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      Life is full of confusion. Confusion of love, passion, and romance. Confusion of family and friends.

      Confusion with life itself. What path we take, what turns we make. How we roll our dice.

      —Matthew Underwood
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        Sunday

      

      

      She feels a nudge on her shoulder. “Doing all right?”

      She turns to the man. He waits for her answer while he pours orange juice into a mixed drink. “Yes. Fine.” She wonders how he has time to talk, considering how busy he must be.

      He wipes spilled alcohol from the counter. “Almost midnight.”

      She nods.

      “Any resolutions?”

      She winces in annoyance. The guy may be the father of one of her friends, but he’s never been so… attentive. She doesn’t understand why he would be talking to her with so many other customers. Instead of answering, she turns her focus back to the crowd. The music swells, and the undulating mass of bodies presses close. Glasses and bottles clink. The cheesy disco ball revolves over the stage, throwing a revolving confetti of lights over everything. Shouted conversations are indistinguishable and drowned by sporadic laughter. Revelers dance, laugh, and snap selfies. Couples cling to each other in lust, love, and desperation.

      The end of the year is nigh. A new set of twelve months for many people means a fresh start, changes for the better, a launching point for the fulfillment of hopes and dreams. Improved health from weight loss or no-smoking programs. A solid financial future through wiser investments.

      That’s all she’s heard over the past month, like a deep-voiced television announcer ready to offer the services of some high-priced company. To her, it’s all crap. She knows the next year will bring nothing but more betrayal and heartache.

      She notices the bartender still hovers near. To get him off her back, she says, “No, not really.”

      Alone near the end of the bar, she wonders, not for the first time, why she is here. Enjoyment of the final minutes of the year is lost to her. Her friends badgered her to come, but she saw no point to the celebration, no reason to let loose. Not with what’s been happening for the past three months and, now, with what happened before Christmas. Or rather, what didn’t happen. For her, the New Year offers nothing. No plans, no changes, no purpose, no direction. Just a gray fog.

      The man leans closer. “I understand you’ve had some modeling pictures taken?”

      So what? And how would he know?

      He smiles. “I know a few people who might be able to help. You know, if you want to take the next step.”

      What people? Agents? She had the pictures taken as a lark, encouraged by… whatever his name was? Jack? Jamie? Pathetic, how she can’t remember a guy she met at the end of October. She hadn’t had any thoughts about how she might make something of them. The photographer had commented on her “natural beauty,” girl-next-door, but refined. Because of time constraints, the woman had made quick style changes to her brown hair, added minimal makeup to smooth her cheeks and lips. The woman promised to feature the pictures on the studio’s website.

      She left happy, but with no contacts in modeling—and no idea how to make contacts—she never thought it would be something to consider as a job. And after that morning—Christmas morning—in the bathroom, she hadn’t cared anymore, had forgotten about the pictures. What she wanted to happen didn’t, so nothing else mattered. No wonder she’d forgotten his name—Jeremy? John? He was nothing. Hell, the negative sign in the test stick’s window could have been his fault.

      She sees her friend amid the crowd on the dance floor, lost in her own carousing. Arms draped around the neck of a tall, dark-haired guy, bodies contorting in rhythm to the music and each other.

      The man behind the bar darts glances her way. Waiting. She could walk away. Or walk out the door, catch a ride… home, but that meant facing the betrayer who posed as her mother. Run away? Sure, that’s an option, but she has the problem of not knowing what she wants or where to go.

      “I just don’t care anymore,” she whispers.

      Yet, a small part of her has taken notice of the offer made. She did have fun posing for the photographs, even if she knew they weren’t going to produce any positive results.

      Maybe, though, there is a chance, however small…

      What the hell?

      She turns to the bartender again.

      As if he knew her intentions seconds before, he leans close, eyebrows raised in anticipation.

      She nods. “Show me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          WEDNESDAY

        

      

    

    
      Cold air prevents me from returning to the black depths of oblivion. That, and the faint clip-clop of heels on the hardwood floor in the hall. The footsteps stop, and the door to the front reception room opens.

      Did Anne forget to lock up before she left me on the couch? Or did she just not care to?

      My hand pauses before I can take another puff from the Lucky Strike. I wait in mild interest, anticipating it’s a client, even as I hope it’s anything but.

      Not now. I just woke up not too long ago. My body still feels the aches from hauling myself off the couch, and my mental faculties have yet kicked into second gear.

      A couple of more steps, a pause that lasts a million seconds, then the knob to my office door turns, and the door opens.

