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  Prologue


It was almost Christmas, but you’d never know it from Lois Stover’s window. It wasn’t even ten in the morning and it was already sixty-eight in the shade; even the plastic Santa in the yard across the street was wearing sunglasses. Two girls walked down the street talking and laughing, wearing shorts that might as well have been underwear. 
Once it had been revolutionary for a young woman to take control of her sexuality and reject being viewed solely as an object. Now it was 1985, a year after Big Brother failed to arrive, and girls wanted to be viewed as objects, but on their own terms. It was progress, she supposed, sort of.
Where was a drink when you needed one?
Lois closed the curtain, sat down on the sofa, and began to deal the cards on her coffee table. Black queen on the red king. King of hearts.
Suicide king.
Of course, if you looked at the card closely, it wasn’t suicide at all. There was someone hiding behind the bastard, thrusting the sword through his skull. You just had to know how to look at the card right.
Lois looked up at the mantle, at the picture of her daughter’s wedding. Lettice, no longer her baby girl, but wife to that private investigator boy. Nice boy. A bit wet, though. Such an ordinary name, too. What was it again? Peter? David? James? Something bland and biblical.
She wondered what was taking the two of them so long. They said they’d only be an hour. Black five on the red six. They were probably off shopping for presents. She would have to think of something nice for them. Maybe a season pass to Knott’s Berry Farm, then they’d have to visit more often.
The sound of something flat smacking the floor came from the kitchen. One of the pancakes must have dropped. She’d clean it up later.
She flipped the card on top of the deck and placed the ace of diamonds on a black deuce. Lettice’s comic book—or graphic novel as she insisted on calling it—lay next to the card deck. She’d only glanced through the pages so far. Very noir, like one of her sister’s old films. In fact, the heroine looked a little bit like Mona, even though it was supposed to be Lettice. And she’d certainly butched up her husband, Paul or Saul or whoever he was. The drawn version had a jaw square enough to use as a right-angle ruler.
It was wonderful that they were back, even if it was only for Christmas. And Mona said she would be here as well. But she always dropped by, to make sure Lois was taking her medicine. Why wouldn’t she? Lois didn’t want to be sick with her daughter in town. She didn’t want to drive her away again.
Red jack on black queen. Suicide king. Deception knave. When you think about it, the jack has to be the one hiding behind the king. The one murdering him in plain sight, making everyone think it was suicide. Who drives a sword through his own head? No one, that’s who.
Another pancake dropped in the kitchen and it occurred to Lois that she might have forgotten to take her pill today. But she was afraid of taking too much if she hadn’t. Better to play it safe and just wait until tomorrow. She’d be fine. Or if Lettice started to look worried, she’d know something was wrong and could take it then. Maybe. Or tomorrow. Tomorrow was good. She didn’t like the pills. Tomorrow would be better.
The phone rang. That had to be Lettice, calling to say they’d be another couple of hours. Shopping has that effect on people.
Lois picked up the receiver. “Hello?” 
“Daddy’s gone. Can you help me?”
A child’s voice. A girl. She’d been crying. “I’m sorry, I think you have the wrong number.” The girl sounded like she was only five or six at the most. She couldn’t just hang up. “Is there someone there taking care of you? Do you need help contacting the police?”
“I can’t call the police. The bad men said not to.” Lois felt a knot in her stomach at those words. “I don’t understand. Who are you trying to call? Maybe I can help.” Lois concentrated as the girl rattled off an area code and phone number—hers. The girl hadn’t misdialed. She must know the father. “What’s your father’s name?”
“Daddy.” There was a pause before she added, “Harry.”
Lois felt cold. Harry. Harold. Her husband. But he’d been gone for over fifteen years. The king of hearts. The suicide king.
“What’s your name?”
The five-year-old said, “Lettice.”
“L... Lettice?”
“Is this my mommy?”
Lois dropped the receiver and fainted dead away.






