhood that I was hoping I knew better than our pursuer. It was dark and heavily wooded, and I figured if worse came to worst I could turn off my headlights and pray no insomniac dog-walkers got in my way.

      “Hang on,” I said, and made a sudden hard right turn without signaling. The first block was a short one, and I’d already hung another quick right at the four-way stop when I saw the unexpected: flashing red and blue cruiser lights. This was followed by one very short burst from the siren. Considerate of him, Mr. Officer, not to wake the neighbors with his noise.

      “Shit,” I said. “Shit, shit, shit, shit.”

      Ben’s voice had the high, open sing-song tone children’s voices get when they talk about being in Trouble, and he was trying not to laugh. “Oh yeah, you’re in a lot of shit all right.”

      “If I get a ticket, your mom’s paying for it.”

      I sat, breathing slowly, trying to get my anger at the drunk woman in the backseat under control before taking it out on a man with a gun and—just as scary—the ability to make my car insurance skyrocket. My windows were already rolled down, so I removed my wallet from my back pocket, placed my hands on the steering wheel, and waited.

      The police officer’s uniform was an indeterminate dark shade, and moonlight glinted off bits of metal and highlighted his bright arm patch. I felt, as I always do with law enforcement officers, that he should be wearing a Stetson. As is usually the case, I was disappointed on that count. He leaned slightly toward the open window, his face in shadow. His voice, though, was as deep as I had expected. Maybe it was a prerequisite for the job.

      “License and registration.”

      I removed my driver’s license from my wallet and handed it to him. “My registration is in the glove compartment. I’m reaching for it now,” I said, stretching slowly across Ben to get it.

      I’ve heard enough stories from ex-cops about how quickly late-night traffic stops can go wrong to want to reassure this cop that tonight wouldn’t be one of those times. Miraculously, I managed to find my registration and insurance card on the first try and handed them both to the officer. He looked them over, looked me over, looked at my license again. Then he shone his flashlight into the car, blinding a wide-eyed Ben. His mother didn’t stir.

      “Just the two passengers?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He leaned in with his flashlight, and I tilted my head so the brim of my hat caught the worst of the light. “How old are you, son?”

      I assumed he was talking to Ben. I was wearing a baseball cap, but he should be able to tell my gender from my license, if not the escaping poofy hair. It took Ben a bit longer to respond than I would have liked, but when he did, he was respectful. Thank God for small favors.

      “Fifteen, sir. Almost sixteen.” Then it occurred to him that it might not look appropriate for me to be driving him around this time of night. “That’s my mom in the backseat.”

      “Would you mind stepping out of the car?”

      This time the cop was talking to me. I suppressed a sigh, remembering I could have been—should have been—at home sleeping right now. Being a hermit is underrated.

      The click of my seat belt releasing was obnoxiously loud, the car door slamming after me even more so. I imagined curtains rustling as sleepy citizens peeked out with disapproval. I’m generally not a passive person with law enforcement, but considering that I’d broken several traffic laws at 2 a.m. right in front of a cop, and that he could possibly smell the third of a beer I’d consumed, I thought passivity couldn’t hurt. I turned and “assumed the position,” spreading my legs slightly and placing my hands on the top of the car’s doorframe.

      “That’s not necessary, Ms. Brennan. If you’ll just come with me.”

      The officer had his hand near my elbow, not touching it but close enough that I felt propelled by its proximity toward his car. Now alarm bells started going off in my head. Was I being arrested? Was it time to get assertive with my rights? Before I could decide, he stopped walking and turned to face me. We weren’t quite to his car yet, but out of earshot of my own.

      “I’m Officer Driscoll.” I wasn’t sure what kind of response such an introduction required, so I didn’t give one. He went on. “Would you take off your hat, please?”

      “Why, are you a Yankees fan?” And here I thought I could keep my smartass mouth under wraps.

      “Just remove your hat, please, ma’am.”

      I took off my hat and held it self-consciously in both hands near my waist. He turned his flashlight on again, but this time he shone it far enough above my head to illuminate my face without blinding me. “Turn your head to the right, please.”

      I complied.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Why were you driving so erratically?”

      “Well, I didn’t know you were a cop.” Good one, Sydney. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

      “Why don’t you start with the bruises?”

