

    
        
          Murder by Moonlight

        

        
        
          A Dick Moonlight PI Series

        

        
        
          Vincent Zandri

        

        
          Published by Vincent Zandri, 2023.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Vincent Zandri

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy:Volume II

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Dutch Diamonds

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Spear of Destiny

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy: The First Three Chase Baker Thriller Novels

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Quest for the Holy Grail

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Pyramid of Madness

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Hunt for Nazi Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker und die Jagd nach Nazi-Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Purple Robe of Christ

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Nazi Time Machine

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller No. 12

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lost Ark of God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Cross of the Last Crusade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 1

          
        
          
	          The Shroud Key

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 2

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Golden Condor

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 3

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the God Boy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 4

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lincoln Curse

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 6

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Da Vinci Divinity

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 9

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Seventh Seal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Falls

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Schooled

          
        
          
	          Blue Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Weeps

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Breaks Bad

          
        
          
	          Murder by Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Divorce by Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Railroaded

          
        
          
	          Code Blue Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series Short

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Served

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Goes Viral

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Mafia

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Detour

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Kills

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Falls: New and Lengthened Editor’s Cut Edition

          
        
          
	          The Dick Moonlight PI Box Set II

          
        
          
	          Moonlight and the Hitman

          
        
          
	          Terminal Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Rises

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Schooled

          
        
          
	          Downhill Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight Thriller Book 9

          
        
          
	          Dog Day Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Frank Tassi Mobster Family Thriller

          
        
          
	          The IRS Agent Came Calling for Blood

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Ava "Spike" Harrison Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Concrete Pearl

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Dick Moonlight PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Sonata

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Dick Moonlight PI Thriller Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Dick Moonlight Collection One

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Tanya Teal Corporate War Chronicles Thriller

          
        
          
	          Primary Termination

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Jack "Keeper" Marconi PI Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Sins of the Sons: A Gripping Hard-Boiled Mystery Thriller with a Surprise Ending

          
        
          
	          The Innocent

          
        
          
	          Godchild

          
        
          
	          American Prison Break

          
        
          
	          The Jack Marconi P.I. Box Set

          
        
          
	          White Wedding

          
        
          
	          The Body

          
        
          
	          Ruthless

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Jack Marconi PI Series)

          
        
          
	          The Guilty

          
        
          
	          The Slender Man

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Keeper Marconi PI Thriller Book 5

          
        
          
	          Dressed to Kill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      American Crime Story: A Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book I

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book II

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book III

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book IV

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Meta Man Time Travel Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Passion of Casey Smith

          
        
          
	          Meta Man

          
        
          
	          Meta Man: Mars 900 C

          
        
          
	          Cashless Bail

          
        
          
	          After Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Sam Savage Sky Marshal Thriller

          
        
          
	          Dead Heading

          
        
          
	          The Sam Savage Sky Marshal Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Tunnel Rats

          
        
          
	          The Empire Runaway

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller

          
        
          
	          Ghosts

          
        
          
	          Pembroke Pines

          
        
          
	          The Killer

          
        
          
	          Hit and Run

          
        
          
	          The Devil Won't Have You

          
        
          
	          The Girl in the Window

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me A Gun

          
        
          
	          The Left Hook

          
        
          
	          Autonomous

          
        
          
	          Delusional

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures

          
        
          
	          Domestic Dispute

          
        
          
	          Living Doll

          
        
          
	          The Woman with Two Faces

          
        
          
	          The Man Who Prayed for the End of the World

          
        
          
	          Hitchhiker

          
        
          
	          Bang Bang Shoot Shoot

          
        
          
	          Memory Bank

          
        
          
	          Left Alone

          
        
          
	          The Commuter

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures: A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short True Crime Thriller

          
        
          
	          I Am God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steele and Blood Thriller

          
        
          
	          Alligator Alcatraz

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Flower Man

          
        
          
	          The Extortionist

          
        
          
	          The Plumber

          
        
          
	          I, The Judge

          
        
          
	          The Steve Jobz PI Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Blackmailer

          
        
          
	          The Garbage Man

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Embalmer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Thriller)

          
        
          
	          The Scream Catcher

          
        
          
	          A Touch of Evil

          
        
          
	          Detonator

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Caretaker

          
        
          
	          Tarantulas at Thirty Thousand Feet

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: The Complete Saga

          
        
          
	          Deranged Fan

          
        
          
	          The Girl Who Wasn't There

          
        
          
	          Her Darkest Secret

          
        
          
	          Paradox Lake

          
        
          
	          Max Gator: A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Squatters

          
        
          
	          Assignment Rendition

          
        
          
	          The Ex-Con

          
        
          
	          Bullet

          
        
          
	          Love Like a Loaded Gun

          
        
          
	          Everything Burns

          
        
          
	          Love Like a Loaded Gun: Mass Market Edition

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Tony and Stan Thriller

          
        
          
	          Bingo Night

          
        
          
	          Border Crossings

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Vincent Zandri Hard-Boiled Short Read

          
        
          
	          Pathological

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Young Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Well of the Souls

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the President's Assassin

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dick Moonlight PI

          
        
          
	          The Moonlight Falcon

          
        
          
	          Full Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PI Jack Marconi

          
        
          
	          Arbor Hill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PULP Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Pulp 2: Three Gripping Thrillers Collected in One Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Rebecca Underhill Trilogy

          
        
          
	          The Remains

          
        
          
	          The Ashes

          
        
          
	          The Bones

          
        
          
	          The Remains

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (Vincent Zandri on Writing Book)

          
        
          
	          Pieces of Mind: Fictional Truths & Non-Fictional Lies about Writing and the Writing Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Mindset Lecture Series

          
        
          
	          The Writer’s Life Mindset Lecture Series Number 1: The Series that Helps You become a Real Pro Writer!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Volume 1

          
        
          
	          The Writer's Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Pulp!: Two Thriller Novels and a Novella

          
        
          
	          Head

          
        
          
	          Pathological: Collected Short Reads of Sex, Lies, and Murder!

