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“Hell has three gates: lust, anger, and greed.”

—Gita


Prologue 

 

The naked man lies on his side along the edge of a steep trench. The newly excavated trench reeks of exposed clay, the rich stench wafting up from the moist floor. To the naked man, the red clay smells like the worms that seep from a storm sewer after a heavy downpour. Naked Man’s got worms on the brain as he feels a boot heel press down against his ribcage and hears the words, “You’re gonna love hell, Farrell.”

He tries hard to pick his head up off the ground, but he’s lost too much blood from the 9mm round that entered and exited his left shoulder. 

Once upon a time, he was the most gifted athlete on his high school football team. But now, twenty odd years later, he no longer has the strength to lift his head up from the dirt. He’s got no choice but to lie on his side and accept the steel-toed work boot that digs against skin and bone, no choice but to gaze into the empty trench, beautiful summer sunlight spilling down onto the wormy moist clay.

When the boot heel pushes him forward, Naked Man feels himself going over the edge. But the fall is not immediate. It happens in a kind of slow motion—his wiry, six-foot plus frame slipping over the side, dropping into space, spinning one complete revolution before finally hitting the clay. The impact knocks all breath from him. He feels the pain in his chest, the throbbing in his wounded shoulder, the constriction of his diaphragm. 

But once he’s able to breathe again, he’s not afraid.

Maybe his fearlessness has something to do with blood loss. Or maybe it has something to do with simple resignation . . . knowing there’s no possible way he’s going to make it out of the trench alive. Maybe it has something to do with the clarity of mind that accompanies a sure death sentence.

The left side of his face presses on the cold clay floor, moist from the groundwater that seeps out of it. Like the clay, the water smells rank. As noise from a cement truck pulling into position begins to fill his one exposed ear, a small bird flies down into the trench. The bird perches itself on a chunk of clay only inches from his face. Just a small tweety bird—a finch, as the bird watchers call them—with rust colored feathers, a small black beak, and opaque eyes. The bird flutters its wings, stares at the man with curiosity. 

The cement truck revs its engine. Then comes the clang and bang of the aluminum chute extensions being constructed. The naked man knows what’s coming, yet he finds himself smiling. He doesn’t quite know why, but he knows it’s happening, because he can feel his facial muscles contracting. He’s weak, nearly paralyzed from blood loss. Still, he tries to reach his hand out to the little bird.

The cement truck above him roars and bucks. He knows the cylindrical holding tank must be spinning now, counterclockwise in order to pour its warm, mud like load. A sense of urgency grips Naked Man. He feels an overwhelming desire for the bird to perch itself on his outstretched finger. If he can manage it, it will be his last act on God’s earth. As dumb as it seems, it would be a good final, dying act for a man who admittedly has lost his way in life.

When the raw mix begins pouring down on his bare feet in a warm, white flow of gravel clumps and wet sandy lumps, the now frightened bird flies away to safety. The naked man, however, has nowhere to go. He’s about to become a permanent fixture of this new construction. 

It’s only then that realization sinks in—and along with it, the fear. 

Concrete buries long legs. Lime burns pale skin. The naked man opens his mouth wide, lets out a scream. He screams for someone to save him. Anyone.

“Please! Help me!”

But this isn’t like the good old days. Now, as he cries out, there’s no one around to hear him, no one to attend to his dire need—no one who cares to save his life, that is. 

There is quite simply nothing left for him—the former silver–spoon–fed–who-cares-about-schoolbooks golden boy who had the world gripped by the short hairs.

Nothing left at all. Not even regret.

Only the smell of worms, a deep trench, and the soft concrete that entombs his living body, filling his gaping mouth. 






Chapter 1

 

How does a headstrong girl like me learn to survive in a man’s construction racket? She learns to endure by taking her old man’s advice, even if it does come to her from six feet under. 

After all these years, I can still hear the proud baritone pouring from the mouth of the late great John Harrison. He used to say a building erected by Harrison Construction Company wasn’t meant to last for two or even three hundred years. Like the great Egyptian pyramids, it was meant to last forever. 