      Not Anne. I should have recognized the steps as not coming from my ex-wife. Perhaps my hebetudinous physical condition and muddled mental state have swamped the acuity as I drowned my liver and brain cells over the last three days and nights. Ten bars… no, eleven, and at least four house or office parties. The alcohol intake tempered by tidbits of food and several packs of cigarettes…

      The woman still stands in the doorway, looking as unsure of her situation as I am of her. A thought brushes my mind that I don’t know the time. Mid-morning? Later? My office opens at eight, but my wind-up watch shows six. I stare at the face and realize the second hand has stopped. Two shakes of my wrist result in nothing.

      I shrug and direct my attention back to the woman who has not yet entered the office. She wears a heavy, fur-lined coat, scarf, and gloves. So bundled in outerwear as she is, I can’t tell what’s underneath, but below the coat, there's a black, calf-length skirt and hard-soled winter boots. The latter have left a moist trail behind her.

      Gretel makes the path through the dark woods.

      “What time is it?” a voice croaks. I realize it’s mine and cough to shovel away the rocks in my throat.

      “Pardon me?” She shakes errant, tarnished brown bangs from her similarly colored eyes. Black smudges of liner mar her makeup, and her tired face reveals a lack of proper sleep. Hints of former beauty and attractive qualities peek through, but time has intervened, depleted, and strip-mined away the former luster. Today, her expression conveys a mix of confusion, pain, and angst.

      “No pardon necessary,” I reply. “I just asked the time.”

      She hesitates and tilts her head. A glimmer of moisture from her eyes reflects the morning light.

      Do I know her? She looks familiar.

      “A little after eleven,” she states.

      Why isn’t Anne at her desk? She’s never late.

      My office shares the third floor with an architect and a mail-order distribution company. I’d move out if it weren’t for the cheap rent. The other businesses renting space in the five-story building, ranging from a hair salon to a lawyer’s firm, are moderately to highly successful, in part because of Anne’s investments in them. Anne owns the building, so if her tenants are happy and stable, she is, too. She also takes part in my business, Habeck Investigations, sitting in reception and handling calls, accounting, and new clients. Unlike the others, mine is a less than mildly prosperous venture. With her successes, I haven’t figured out why she stays with me.

      Yes, Johnny, our relationship is complicated.

      Seconds tick by and, when neither of us says anything, I wave her in, take a last drag of tobacco, stub out the butt on the desk next to the overflowing aluminum ashtray, and toss the corpse upon the pile of its brothers. I don’t bother asking for her pardon. I know how I must look, how hoarse my voice sounds. “What can I do for you?”

      She primly sits on the edge of the visitor’s chair four feet away. “I—was told you’d be able to help me,” she starts.

      I help myself to another cigarette and puff once before responding. “With?”

      “My daughter has disappeared. I was hoping you could find her.”

      I sigh and lean back in my chair. I don’t need this, not today. The old year barely dead, I’m tired, hungry, and I think the blasted radiator went back to sleep. Minutes ago, I had shuffled to the thermostat on the wall by the door and squinted until my vision cleared. Anne had reset the gauge to sixty-six. I had fingered the tab back up to seventy-five and looked longingly at the dirty white radiator to my right. Stupid thing didn’t respond to my silent plea. I had waited. Finally, half-heartedly, it had wheezed reluctant gasps. Unfortunately, the warmth emitted wasn’t enough to fill the entire room. It barely reached my desk.

      Not needing another problem this morning, I attempt to dismiss the matter in front of me. “The police⁠—”

      “I’ve tried the police,” the woman says. “I made a report, but they don’t seem interested. Too many New Year problems to sort out. At least, that’s what Anne said to me. She told me to come to you.”

      I arch an eyebrow at my ex’s name.

      “Your—”

      “I know who she is. You are⁠—”

      “Arlene Lansing.” She gets the last interruption. “Her sister.”

      Yes, there's the resemblance. The high cheekbones, the soft chin. I sniff and narrow my eyes in attempted recollection. “I haven’t seen you since…”

      “The wedding,” she supplies. “Yes, Sabastian.” Her words come out with the slightest of barbs attached.

      I wince, not in pain, but in resigned disgust. Another misery this morning to remind me of my in-laws’, or rather, my former in-laws’ resentment and antipathy toward me. The feelings are mutual, but Anne would argue that they’re not justifiable on my end.

      “Why did Anne send you to me?” I ask.

      She reins in a retort—something sharp and biting, no doubt—and composes herself to say, instead, “She told me you are worth the effort, that when you take on a case, you stay with it, no matter what.”