      Great. If he could see plural bruises in the dark, I wasn’t going to look pretty tomorrow. I popped the plastic snaps in and out of the headband of my hat, trying to decide what to tell him. I must really be exhausted because, for once, I settled on the truth.

      “Well, I went to pick up a friend who’d had a little too much to drink. The woman in the backseat.”

      “Where?”

      “Cooper’s.”

      “Go on.”

      “A few … gentlemen … had been talking with her, and when we tried to leave they became very possessive.” How very diplomatic of me.

      “Do you want to press charges?”

      “No. There was no real harm done—not to us anyway—but when I saw your headlights behind us, I thought we may have been followed.”

      “You were. I was following you because you were driving erratically. Have you been drinking?”

      “I had one beer, most of which ended up on the floor during our exit. I probably was all over the road though, because I was afraid my friend was going to be sick.”

      He approached with the flashlight again and stepped close to me. I could smell something pleasantly masculine and clean, not strong enough to be aftershave or cologne. Maybe it was his shaving cream. My eyes closed involuntarily to help my brain sift through the subtle layers of scent. It must be organic, something with a bunch of yummy-smelling expensive plants that grew on high Tibetan mountains and only bloomed once a decade. My eyes flew open and my face grew warm when he spoke again.

      “Look up please, toward the light.” He had me do some visual aerobics, and I bounced my eyes around in all directions to follow light and fingers.

      “Any dizziness? Nausea?”

      “No.”

      “Have you had a head injury before?”

      “No,” I replied automatically. Quickly. Lying. In fact, I’d had a serious head injury a couple of months ago, courtesy of the crazy ex-cop and a posse of his best friends in ski masks. Being able to squat or bend over without my vision going black or my skull imploding was a recent development. I don’t know why I lied, and it was the wondering why I lied rather than the lie itself that made me flush this time. I thought he looked dubious, but it was dark and I was paranoid.

      “Do you wish to seek medical attention?”

      “No, thanks. It’s just a little bump. I’ll be fine.”

      “Was your friend injured?” he asked.

      “No.” Though I had been tempted, and the night wasn’t over yet.

      “I’d like to see her for myself.”

      “Certainly.” We walked back to the car, this time to the passenger side, and I opened the rear door. Renee was still lying down, head hanging over the seat nearly to the floor. She hadn’t moved since I’d left the car. Ben watched us, wide-eyed and wary, and I gave him a nod that I hoped he recognized as reassurance.

      “Ma’am, would you please get out of the car?”

      She didn’t move.

      “What’s her name?” Driscoll asked.

      “Renee,” I said.

      “Renee,” he called. Still no response. He didn’t touch her, but the next time he spoke more loudly and seemed to pitch his voice a little differently. It must be something they teach at the academy—the physics of sound penetrating an alcoholic haze. “Renee, I need you to get out of the car.”

      She finally stirred, raising her head to stare through strands of long, dark hair.

      “’Kay,” she mumbled. Stray bits of hair caught in her mouth, but she didn’t try to remove them. “Jes’ a minute.”

      Renee raised herself on her elbows to scoot her body forward, rocking side to side, centimeter by centimeter. When her head cleared the doorway, she stopped. I thought she was trying to figure out how to get the rest of her body out without tumbling onto her head. I was wrong.

      Renee puked on Officer Driscoll's shoes.
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      Ben snorted. I was surprised there was no laughter bubbling up in my own chest, but I felt perfectly calm. Maybe because my backseat was finally safe. I turned to Officer Driscoll.

      “I think she’ll be all right now,” I said.

      “I dare say she will.”

      Thankfully, I couldn’t make out visual details, just a sour stench and the mass of lighter color in the darkness. Driscoll's left shoe had borne the brunt of the attack, and he tilted that foot back and tapped his toe gently on the grass. Then he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. I turned my head while he tended to what remained with much more dignity than I could have mustered.

      “Ma’am.”

      I turned back, hoping it was safe to look again. Renee had pulled her head back in the car and was already making soft snoring sounds. Driscoll stepped back the exact distance needed for clearance and closed the car door firmly. I would have whacked myself in the thigh with the door for sure. Must be something else they teach at the academy. Then he held out a card. It was in his right hand (not his shoe-cleaning hand), but I still couldn’t help taking it gingerly between index finger and thumb. I wondered what he had done with his handkerchief.