I can see the short but sturdy man standing on the edge of a high-rise jobsite, concrete foundations already poured and cured, structural steel newly erected, a big American flag perched high above us off the topmost section of a rust colored I-beam. 

“You want a tower to last, A.J.?” he’d say to me, taking my small hand in his, calloused fingers squeezing mine tight. “You don’t skimp for nobody. You build it right the first time. No matter the cost.” 

But I guess even he had to admit there were times when a perfectly executed construct might begin to fall apart for no apparent reason. Nothing apparent to the naked eye, anyway. Maybe a tack welded roof joist works itself loose. Or maybe a crack forms in a concrete foundation and over time expands its way up the length of a twenty-story bearing wall. In both cases, the destruction is so slow and subtle you might not take notice until it’s too late.

Life is like that, too.

Destruction isn’t always something that hits you over the head like a claw hammer. Instead, it’s something that’s been building for a long time, more like the rain that seeps into a brick wall and freezes during the winter months. The ice expands, cracks, and eventually destroys the mortar. 

Case in point, my own personal Jericho came crashing down on Monday, June 15, barely a half hour into a hot and humid workday. Call it women’s intuition—or a sharply honed, built-in crap detector—but I knew something wasn’t right from the moment my smartphone started vibrating against my hip. 

I’d been trying to expedite the demolition of the Albany Public School 20 basement utility room, using my equalizer (an old twenty-two-ounce, grizzly bear–clawed framing hammer) to rip down the old plywood utility panel backer board. But even with those four-inch claws wedged between the old, dry plywood and the brick wall, the bitch just wouldn’t budge. Which might explain why I barked into my phone instead of answering it with good old lady like professionalism. 

“What?”

“Yeah, and good morning to you too, Chief,” said my assistant and former Harrison mason laborer, Tommy Moleski. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’ve got a bit of an emergency up here. One which requires your . . . ah . . . utmost undivided attention.” 

I pictured the sixty-something, blond-haired, blue-eyed Vietnam vet with the trailer phone pressed to his ear, a lit Marlboro Red balanced precariously between his lips. 

“A drop everything kind of emergency, Tommy?” I said. “Or an it-can-wait-until-coffee-break emergency?”

“Need-you-front-and-freaking-center-now emergency, Chief.”

“Meet you in the trailer . . . And don’t call me Chief.”

“How’s about I call you Sexy?”

I caught my reflection in one of the old bathroom mirrors the school maintenance department had stored against the wall in the basement utility room. I still filled out my size seven button fly Levis the same way I had since high school. My black T-shirt was tight in all the right places. And not a single hint of gray in my dark brown, shoulder length hair. So, yeah, still at least reasonably sexy. Did I mention there’s nothing PC about a commercial construction site? No #metoo to be found around here. 

“Be right up, Tommy,” I said.

Pocketing the phone, I grumbled something about how much Monday mornings sucked, even when you get to be your own boss. Then I grabbed hold of the equalizer’s rubber grip and pulled like nobody’s business. The old board tore away from the wall and crashed down at my Durango-cowboy-booted feet. But then, so did half the plaster ceiling. Guess I didn’t know my own strength. 

Leaving the mess for later, I hightailed it out of the room and up the concrete stairs. As usual, I had a fire to put out. 





Chapter 2

 

At the top of the stairs, I exited the utility room’s metal access door and the hot summer sun slapped me in the face. With the equalizer gripped in one hand, I used the other to swipe plaster dust out of my dark hair. Tommy called this an emergency situation. A front-and-freaking-center emergency. And by all appearances, he wasn’t screwing around.

Under normal conditions, a commercial construction site is a three-ring circus filled with burly laborers and tradesman shouting out orders or carrying them out. Paint and taping compound spattered boom boxes blare classic Zeppelin or Ozzy. Maybe a hungover mason is mouthing off about the hostile summer heat or lying his ass off about getting laid in the bed of his pickup over the weekend. The construction site that I’d known my entire life was a rough, hyperactive place where the concrete vibrator was a “horse cock,” the Port-O-Potty was the “shithouse,” and where an aluminum casement window that didn’t quite fit a specified masonry opening was a “curly hair off.” Like I said, leave all your politically correct sensibilities at the construction gate entry. 