      My heart aches a mite at the rare compliment from Anne, even if it comes indirectly from a woman I haven’t seen in two decades.

      Arlene inhales to say something further, pauses, and then, barely above a whisper, utters, “Please.”

      I sniff again and stretch my facial muscles, contorting my expression. It’s one of the little idiosyncrasies Anne says irritates her. Opening a drawer, I rummage through the detritus for a writing pad and broken stub of a pencil. Also, I find the microcassette recorder I use on occasion. Next to it is an open package of cassettes. I remove one, insert it into the machine, glance at Arlene in a silent request for her permission to record the discussion—she gives a quick nod—and place the recorder on the desk in front of my writing pad.

      Years ago, Anne tried to get me to switch to a recording app on a cell phone. Three seconds of my blank expression erased that notion. Cassettes I understand. Play, Record, and Stop buttons I understand. I avoid cell phones as much as possible, let alone any of the zillion apps that exist.

      Record on, pencil in hand, a dying cigarette dipping in the corner of my mouth, I look droopy-eyed at the woman I recall as being a cool and disciplined professional. “So, tell me about your daughter.”
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      While Arlene and I talk, I kill three more cigarettes. Anne will remind me how she doesn’t like my smoking in the office. The wadded empty pack rests next to the pile of butts in the ashtray, a poor representation of a tombstone.

      Since I rarely visited Anne’s family while we were married and never after the divorce, I struggle to recall the family tree. It isn’t especially over-blossomed, but enough so ancestors would be relieved to know a few branches continue to grow.

      Anne’s parents live in the northern part of the state, both retired, and visit the big bad city two or three times per year. Besides my ex-wife and Arlene, four years her sister’s junior, there is Aaron, an older brother. He lives in California with his wife and five kids.

      I never produced any children with Anne, but Arlene added to the world’s population with two. Annabelle, nineteen, and Amos, twenty-one. I stifle a smirk at the ridiculous practice of giving progeny alliterating names passing to another generation.

      Arlene’s daughter still resides at home while she, in her mother’s words, “decides what to do with her future.” Apparently, she had decided, at least in the short term, to participate in the year-end celebration. “I last saw her riding away with a couple friends about eight o’clock that evening.”

      I struggle to keep from drifting back to sleep. Only fifteen minutes ago, I awoke, sprawled on a five-foot couch, eight inches too short to accommodate straightening my legs. I knew where I was even before opening my eyes. My memory is not a pesky, mischievous imp. Rather than taunt, it revealed itself, wiped away the stupor into which I so diligently and alcoholically put myself through the previous days. I knew I was in my office, and I even knew the date. January third.

      However, with the woman in front of me and the story she’s telling, I hope she can stave off the tears a while longer. Her lower lip trembles, but that could be the result of the chilled air. I hope it’s the cold, because I don’t know if I can handle tears with the way I feel this morning.

      Arlene waits for either a question or permission to continue. Wishing for a drink, I shake my head in a vain attempt to wipe away the mental fog.

      “Did you two discuss when she would be home?” I ask.

      “We didn’t set a specific time, but she said she’d be in contact if she decided to stay with her friends. I… didn’t want to give her restrictions.”

      Of course not. Why set limitations for a girl seven months out of high school, still sleeping in the same room she’s had her entire life, and who hasn’t yet chosen what she wants to be when she grows up? What problems could arise?

      I make a mental note to see if my assumptions are correct when I meet Annabelle’s friends.

      “She’s a good girl,” Arlene insists. “I trust her to make responsible choices.”

      I let my silence be the judging statement. Why push it? The woman is already worried. Five seconds pass before I prod, “So?” When she looks at me, I add, “The next day?”

      “I waited until the afternoon and, when I hadn’t heard anything, I called around. I don’t know her friends very well, just a few names. The two she went out with said they lost Annabelle sometime during the night.” She throws up her hands. “Can you believe it? They lost her and didn’t think to look for her, just left her. It’s like they don’t care.”

      Without ever meeting Annabelle’s friends, I make assumptions about who they are. Or rather, what they are. I’ve met these types before. From my school days into the workaday world of nine-to-five jobs. People who are friends because it suits their needs or because that relationship fills a void. However, when something comes along that grabs their attention, the apathy for others rises to the surface.

      I ask for the names of Annabelle's friends, but Arlene provides only first names.

      “When I called the police, they said they’d make a report, but they didn’t sound too motivated,” she says. “Technically, Annabelle’s an adult, but…” Her words trail off as her jaw quivers. Not cold this time. “Roger was gone all yesterday looking for her.”

      She’s lost me for a moment. “Roger?”