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me  a Gun

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Vincent Zandri’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Vincent Zandri

Murder by Moonlight (A Dick Moonlight PI Series)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Epilogue

Sign up for Vincent Zandri's Mailing List

Also By Vincent Zandri

About the Author


Begin your Moonlight journey today with a FREE copy of MOONLIGHT FALLS, the first novel in the Thriller and Shamus Award winning series. 

Or visit WWW.VINZANDRI.COM to join Vincent’s “For your eyes only” newsletter today. 

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR VINCENT ZANDRI

––––––––
[image: ]


“SENSATIONAL . . . MASTERFUL . . . brilliant.”

—New York Post

––––––––
[image: ]


“(A) CHILLING TALE OF obsessive love from Thriller Award–winner Zandri (Moonlight Weeps) . . . Riveting.”

—Publishers Weekly

––––––––
[image: ]


“. . . OH, WHAT A STORY it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”

––––––––
[image: ]


“ZANDRI DOES A FANTASTIC job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror  

Show he presents also scares the man who is the definition of the word “tough.”

—Suspense Magazine

––––––––
[image: ]


“I VERY HIGHLY RECOMMEND this book . . . It's a great crime drama that is full of action and intense suspense, along with some great twists . . . Vincent Zandri has become a huge name and just keeps pouring out one best seller after another.”

—Life in Review

––––––––
[image: ]


“(THE INNOCENT) IS A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)

––––––––
[image: ]


"THE ACTION NEVER WANES." 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

––––––––
[image: ]


"GRITTY, FAST-PACED, lyrical and haunting." 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years

––––––––
[image: ]


"TOUGH, STYLISH, HEARTBREAKING." 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.

––––––––
[image: ]


“A TIGHTLY CRAFED, SMART, disturbing, elegantly crafEd complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 

––––––––
[image: ]


“A CLASSIC SLICE OF raw pulp noir...”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

Murder by Moonlight

Vincent Zandri

Murder by Moonlight

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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The footsteps sound laden and painful and remind me of the walking dead. It’s just like I expected them to sound. Dead, but somehow still alive. I stand at the big window looking out onto the Hudson River and listen to the victim of an attempted murder slowly climb the stairs to my second-floor office. 

Gripped in my right hand, an early afternoon Jack.

I sip the whiskey slowly, stare through the glass, beyond the transparent reflection of my scruffy face, cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and the surgically shaved scar over my right earlobe, where a piece of .22-caliber hollow-point bullet penetrated. 

I can’t avoid them: the footsteps, heavy and labored like a beating heart. I do my best to sight in on a flock of seagulls swooping down at the river in random arcs before pulling out of their dives barely an inch ahead of crashing into the water. Its nature’s grace incarnate. But beauty is the last thing on my mind. 

The day is cold and concrete gray. The usual meteorological song and dance for Albany. A lost-in-time city gripped by cold from November all the way through May. The time my mortician dad did the majority of his business. Tax season, he used to call it. 

It’s only January 4, but already I’m beginning to feel like the state capital will never know warmth again. What did Shakespeare call it? The winter of our discontent? I wonder if anyone ever experienced a contented winter up in Albany. Skiers, maybe. Snowboarders. People with the money to hop a flight to Palm Beach. 

I’m mouthing the whiskey glass once more when the footsteps stop. The door opens, and she walks into my office without knocking. 

“Mr. Moonlight,” she says to my back. “I hope I’m not too early.”

The voice is noticeably slurred and delayed, which I also expected. But then, the woman has been through one hell of a painful ordeal. I chug down what’s left of my whiskey, run the fingers of my free hand down my face, wishing I’d shaved. Ah, what the hell.  

I turn. 

Setting the now empty glass and whiskey bottle inside the open desk drawer, I attempt to smile warmly, but give up trying almost immediately. I close the drawer without slamming it. 

“You’re right on time, Mrs. Parker.” Holding my hand out toward an empty wooden chair. “Please, have a seat.”

“Do you always drink alone?” 

“Only when I am alone.” I force a second smile for effect, but it’s no use. Then, “Hope it won’t be a problem.”

“Has it been for you? In the past, I mean?”

My second smile dissolves like freshly fallen snow on a puddle of warm blood. Do I tell her now about my failed suicide attempt, or do I leave it for later? Maybe she already knows. This is SmAlbany, after all. She closes the wooden door behind her, painstakingly makes her way into the office, gingerly sits herself down. Life is no easy task for this zombie-like woman. 

In truth, she should be dead.  

“I understand if this . . . my appearance . . . is difficult for you,” she comments, peering into my face and then lowering her head. She feels ugly. Somehow proud, too, but ugly. She’s badly scarred and to be honest, it makes my back teeth hurt and my throat constrict just to look at her.  