So, you might not think of it as the ideal setting for a thirty-eight-year-old, liberal arts college educated widow. But you’d be wrong. It’s a world I happen to love.

But there was nothing normal about the world that greeted me when I made my way out of that utility door. The site was deathly quiet, and there were a dozen subcontracted workers standing in front of a scaffolding caged school with large coffees in their hands, eyes fixed on an OSHA Emergency Response van. 

I knew the ready mix wasn’t just about to hit the fan. 

The ready mix had already hit . . . and spattered. 

 

I jogged my way across the site to the construction trailer. Inside, I found Tommy peering out the window at the van.

“We got OSHA,” he said, master of the awful obvious. “Goddamned surprise inspection.” Tommy was dressed in his usual uniform of a clean Hanes all cotton T, husky Levis, and a pair of worn Chippewa work boots he likely bought back when I was still in pigtails and braces. His straight blond hair was styled like someone put a bowl over his head, trimmed around the rim.

“I hate Mondays,” I spat. “How long they been here?”

“Ten minutes, give or take. Pulled up right behind me when I came in.”

“They show ID or badges?”

He tossed me one of those over-the-shoulder glares he does so well. “Listen, Spike, OSHA don’t need no stinkin’ badges.”

I slapped the equalizer onto the desk, pulled a hanky from my back pocket, and soaked it with spring water from the cooler. Wiping my face and arms, I joined Tommy at the window. 

Here’s the deal: OSHA, or Occupational Safety and Health Administration, had become a real thorn in my thong ever since the beginning of last year when my professional life started caving in. In less than six months’ time we had a mason who lost his left eye when a defective hammerhead shattered in his face. Then there was the carpenter who lost his index and middle fingers to a table saw. To add major insult to serious injuries, one of our laborers managed to break his back when he fell ass backward off a baker’s scaffolding after drinking a quart of beer for lunch.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

I was also being harassed by a former Harrison Construction pro now turned chief upstate OSHA agent. Like me, the fiery haired, take no prisoners Diana Stewart had been one of Albany’s first female project managers—also personally trained by my father. You’d think a little sentimental leniency for “old time’s sake” might be in order. But the not so distant memory of the good old days wasn’t enough to stop the “Tiger Lady” from picking on Harrison Construction like we were OSHA’s public enemy number one, hitting us with a separate major fine for each of the three jobsite accidents.

Taking into account the civil lawsuits on behalf of the injured workers, plus the six-figure OSHA fines, I found myself staring down a sum total payout just short of two million large. 

Options: I could either file Chapter Eleven, or I could streamline the Harrison operation to just a fraction of the support staff it once employed and subcontract out any other required work like electrical, heating, plumbing, and asbestos removal. 

In the interest of preserving the house that Dad built, I chose the second of the two evils. About ten months ago, I started digging out of my financial cave in by letting the entire office staff go, laying off the full-time project managers, field supers, masons, carpenters, and laborers we kept on staff 24/7, 52 weeks a year.

Everyone but Tommy, that is. 

I even rented out the North Albany office building that had been in the family for decades.

What the company de-evolution came down to was this: me, A. J. “Spike” Harrison, acting as owner, project manager, field supervisor, plus the all-important health and safety officer. As for my new Harrison headquarters? It consisted of the single-wide Williams Scotsman construction trailer I was now hiding out inside of, a hundred feet from the PS 20 downtown Pearl Street construction entrance. It wasn’t much, but at least the firm started by the late great John Harrison some fifty years ago was still alive, if barely. 

“Lock the door,” I said.

Tommy did it. 

Peering out the trailer window, I made out two men, both dressed in jeans so pressed you could see the creases in the seams. Anal retentive types. OSHA standard issue polo shirts, hardhats, and safety goggles. No doubt, the toes of their polished work boots were protected in construction site mandated high strength steel. 