      “My husband,” she says, as if I should know—and I should. “He’s combing the streets again today. I was so desperate, I called Anne yesterday. She convinced me to wait another night, then come see you.”

      I mull over the situation for a full minute. The questions in a missing person’s case are uncomfortable to ask, and most people take offense or assume something not yet proven. I start with the most obvious and save the others for later if further evidence pops up. I keep my eyes on the notebook and pretend to jot ideas. “You’ve checked the hospitals?”

      “Yes. Nothing.”

      “No news reports? Television or radio mention… a woman found?”

      “What?” She understands in a flash. “No!”

      I might have heard something if I hadn’t been fuddled for three days. I don’t even know who won the college football bowl games. Well, not that I care. For me, it’s pro or no.

      “Will you help me?” she asks.

      I fidget because I want another cigarette. A sickly-sweet odor drifts up my nostrils. It’s coming from me. Yes, I concede, the party, for the moment, is over. Time to get back to the real world, lace up the shoes of employment, and step out into the noisy city, one riddled with ugliness.

      I don’t have much to work with on this case. A supposedly innocent girl lost at a party, forgotten by friends, and no reports from authorities she’s in the hospital or dead. I’ll have to tap what leads I’ve been given. A blown sigh escapes me. Although I’ve hacked through the dense foliage to see the beginning of a vague trail to follow, I’m inclined to decline the case, back on out of the trail, go home, and sleep away the rest of the day.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve had that notion. Even when I don’t wake up after a bender, I often look at my life and wonder why. Take my office. I hate it. Water spots darken the ceiling like a tea-colored Rorschach test. The hardwood floor is scuffed, scratched, and pitted. Dust bunnies reproduce in the corners. Stringy cobwebs cling to the walls like Halloween decorations.

      The irony is that the office suits me. Its décor and functionality are decades obsolete… as am I. Even though I wasn’t born in the big bad city of New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles, I grew up into a world I didn’t understand and one that sped so far ahead, I will never catch up. Iowa’s capital has been my home and my bane for forty-three years. I distress at the constant advance of technology and am confused by anything relating to a computer or a cellular phone. I buy legal pads, spiral notebooks, and pencils. The black phone on the desk is a rotary dial. Remember those days, Johnny?

      People walk around with science fiction devices sticking out of their ears while they talk to the air as if they’re delirious, or dance fingers on matchbook-sized objects—Androids (the name itself is technologically rebarbative) or iPhones, “I” for idiot—while driving shapeless cars.

      I carry a creased notepad, a leaky ballpoint, and drive a puke green, dented, and rusty 1975 Plymouth Shitbox with cracked plastic seats and a grungy steering wheel. The passenger side mirror hangs askew, and I haven’t seen the floor wells in years due to the accumulation of trash.

      This is my life.

      Yet, years ago, I leaned toward being a cop. An attempt to venture away from the archaic lifestyle into which I saw myself falling. Had I married Anne with that notion in mind?

      By the time the police stint failed, I realized I was entrenched in the ruts I had tried to avoid. However, a weak spark of the “desire for good” still existed. If I couldn’t help myself, I’d try my best to help others by figuratively hanging out the private investigations shingle. As a cop, I had to accept the assignments dispatched. As my own boss—save for Anne’s guidance—I set my work hours and turn away people and cases I don’t want.

      Those people and cases have been many… yet, I’m still here.

      Another sigh. Yes, I’ll take Arlene’s case. After all, it’s my job.

      I nod acceptance. Arlene almost melts with relief.

      I need a shower, shave, more cigarettes, and, if I don’t want a total stomach shutdown, I’d better give it something besides Ten High. “Give me half an hour, or rather… make it an hour,” I amend as it dawns on me I do not know where my car is.

      Yes, I recalled most of the revelry, all but the end of last night. I ended up on the south side of the city in an Indianola Avenue dive. Then I ran into the biggest blur in the timeline of events. In my mind’s eye a stuttering film sequence flickers. I'm moving to assist another drunk who’s sick, and retching sounds emanate from the restroom. Sometime later, a feeling of hands assisting me, a fuzzy image of… oh yeah, Anne. Had she driven me back to the office in my vehicle?

      That’s why I added the extra thirty minutes to meet Arlene at her house. “Tell me your address,” I say.

      “Why?” Arlene asks. “Don’t you want to speak to her friends?”

      “I will, and it may be as simple as asking them questions, knocking on more doors, and finding Annabelle passed out in a motel somewhere. However, nearly three days have passed with no word from anyone, giving good or bad news.”

      Arlene bites her lower lip. “Do you think she’s been kidnapped?”