I take a load off in the old swivel chair behind the desk, nod.  

“I’m not fully healed,” she explains. “I may never fully heal.”

She’s a small, thin, fragile woman. A woman who’s lost a lot of weight in a short amount of time. But that doesn’t prevent her from taking pride in putting herself together. She wears an expensive, matching tan jacket and skirt, black leather boots that rise up to her knees. There’s also something that at first appears to be a scarf wrapped around the upper portion of her bird-like neck. But only when you look closer can you see that it’s actually a man’s necktie. A blue and scarlet striped rep tie. No doubt, one of her recently murdered husband’s mementos. 

A snow-white patch covers the empty socket where her right eye used to be before a fireman’s axe chopped through it. The other one is wide open, deep blue, and fully functional. But it’s lost all sign of life. 

Her dirty blonde hair is coming back in places. Patches mostly, like clumps of grass that grow through the cracks in the sidewalk during springtime. Since the peach-fuzz hair is newly sprouted, it does little to hide the edge of the curved plate that’s been inserted in the place where the skull was split and shattered in the axe attack. I’m no expert, but I can’t imagine hair ever growing back there. 

A scar the width of a vein runs from her lower lip up through the upper lipand travels like the jagged line on a roadmap until it meets the damaged eye. Even though four months have passed since the September morning when the attacks occurred, the scar is still thick, purple, and tender looking. Like it formed an hour ago. When her facial muscles constrict and contract, it appears to be throbbing like a live electric cable. 

“I would have met you at your home,” I offer, after a beat. “You had to make the stairs.”

“I’m not a cripple, Mr. Moonlight,” she insists, her words still slow but direct. “I bear the scars and injuries of a killer who still roams the streets of Albany.”

“Which is why you are here.” A third attempt at smiling. But I can’t do it. Three and out. 

She inhales a breath and then leans forward. Reaching down, she lifts her bone-colored purse, sets it on her lap. Stuffing her hand inside, she comes back out with a compact disc housed inside a transparent plastic case. She tries to hand it to me from across the desk. But even this simple act seems to take a great effort. And of course, her injuries prevent her from reaching across it, anyway. 

I shoot up fast, hold my hand out for her.

“Photographs of my son, Christopher. I thought you’d like to see them. See how we raised him.”

I take the case in my hand. The plastic feels as cold and dead as she looks. 

“This isn’t necessary, Mrs. Parker.”

I sit back down, stare at the generic CD. It’s got “Chris’s Life” scrawled on the silver metallic side in thoughtful, if not feminine, Sharpie script. She’s even added a little smiley face beneath the name, “Chris.”

“Call me Joan . . . please.” The pseudo-drunk way she pronounces her name makes it sound like “Shoan.”  

“Joan,” I repeat, setting the case on the desk. “Makes no difference to me if he was raised by a pack of wolves in the woods.”

She shoots me a hard look. Something I wouldn’t have thought possible a few seconds before. Despite her crippling injuries, the woman still sports some spunk.

“My bad,” I say. “I was reaching for a little humor.”

“I’m not sure I can laugh anymore,” she says. 

I look into her good eye and view a world of pain and anger so profound my heart skips a beat. “Understood,” I say. “Let’s get down to it then, shall we?”

“Time is of the essence,” she agrees.

I open the top drawer; pull out a fresh yellow legal pad. I set the pad on the desk beside the CD and close the drawer back up. Fingering a pen, I write down, “Joan Parker, axe attack survivor, wife of Peter Parker, law clerk and murder victim, mother of twenty-two-year-old Chris Parker, the accused.” I finish by scrawling a long line under my notes.

“Mr. Moonlight, I would like you to show this city that my son, Christopher, is not guilty.”

“He’s already been charged by Bethlehem’s finest. Murder and attempted murder in the first degree based on the evidence. Based on eyewitness testimony that came directly from you, Joan.”

“Mr. Moonlight, I have no recollection whatsoever of telling the Bethlehem police, who are most definitely not fine, that my son, Christopher, took an axe to me and his father. My skull was caved in. I was nearly entirely bled out.” Pausing to breathe. Then, “I simply have no recollection of the event.”

She tries sitting up straighter in the chair, as if adding conviction to a statement she must have delivered a thousand times over the past few months. I know she’s in pain. And for a fleeting moment, I consider offering her a shot of whiskey. But when I picture myself having to carry her back down the stairs, I think better of it.

What we do, instead, is sit in uncomfortable silence for a short while. But the silence isn’t complete. Outside the window, you can’t help but hear the faint squeal of gulls as they swoop up and down over the river. 

At last, I clear my throat. “Do you feel that you were coerced into pointing the finger at Christopher, Joan?”

She cups her right hand, brings it to her mouth, coughs into it. “I told you, I don’t recall a thing.”

I pretend to write down a notation, but in reality, I’m only just scribbling some Xs and Os. When I’m through, I scrawl a line under the scribbles. Moonlight, the detail man. 

“Christopher was two hundred miles away at college in Rochester when Peter and I were horribly attacked. My oldest son, Jonathan, was out to sea with the Navy.” Slamming a now fisted right hand against her stick of a thigh. “There’s a killer out there! He killed my husband! He tried to kill me!”