The tall one on the left held a clipboard while the shorter one on the right gripped a Geiger counter like testing apparatus. 

“Am I the health and safety officer for Harrison Construction, Tommy? Are we not in total safety compliance for a change?”

“Total compliance ain’t necessarily good enough, Spike. You of all people gotta know that.”

Tommy’s comment smacked me right upside my hard head . . .  

 

The summer I turn sweet sixteen, I beg my dad to let me work in the field on a real construction job. “Nice girls don’t work on jobsites,” he argues. “Nice girls answer the phones, type up the bills, make the coffee.” I guess you could say Dad was old school and from another old-fashioned era. But I stubbornly twist his arm until it nearly snaps off. “I’m a tough girl,” I tell him. “I can take it.” Against his better judgment, he gives in, if only to get me to shut up about it. But I’m not on my first jobsite for more than an hour when I step on a sixpenny nail sticking up vertical from out of a torn away floorboard. The steel spike impales itself through my right foot. An overnight hospital stay and numerous tetanus shots later, I become the proud owner of a new nickname: A. J. “Spike” Harrison, pigheaded female heir apparent to the Harrison Construction fortune.

The now oxygen masked OSHA team slipped inside the school. As if on cue, the fax machine and office phone exploded to life. I sat down at my desk and picked up the phone.

“Harrison!”

“Ava Harrison, please,” said the woman caller. 

Ava . . . 

Up went the red flag. Not many people referred to me by my formal name. Only bill collectors or one of several lawyers trying to sue my heart shaped ass. 

“Ms. Harrison is not available at the moment. Can I take a message?”

Eyes locked on Tommy. He gripped a hot-off-the-fax printout in his thick hands. He held up the new pages to my face. The letterhead on the top page said OSHA in the same big black letters as the van outside the school entrance.

“I’m calling on behalf of Diana Stewart at Albany OSHA,” the woman said. “Please make certain Ava Harrison returns Ms. Stewart’s call as soon as she receives this message. It’s of the utmost urgency.”

I hung up without a goodbye.

“Let’s start from the start,” I said. “We’ve got two OSHA agents crawling inside our shorts. And as far as I can tell, nobody seems to be hurt—no limbs severed, no heads rolling. Can you please tell me what the hell is going on?”

Before Tommy could open his mouth, a bullhorn amplified voice shook the trailer. I shot up out of the swivel chair and went to the window. The student body of PS 20 was being led in an orderly, but rapid fashion, out the main entrance and side doors of the old school.

Tommy brushed up against my shoulder.

“This is what I know so far,” he stated. “According to this fax, indie test reports for the third asbestos removal are in and they are no damned good. Tests show the school’s inside air all filled up with asbestos fibers. Way off the charts.” Cocking a thumb over his shoulder, “Christ, Spike, what if all those kids been exposed all year long?”

Maybe I should have seen this coming a long time ago. Back when I subcontracted a local asbestos removal outfit for a district funded rehab that just had to remain occupied by students and faculty during construction. Dumb need for speed architecture and engineering move if ever there was one. 

Making the “occupied jobsite” situation even more tenuous, the subcontracting firm in charge of the removals, A-1 Environmental Solutions, was run by a man I’d known for most of my life. A tall, country club–bred rocket scientist by the name of James “Jimmy” Atkins Farrell. Jimmy had nearly flunked out of high school yet had somehow managed to make a fortune as a “hazardous waste removal” subcontractor. Asbestos removal was his bread and butter. It wasn’t anything to mess around with. If even tiny traces of the microscopic fibers contaminated the air, lives could be at risk. In the case of a school, very young lives. 

“Total exposure,” I exhaled. “That’s what the Tiger Lady is thinking. Total exposure, another huge fine, the death of Harrison Construction, my dad rolling around in his coffin.”

