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Part 1


Chapter 1 - Monday, April 16

 


i. Billie

As Billie drifted asleep, she relived the garage
memory. It started with her brother’s facial expression and his
hands pulling at his hair as they stood outside the rear garage
door of their old house.

“Don’t go in sis, don’t go in.”

She watched her hand reach for the door
handle. Her heart thumped with a sense of foreboding.

The door swung open in slow motion.

The memory unraveled in the same order,
starting with the partially torn off sizing stickers on the soles
of her mom’s slippers. Laying on her back, her mom’s legs were
splayed apart, and her head turned to one side. A circle of
saturated dark blood blossomed in the center of her gray
sweater.

Billie’s legs wobbled, making her grip the
door for support. Bile rose in her throat.

Then the scene moved across the floor to her
father and the revolver; the vintage revolver lying in the middle
of his open, dead hand.

The image changed focus from the horrors of
ten years ago to the present. This time, her brother, Jeffrey, was
not pulling at his hair. Instead, he sat on the ground hugging his
knees. His body was clearly outlined, but his surroundings were
blurred.

Billie woke with a start as something brushed
her face. It took a moment to remember her surroundings; the
security office break room of the Millennium Industrial and
Business Park, Spokane, Washington State.

A rolled-up piece of paper bounced off her
chest.

Her neck complained as she straightened her
back. She must have dozed for a few minutes, with her head propped
in her hand. It was 2.50 a.m.

Two men in their forties, with stomachs
bulging against their blue uniform shirts, stood in front of her,
grinning.

“Wakey wakey, princess.”

“Princess or prince?”

“Who can tell with that mustache?”

The men giggled at each other.

Billie wiped the corners of her mouth and sat
up straight.

“Talking in your sleep again.”

“No, don’t go in, please don’t go in,” one
man said in a poor attempt at mimicking Billie’s voice.

Billie rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn. It
was not worth responding.

The door squeaked upon opening, and an obese
man entered. Vincent had a round, friendly face and black skin. His
glasses rested on top of his head like an avuncular grandfather.
Blinking as he spoke, he said, “Come on, now. Time for patrol. Boss
is on his way in.”

“Who put you in charge, old man?”

“I am the spy of all things,” he said. “Now.”
He motioned with his thumb towards the door.

The two men collected their uniform jackets
and left.

Vincent held the side of the door to steady
himself, his breathing audible. Billie wondered how his knees took
the weight of his body.

“Hey, Billie, got a family barbecue coming
up, you wanna come?”

She smiled; there was no need to consider her
answer. “Thanks, I’m okay.”

“Plenty of nieces and nephews your age.”
Vincent raised his eyebrows.

“Thanks anyway,” Billie said, fleetingly
making eye contact. She knew he expected her to decline the
invitation, she could see it in his expression.

“Better check yourself in the bathroom
mirror,” he said, waggling a finger towards his lips. He ambled
back into the CCTV room to resume his position in front of a large
bank of screens. The seat strained and squeaked underneath him.

Billie went into the bathroom. A curly
mustache had been drawn on her upper lip.

“Bastards,” she said.

After washing it off, she pulled her shirt
out of her pants, straightened it, then tucked it back in. Once she
had adjusted her utility belt, she grabbed her uniform jacket and
checked herself in the mirror.

That bloody garage memory again, when she was
fifteen years old. Before the tragedy occurred, her only concerns
were school, Girl Scouts and a growing interest in boys. Now, at
twenty-five, she could not define her life in such simple terms. As
for the memories, whatever she did, they just seemed to bubble up
without warning.

The newer thoughts regarding Jeffrey were
different, and recent, very recent. She could not shake the feeling
he was in danger.

She went into the control room and grabbed
the back of Vincent’s chair. “Anything happening?”

“Nothing much.”

At 5’9”, she could see the screens over his
head with her brown eyes. In recent years, she kept her dark hair
in a short bob with straight bangs, as it was easier to manage.
Makeup, if worn, was always minimal. Her unpolished fingernails
were cut precisely, and she wore a small pair of stud earrings.
People described her as plain-faced, lanky and pale. Underneath her
uniform, her body was toned because of regular fitness routines
recommended by a therapist.

Vincent looked up from the screens. “Any news
of your brother?”

Billie pressed her lips together, “Nope. Been
ninety-three days since I last heard from him.”

“One day, Billie, one day.” Vincent nodded
towards her. “He’s out there somewhere.”

“I know he is. But recently I’ve had this
feeling, not a good one, about him.”

“I prayed for him last week. There was a
period of reflection in church for lost souls and missing
people.”

“Thanks.” She changed the conversation. “I’ve
just started looking into another missing person case.”

“Who’s that for?

“Avery P. Fournier. He’s a well-known author
who has been missing. Well, dropped out of society. He may have
returned to Spokane, as he lived here for a few years. Be great to
find him.”

“Is there a reward?”

“Don’t think so. I’d just like to talk to
him.” Billie pulled at her nose. “I’ve read his book.”

“Book? Don’t read fiction books.”

“He only wrote one, called We Have Seen
Better Days. It became an influential bestseller. Future
society, robots, and synthetic people.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“It was a commentary on modern society.
Anyway, he never wrote a follow up. Had a breakdown or something,
lived off the grid. That’s what is interesting about him.”

“Sounds like a troubled man. Look ...” The
screens reflected on Vincent’s face as he pointed a pudgy finger at
one of them. “The supervisor is driving back from perimeter patrol,
see?”