I nod. “Have you entertained the thought that your son might be found guilty in a court of law regardless of my opinion?”

“Not for a second.”

“Who’s his lawyer?”

“Mr. Terry Franklin Kindler.”

I know the name. Crusty old defense lawyer from across the river in Troy. Type of guy who can afford to hop a flight to Palm Beach when it gets too cold for the wife. I write the name down, anyway, scrawl a line under it. Gives me something to distract myself from Joan’s tragic face. 

“What’s Kindler’s take?”

Her throat rattles when she clears it, as if it’s still full of arterial blood. “You don’t read the papers, I take it?”

“I need to hear it from you.”

“Bethlehem police were too narrow in their search. They set their sights on Christopher and never took their eyes off him.”

I nod again, as though agreeing. Like it’s about time I stopped disputing her theories. She is a potential client after all, and I don’t have them lining up outside my door. Work ain’t always easy to come by for a head case with a piece of .22-caliber hollow point lodged inside his brain. 

“Will Kindler speak with me?”

“He’s been instructed to do so.”

“As I understand it, Christopher is still being held inside the Albany County Correctional Facility?” 

“Sure.”

“I’ll need to speak with him also.”

“It would be in his best interest. Did you know it was his idea to hire you?” She attempts to raise a smile on her pale, hard face. But it has the same appeal as a jagged crack in a concrete sidewalk.

“Christopher doesn’t know me.”

“He knows you, Mr. Moonlight. Knows you almost died yourself.” Raising her right hand, touching the side of her head. “Must have taken a great deal of strength to come back from that kind of low point.”

That answers that. Like I said, SmAlbany. Outside the window, more gulls, more squeals. My botched suicide has made me the subject of local curiosity. Or in Joan’s case, and her son’s, the object of pity. And, interestingly, recommended me to them as a real good fit for their cause.

Best for me to change the subject. 

“You do realize, Joan, that I may not be able to prove your son’s innocence.” 

I set the legal pad down on the desk, set the pen on top of it.

“It’s a moot point,” she insists, raising her right hand slowly, touching an extended index finger to the thick purple scar. “You just find the truth, and he will be freed. My son didn’t do this!”

“Loud and clear. Any idea who might have wanted to kill you? You got any enemies?”

The question isn’t lifted from the Moonlight private detective boilerplate questionnaire. It’s me trying to act like a real investigator. 

I don’t read the papers every day, but I recall her husband, Peter, got mixed up in testifying against his mob-connected cousin a few years ago. Guy by the name of Freddie “the Fireman” Parker. Methinks old Freddie would most definitely fall into the “enemy” category, especially since he wakes up inside a concrete cell every day thanks to Peter Parker. God rest his soul.  

She grabs hold of her purse strap, stands up as a woman not far from the grave would stand. 

“I wouldn’t know where to begin to look for an enemy who would do such a thing, Mr. Moonlight. That’s precisely why I’m here.”

No mention of Freddie as a candidate. Maybe her head injuries have caused her to forget all about the family mob connection. I scrawl one last scribble on the notepad before standing, coming around the desk. 

“Guess I should have thought of that,” I say. 

“I’ll allow that one to slide,” she says.

I show the axe-attack victim to the door.
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I pour another whiskey, remove the CD from its case, pop it into the media tray on the laptop. Slapping it back home, I wait for the images to appear. A couple dozen photographs show up on the screen in contact-sheet fashion. The computer asks me if I wish to view the pics as a slideshow. I take a drink of my whiskey and double-click on “Yes.”

“Let the show begin,” I say aloud. But my voice sounds strange and detached inside the empty office. When my dad used to work on embalming a new client, he’d blare opera and sing along like he was Pavarotti performing for a “live” audience. Seemed perfectly normal to me at the time. But then, so did the stiffs that used to come and go from our home on a daily basis. 

It doesn’t take long to see that Joan Parker has assembled this collection of images with all the tender loving care only a mother can provide for her blood son. First picture, a much younger and healthier woman clutching a newborn Christopher in her arms. She’s lying in a hospital bed, her pale forehead still bearing the beaded sweat of her painful labor, but somehow looking radiant and even, dare I say it, hot. Next picture shows a chubby, bushy-haired toddler attempting his first step, jubilant but protective parents positioned on either side of him should he fall. Then comes little Christopher’s first day at grammar school, standing nervously beside a taller, brooding big brother. 

Time flies . . . 

Next pic shows a pre-teen holding two big fish by the gills, one in each hand, the portly, black-haired, State Supreme Court law clerk smiling proudly beside his youngest boy. Then there’s the green Boy Scout issuing the three-finger salute; the more seasoned Boy Scout chopping firewood in the backyard with an axe; the chest-full-of-medals Boy Scout at a ceremony receiving yet another badge from a stocky, mustached den leader. Just looking at Christopher’s face, you can’t help but sense a kid who’s going places. A kid whose future is full of possibilities and promise. A kid who cannot tell a lie. A perfect kid.

The life story continues . . . 

The tall, lanky, dark-haired, blue-eyed Christopher heading off to high school; his first prom; attempting a layup in a high school basketball game; a family get together in the backyard of what must be the Parker home; a traditional, high school cap-and-gown graduation; yet another ceremony in which the Boy Scout becomes the coveted Eagle Scout, the same stocky but older den leader hugging him so tight even my dead dad can feel it.  

And so it goes . . .  