      “Make sure you ice your head tonight or it’ll raise a hell of a lump. If you have any more problems, give me a call.” Thus the card.

      I thanked him and began walking back around to the driver’s side as he returned to his own car. It seemed the three of us were driving away with nothing more than an amusing anecdote and the feeling of having dodged a big one, so when he called out to me again, my chest clutched.

      “Ms. Brennan?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I don’t think it would hurt your friend if you were stingy with the aspirin tomorrow.”

      He tilted his head back far enough that I could make out his smile in an anemic streetlight. I hoped he could see mine as well. I’d already decided: if Renee wanted anything to ease her pain, she’d have to crawl to the drugstore to get it.
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      “Well, gee, that was fun,” I said in my finest hale and hearty voice. “So, tell me, Ben, how long has she been pulling this shit?”

      We sat in Ben’s kitchen. It was the first time I’d ever been in his house, and I’d practically gotten the tour—helping Renee clean up in the bathroom, finding her an oversized T-shirt to sleep in, and tucking her in bed. She’d fallen asleep almost instantly, and I’d left a suspiciously spotless bucket by the bed just in case.

      Ben rose and reached into the lowest cabinet for a couple of glasses. There weren’t any dirty dishes in the sink, and the trash wasn’t overflowing. He’d probably been taking care of the domestic details lately, as best he could, but when he opened the refrigerator it was practically empty.

      “What do you want to drink? All we have is this diet crap, but I can get you some water. I think we have ice cubes.”

      “Nothing, thanks.”

      I could have used something to get the aftertaste of cheap beer out of my mouth, but neither diet soda nor water would do the trick. And I’m a big believer in the Band-Aid approach to unpleasant things—just rip it off quick. An instant of indignant pain rather than tiny tugs and prolonged suffering. Ben must have felt my impatience.

      “Just give me a minute, Syd. Okay?”

      His voice shook a little, and he sounded as if he were pleading with me. Not to give him space, but to tell him it would be all right. He dropped a handful of ice cubes and they scattered on the soft, faux tile flooring.

      “Dammit!” he said. There was too much anguish and not enough anger in the soft outburst. He flinched when I put a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I’ll get it. Just sit down.”

      He avoided my eyes but didn’t argue. By the time I’d cleaned up the mess and poured him a diet soda, he’d regained his composure. I sat across from him at their small, four-seater kitchen table. There were water rings on the wooden surface, all at my place setting. Great. The little psychologist on my shoulder didn’t like sitting in Renee’s seat, but it was too late now.

      “I’m not sure when it got bad. She used to ‘date’ a lot of guys,” he used his voice rather than his fingers to make air quotes, “but not like this.”

      “So what does ‘like this’ mean, and how long has it been this way?” I asked.

      “You know.” No matter how much Ben affected indifference, he didn’t want to bad-mouth his mother by telling me more. “Like tonight. And I said I don’t know how long. It wasn’t sudden. I just noticed her out more, and out later, and eventually not coming home at all. And she started drinking here when she’s not going out.”

      Thus the ice, diet coke, and water rings.

      “Was it because of what happened at my house?”

      A euphemism if ever there was one, and, typical teenager, Ben had little tolerance for indirect speech. “You mean when that asshole almost killed us?”

      “Yes.”

      He started to say something smartassed to me, but thought better of it. “No, I don’t think so. It started before that, and she actually straightened up for a while then and took care of me, stayed at home nights. But within a couple of weeks she was back at it.”

      My relief was selfish but genuine; I was glad it wasn’t my fault. “Anything else? Anything different? Maybe a bad break-up, problems at work …”

      “Nothing that I know of, not that she’d tell me, anyway. She did say a couple of times that money was tight. You know, when I’d need to get gas or something.”

      I rolled my eyes at her letting him drive.

      “Yeah, I know. Don’t start, Syd.”

      He was right; being judgmental wouldn’t accomplish anything. “She say why she’s having money problems?”

      “Nah, and I don’t really think money is the reason she’s been boozing. I’m sure it doesn’t help, but it doesn’t feel right. She might be acting like a flake now, but it’s been just the two of us forever. Mom can be a bit of a drama queen, but she’s not the kind of person to just check out because times are tough. At least, she never was before.”

      “Is there anyone you can call to stay with tonight?” I asked.

      “Syd, have you looked at the clock?”