An electric security cart drove alongside a
long line of chain link fencing.

“Better get out on patrol,” Billie said,
putting on her jacket.

Vincent’s hand found its way under the lid of
a box of doughnuts lying on top of paperwork. He drew out a plain
doughnut. “Want one?”

Billie sneaked a hand inside the box. She
pulled out a pink-colored doughnut and took a bite. “Not bad.”

“Hey, what,” Vincent said turning his head as
Billie left the office. “That’s my favorite, I always leave it ‘til
last.”

Billie walked outside and rubbed the sugar
off her hands. She glanced up at the sky and pulled at the collar
of her jacket; at least it wasn’t raining. Spokane in April was
still chilly in the early mornings. Billie could not pick her
favorite season; it was whichever one they were in.

She jumped into the security cart and sped
off along a route which meandered through a labyrinth of industrial
buildings. Amongst the silence and shadows, an occasional light
glared out into the darkness from a window or around a factory
door. A few units and factories employed night workers. The
building which received the most attention on night shift belonged
to a baking firm. At 4am, the aroma of freshly baked bread and
doughnuts acted like a beacon for security staff.

Slowing, she leaned out of the cart and
examined windows, shutters, and doors on her way to the far end of
the estate. The air was purer here, without unpleasant
manufacturing smells. The dense wooded area beyond the perimeter
was like a scene from a fantasy novel or one of her video games. It
was dark and mysterious with animal noises, hooting owls, and
orcs.

Something caught her eye. The bar on an
emergency pedestrian gate was lower than normal, as if it had not
been shut properly. Billie parked up, unhooked her flashlight, and
walked over to the gate. Fresh duct tape had been stuck across one
of the door locking bolts to prevent it from fully engaging. She
ran her finger along the side of the gate where the small sensor
unit was normally located.

There was a CCTV camera nearby trained on the
gate.

Billie pressed the talk button on her radio.
“Control. This is Billie.”

“Go on, Billie.” Vincent’s voice cut
through the air.

“Pedestrian exit gate at the rear, northwest
corner. The gate’s been stuck open and its sensor is missing. It
can be opened from the outside. Anything seen on CCTV?”

“Got that Billie. Um, the CCTV camera?
It’s covered in dirt, can’t see clearly.”

She looked out through the wire fence. “May
be relevant. Could someone check out the woods? I’ll look around
this area.”

“We’ll make our way to the woods to help
Wilhelmina.” It was one of the two dick brains who taunted her
in the break room. Though supposed to patrol on their own, the pair
of them always ended up together.

“Copy that, and keep me updated,” the
supervisor’s whiny voice sounded out.

With her back to the gate, Billie examined
the vicinity. Night lights cast a yellow glow and discordant shadow
across the area. Billie’s gaze settled on an old bathroom block,
thirty-five yards away, jutting out from behind a modern two-story
building. Though now used by construction workers to store
equipment, Billie took occasional bathroom breaks there, as the
toilets remained plumbed in. It was not cost effective to train
CCTV cameras onto the building.

“Going to check the old bathroom block,” she
said.

“Copy that. Need help?”

“I’m okay,” Billie said.

She was glad no one offered to assist
her.

She drove over to the block and flicked the
beam of her flashlight across the external walls and roof before
pulling open the door. With her foot stuck against the inside of
the door, she leaned in.

Silhouettes revealed container boxes, crates,
junk, and large spools of cable in the wide corridor situated
before the entrance to the toilets. The place smelled musty.

Taking a length of wood laying on the floor,
Billie slid it in between the outer door and the doorframe. Propped
open, the outside lights provided a visual reference.

Within two minutes, she found a crate with a
tarp pulled off. On the floor by its side was a box containing a
brand-new cell phone.

She walked into the toilet section and shone
her flashlight along the line of stalls. “Hello? Security here.
Anyone here?” Her voice echoed around the walls.

She waited. There was no reply and no
noises.

After searching each stall, she returned to
the cell phone and took a photo of it with the crate in the
background. She picked it up by the edges and took it with her
outside and into the security cart.

“Control. No one here. They’ve gone. Looks
like they hid cell phones during the day and returned at night to
collect them by way of the back gate. They left one behind, should
be able to find the company owner in the morning.”

“Copy that, Billie,” Vincent said.

“I’ll need a full report,” the
supervisor said.

Billie shook her head. Talk about stating the
obvious.

She took a few more photos of the bathroom
block and the gate before ripping off the duct tape and securing
the exit.

“Nothing in the woods except trees and
trim bushes,” one of the dickheads said.

“Going back on patrol, nothing happening
here,” the other said.

Billie muttered under her breath, “Shit
heads.”

She returned to the control room and created
a crime report, which she emailed to the supervisor together with
the scene photos.

It was after 4am, a time when her body was at
its lowest ebb and night began mutating into morning. She went into
the break room for coffee and checked her cell phone. There were no
messages.

 


 


ii. Weasel

Jarvis Weselly became known as Weasel during his
teens because of his offhand behavior towards girls. His face was
covered in pockmarks from a childhood illness, and it didn’t matter
what he ate, he was always thin.

He bumped along through life committing
burglary and minor misdemeanors, for which he received short-term
sentences in juvenile institutions and adult jail. It gave him, in
his mind, bragging rights and street credibility. However, he never
mentioned his stalking and voyeurism convictions.