In my head, I pictured the sealed off, “No Entry” areas of the school that had already undergone asbestos removal and the one remaining area that was currently undergoing removal procedures. Since anyone who enters in and out of the removal zone has to be a licensed removal expert and all dressed up in a HEPA space suit, I had no real shot at actually observing the removal. I had no choice but to trust in Farrell’s equipment, his technicians, and their abilities. Trust they were removing the deadly stuff according to plans and specs. If they were cheating on anything, surely it would come out in the testing reports. But thus far, the testing reports had been okay. 

I sat back down at my desk, shot a glance at the subcontractor/materials supplier telephone listing tacked up on the wall over the phone. I found the office number for Analytical Labs, the independent testing company hired by the school at Farrell’s own suggestion to oversee his removal operation. Since the school’s interior air quality was their business, it was possible they’d have an explanation for the surprise OSHA inquest. 

I punched the number into the phone and waited for the connection.

When a machine clicked on, a voice said, “You’ve reached Analytical Labs of the Capital District. We’re either away from our desks or conducting field tests. Please leave your name, number—”

I hung up.

I’d go directly to the source.

I looked up the number for Farrell’s A-1 Environmental Solutions, dialed the number, and waited for an answer. But all I got was an automated operator telling me the number was out of order or temporarily disconnected. I tried the number again, connecting with the same computerized operator. Looking back up at the listing, I found Farrell’s cell phone and dialed that. I was immediately transferred to his answering service.

Sitting back, I whispered, “Where in God’s name are you, Jimmy?” 

A bull horned voice outside got me back to my feet and taking another look out the window. The taller of the two OSHA agents had the horn pressed to his mouth. He was shouting, his tinny voice piercing the paper-thin trailer walls. He was trying to speed up the student evacuation. The short guy pulled off his oxygen mask and started approaching the construction trailer.

I turned back to Tommy. “I need you to hold OSHA’s hand for a little while . . . babysit them.”

He shot me a quick look. “Where you goin’?”

“Something’s not right,” I said. “We’ve got an asbestos contamination and now Farrell’s phone’s off the hook.”

“He ain’t here, either, and neither is anybody from his crew.”

“Which is why I’m going to take a drive over to his office, grab him by his towhead, and drag him back here. I won’t be gone for more than forty-five minutes, an hour at most.” 

There was a hard knock on the trailer door. “This is an OSHA inspection. Please open up.” The voice was deep, insistent. 

Tommy grabbed his belt and hiked his loose blue jeans up over his beer belly. “It’s your call, Spike,” he said. “Do I let them in?” 

I heard sirens.

Tommy and I both turned to face the window. A cop cruiser was pulling up. Right on its tail, an ambulance. Holy Christ, were the schoolkids already being laid waste by the asbestos leak? A third van pulled up, this one bearing the call letters US Environmental Protection Agency Air & Hazardous Material Division. 

“Ava Harrison,” the OSHA agent persisted, “we have orders to shut down this project due to unsafe conditions!”

“They’re red-flagging us,” Tommy said. “Shutting us down. You still think it’s a good idea to go after Farrell?”

I pulled out my beat-up phone and dialed A-1 Environmental one last time. The same automated message system told me the phone was out of service. I tried Farrell’s cell again. Straight to Verizon voice mail. 

I took a quick look around the trailer.

On the drafting table beside my desk sat Tommy’s hard hat and safety goggles. His Carhartt overalls hung by a nail hammered into the trailer wall. I made my way to the overalls, started slipping into them. 

“Whaddaya doing?” Tommy barked. 

Through the window, I saw a uniformed cop approaching the door. Now dressed in the too big overalls, I slipped on the hard hat and pulled the plastic goggles down over my eyes. The locked doorknob trembled.

Tommy bit down on his bottom lip. I knew what he was thinking. He was thinking about my hard head. 

“Wait a second,” he insisted, crossing the narrow space and reaching down into the wastebasket. Pulling out a spent toner cartridge, he ran his hand over the powdery ink end. He slapped some of the powder onto my face.

“There . . . Spike is a guy.”

“Like Dad always wanted.” 

“What if you get through? What do I say?”

“Tell them I’m getting my hair colored.”

“They ain’t gonna believe me.”