      The wood-framed, octagonal one on their kitchen wall read 3 a.m. “Mmm, good point. Would you mind staying at my house?”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “Look, I’m not going to strip her naked and beat her. I just need to talk to your mom about what’s going on, and I think it would be better if you weren’t here when I do it.”

      And I wanted to search their house, which would also be easier if he weren’t here.

      Ben still looked wary. If he developed a permanent squint and was mistaken for Mr. Magoo all his life, would it be my fault?

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because I like insinuating myself into people’s lives so I can learn all their deep dark secrets. I collect them like insects on pins.” That knocked the squint off his face. “Ben, did you ever think I might be able to help?”

      The poor kid was so exhausted, the brown of his eyes seemed to have leaked and smeared over the skin beneath. If he were a girl, I would have chalked it up to inexpert application of cheap eyeliner. It made me more determined to knock some sense into his mother. Probably metaphorically, but I wasn’t making any guarantees.

      “Do you really think you can do something, Syd?”

      “I can try.”

      “It’s not just the drinking. I mean, that’d be bad enough, but she usually doesn’t drive. She takes the Ford so I can pick her up in the automatic—” I couldn’t stop a disgusted intake of breath at that.

      “—or she gets a ride home.”

      So that’s where Ben was headed. He picked at a splintering spot on the edge of the table, watching his fingers as if he were performing delicate surgery.

      “I’m not stupid, Syd. If she keeps on …” He took a deep breath and forged on. “I started leaving piles of condoms on her dresser and her bedstand. Thank God somebody’s been using them. I don’t know where she thinks they all come from, if she even notices.”

      “The Rubber Fairy?”

      Ben looked up at me, and we broke into gentle laughter, dispelling most of the embarrassment. And most of my desire to shake the living shit out of Renee. Most of it. Not all.

      “So, just out of curiosity, who’s your supplier?” He looked at me guiltily, eyes wide and bottom jaw hanging low. “Come on, Ben. This is no comment on your personal need or desire for contraceptives. I just can’t see you walking into Walgreen’s every other day, facing a twenty-year-old cashier with three-inch long nails, carrying a box of condoms in your hand.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, well, neither can I. There’s a guy from school. He’ll be a senior this year, but we rode the same bus when I was a little kid, and he watched out for me. He’s pretty cool.”

      I smiled at the image of a tall seventeen-year-old wearing canvas high-tops and a trench coat lined with condoms, full boxes on one side and singles on the other. “Do you need a key to my house?”

      “No, you gave me one when you changed the locks.”

      “Okay. Sleep wherever you want. You know where I keep everything. I’ll come get you in the morning when it’s safe.” I was gratified to see a small smile, perhaps of resignation, as he rose and walked to the door. “I wouldn’t count on it being too early.”

      “You never know, Syd. She might surprise you.”

      A hungover drunk surprise me, Sydney Brennan, investigator extraordinaire? Never.
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      I dream of being beaten by Deacon James and his thugs most nights, of running through dark woods to escape, so it took me a while to realize I wasn’t dreaming. Someone was actually beating me.

      Hands struck my back and my shoulder, and I curled in a ball to protect my head. I’d swung my arm before my eyes were open—not even making a proper fist—but I’d swung hard enough that it hurt when my hand made contact. I rolled, falling off my bed and knocking my attacker over in the process. I cocked my arm and curled my fingers back to strike with the heel of my hand.

      And then I realized Renee was beneath me. A tiny trickle of blood dotted her upper lip.

      “Who the hell are you?” she asked.

      I jumped backwards off her, falling when the couch took my legs out from under me. Renee’s tatty, sheet-covered sofa, not my bed. Where I’d spent what was left of the night. I hugged my knees to my chest. Renee scooted backwards and assumed the same position in front of the matching chair. I squeezed my knees harder, thinking it would make my hands stop shaking, but all it did was make me realize how tight my lower back was and feel an ache in my bum. I counted my inhales to make sure I didn’t forget to breathe.

      Okay, so Renee did surprise me, but strictly speaking I’d surprised her first. Based on my reconnaissance of a few hours ago, I’d say she was on her way to the kitchen. Renee seemed to be restricting herself to alcohol—her purse and medicine cabinets were clean—but she wasn’t very particular in her alcohols of choice. I’d found those cousins in corn, Jack and Jim, under the sink, along with a bottle of Bacardi 151. I’d also found a bottle of low-end vodka in the freezer while borrowing an icepack for my head.