By way of a lucky break, he was caught trying
to burglarize the offices of a real estate office by the owner, Mr.
Randall. It ended with Randall asking him to perform a few dirty
jobs in return for the cops not being called. It allowed him to put
his camera and gadget skills to use.

That was a year ago, just before his
twenty-second birthday. It was also around the time his mother
died.

At 6.30 p.m. on Monday evening, Weasel stood
on the second floor of a half-built house on the Happy Villas
estate. Wearing a casual black shirt and pants, he was prepared for
his stalking activities.

His attention was focused on the upstairs
bedroom window of the “Show House” on the opposite side of the
street. The man and woman, who had just arrived in separate cars,
were exactly as described.

Weasel adjusted the camera settings and took
shots of the two vehicles and the front of the property. Next, he
focused on the bedroom. From his point of view, he could see half
of a double bed and a door into the room. First clicking off a few
photos, he also recorded a few seconds of video. The man entered
the bedroom, undoing his tie. He turned his head and spoke to
someone on his left, out of view.

A woman appeared wrapped in a large towel.
The man put his arms around her, squeezed her backside, and kissed
her neck.

“Turn around,” Weasel said between his teeth.
“Turn around.”

The woman loosened herself from the man’s
grip and pointed towards the window.

“Face me, face me, come on, bitch,” Weasel
said as he aimed his camera.

The man nodded and walked towards the window,
stopped, and spun around. He whipped the towel off the woman and
put his hands out in mock surprise.

Weasel swallowed as he saw the woman’s naked
body. Only at the last moment did he remember to take photos before
the drapes were pulled across.

He fumbled with the camera buttons as he
reviewed the images. Four photos had captured the man in full view
with the naked woman behind him. A second later, and he would have
pictures only of the drapes. His eyes lingered on the woman’s
breasts and pubic area. He licked his lips and rubbed his
groin.

His cell buzzed; a text had arrived.

 


Hi. Rosita is on way to clean your
residence. Thank you for using Standard Cleaning Services.

 


Weasel walked around for a while, using the
glare of his smartphone to make sure he didn’t trip on anything.
Thirty-five minutes later, the drapes re-opened. He took photos of
the woman, now dressed, straightening the bedsheets. The male
appeared in the background, pulling on his shirt. The couple left
the house and walked to their own vehicles.

Once they departed, Weasel extricated himself
from the building jumped into his silver Dodge Dart and drove off.
Forty minutes later, he swung his auto into the Pleasant Valley
trailer park on the outskirts of Tucson. As he drove along the
meandering road, he saw the cleaning van parked by the side of his
trailer.

A rotund Hispanic woman with a light mustache
and two chins was carrying out a trash bag as he turned off the
engine. Her cleaning uniform was stretched tight across her
backside and belly.

“Rosita.”

“Hello, mister Weasel. I’m just
finishing.”

The trailer smelled of industrial cleaning
agents. He pinched his nose as Rosita pulled herself inside.

She breathed heavily and wiped sweat off her
forehead.

He lit up a cigarette, crumpled the empty
packet, and tossed it into the sink. Rosita’s glare was enough for
him to retrieve the packet and throw it in the trash bin.

Weasel peeled off two fifty-dollar bills and
held them out. He gazed at the wall and licked his lips.

Rosita examined the notes. “Can spare you a
few minutes for fucky, mister Weasel. Got to get back to my
husband. It’s his birthday tomorrow.” She took the money and put it
in her pocket.

Weasel ran his hands down his pants. “I
wondered …”

“No touchy, no talking, mister Weasel. Okay?”
Rosita said.

He nodded and walked into his bedroom, whilst
Rosita visited the bathroom.

The bedroom was that of a teenager. Books,
magazines, DVDs, and computer equipment lay in random piles on top
of a bookcase. The best Rosita could manage was to tidy up the
floor and straighten the Las Vegas duvet bed cover.

A single wardrobe with a broken base stood at
a slight angle. A poster of Clint Eastwood as Dirty Harry was stuck
on one of the doors. Underneath was a movie poster for Reservoir
Dogs.

He threw back the duvet, closed the drapes
and switched on a side lamp. Grabbing a condom from the top drawer
of his night stand, he glanced up as Rosita walked in. She held her
XXXL sized underpants, a toilet roll, and a large tube of lubricant
in her latex gloved hands.

Weasel stared at the floor as he left the
room. Facing the closed door, he took off his pants and shorts but
left his socks on. Aroused ever since Rosita agreed to the tryst,
he rubbed his penis several times before fumbling with the condom.
Standing still, he placed his hands by his side and waited.

There was a sound of liquid squirting from a
bottle followed by the side lamp being clicked off.

“Ready mister Weasel.”

Weasel knocked softly on the door. On
entering, light briefly flooded the room, revealing Rosita laying
on the bed with her knees apart. Her skirt was pulled up and over
her stomach and her head was facing away from him. Without being
told, Weasel shut the door and found his way, in the darkness, to
the end of the bed. His hand briefly touched a foot as he kneeled
on the mattress.

In silence, he lowered himself over Rosita’s
body, took his weight on his elbows, and waited. Hands grabbed his
backside, and within moments, he was thrusting into her like a
jackhammer. He climaxed within a minute.

Rosita pushed at his hips, forcing him to
roll off. The mattress moved underneath him as she stood up. She
wiped herself with a handful of toilet tissue, pulled on her
underpants, and smoothed down her uniform dress.