“Okay, then tell them the truth—that I snuck out of here in disguise to track down the asbestos removal contractor who may have contaminated a school filled with three hundred little kids.”

Tommy wiped his sweat beaded brow with a beefy forearm. I knew he needed a drink. Make that two of us. “You’re playin’ private dick again,” he said. “Goin’ after Farrell like you used to go after laborers who split town on payday.”

I nodded.

Another rap on the door. 

Tommy rolled his eyes. “Go now, if you’re going,” he said. “Out the roll up door in storage. Nobody will see you if you go now.”

Grabbing my equalizer from the desk, I hiked it through an interior door that led into the storage portion of the construction trailer. I stepped over a collection of coiled hoses, over a Black & Decker generator, over a couple of taping compound buckets. Reaching down, I quietly pulled open the roll up trapdoor, lowered myself the three feet to the packed gravel floor, then double timed it out from under the back of the trailer and across the site to the construction lot where I’d parked my Jeep, the words Harrison Construction proudly emblazoned on the side panels. 

Somebody had left their business card on the windshield. 

It was held in place under the wiper blade. I pulled it free, got behind the wheel, and dropped the card into the empty console cup holder, unread. Then, stuffing the equalizer under the bucket seat, I fired up the Jeep.

Pulling out of the lot onto Pearl Street, or what was better known around town as the “Concrete Pearl,” I put the pedal to the metal. 

I did not look back. 

Nor did I remove the goggles or hardhat until the Jeep was way out of range of OSHA’s sneaky, probing eyes. 





Chapter 3

 

I pulled into a convenience store parking lot, drove behind the brick building, and parked the Jeep between the free air hose and a smelly blue dumpster. I sucked in a deep breath and peeled my fingers off the steering column.

White knuckles.

I needed a long minute to breathe.

I caught my reflection in the rearview. Bright brown eyes accentuated by brows that might have been stunning if I ever considered having them waxed. But who cares about shaped eyebrows on a construction site? I ran my hand through my thick hair still sprinkled with plaster dust, puckered my lips, and wet the pads of my fingers with some saliva to clean the toner off my cheeks.

Freaking Jimmy. Freaking golden boy.

How do I best describe the James Atkins Farrell I had the pleasure of knowing back in high school? 

The name Einstein isn’t the first thing that comes to mind. But then, he wasn’t a total disaster. In terms of athletics and all-American good looks, he had the real deal going on. He was a tall, wiry, sandy blond, blue eyed stud. He quarterbacked the football team in the fall, played basketball in the winter, lacrosse in the spring, and in the summer months, he lifeguarded at the Schuyler Meadows Country Club—the most exclusive WASPs nest in Albany. By the time September came around, he’d become a golden skinned god. In short, every female from hopeless pimple faced nerd to hot bodied cheerleader swooned over him. Even I fell under his spell once, having shared a one on one heavy petting tryst in the backseat of his second-hand Volvo station wagon. I remember that night like it happened five minutes ago. I can still see Jimmy pulling a condom from his jeans pocket. Trojan “ultra-thin bare skin for the”—get this—“sensitive guy.” Apparently, the sensitive golden boy thought he was going to get a whole lot luckier that night than he’d already gotten. But in the end, I said no. And when I said no, it meant, “No way. Not a chance in the world.” That pretty much put an end to the heavy petting—or for that matter, any more dates with Jimmy Farrell.

So, maybe the golden boy was also a lover boy, but when it came to brains, Farrell came up a couple of bricks short of a full pallet. Word is when it came time to graduate, the high school administration required him to make up a couple of courses over the summer in order to legitimize his diploma. 

That’s when I lost track of him. 

Then one beautiful spring day back in the late 1990s, the golden boy came calling on me at the Harrison Construction offices. In he walked in his finely tailored navy-blue Brooks Brothers double breasted suit, brand-new BMW convertible parked in Dad’s designated spot right outside the glass doors. 

Leaning down, he gave me a peck on the cheek. In his low, warm, George Clooney voice, he proceeded to spread it thick. “Sexy . . . hot . . . luscious,” he whispered in my ear. “You still got it, A.J.”