      “Do you always attack your house guests?” I asked, in an almost normal voice.

      “I was just trying to wake you up, you crazy bitch. Who the hell are you? What are you doing in my house?”

      I let go of my knees and sat up straight. My heart was still pounding, but damn, I could use some coffee.

      “I brought you home last night.”

      “You—but—” she sputtered.

      I gestured for her to join me on the sofa, but she stayed put on the floor. Not that I could blame her. Apparently I was a better fighter asleep than I was awake.

      “Don’t worry, Renee, you haven’t turned to lesbianism in your drunken debaucheries. Not yet. Or at least not last night.”

      “I—” She stopped before sputtering again and closed her mouth decisively. A little focus returned to her eyes. “Do I know you?”

      “Oh, Renee, I thought I’d made a lasting impression on you. Granted, we never technically met until last night, but we do catch glimpses of each other now and again. In the driveway, at the mailbox, sometimes even in the kitchen if we both have our lights on and stand in just the right spot …” Her face was still hostile, but devoid of recognition. I wasn’t getting through. I sighed. “Hospitals …”

      It was unlikely she’d been in a hospital since her son was admitted. With me.

      “You—” She put so much force into the word her voice went hoarse. “How dare you set foot in my house? You’re the one who nearly killed my son. You’re the one—”

      “Yeah, I’m the one—”

      I’m the one who makes sure your son has eaten dinner, who bothers to ask about his day, the girl he’s got the hots for and the guy who let him down. I’m the one who knows where he is at night. I’m the one he turns to, I wanted to say … but what was the point? To bolster my self-righteousness, reassure myself I was a good person at her expense? This wasn’t about me. It definitely wasn’t about me replacing Renee as Ben’s mother, which is what she would hear. It was about doing what was right for Ben.

      “I’m the one who brought you home.”

      The significance of my words finally broke through her anger. Renee stood up suddenly, listing at her apex and leaning against the arm of her chair for support.

      “Where’s Ben?” she asked.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry. He spent the night at my house.”

      It didn’t take long for her panic to be replaced by suspicion of a different sort. Ben had neglected to tell his mom that “Sid” was “Syd;” in short, that the neighbor he spent so much time with was a woman. It wasn’t until she’d seen me in Ben’s hospital room that Renee had learned the truth. Evidently, she hadn’t gotten over her (very natural) heebie-jeebies yet.

      “Down, girl. I sent Ben to my house while I stayed here with you. He’s probably still sleeping.”

      Renee sank back down in the chair and clasped her shaking hands in front of her small stomach. Her nails were different lengths, and the thumbnail on her right hand had something crusted under it. Her hair hung limp. I couldn’t smell it, but I wouldn’t swear I’d gotten all the vomit out when I wiped her face the night before. Deep lines fanned out from the corners of her eyes, and the flesh beneath looked jaundiced. I knew her T-shirt was clean—I’d pulled it from her dresser myself the night before—but it had an odd pink tint I didn’t think was intentional. Maybe Ben had been doing the laundry.

      “I’m sure you think it’s none of my business,” I began.

      “You’re right.” Renee was no longer angry, but she looked straight ahead and through me as if I weren’t there. “I do think it’s none of your business. Thank you for driving me home last night, but I’ll be fine now, and I can assure you I won’t be bothering you again. Please tell Ben to come home.”

      I got up and stood over Renee. She still refused to look at me, so I grabbed her by the shoulders.

      “You’re damn right you won’t be bothering me again, because you’re going to get your shit together. How do you think I got involved? Do you think you called me? Of course not. You don’t even know my name.”

      “Syd,” she spat at me. Literally. I wiped my arm.

      “Ben—who, by the way, can’t legally drive alone yet—asked to borrow my car to pick you up because he didn’t want to drive your manual with his cast.”

      “I didn’t ask him to.”

      “Of course you didn’t. The kid’s so worried you’re going to crash into a tree or die of AIDS he took it upon himself to knock on my door at one o’clock in the morning. What does that tell you?”

      I thought I was standing out of range, but I braced myself for a slap or a lunge anyway. Instead, Renee did the unexpected.

      She started sobbing.

      I’ve never been good with displays of
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