“Okay, mister Weasel.”

“Thanks, Rosita,” Weasel said quietly.

She left.

Weasel waited until he heard the van driving
away.

He chucked the condom into the kitchen trash
bin and threw water over himself. With just a towel wrapped around
his waist, he opened the main door and sat on the floor, his feet
resting on the outside steps. He swigged from a can of beer and lit
a cigarette. The sound of loud TVs, music, and shouts floated on
the evening breeze from surrounding trailers.

A car pulled up. It was Taco. He was squat in
stature, overweight, had large hands, and was the same age as
Weasel. Of mixed ethnicity, his grandfather, originally from Puerto
Rico, married a local Spokane woman and settled down. He wore a
check shirt and plain pants.

“Hey,” Taco said on slamming the car door.
“What’s up? You been busy?”

Weasel grinned. “Just had sex with a trailer
park girl. She was hot. Worked up quite a sweat.” He stared into
the distance.

“You are one lucky man.”

“Comes naturally. Anyway, how are you
doing?”

“Selling drugs and shit. Hey, banged a girl
last night.” Taco tilted his head and grinned.

“And?” Weasel gave a knowing nod.

“It was up against a trash bin. From behind,
you know.”

“Jeez Taco, you need more subtlety with the
ladies. Flowers, chocolates, chat, foreplay, all that sort of
thing.”

“Anyways, anything happening?”

“Just finished a blackmail surveillance
job.”

“Up to anything else?”

“No. It’s steady work, pays well, and it’s
better than burglarizing. I’m nearly a legitimate worker. But
whilst I’m doing it, I’m building up to doing a big job.”

“What you got?”

“Still strategizing.” Weasel threw his
cigarette out onto the gravel. He clasped the towel to himself and
stood up. “Come in. Want a beer or smoke? Small bit of blow
here.”

“Beer.” Taco followed him inside.

Weasel went into his bedroom and got
dressed.

“Cleaner’s been, I see.”

“Twice a month, as usual. Worth the
money.”

“I’m sure she is.”

Weasel hesitated and coughed. “The
surveillance jobs get me thinking. How about we blackmail the
people ourselves rather than just supplying the photos?”

“Got anyone in mind?”

“Working on it.”

“Hey, I was reading what they do in Brazil.
They hold the mother of a rich soccer player. Son pays up, no one
gets hurt.”

“Sounds easy enough. I’ll add it to our work
strategy.”

“Work strategy?”

Weasel stood up, his voice rising. “Fuck,
man, I’m planning my future.” His eyes flashed for a moment. “Do
you think I want to live here? We should be kings of the castle.
Women, booze, and drugs on tap. People doing our bidding.”

“Okay, man, calm down.”

Taco waited until Weasel sat down.

“I could move in here, we could plan stuff
together?” Taco said.

“Off limits.” Weasel jerked his thumb behind
him. “This is a man’s zone, predatory, not having any
interruptions.”

“Look, Weasel,” Taco said, leaning his arms
on his thighs. “If nothing happens soon, I’ll start working for my
cousin. He’s been asking after me again.”

Weasel licked his lips and gazed around the
room. “Your cousin? Not your cousin. Dangerous.”

“He’s a mad mother fucker. My parents won’t
let him in the house. I can start off driving and delivering stuff.
He’ll pay me well. Rent my own place.”

“Hold on, we’ll strike it big. Just the two
of us, you know.”

“You’ve been saying that for the last few
years. Shit, there are kids running gangs. We need to step up.”

“Talking of which, want to show you
something.”

Weasel disappeared into his bedroom and
returned wearing a dark blue jacket. “Ready? Drum roll.” He pulled
the left side of the jacket slowly open to reveal he was wearing a
chest holster. His Smith and Wesson 642 revolver was secured
inside. “What do you think? It’s pure leather, like Dirty
Harry.”

“Yeah.”

Weasel took out the weapon, spun to his left
and pointed it at a wall. “Boom.”

“Mean, man, mean.”

Weasel replaced his gun into the holster. He
seemed to sit straighter as a result.

“Well. Got to head off. See you soon,” Taco
said.

“Okay, man.”

They bumped fists.

Weasel fetched another can of beer and found
a meat pie at the back of the fridge. With the pie jammed between
his teeth, he booted up his laptop on the living room table. He
took out the SD card from his camera and inserted into the
slot.

“Let’s have a look,” he said chomping on the
pie.

He waited until all the photos and video
clips had loaded. Viewing each one, by the time he reached the end,
he was pressing speed dial. Pie crumbs were strewn all over the
carpet.

“Mr. Randall, got those images for you.”

“Any good?”

“Yeah. Clear view of them together. Woman’s
naked.”

“Fucking, are they fucking?”

“The man pulled the drapes. But I got some
good shots beforehand.”

“Are the images clear enough of their
faces?”

“Yes.”

“Good. His wife will have no problem
identifying him and his work colleague. That’ll make him reconsider
his current business model. Send it over in the usual way.”

“Okay, Mr. Randall.”

“Got another job for you. Coopers Auto
Salvage. I’ve been making a move on the place for some time. It’s
finally being foreclosed on Monday next week.”

“Surveillance?”

“Yes. I want to make sure Cooper can’t
raise any capital over the weekend or find anyone willing to bail
him out. I want that salvage yard.”

“Understood, boss. What does this Cooper look
like?”

“Big fucker with a beard. Follow him. I
think he has a girlfriend somewhere. See what you can find and let
me know.”