      My shoulders rise and fall before she finishes the question. “Who knows? Possibly, but if so, why? You’ve received no ransom calls?”

      “No.”

      I don’t suggest that if Annabelle has been kidnapped, her captor’s plans may not be monetary. “Whatever the scenario, I want to take a look at her room, her possessions, get a sense of who she is. Maybe she left some evidence of her intentions for New Year’s Eve.”

      Arlene’s head cocks at a five-degree angle, expression confused.

      I stare straight into her eyes. “Children… often run away.”

      “Oh!” The idea hadn’t entered her mind before I mentioned it.

      “You’re her mother. Do you know if she’s said or done anything to indicate dissatisfaction with home life? Has her attitude changed abruptly in recent days, months?”

      Arlene studies the floor for a full minute. I guess she’s trying to recall any incident worth noting, conversations held. When she speaks, her demeanor changes. She’s calm, almost morose. “Sabastian, I don’t want to dredge up the kind of… life you and Anne had together.” Her voice drops an octave, and the tone dulls, flattens. She looks as if my question has allowed her to step off a fast-moving train, to take a rare respite on an otherwise hectic journey. “I want to say when you look at Anne, you see a character molded by her family. She’s been very successful in everything she does.”

      Except for me.

      “It’s more than that. She’s driven. Our parents were driven. Not to be the richest or to acquire fame or power, but to be the best wherever their interests lay. Aaron, Anne, and I never were given a chance to rest on our laurels. Vacations were what other people enjoyed. Each of us had jobs outside of school, starting in the fourth grade. Mother and Father never tried to influence the directions our lives took other than to always push to do better, move ahead, never back down, or slack off. Do you see what I’m talking about?”

      “Yes.” From our marriage ceremony to her entrepreneurial spirit, Anne strives to create success, which makes my heart a lead weight on the bottom of a dark swamp because she couldn’t change me, couldn’t mold me into what she considered successful. I was her one failure.

      “Aaron married up in class and, subsequently, joined it. He and his family are financially set, even if the children fail, which none of them will, at last report. They are destined to outshine their father.”

      “And your children?”

      “The drive continues,” she replies with a sad smile. “I knew what I—what my husband and I—were doing, but couldn’t stop. By the time we saw the result, it was too late.”

      I hike my eyebrows in question.

      “Amos struggled all through school. He made passing grades, but it was a challenge. He doesn’t handle pressure well. I wouldn’t be surprised if he suffers a heart attack in his thirties. I feel terrible to think that way, but it’s true.”

      “And Annabelle?”

      Arlene sighs. “She gave up years ago. Her grades were middling, if passable. Roger and I couldn’t understand her attitude.”

      “Rebel?”

      “She doesn’t care. Amos moved out at seventeen, ready to face the world for better or worse. Currently, he attends the Des Moines Institute of Business.” She huffs a short, breathy laugh. “We even said he could live in the dorm instead of commuting.” A sigh. “Annabelle still lives at home. We can’t motivate her to commit to a decision on her future. Last summer, we convinced her to apply for a job, even if only part-time. We were ecstatic when she was hired on at the mall, but of course, disappointed when she quit three months later.”

      “Where was she employed?”

      “A place called Lupo’s, in the Merle Hay Mall. It’s a clothing and jewelry store for teenagers. Since she didn’t own a car, we gave her rides, or she asked her friends.”

      “Do you know if she takes drugs? Alcohol?”

      “No. Well, I suppose when she goes out with her friends. They probably drink, even though they aren’t of age.”

      With Annabelle rejecting the family drive with vehemence and a depressing attitude, I’d be surprised if she didn’t indulge. However, Arlene still hadn’t answered my earlier question. “So, have you noticed any unusual change in her attitude? Anything she’s not doing that she used to or vice-versa?”

      Arlene considers, and her chin drops an inch. I wait while she organizes her thoughts.

      She inhales, holds the breath for a moment, and then speaks, “Sometime in early October, she suddenly became even more distant than usual. She remained quiet during dinners and spent most evenings in her room.”

      “Did she give you a reason?”

      “No, and I regret not asking. At first, I figured it was another phase, or maybe she was seriously contemplating registering for college.”

      “Did she indicate which way she was leaning?”

      A minute, then a head shake. “No, and it wasn’t too long after that she quit her job. Afterward, she occasionally went out with friends, but didn’t seem interested in family. Also, she started wearing different clothes.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Darker colors. Black jeans, black sweaters. Not as many T-shirts, and those were plainer and darker. She stopped wearing make-up or caring for her hairstyle.”