A picture-perfect youth only Martha Stewart could have scripted . . . before she did time in the joint. 

I sit back, drink down the rest of my whiskey. I wonder what Joan is trying to prove with this photomontage. That her flawless son is incapable of killing her husband? Of trying to kill her and leave her for dead? Good people kill sometimes. That’s all there is to it. I almost murdered me once. And I’m not all bad, depending on who you talk to.

I kill the media player, switch over to the Web, click on the URL for the Times Union newspaper. I go to Archives, type in “September 15, 2009,” the day of the Parker murder and attempted murder. The story, written by crime desk reporter Steve Ferrance, will refresh my memory. But in all honesty, you had to be living under a very heavy boulder in Albany not to have known something about it.

Axe Attack Leaves Man Dead, Wife Critical

It’s a reporter’s dream of a story, and Ferrance does right by it. Here’s my version of the scoop in a nutshell: Sleeping middle-aged suburban couple attacked in the pre-dawn hours by an intruder who wields a fireman’s axe. After taking out Peter with several pointblank blows to the skull, the perp then performs a similar hack job on the supposedly still asleep Joan. When the job is thought to be finished, said intruder simply drops the axe, and exits the premises.

It proves to be a suspicious attack with a suspicious motive. 

No robbery is committed. No turning over of drawers. No ransacking the house for money or jewelry. Not even Joan’s purse is stolen, though it’s sitting out in plain sight on the dining room table, the keys to her white Honda Civic laid out beside it. 

Despite a telephone line that’s been cut, and an exterior window screen that’s been sliced with a knife or a razor blade, no windows are jimmied, no door locks smashed. Whoever broke in and entered knows enough to use the spare house key hidden inside the flowerpot by the front door. “An inside job,” the Bethlehem cops call it. Makes sense, too.

When the police first enter the house, they discover Peter’s body at the bottom of the stairs, crumpled in a heap at the landing, just inches from the front door. The axe blows didn’t kill him immediately. Even with his skull crushed, and half his brain exposed, he somehow worked up enough life to make the morning coffee.

Heading upstairs, they find a blood-caked Joan still lying on her side in the bed. She’s nearly bled out and as still and chalky white as a statue. Assuming she’s also dead, they call in the EMTs. But she stirs when they begin to poke at her, and the shock of her stirring nearly sends the cops diving out the bedroom window. 

Not only is she alive, but she is conscious. 

The officer in charge of the investigation—a veteran by the name of Bowman—already knows the Parkers. He was summoned to the house a year earlier in the case of two stolen laptops. He also knows the couple share two sons. 

Apparently, Bowman is going with his gut when he bends down in front of a barely alive Joan, asks her straight up if the person who did this to her and her husband might be her oldest son Jonathan. According to the half dozen other assorted cops and EMTs who also occupy the master bedroom, Joan demonstrates “clarity of mind” when she shakes her head as if to say, “No.”

But when Bowman asks her if the person who did this is her son, Christopher, she clearly nods, “Yes.” The same crowd of cops and medical techies attest to that.

At that point, there’s no doubt in anyone’s mind about the identity of the perp. It all fits together. Nothing stolen, nothing broken, the key from the flowerpot hiding spot utilized to open the front door. 

For the Bethlehem police, the axe murder and attempted axe murder of the Parkers is an open-and-shut case even before the twenty-two-year-old college student is arraigned in Albany County court. But all that will change in a week’s time when Joan recovers enough from her wounds to state publicly that her son is not guilty of homicide. That she, in fact, has no recollection of the attacks, and that, considering her massive head and facial trauma, she can’t possibly have accused her son of anything. 

Thus, begins the battle between the Bethlehem cops and the surviving victim. Thus, my employ in the matter of finding a way to prove the accusations of murder and attempted murder against Christopher Parker are not valid. 
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Chapter 3
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I pick up the phone, dial 411, ask for Troy, New York and Terry Kindler, attorney at law. I listen to the gulls while I wait, think about pouring another Jack because, after all, the days can be long, but the life is short. Moonlight, the contemplative.

When Kindler’s secretary answers, I strap on my professional voice. “Mr. Kindler, please.” 

“And whom should I say is calling?”

“Dick Moonlight.”

She asks the nature of my business. 

“Crime and punishment.”

No response.

“I’m a private detective.”

“Oh,” she hesitates. “I’ll see if Mr. Kindler is available.”

She puts me on hold. I wait. Me and the gulls and my deep, head-case thoughts.

Kindler picks up.

“Mr. Moonlight,” he announces. “Pleasure.”

“I heard Christopher Parker highly recommended me.”

“Chief Daly at APD gave his OK on you, too, not that he’s got much of a choice in the matter. Says you’re not a half-bad private dick. Especially in light of that job you did cleaning out the department a couple years ago when you exposed that Russian mob scam to harvest illegal body parts. I’m also aware you’ve been subbing for the parole department on occasion—some of the parolees, as I understand it, underage cases treated as adults. Could be you know the youth of the world better than most P.I.s I know.”

“Empathy goes a long way. Plus, parole work is all a head case like me can get sometimes. Is it me, or did I hear once that Chief Daly is Detective Bowman’s brother or half-brother?”

“Half-brother. That’d be right.”