“Sure thing.”

“I want you there when they post
foreclosure. I want to know who is turning up to inspect the place.
I also want you to keep an eye on the yard. I don’t want any
squatters in there before the auction.”

“Security guard work?” Weasel said, unable to
stop himself from sounding dismissive.

“If I’m paying you to be a security guard,
then that’s what you’ll be.” The man raised his voice.
“Otherwise, what? Get caught burgling again, you punk? Think
yourself lucky you can use a camera. It’s not too late to report
you to the cops.”

The line went dead.

“Fucker,” Weasel said.


Chapter 2 - Tuesday,
April 17

 


i. At home

Billie’s apartment was a square box set within a
plain concrete building. Located in a low-income suburb of Spokane,
the tenants were a mixture of full-paying renters and those on
community assistance. Inside, there was a bedroom, a bathroom, and
a living room with kitchenette.

Despite no one visiting her, Billie kept the
apartment clean and in order. A schedule, based around her shifts
and days off, helped her keep on top of laundry and basic chores.
The dark drapes were added months ago to help her sleep during the
day, and she fitted another chain lock into the door frame to make
the place more secure. Her old baseball bat was stored under the
bed as a precautionary measure.

She preferred plain walls without adornment.
Only one photo was out on view; that of her standing next to her
brother. They were both smiling. It was taken on the day he left to
go traveling.

Jeffrey, two years younger than Billie, was
clean-shaven and had what people called a cheeky grin. The thin
scar intersecting his right eyebrow was still evident, as the hair
had not grown back properly since a childhood accident. He called
it his war wound. “The ladies love it,” he used to say. Of course,
he told no one it occurred when he fell over during a water pistol
fight with his sister, who always defeated him.

Billie woke at 1pm after an uneventful night
shift. She wanted to check through her research and website before
getting ready for work. Remaining in her pajamas, she put on a
bathrobe and turned up the temperature. The apartment block was old
and didn’t retain much heat. Noises of domestic arguments and
shouting children sounded through the walls due to a lack of
soundproofing.

With TV news on low volume, she ate a bowl of
cereal whilst waiting for the coffeepot to boil.

Once finished eating, she cleared up and
grabbed all her reference material. She laid out the roadmaps, the
missing author’s novel, a printout of her brother’s last email, and
a porn magazine on the couch next to her. With a fresh cup of
coffee, she re-read the email as her laptop booted up.

She hoped for some type of epiphany every
time she read the words, such as a clue to Jeffrey’s location. As
usual there was nothing.

The email mentioned Jeffrey’s traveling
partner and lifelong friend Shaggy, so named because of his
resemblance to the cartoon character.

 


Sat Jan 13.

Hi, sis, we have arrived in Arizona and are
heading down through Phoenix, towards Tucson. We’re looking to
settle down for a while and live off-grid. We hope to get work for
dollars or food but will make it up as we go along.

I know you will, but don’t worry about me. I
may not be in touch for some time. It will be nice to be away from
the internet and cell phones.

Sis, I love you, but I think it’s time for
us both to move on.

Thumbs up.

JJ.

x

Shaggy says, peace out.

 


That was the last contact she had from him;
three months ago. The phrase “make it up as we go along” was
typical Jeffrey.

The day after the garage tragedy, she had sat
with Jeffrey eating breakfast at their auntie’s house. They ate in
shocked silence, on their own, until Jeffrey dropped his fork and
cried.

Billie waited until he composed himself, then
said, “We only have each other now. I will always be here for you,
Jeffrey.”

Jeffrey put out his hand and made a thumbs up
sign.

Billie returned the gesture and pressed her
thumb against his. “There, we’ve sealed it.”

The bond was made.

As the years passed, their personalities took
different pathways. Jeffrey lived fast, loose, and unorganized,
seeking escape in cannabis and alcohol. Billie became lonely and
aloof, with a sober determination to support Jeffrey.

Their relationship was tested severely when
Jeffrey’s behavior worsened. He would often bring women or friends
home and party until the early hours, despite Billie needing to
sleep. It usually ended in a drunken, drug-fueled argument. Despite
Billie waking him with coffee and breakfast, Jeffrey frequently
stayed in bed instead of going to work.

It reached a point where Billie could not
stand back and watch her brother implode. “We both have things to
deal with, but not like this. You are self-destructing with your
drugs, drink and women,” Billie said.

“So what? At least I’ll go out in style.
Father always said I was the weak one and you’re the strong one.
Perhaps he was right.”

“Come on, Jeffrey, that’s not you, really.
You are better than this.”

“I know, sis, I just can’t help myself.

Jeffrey returned one night to discover Billie
had destroyed his stash of cannabis and poured his booze down the
sink. They argued, but Billie stood her ground. Despite the tears
and self-doubt, they stuck together over those critical months,
during which Billie spent her savings and broke up with a
boyfriend.

Eventually, Jeffrey turned a corner and cut
back considerably on his drinking and smoking habits. He kept
better company, re-connected with Shaggy, and held down a factory
job. With a new outlook came a new perspective.

“Now everything is clearer, I need to get
away, sis, and cut loose from the past.” He examined Billie’s face
as he spoke. “I need to make a new start, Billie. Been talking it
over with Shaggy, we’re going on an adventure, a road trip.”

He held his thumb up and waited for Billie’s
response.

“Is that what you want, JJ? You know, inside.
Gut feeling?”