      How a withdrawn attitude and darker clothes would indicate thoughts of secondary education, I don’t know, but maybe that’s the train track Arlene’s mind is on. I have a vision of the girl’s devolution and don’t like what it may imply. “Sounds like depression.”

      She shrugs and smears a tear across her cheek. “I don’t know. Roger and I thought she’d come out of it. We didn’t take the time to talk to her about it.”

      I rub my forehead with two fingers. The morning doldrums still muddle my brain. “Arlene, I’m sorry, there’s this group of youths who sound like what your daughter has become. They’re not prevalent, but I see small groups of them now and then. They dress weird and…”

      Arlene thinks for a second and comes up with the answer. “… You mean goth?”

      On rare occasions, the news reports about this lifestyle or one of its members around town. While I understand their rejection of traditions and norms, their methods—clothes, music, and the like—baffle me. What are they trying to accomplish or represent?

      “I don’t think so,” Arlene says. “They wear heavy make-up, and Annabelle went the other way. Almost none. Yes, she did dress dark, but I don’t recall noticing any of her friends following suit. And I don’t think she made different friends.”

      At least none about which you knew, I think. I nod and review my notes. Not much written, but the new phase of Annabelle’s life over three months might be another lead I can pursue. I underline the capital letters of the Des Moines Institute of Business, wondering what a talk with Amos might net me. “Okay,” I say, and close the notebook.

      Arlene gives me a grim, optimistic look, stands, and departs. Mixed in with that look is a wondering about my resolve to follow through with this case.

      I don’t fault her. If I saw me this morning, I would have wondered, too.
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      After Arlene leaves, my stomach gurgling intrudes upon the quiet office and reminds me of the scant attention I’ve paid it in the last half hour.

      I haul myself out of the chair, shiver, and step to the window to peer through the open blinds at my slice of downtown Des Moines. I tilt my head at the correct angle, which causes a sharp pain in my temple, to see a sliver of Seventh Avenue to the west, not much, and no direct view to where it passes in front of the office building. Straight ahead, across the alley, is the horizontal opening between thick concrete levels of a parking garage. Snow covers the ground, the colors running the Ansel Adams spectrum, from pristine white where it piles to a depth of four inches on the dumpster, to a mourning dove gray near the mouth of the alley, to sludgy black on the street. Before I turn away from the window, I focused on a reflection of my face. Bloodshot eyes ache. Itchy patchy stubble has advanced like an army over my cheeks and neck. My porous nose and lips dry and chapped.

      I don't see my car from this angle and wonder, again, how I arrived at the office. At my desk again, I fall into the chair, which shows its displeasure by throwing the bad ball bearing to the point that one wheel won't roll. From the bottom left drawer, I remove the amber red bottle of Ten High bourbon and upend the last half inch down my throat. It tastes like a tongue depressor, but I’m used to it. Sort of. Take that, stomach, and shut the hell up. The bottle clonks against the floor. I can't even hit the wastebasket from eight inches. I stare at the empty bottle like it is the cause of all my problems. In a way, it is.

      However, I can tend to my hunger issues. I find my rumpled overcoat on the floor in the reception office, but the outside temperature, somewhere south of twenty, attacks my body, nonetheless. The sun’s reflection off the white snow shoots shards of pain behind my eyes and elicits a renewed grumble from my stomach. I squint at my car, parked askew in a metered slot, one wheel upon the curb. Did I drive here on my own, or did someone, also intoxicated, deliver it? Try as I might, I am unable to fill that particular memory hole. Maybe later, on the drive home, I’ll make the effort. First, food.

      Downtown is not devoid of places to eat. One can find anything from a hole-in-the-wall diner where the health inspectors loathe to visit, to a fancy seafood joint featuring twenty-dollar appetizers. There’s traditional and glitzy overpriced.

      I avoid them all, especially the too-bright, too-loud, too-crowded areas on the skywalk. Instead, I frequent a quick-stop place around the corner from my office building. It sells basic items: gum, smokes, newspapers, sandwiches, and cookies… all in an area no bigger than my kitchen, give or take a few square feet.

      The owner is five-foot tall and two-foot wide. She always wears the same stained white apron over non-descriptive brown or black clothes. Something akin to a nurse’s paper hat somehow remains stationary on top of short-cropped, thin, black hair. She is not overly friendly, nor overtly rude, just basic and no-nonsense. The world has passed by her shop and before her tired eyes, and she sees similar weariness in my pupils. We understand each other without any in-depth discussion.

      An unnecessary bell tinkles as I enter.