I picture Daly in my head. A tall, beer-gutted, red-faced man of few words and even fewer degrees of tolerance for bad guys. One of those lifer cops who never marries, never has time or the urge to buy a three-bedroom house in the burbs, never harbors dreams of travel and escape. Just a nose-to-the-concrete professional blue knight who lives, breathes, and eats the job with a cold-hearted obsession that will one day kill him. I’m just glad I never had to work for him directly.  

“You and Daly golf partners, Kindler? Seems to me he’d be ignoring your calls since part of my job . . . that is, if I decide to take this job . . . will be to prove what fuckups the cops are. Bethlehem and Albany.”

“Business is business, and Daly is well aware that it’s in his and brother’s best interest to get along with me.”

“You could make things difficult for him, am I right? Hope I’m not stepping into the middle of something I can’t step out of without my feet stinking up the joint.”

“Not in the least.”

“Why did the kid recommend me? Why would he care? When I was his age, all I cared about was beer, broads, and the Ramones.”

“Who are the Ramones, Moonlight?”

“Never mind, Kindler. Before your time.”

“Listen, Christopher might be a young man, but he’s a sensitive and intelligent young man. He feels for you . . . what you’ve been through with your, ah . . . ”

There it is: the dreaded pause I get all the time.

“You can say it, Kindler. Suicide.”

“You said it for me. Anyway, kids can be sensitive like that. Nobody gives them enough credit. A lot of high schoolers aren’t as lucky as you. They succeed with their suicide attempts.”

“Yup, my middle name is Lucky. But Chris Parker isn’t a kid anymore, and he might have very well axed his mom and dad. You wanna give him credit?”

“OK, he’s not a child, but he is young and sensitive, and I believe he’s been railroaded. The boy’s an Eagle Scout and works in a vet clinic during his school vacations helping sick little puppies and kittens get better. That sound like an axe murderer to you?”

“That’s laying it on a little thick. Sick puppies?”

“You know what I mean.”

“So, we talking revenge here, Kindler? Revenge for Peter ratting on his cousin, Freddie? That what this shit storm is all about?”

“On the contrary, Freddie is doing a few short years in a country club. This isn’t a mob hit at all. It’s about poor police work that spiraled into even poorer police work and false accusations.”

“Yeah, I get it: the poor misunderstood child didn’t do it. You looking for me to find the real killer or just come up with something that suggests it might have been someone other than the sick puppy kid?”

“That latter will do, Moonlight.”

I listen to the gulls for a second or two, think about how you can be sleeping with sweet dreams dancing in your head one second and a fireman’s axe buried inside it the next.

Kindler adds, “I trust you met the mother. Face to face, so to speak.”

“Hell of a way to put it, counselor. Brave woman. Not many people like her would even venture out of the house.”

“Woman’s been through a lot. She’s frail in appearance, but very strong willed.”

“She fingered her own son, Kindler.” 

The counselor clears his throat. Impatiently. “That is in dispute, Moonlight. Or should I call you, Dick?”

“Moonlight. ‘Dick’ sounds kind of funny coming from your mouth.”

“If you could have seen the condition she was in . . . the condition the police found her in.”

I swallow something bitter, something that feels like it was peeling itself from the back of my throat. I picture that patch over her eye; the purple scar. “Guess it’s time for me to get off the horn,” I say. “Make a pilgrimage to Bethlehem and start doing some detecting.”

“I could not agree more.”

The lawyer hangs up before I get a chance to discuss my fee.
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Chapter 4
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There’s an old wooden sign mounted to a pole at the east entrance to the little town of Bethlehem. It says that the community was founded in 1695, and that the “pilgrims” who settled the place were members of the “Great Society.” Whatever that was. But if I have to guess, said Pilgrims probably left their homes in Europe to escape some kind of religious persecution. Better to take a chance on getting killed by disease, Indians, starvation, or all three, than be burned at the stake for being a heretic. 

What I know for sure is that Bethlehem is located five miles west of the Albany city limits, but it is still contained within the Albany County jurisdiction, which means two things: the Bethlehem cops are really a weak branch of the far stronger APD, and the city assessor can send residents a property tax bill and force them to pay it. Great Society or no Great Society.  

Although I’m no stranger to Bethlehem, it’s not a place I come to very often. The town looks more like a quaint New England hamlet than a suburb, with cute little brick and wood-clapboard homes dotting both sides of the rural road as you drive further in. There’s a family-run deli that doubles as a drug store. A two-bay firehouse, a combination bookstore/craft store, a grocery store, a Peter Harris clothing outlet, a coffee shop, a wooden Protestant church that has to be more than one hundred years old, and a junior/senior high school housed inside an ivy-covered, four-story, common brick building. 

There are also a lot of SUVs parked in the driveways of the homes that you pass, along with the occasional Mercedes Benz, BMW, and Lexus. Not many pickups or rusted-out Chevy Novas from the 1970s. No gangs of Latinos, or black youths with baggy jeans hanging off narrow hips trying to come off as suburban ghetto. No Bloods, no Crips. No Asians—Indian, Chinese, Korean, or otherwise. Just the Great Society. 

Fact is, there isn’t a whole lot about Bethlehem that doesn’t scream young, white bread, upward, and very rooted-in-Protestant suburban professionalism. Doesn’t look like the place for an axe murder, anyway. But then, neither did Lizzy Borden’s downtown Fall River, Massachusetts.