“Yes.”

She brought up her hand, extended her thumb
and made the connection.

He moved out the next day to live with
Shaggy. Billie was left alone with her thoughts, a larger than
needed apartment, and a lot of tidying up. She blamed herself for
him leaving because she was too protective and motherly. It was her
role to be the caring older sister and take over from their mother,
wasn’t it?

Downsizing to her current apartment, she
learned to live on her own. Perhaps it was for the best, as she
enjoyed her own company and could get a good night’s sleep. To
Billie’s relief, Jeffrey maintained regular contact with her. She
tried not to sound too concerned with her questions, despite
Jeffrey often saying, “Yes mother.”

At least he maintained his positive outlook.
She took on the security job at the Millennium, kept herself to
herself, and everything ticked along.

Both men worked two jobs and bought a Ford
Econoline Cargo van. Shaggy hand painted the van with his own
Scooby Doo-ish design. Waves and streaks of blue and green colors
were embellished with poorly-painted flower petals. He decided
against writing “mystery machine” on the side, instead adding more
flowers. They fitted out the van with mattresses, a small sink, and
stove, and it was ready to go. Shaggy was good with engines, and
after a road test, he declared the van road-worthy, and they left
on December 1.

Hesitant to write on a USA roadmap at first,
Billie eventually placed an “x” by each new location in pencil.

In the two-month period since Jeffrey’s last
email, Billie tried to believe he was living free and happy, just
as he wanted. It was her only way of dealing with it.

However, concern turned to anxiety. She could
not escape the feeling that Jeffrey was in danger.

It catapulted Billie into a frenzy of
investigation, including taking two days of vacation time off work.
News sites and community forums were interrogated more thoroughly
than before. She reported him as missing to the Tucson police, but
they would not make anything official as there were no concerning
factors. Homicide reports and the activities of drug cartels in
Arizona did nothing to ease her stress.

Billie pinned her hopes on Jeffrey remaining
in Tucson and not wandering off elsewhere. She considered paying
for a private investigator to visit Sunlight Farm, one of the
largest communes on the outskirts of Tucson. The fees meant she
could only afford one day’s worth of investigation. It would not be
enough unless they got lucky. Billie set aside as many dollars as
she could in order to visit Tucson herself. With her rent, bills,
and motorcycle loan payments, she could not drop everything to
search random areas. She needed more information. Shit, he could
have moved on to another State.

Then, during the last few days, two pieces of
key evidence came to her attention.

Whilst browsing a magazine rack at the back
of a corner store, Billie’s gaze strayed to the top shelf material.
Only the name and top portion of the porn magazines were viewable
within its plastic “modesty” cover. Underneath one title, and next
to the face of a smiling woman were the words, “Avery P. Fournier”.
It was a mainstream pornographic magazine which contained non-porn
articles in amongst the pictures. With a quick glance behind her,
she reached up and grasped the magazine. She pinched the plastic
cover so she could read more of the sub heading.

Avery P. Fournier, where is he?

There was something intriguing about Avery. A
one-hit wonder novelist who enjoyed the high life before dropping
out of society. He lived in Spokane as a teenager, and his
multi-layered novel was one of her favorites. That he had also gone
missing, like Jeffrey, was another point of interest.

The magazine felt heavy in her hand. She
couldn’t exactly say to the checkout operator. “I’m only interested
in the written articles.” That would be so lame.

She replaced the magazine and pretended to
shop, whilst studying the checkout operators. The older woman would
be the least embarrassing. Billie bought the magazine, along with a
crossword puzzle and a packet of chewing gum. She offered the
correct change in cash, grabbed the shopping bag, and left. Once
outside, it took a few minutes for the warm nervous feeling down
the back of her neck to subside.

At home, she flicked through the pages,
straight to the article to stop herself being sidetracked by the
pictures. There would be plenty of time to examine the rest of the
contents from cover to cover.

Her heart skipped a beat when she read the
double page article.

Along with a potted history of the author,
there were suggestions of where he may have disappeared to,
together with pictures. One image, entitled “Living off the grid,”
showed a community of tents, hand-built shacks, wind towers, and
solar panels near Tucson. A group of people sat together in a
communal eating area. A man, who had been highlighted by a red
circle, bore a resemblance to Avery, perhaps in the eyes and nose.
As many of the men had beards, it could not be a perfect match.

She studied the picture, at length, with a
magnifying glass. Billie wanted to believe her brother was in
amongst the group, but she could not be sure.

When was the picture of the commune taken?
Her pragmatic thoughts were that it was a random stock photo which
fitted with the journalist’s story. There was also a suggestion of
alien abduction, with a poor image of a flying saucer. The article
did not quote any sources, so it was likely the account was based
on social media chit-chat.

She was becoming desperate to believe
anything which would give a clue as to her brother’s
whereabouts.

It was when Billie read a local Spokane
newspaper that she became excited.

Titled “Has he returned to Spokane?” the
journalist believed he saw Avery in a bar in downtown Spokane. As
the journalist thought about approaching the man, he left. There
was a suggestion that Avery may have returned to Spokane, as he was
fond of the place and the bars, clubs, and nightlife.

The article may have been written to generate
interest in Spokane or was a spin on the porn magazine’s piece.
What if Avery was in Spokane? What if he had stayed at the same
off-grid community as Jeffrey or Shaggy?