It was, of course, brownnose bullshit. But bullshit or not, that’s the kind of compliment you tend never to forget. Especially when rendered so eloquently by a multimillion-dollar baby like Farrell. 

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a business card and handed it to me. He’d started a new environmental solutions business. Hazardous waste removal for contaminates like lead and oil. But his main focus would be on asbestos removal. 

By the end of the 1980s, asbestos removal had become a hot business thanks to new government restrictions that banned the hazardous substance from public buildings. In order to work with existing asbestos, you had to undergo rigorous training and testing. The licensed removal subcontractor had to dress in a HEPA authorized, environmentally independent space suit before handling the material. He was also required to isolate and seal off the “work area” entirely. 

Conspicuous signage had to be posted everywhere:
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DANGER

ASBESTOS

 

CANCER AND LUNG DISEASE HAZARD

AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

RESPIRATORS AND PROTECTIVE

CLOTHING ARE REQUIRED IN THIS AREA
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And you got the picture super scary clear. Listen, anybody taking on the responsibility of removing asbestos from any given building had better not be into it just for the pretty green. Taking an eye off the ball, even the tiniest bit, might result in somebody losing their life to a horrible and agonizingly protracted lung cancer. 

Somebody like any one of those little kids pouring out of PS 20. 

I remember staring down at Farrell’s business card and thinking, is this the same guy I knew in high school? The dumb jock who couldn’t pass basic algebra even when assigned special tutors? The silver spoon–fed lover boy with the ultra-sensitive condoms I denied in the backseat of his car? 

Sure, people change. Who was I to come down on him just because he’d entered into a lucrative, but risky, business? Perhaps he had very good people working for him. Knowledgeable people. Honest people. 

I didn’t hold my breath. But then, I didn’t discount working with him on a project should the opportunity present itself, either. And as the 1990s made way for the brave new century, A-1 Environmental Solutions took off like a high-speed Otis elevator, never mind my misgivings. The once academic train wreck had become a thirty-something, self-made millionaire. His services were inexpensive and in demand. 

What was there not to like about the handsome Jimmy Farrell and A-1 Environmental Solutions?

So, while the dumb-as-a-box-of-pea-stone golden boy had figured out a way to tap into the American Dream of wealth, prosperity, and social graces, a whole lot of brainiacs who’d gone on to earn advanced degrees still struggled to pay the rent. 

Hey, but ain’t that America . . .? 

Go figure.
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I slipped out of the Jeep, stood in the empty back lot of the convenience store, feeling more than a little out of balance. I pulled off Tommy’s Carhartts, tossed them into the back of the Jeep. Breathing in and out, I tried hard to regain my equilibrium. Enough to get my thought process spinning again.

Back behind the wheel of the Jeep, I found the business card inside the cup holder. 

Damien Spain, Licensed Private Detective.

A phone number was printed below the name. Nothing else. I turned the card over. Something had been written on the back. I . . . CAN . . . HELP. 

“Who said I need any help?” I said out loud. 

Felt good to say it.

I shoved the card back into the cup holder and backed out of the lot.





Chapter 4

 

Cruising Old Wolf Road in the open topped Jeep, sunglasses wrapped around my head, with the summer wind blowing through my hair, I downshifted to make the hard-right turn into the Aviation Industrial Park. I drove past the identical single-story brick and glass buildings that lined both sides of the industrial park. When I came to building No. 12, I pulled in. 

The lot was empty. 

It was Monday morning. A workday. Yet the place was deserted. 

By contrast, the building next door at lot No. 11 was buzzing with activity. The offices of Marino Construction were surrounded by cars, SUVs, and pickup trucks. 

I couldn’t help but notice a new pole barn was being erected in back. Pole barns are a must have for construction outfits that want storage and easy access to heavy equipment. Part of the barn was already standing. Its privacy fenced perimeter barely hid an operating backhoe that was chewing up the earth, probably to make way for more pole barn piers.