      Recognizing me, she reaches over to a glass-fronted cooler the same height as her, opens the rubber-sealed door, and withdraws two sandwiches: one chicken salad, the other egg salad. From a rack on the opposite wall, she plucks two packs of Luckys and adds them to the food on the counter.

      I pour a cup of coffee blacker than Hades’s deepest pit from a pot almost undisturbed since six o’clock that morning. The acrid odor rising from the extruded polystyrene foam cup burns my olfactory nerves like acid before I seal it in with a plastic lid. As I consider the chip selection, she says, “Ain’t no pretzels today, Mr. Habeck. Sorry. The truck don’t come ’til tomorrow.”

      I’ve never learned her name; but, somehow, she knows mine.

      One eye narrows as I peruse the other choices. Brand name chips and novelty snacks. A bag labeled Funyons looks revolting. Another name, Snackaritos, is equally unattractive. I wonder if I ate this garbage in my younger years. Nowadays, they portend instant heartburn. However, so do many other foods in my dismal diet.

      With a short, snorting sigh, I snatch a bag containing a mixture of miniature crunchy bread sticks, pretzels, toasted Chex cereal, and those too-salty, hard-as-door-stops melba toast rounds. I guess I can pick out what I don’t like.

      She rings up the items, and I hand her some crumpled bills. She in turn drops tarnished coinage in my hand. After bagging the food, she offers the obligatory “thank you.” I’m just about to turn and leave when something causes me to hesitate. The woman fidgets, as if there might be a man crouching in the corner with a gun waiting for me to depart so he can rob the place.

      I contemplate whether I should say anything. Part of me knows I’ll regret it and urges me to turn around, walk back to the office, and figure out how to find Annabelle Lansing with the scant leads I have. The other voice kicks my mental shins, admonishes me to be caring. I have been a regular customer over the years, and if something has altered the routine…

      “Is something wrong, ma’am?” The words are out of my mouth before I can stifle them.

      She jerks her head to look at me as if, instead of speaking, I had touched an electric wire to her chin. In an instant, she looks away, then down. After a moment of costive indecision, she peers up at me. “Mr. Habeck,” she says in a near whisper. “Do you… I mean, would you… have a few minutes?”

      I nod.

      A look of determination seeps into her expression. She bustles out from behind the counter, past me to the glass front door. In what I take to be a single oft practiced movement, she engages the lock with one hand and flips the “closed” side of a sign outward. Along the same path, she returns behind the counter. “Mr. Habeck,” she starts again. “I was wondering if you might be able to help me.”

      I don’t belong here, in this confined space, surrounded by foodstuffs—ninety percent of which I’m never going to examine, let alone eat. I’m locked in with a woman I know only by sight, but probably wouldn’t recognize outside of her shop. I want to leave, take my lunch, return home, shower, and change clothes. However, what would this woman feel? Probably disappointment, but I can’t say it would change the nature of our relationship, as it were. As skewed as this moment is, I guess I care what she thinks, or would think, if I walked away.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Mr. Habeck,” the woman says. “I have a problem and I ain’t sure where to turn. Maybe it’s nothing, but I thought of you… you know, bein’ a detective, maybe you could look into it.”

      “What’s the problem?” Yep, I’m committed now.

      “Well, it—it’s my nephew. He lives with me.”

      I wait, give her an encouraging half-smile.

      “I live in a small house. I’m not married. My husband, uh, he left some years ago, but that don’t matter. Anyway, two years ago, I agreed to take in Timothy for most of the school year.”

      “He’s the nephew?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “His father?”

      “His father, my brother, is involved in international investments and works in Europe most of the time. He’s a widower, and it don’t work to have the boy with him, so I look after him, see he gets a good education. Timothy’s a real good boy. Very smart. Fifteen, but already a handsome young man.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say, and my stomach churns a reminder that it’s still waiting for one of the sandwiches to offset the earlier slugs of whiskey.

      “It’s been good to have him around. Course, I pay a neighbor to watch him after school until I get home.” She pauses, back to uncertainty after her long introduction. “This year, he’s been… different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Moody, don’t talk as much. His grades have dropped and… he’s been stealing from me.”

      “Drugs?”

      The woman nods. “I’ve heard him on his cell phone when he thinks I’m not around. I don’t know why his father bought him something like that; he’s too young. No sense in it.”

      I agree with her. Of course, I don’t see the sense of the contraption in the first place.

      “He’s making deals with his… contact?” she says.

      Close enough.

      “He has a bank account for a weekly allowance, but money’s gone missing from my purse from time to time. Combined with the other things…” She’s too flustered to finish.