Across the street from the school is the Bethlehem police headquarters. It’s converted from an old brick house, with a large, concrete-block and steel-enclosed extension tacked onto the back that must contain a couple of jail cells and maybe a small arraignment court. Even though a face-to-face with Detective Bowman is on my list of things to do, I’m not quite ready to see him yet. Instead, I decide to make my way to the scene of the crime. 

36 Brockley Drive. 

***
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BEING THE EVER-RESOURCEFUL detective, I printed MapQuest directions to the place off my computer before leaving the office in Dad’s pristine, black, 1978 Cadillac Moonlight Funeral Home hearse. Call me ancient and petrified, but I haven’t yet invested in a GPS device. And I’m not sure it would go well with the hearse’s eight-track tape player, anyway. Which means I locate the street the old-fashioned way, about a mile up from the police station. Toe-tapping the brakes on the big Cadi, I hook a left, drive slowly, eyeing the hundreds of 1970s-era pastel-colored split-levels and colonials. Cookie-cutter jobs. On the left are the odd numbers. So I concentrate only on the right-hand side. 

It doesn’t take long for me to find it. Number 36. The site of an axe murder. 

I pull over, get out. 

From the edge of the empty driveway, the place is nondescript. Just a plain, yellow, tin-sided colonial, built of plywood and Sheetrock, asphalt shingles covering the roof. A home that probably cost somewhere around eight or ten grand when it was built maybe thirty-five years ago but that now would go for two-and-a-half-hundred large. 

The landscaping is just as sparse as the house itself. A couple of over-trimmed shrubs in front, the lawn closely cropped, but now in winter, browned and dead. No big oaks or pine trees. There isn’t much of a front porch. Just a kind of extended concrete landing that services a front door that’s painted black. The front exterior features a long, triple-sash window that provides a view from what would be a living room. The second floor has two separate double-hung windows that must go with two separate bedrooms. Staring at them from where I stand on the blacktop, I can only wonder which one accesses the Parker bedroom. 

The home’s been unoccupied since the attacks of September 15. But the yellow crime scene ribbon has not been removed, which tells me the place has been left relatively untouched since then. Other than the yellow ribbon and the lockbox hanging off the closer on the front door, there’s nothing to indicate that teams of cops, EMTs, reporters, and who-knows-whats were once traipsing over this lawn for more than a month. 

But now the place is quiet. 

Dead as the man who owned it.

I make my way up the driveway to the garage and follow the asphalt walk to the concrete landing. Standing before the front door, I bend down, try to get a look in through a narrow glass light that’s embedded in the frame. There isn’t a hell of a lot to see through the smoked glass. Just a dark, narrow vestibule that extends toward what I guess is the kitchen. On the immediate left, a staircase that leads up to the second level. 

I feel my heartbeat pick up a little. I’m recalling the Times Union newspaper reports. On the floor, just a couple feet in front of me beyond the door, is the very place the hacked-up body of Peter Parker was discovered by a courthouse security man by the name of Mitchell Hart.

I’m not sure if I expect blood to still be visible from where I stand outside the front door, but if I inch my face up any closer to the glass, my twice-broken nose would be pressed up against it. When I feel the tap on my back, I turn quickly, sliding my right hand inside my leather jacket for the inverted pistol grip. 

“Sorry!” the man barks. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

I exhale, wait for my heart to dislodge itself from the back of my throat. A wave of dizziness overtakes me for a few brief seconds. The residual effects of a sudden shot of adrenaline shooting through my fragile brain. The kind of sudden adrenaline rush that can cause the sliver of bullet lodged inside my gray matter to press up against my cerebral cortex, and me to pass out. 

But not this time. 

He’s a stocky, middle-aged man in jeans, Timberland work boots, green L.L. Bean parka zippered all the way up to the neck, and a New York Yankees baseball cap. His face is clean-shaven, puffy, and round.

I slowly slide my hand back out of my jacket. 

“You the caretaker?” 

He shakes his head. “I’m Maxwell,” he says with a smile. “Maxwell Okey, as in okey dokey.” Raising his right hand, gesturing with his thumb over his shoulder. “Live across the street.”

I follow his thumb with my eyes. His house is identical in every way to the Parkers’, except that it’s sided in brown tin. The place is better landscaped, too, with some mature white birch trees. Also, a ceramic donkey with attached cart that’s probably filled with colorful flowers during the warm months. Suburban lawn ornaments. Stylish. My dad used to keep one on our front lawn when I was growing up in our West Albany funeral home. On occasion, I used to get up on its back and pretend to ride it like Clint Eastwood in The Good, The Bad and The Ugly. As opposed to the Parker residence, Okey’s house is alive.

“You a writer or reporter?” he probes.

“Why do you ask?” 

“Lots of them been poking their nose around here. Everybody wants to write a book about what happened here. Kind of morbid, you ask me.” He smiles, baring gray-brown teeth. He doesn’t smell like smoke, so I peg him for a former addict. 

I pull a card from my hip pocket, hand it to him. “My name is Moonlight. I’m a private detective. I was hired by Mrs. Parker.”

He takes the card, grows an even bigger smile. Friendly. Neighborly. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met a real private detective before. Only on TV and the used paperbacks they sell off the cart in the library for a buck.”

“We thrive where all good people thrive. You just don’t know it.”