Find Avery, find her brother, became a
repetitive thought. It was a slim notion, but what else did she
have to go on? All other inquiries led to nothing. If she explained
her reasoning to anyone, they would laugh at her.

Whatever; if you don’t ask, you don’t
get.

Turning to her laptop, she logged into her
website editor. Written using a simple template, the website was an
appeal for information about Jeffrey. However, since her interest
in the author, she decided to write an appeal for information
regarding his whereabouts. Happy with the content, she pressed
“publish.”

Billie sat back and rubbed her eyes. It was 4
p.m. and thoughts of the forthcoming twelve-hour graveyard shift
were not uplifting.

For the next thirty minutes, she gathered
email addresses of Spokane bars, strip clubs, and drinking
establishments where Avery could be visiting. She wrote a basic
email with a photo attached and a link to her website. The biggest
pain was entering all the email addresses. She pressed “send” and
powered down the laptop.

Before getting ready for work, Billie tidied
up and stood, holding the well-thumbed porn magazine. She shoved it
back under the mattress, embarrassed to leave it out while at
work.


Chapter 3 - Wednesday,
April 18

 


i. CCTV

In the early hours of Wednesday morning, Billie was
out on patrol in her cart when the supervisor contacted her.

“Can you take over from Vincent for the
rest of the shift? He’s gone home. Family problems. His son’s in
trouble again.”

“Copy that, on my way.”

Talk about keeping Vincent’s personal matters
a secret.

Since the supervisor checked her records and
realized she was CCTV trained from her previous security job in a
shopping mall, she would fill in when no one else was
available.

Once acclimatized to the warmth, she adjusted
Vincent’s chair, read a briefing note, and examined the screens.
Billie enjoyed working in the control room on her own, checking
screens and looking out for crime and incidents.

Watching people interested her, as she often
thought about the life they led. A favorite game in coffee shops
and public areas was to study couples as they went about their
business. What was their relationship? Were they lovers, friends,
relatives, or strangers?

Comfortable in Vincent’s chair, she moved the
joystick and panned around the external perimeter fences. The
wooded outside areas were just as spooky on camera.

Within an hour of taking up her position the
expected joke call came through from the two dickheads. Billie
sighed as one of them pretended they had seen suspicious behavior
by the old toilet block, where she had recently found the stolen
cell phones.

She kept up the pretense by informing the
supervisor and asking another guard to assist. Then she sat back
and waited for the punchline.

“No one inside. But there is an old
rug.”

“A rug?” Billie said. She couldn’t remember
seeing one in the building.

“Yeah there’s a bit missing from it. We
must have been chasing the phantom rug muncher.”

The remark was followed by sniggering and
lewd comments from other guards.

Billie wiped her face with both hands. Why do
they think they can do this? She knew “rug muncher” was derogatory
slang for a gay woman.

The men had difficulty working with an aloof
young woman, so they made up things about her. It was pathetic,
upsetting, and difficult to deal with. She would not, however,
allow the incident to interfere with the search for her brother.
When she found him, she would find another job involving
investigation or research; something without guns.

Billie watched the two dickheads security
cart appear on camera as they patrolled the estate again. They
didn’t slow down by any buildings, and the cart wobbled as if a
conversation distracted the driver. A hand appeared dangling out of
the cart, a cigarette between its fingers.

She shook her head.

A short while later, the supervisor walked
in. He clasped the back of her chair and leaned forward. It was too
close for her liking, as she smelled freshly applied
aftershave.

“The boys meant you no harm, just having
fun.”

Billie folded her arms. “Yeah,
hilarious.”

The supervisor disappeared into his
office.

Billie was grateful he left. His mouth
dangled open when he spoke to her and his gaze roved around her
body. She shivered.

As there was a lull in radio communications
and CCTV activity, she opened the control room’s laptop. Used to
access the internet for general enquiries, it was strictly for use
by permanent CCTV staff and the supervisor. Vincent had whispered
the login password to Billie one morning and winked.

Billie typed in GoSeahawks. She
entered her websites online editor and navigated to the new pages
on Avery. Though already published she wanted to read the words
through again in case adjustments were needed.

 


Missing author - have you seen him in
Spokane?



I’m trying to trace the well-known author
Avery P. Fournier, as he may have returned to Spokane.

Aged 45, 5’ 9”, white, dark eyebrows and
dark, medium-length hair. No recent photo exists, click
here for a gallery of previous photos taken
at parties and events.

After writing his bestseller, the seminal
sci-fi novel We Have Seen Better Days, Avery became well
known in celebrity circles and lived the high life. Stories suggest
that he was unable to complete a sequel due to a breakdown. It is
said he joined an off-the-grid commune near Tucson, Arizona. His
sister managed his earnings from the book and movie rights,
etc.

A few days ago, a local newspaper
journalist wrote a piece on Avery, as he had seen a man who looked
like him sitting in a bar in downtown Spokane. (Here is the
article.)

He suggests that Avery may have returned to
Spokane, as he lived here for a few years in his youth.

Have you seen him?

Any information? Please click
here for contact details.

 


Billie nodded to herself. It read okay; she
felt no need to change anything. She glanced around; she was still
on her own.

She took out her cell phone and checked her
email account.

“Shit,” she said aloud. “Jesus.”

A new email sat in her inbox. It was a reply
from a bar.

Bloody hell, she thought, the details were
only sent out last night.

The control room door opened. The shock made
her drop her cell phone. She flicked the laptop lid shut but could
not hide a guilty expression.

It was the two dickheads.