      I sigh, still unsure why I’m here. “This sounds like a matter for the police.”

      “No!” she states with conviction. “I don’t want no trouble. I want this taken care of… privately. Quietly.”

      She gives me a knowing look and I can almost read her thoughts. I don't like what they're asking.

      “Mr. Habeck.” She draws closer. “I’ve heard Tim speaking a name. If you could⁠—”

      My shaking head interrupts. “Ma’am, you misunderstand my job. I don’t do that type of⁠—”

      Her widening eyes interrupt me. “Oh, no, Mr. Habeck,” she moans, “I… didn’t mean… no! What I was hoping is maybe you could, you know, investigate this person. See if there’s anything you could do to… I don’t want Tim involved. He’s just a kid.”

      And you’re a little more naïve than I first thought.

      “The police—” I begin again, but am shut down.

      “I don’t want no trouble. I don’t want nothin’ gettin’ back to his father. If you find something, you can decide what to do.” She meets my eyes, and her voice lowers. “Please, Mr. Habeck. We don’t know each other very well, but I think I can trust you.” She pauses. “If it’s money, I can⁠—”

      My raised palm puts me one up in the interruption game. “It’s not the money, ma’am.” I sigh again, deeper this time. I’m so tired I could crawl into the backseat of my car and sleep the rest of the day. My neck is concrete stiff and torquing it to different angles doesn’t help.

      What am I to do?

      This is part of the do-I-care-what-others-besides-Anne-think-of-me discussion I often have with myself regarding my cases. Since I decided to stay and hear her out, I guess, in this instance, I do. However, she’s handed me something with which I shouldn’t have any involvement. Seriously, look at me. I conduct background checks, question witnesses for court cases. At times, I haul in easy skip traces and occasionally seek missing persons. I do not look into the dangerous life of a pusher. This is better handled by the police.

      Ah, hell…

      Earlier, I decided to help Arlene. Why not add another burden to my day?

      When I ask, she tells me that she overheard Tim say the name Jackie Midnight.

      I know of Jackie Midnight. Most privately and publicly paid investigators either have general knowledge or have had contact with him. The latter is usually in the form of harassment and short-term arrests because, as obvious as the slimeball’s activities are, he’s coated in Teflon, and the prosecutors’ attempts to make something stick end in frustration.

      Knowing the area where Midnight conducts his enterprises—a small tract of downtown and a swatch of territory east of the Des Moines River to the fairgrounds—I do not relish the idea of getting too close to him. He and his crew, understandably, do not like authority, and, more than once, competing interlopers have suffered the consequences of intrusion.

      A rival gang from the Harding Street neighborhood once tried to cut in on Midnight’s action. They knocked around his boys, stole cash and product, and all but stood in the middle of the street openly challenging the man.

      Jackie Midnight, in his unique, eminent style, did not come out with guns blasting. His is a swift, selective, and, in all cases, secluded vengeance. One morning, the members of the Harding gang found their leader behind a taco joint, gutted like a deer. Beside him, bound and gagged, sat two lieutenants, the bones in their knees and ankles so shattered, one doctor actually threw up at the destruction inflicted.

      No evidence ever connected Midnight, but everyone understood the message.

      Without showing any reaction, I tell her I’ll think about the matter and see what, if anything, I can do.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, and her hand on mine is soft.

      Walking back toward my office, I realize something. I still don’t know the woman’s name.
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      Anne enters the office of Habeck Investigations at noon. Not for the first time—or even the fifth—she chides herself at her gross tardiness. She also remembers the fault can’t be laid at her feet alone.

      She wrinkles her nose at the harsh odor of cigarette smoke that lingers in the air. Sabastian’s car is gone from out front, and she hopes he’s already on the trail of her missing niece.

      Bad luck and trouble, she thinks, and hangs her coat on the rack by the door. They depict the morning thus far. A tenant in the apartment building she owns in the Sherman Hill neighborhood called two minutes after she awoke and pleaded for leniency on the rent. Next Monday at the latest, he said. Two months’ rent, she told him, and knew he might scrape up one.

      Three other tenants with complaints also comprised the morning’s agenda. Still, she expected to be at the office by midmorning, ten at the latest. However, the resolutions to the issues took longer than necessary because she had to deal with “Monday morning attitudes” on a Wednesday. Most of the business week, she could approach tenants and clients and have a courteous and professional conversation. Why did Mondays bring forth the acidity? And how did it seep into the middle of the week?

      She caught every red light on the way downtown, even after the flat. Changing out the tire in ten degrees didn’t bother her
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