Marino Construction had been in business as long as Harrison. Maybe even longer. About the only difference between the two competing firms now was that Marino hadn’t fallen apart after the death of the founding Marino. His paunchy, slick-haired, sixty-something son, Peter, still presided over the general contractor’s business like a street hardened boss over a third-generation mafia family. He also held the distinction of being the father-in-law to our golden boy Jimmy. If anyone knew the word on Farrell’s present whereabouts, it would be his Godfather-in-law, Peter Marino.

On the other hand, maybe the temperamental Godfather would be the last to know. 

 

I got out of the Jeep and made my way to the front vestibule of A-1. 

A handwritten notice penned on your everyday white copy machine stock had been Scotch taped to the glass door. 

Closed Untill Further Notice

Whoever wrote the note had put two L’s on the end of Until. The brilliant Farrell must have written it himself.

I grabbed hold of the opener and tried the door.

It was locked. 

I felt the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Maybe Jimmy wasn’t answering his phones, but I never expected him to be full on MIA. I had OSHA, the EPA, and the cops parked outside my red-flagged jobsite. The one person I needed to clear the situation up—immediately, if not sooner—had suddenly closed the doors of his business. 

I pulled the paper off the door, stared down at it. The words didn’t change. I was about to crumple it up, toss it onto the concrete walk, when I noticed something had been written on the back of the paper. A sketch. Two parallel lines connected to a square on the far left side but were left open at the far right. The lines had been drawn in black pencil. Below the lines were scrawled two letters: an “S” and a “C.” Directly beside those, a question mark. 

I couldn’t imagine what S and C meant or why a question mark had been placed beside them or why I was wasting my energy on it. 

Details . . . details. 

Folding the paper into squares, I buried it in the pocket of my Levis.

 

I decided to walk around the perimeter of the square building, yanking on locked doors as I passed them, peering through dirty smoked glass. By the looks of it, the place had been cleaned out. Not a single piece of furniture or contaminate removal equipment, or even so much as a stapler, had been left behind. So it appeared from the outside, anyway. No scaffolding, no storage bags, no fifty-gallon chemical penetrate drums, no vacuum equipment, no portable respirators, no HEPA space suits, nothing. 

I tried to recall the last time I’d personally spoken to Farrell on the phone. It had to be last week sometime since it was my job to personally expedite the project, which meant scheduling Jimmy for the school’s third and final asbestos removal procedure. 

I tried to recall our conversation.

Did its focus shift from the final contracted phase to anything else? Had I noticed if Farrell sounded strange? Were there signs of stress in his voice? Nothing that caught my attention. But then, I hadn’t been looking for anything, either. 

He did, however, ask me for more money on top of the Albany School District’s two hundred grand–plus I’d already paid him for two completed phases. I told him we were up to date, that he would receive his final payment upon completion of the third phase and indoor air quality sample approvals on behalf of Analytical Labs. 

But he’d come up short on payroll that week, he confessed. 

Ten grand would tide him over nicely until the final monies were due. Not wanting him to give me a no-show excuse, I advanced him the cash out of a Harrison cash checking account. 

Not that I could afford it. But forwarding personal funds now and again was by no means an unusual practice in my business. As a matter of standard operating procedure, the General Contractor often bankrolled at least a portion of the project. If you did it effectively enough, you racked up future favors with the subcontractors and materials suppliers.

I brushed back my hair, felt the heat of the late morning sun on my face, felt my temples pulsing. If Farrell’s operation had shut down, if he was nowhere to be found, then I would have to face the Tiger Lady all alone. Maybe that’s how Farrell envisioned it when incorrectly spelling out Untill on standard white copy stock.

I shot another glance over at Marino Construction, took another look at the new pole barn going up at the back of their lot. I had no choice but to go over to their office, see if anyone knew anything at all about the A-1 Environmental Solutions’ sudden bugout. Farrell was married to Peter Marino’s daughter. Farrell’s unexpected departure from planet Earth was no longer my problem alone. Whether Marino knew it or not, it was about to become a family affair. 
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