“Hey, caught you watching something you
shouldn’t, eh?”

“Probably looking at rugs,” the other
said.

Billie didn’t reply. The laptop screen had
been at an angle, they wouldn’t have seen her website.

She waited until the men giggled their way
into the break room before reading the email.

 


Hi. I may have seen the guy mentioned in
your email. He looks like the photo. Been in three times.

Lil. The Crankshaft bar.

 


It ended with a local Spokane phone
number.

Billie sent a reply.

 


Lil. Thanks for getting in touch. I would
like to find out more from you and will contact you soon, if that
is okay?

Regards

Billie.

 


She thought it best to be non-committal; it
was an email from a stranger, after all. Also, she had plans for
the next few days. Once she had completed her night shift tonight,
as from 7 a.m. Thursday she was free for four days until Monday
morning. Each day had been mapped out with cleaning, shopping and
bike rides.

Now, she may have to visit a bar.

Don’t start something you can’t finish, she
told herself, and thought of her brother.

She worked through the rest of the morning,
checking key CCTV locations and alarm systems until the early shift
operator arrived. Then it was time to travel home alongside morning
commuters.

 


 


ii. Cooper’s Auto Salvage

Cooper’s auto salvage yard, located between the
shadows of an elevated freeway and rail line, was owned by Stratton
Cooper. He was a large and imposing man, who had lived and worked
for all his thirty-seven years in Spokane. With an untidy beard, a
worn leather jacket, dirty jeans, and boots, he dressed like a
biker. In reality, he didn’t own a motorcycle. Preferring to tinker
with cars, date girls, and drink beer, he had drifted through life
taking little interest in his father’s business.

When his father suddenly died, Stratt grew up
overnight. Thrust into a world of paperwork, employees, buying, and
selling; every day was a learning experience.

The biggest error Stratt made was in
believing a car crusher would generate much-needed income. It
didn’t.

There was only one firm, a Realtor and
mortgage provider, who would consider lending him the money for the
car crusher. Stratt remembered following the arrogant boss of the
company around the yard. He wore a traditional light-yellow Panama
hat with a black band. With the hat, a graying mustache, and a
trimmed beard, he didn’t look like a Spokane local. The man was
more interested in the dirt on his shoes than Stratt’s explanations
about his car crusher plans.

They walked along a line of dismantled cars
to the middle of the salvage yard. The man looked up to the I90,
two hundred yards away. Traffic zipped past on its raised section.
“So,” the man said, sweeping his gaze around, “you are below and
between a freeway and a rail line.”

He brought up his hand to shade his eyes as
he walked over to the side fence and studied the large area of
barren land, intersected by the rail line on top of wide supporting
pillars.

“Covenants,” the man said.

“Covenants?” Stratt said.

“Agreements, such as not missing monthly loan
payments. If the business is deemed to be making a consistent
loss--” the man tapped his bottom lip “--we could opt for early
foreclosure.”

“Yes, I understand, sir,” Stratt said.

That was eighteen months ago.

Cheap imports of new auto parts, low costs of
aluminum, and poor decision making had brought the business to its
knees. Staff had kept loyal more to his father’s memory than
himself.

And then the loan was called in. Stratt could
not put off the inevitable. During a mumbling speech last week, he
told the three members of staff they were being laid off. After
hanging an “Out of Business” sign on the main gate, he returned to
his office and got drunk.

Today, he filled storage boxes in the office
after a failed last-ditch attempt at saving the business with a
bank loan. Blinking back tears, he took a framed picture off the
wall and examined it. It was a newspaper ad for the business. His
father stood beside a line of cars, arms outstretched. Welcome
to Cooper’s Salvage, your local parts dealer. No better deal in
town.

Once finished, he placed the storage boxes in
his car and walked around to his residence. The one-bedroom mobile
home was comfortable enough for his use. But, like the business, he
would have to give it up.

He changed clothes, sprayed himself with
cologne, and grabbed his car keys. After offloading the boxes in a
storage facility, he headed across town to see his girlfriend, Lil,
who worked at the Crankshaft bar.

It was Stratt’s second home. He enjoyed the
conversation and ambience with the other men, many of whom were car
nuts, motorcyclists, or blue-collar workers.

He flopped into a chair by a table on his own
in one of his favorite spots. Positioned halfway into the bar, he
could see the sports screens and the door and converse with anyone
walking by. In amongst the background noise of talking, music, and
sports commentary, he saw Lil.

She walked towards him holding a glass of
beer, poured as soon as he entered. In her late thirties, of
average height, and with a trim figure, she wore a black shirt,
jeans, and faded cowboy boots. The top three shirt buttons were
undone, offering a glimpse of cleavage. Her brown shoulder length
hair was tied in a ponytail with an elastic band. She placed the
beer on the table. “Here you go, honey.”

“Thanks, Lil,” he said, before taking a
longer than normal gulp of beer.

“Careful, honey. You promised me,
remember?”

Stratt pulled a face and muttered. He looked
at her whilst downing half of the remaining liquid.

Lil put a hand on her hip.

“I don’t need this now, Lil. It’s over and
done. The bank won’t help me. Foreclose on Monday.”

“Fuck, Stratt.”

“I’ve no idea what I will do.”

“You’ll think of something.”

Stratt touched her arm. “Can I have another
one? Please?” He waggled the beer glass and smiled. “And a whiskey
to chase it down.”

Lil walked off, shaking her head.
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