He nods. Agreeable and neighborly. “What’s your mission?” he poses, pocketing the card in his parka. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

Doesn’t seem any harm in my telling him. Besides, his smile is positively infectious. 

“Mrs. Parker doesn’t believe her son is guilty of the killing and attempted killing that went on here. What’s your opinion on the matter, Mr. Okey?”

I feign a super-friendly grin to match his big-ass friendly one. I know that if he’s nosy enough to watch over the empty house so closely, he must have formed an opinion about the crimes that occurred inside it.

He slides both hands into the pockets of his parka. Nervous reaction. “I was up and on my way to work when the murders took place,” he explains. “I’m a mechanical engineer at the General Electric Company in Selkirk, not far from here.”

“Jeepers,” I say.

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t know you. So, I kinda figured jeepers is more polite than, ‘No shit,’ for instance.”

Now he’s smiling using only half his mouth, as if he’s not sure how to react to the witty private dick. Happens to me a lot. Moonlight, the wiseass.

“My opinion on the matter is this: the kid did it.” Shaking his head with vehemence. “No doubt about it.”

“You were there with him inside the house when it happened?”

His eyes go wide. For a fleeting second, I think steam might start shooting out his ears. “Wow, you really gotta ask a question like that?”

“It’s my job to ask difficult questions. Some people get so pissed off when I ask them, they take a poke at me. You wanna take a poke at me, Maxwell?”  

He just gives me a look.

“Just what I thought, Maxwell. So, then, if you weren’t there when the murder took place, how do you know the kid did it?”

His Adam’s apple is bobbing up and down. Like a turkey awaiting the hatchet. “Because his Jeep was parked outside the house.”

“Jeep.” It’s a question.

He nods once more. With vehemence. “Traffic-light-yellow 2002 Jeep Wrangler. Easy to spot. What I told the police, anyway.”  

“Jeepers, guess I better call his mother, tell her she no longer requires my private detection services . . . as brilliant as they are.”

The mechanical engineer stares at me silently. It’s like he’s trying to reverse-engineer me in his brain. 

I reach out, pat his arm. Show my neighborly appreciation. “Listen, tell you what, Maxwell. You don’t mind I call you Maxwell, do you, Maxwell?”

He shakes his head. Without vehemence.

“Let’s just say that for craps and giggles you were mistaken in your sighting of a traffic-light-yellow Jeep. Or perhaps the Jeep people manufactured more than one traffic-light-yellow Jeep Wrangler back in 2002, and that the one you spotted outside the Parker residence on the morning of September 15 belongs to someone else—”

“Hey, I know what I saw, Mr. Moonlight. A 2002 yellow Jeep with the top off. Plus a patch of mud on the back fender. I pay attention to these things. Like that coffin carrier you drive.” Shooting a glance over his shoulder. “You got a death wish or something?”

If only he knew the God’s honest truth. “It’s a classic, and it runs like a charm and it’s none of your business.”

“Well pardon me, Mr. Moonlight.” He squints his eyes and smirks like he doesn’t really mean it. 

“Back to the Jeep. I know you know what you saw, Maxwell. So do a million-and-a-half people who swear they’ve seen a hairy, eight-foot, bipedal, ape-like man roaming the Adirondack wilderness. But that doesn’t make them all correct, now does it?”

Now he frowns. With vehemence.

“Guess I’d better be going,” he sighs. 

As he turns to leave, I kind of feel sorry for him. Kind of like some chubby kid just got bullied on the playground. But he isn’t halfway down the drive when he about-faces.

“You should know that I swore under oath to the Bethlehem police about what I saw, Mr. Moonlight,” he barks. “And I believe it was Christopher’s Jeep, and that he is guilty as sin.”

“Jeepers. I didn’t know sin to be so full of guilt.” 

“Indeed it is. To most of the God-fearing world, that is.”

“From what I hear, Maxwell, most of the world’s inhabitants could give a shit about God.” 

“That kind of thinking should make the devil very, very happy, don’t you think, Mr. Moonlight?”

He shoots me yet one more of his ear-to-ear smiles. 

It makes my insides turn to ice.  
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Chapter 5
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Detective Charles Bowman is in his late fifties. Slim. Not in bad shape for a cop closing in on retirement. Total opposite of his heart-attack-in-the-making half-brother, Chief Daly. Stoic and distinguished in appearance, he looks more like an English professor at the state university than a dick feeding off the public trough. As if to accentuate the aesthetic, he sports round wireless glasses that don’t look very shatterproof should he get himself into a scuffle with a bad guy, and his thick gray hair is parted anal-neatly on the side over his right eye. The hair screams: Do Not Disturb! Its silver color matches perfectly his trim mustache. You can tell he likes his suits because the solid navy-blue job he’s wearing this afternoon appears professionally cleaned and pressed, and it’s not an off-the-rack Men’s Warehouse mass-produced rag. The burgundy striped rep-tie that tops off the ensemble reminds me of Harvard University. 

Like, sure, he went to Harvard!  

This isn’t the first time I’ve had dealings with the dapper cop. Not too long ago, acting as an independent contractor for an overtaxed Albany County Division of Parole, I represented one of the parole-proof perps he put away for murdering her child. Our dealings over the would-be killer amounted to a few e-mails, brief phone conversations, and court appearances over the course of a couple of years; this is the first time we’ve actually met one another for an intimate one-on-one. The two of
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