  
  Chapter 1


Strolling along the aisles of the store were two people—one giddy with the variety of things to choose from, the other weary and broken down, clutching a large shopping bag like it was made of lead. 
“Oh, I have to get one of these!”
“We can’t afford it.”
“I know, but it would be perfect to wear for work!”
“You already have one.”
“Not like this. Just one more!”
“You’ll wear it once and forget all about it.”
“I will not.” James held out the tiny microphone and wire for his wife to see. “Look, with this under the lapel, no one will ever see it. The wire slips around the back, or I could put a hole in the shirt to feed it inside to the tape recorder. It’ll pick things up way better than just the built-in microphone.”
“Just how much more stuff do you need?” Lettice asked, exasperated. “You already have that parabolic dish microphone—”
“Wolf Ears 2000,” James corrected.
Lettice was normally five-foot-ten of blonde chaos and charm, but right now her expression was like an hourglass indicating how much patience she had left. Very little sand remained. “When you suggested we go shopping, I thought it would be for clothes.”
“We did shop for clothes.”
Lettice lifted a large thick white padded article of clothing out of the bag. “A bulletproof vest doesn’t count! Really, James, when will you need that?”
“You’re the one who wanted me to take on more interesting cases, remember?”
Lettice sighed. “Yes, well... You do realize how much a cliché you look right now?” She tapped the black city fedora on James’ head.
“More of an anachronism. I don’t think Sam Spade had a Wolf Ears 2000.” James put the microphone back. “What’s wrong, Let? I thought you’d be into this. Have me pose with all this stuff for your drawings.”
Lettice looked away. “Yeah, that’ll be great.”
James didn’t understand the sudden mood change. He could have sworn she was as excited about this as he was five minutes ago, or had she always been like this and he only noticed it now?
“Is this because I shot down your slogan idea?”
“No.”
“Because I get it, I just don’t think anyone else will.” That, and people hated puns, he added silently. It takes two Cotes to get the job done? Yikes.
“It’s not that.”
“Then what?”
“Nothing.”
“Ah, yes, nothing is usually such a terrible burden to bear.”
Lettice gave him the narrow eyes of doom and set the bag down. “Get your spy mic. I’ll be outside.”
James came out a minute later without the bag. He found Lettice leaning by a tree crying, and doing a poor job of hiding the fact.
“Where are your toys?” she asked.
“Not getting anything until I know you’re okay.” 
“I’m fine.”
“Bullroar.”
“Bullroar?” Lettice almost laughed. “That’s hardly a stinging condemnation.” She was starting to sound like her old self again.
“I didn’t want to sound too harsh.”
“You sound like you’re being censored for television.”
James gave his I’ll-give-you-a-lollipop-if-you-tell-me-what’s-wrong look, which involved the biggest puppy dog eyes he could manage and pouty lips.
“Come on; you know you can talk to me. If not me, then who?”
“Certainly not my mother.”
The tone had all but answered his question. “What did she do?”
Lettice waved him away. “Nothing. Go buy your toys.” James wasn’t about to give up so easy, and Lettice probably knew that. She relented. “I’m serious. There’s no one thing going on here. Just everything. Just... I thought things would be different, coming back.”
“How so?”
“After Toronto, I began to wonder if maybe I’d been too hard on my own childhood. Maybe when I came back, I’d see it in a better light, or find out some things were a big mistake, like you did.”
Lettice referred to their first real case together, before he made the business cards official and his one-person agency became two: Cote & Cote. He’d been hired to find out who had shipped his Uncle Gary to Peru in a box, and in the process had not only reconnected with most of his estranged family, but learned that the guilt that had driven him away had been based largely on a misunderstanding.
Lettice’s reunion with her mom hadn’t gone as well. James, however, hadn’t noticed anything wrong, other than seeing where his wife got her quirky behavior.
“Did she say something that upset you? Did something change?”
Lettice shook her head. “No, she’s exactly the way I remember her.”
“And that’s the problem.”
Lettice said nothing. She stared off into space, transfixed on something. James followed her gaze across the street to a video arcade. One game was clearly visible, even from here. He saw a smile begin to crack on her face.
“You going to be alright?” asked James.
“Nothing a little Dragon’s Lair can’t fix. Meet me there. Bring quarters.”
By the time James bought his gear and caught up with Lettice, she was well into the game, acting like the last five minutes never happened. Over the last year, she’d dropped close to thirty dollars into this game, and she had yet to beat it. She’d come close, but James suspected she was more interested in the different ways she could fail than any success.
It was also no secret she was a fan of Don Bluth’s animation. To her, he was the only man in America—aside from Ralph Bakshi—who could stand up to the House of Mouse, a company she had a less than illustrious job history with.
Dirk the Daring suffered yet another horrible death at Lettice’s hands, turning to a skeleton and collapsing in a heap. She nodded her head to the back of the arcade.
“Shufflepuck?” she offered.
“Shouldn’t we be getting back?” asked James. “We said we’d only be an hour.”
Lettice looked to the spy store bag in James’ hands. “Whose fault is that, double-oh-seven? She’s probably still cleaning pancakes off the ceiling.” She paused a moment. “Still, Nana’s coming over soon. Okay, let’s go.”
As they left the arcade Lettice said, “So did you get the mike for your shirt?”
“Better, I got a clock.”
Lettice frowned. “A clock?”
“With a video camera hidden inside.”
“Awesome!”
[image: image-placeholder]
When they reached Lois’ house in their rental car, James and Lettice found Nana Mona’s old Benz parked outside. The door to the house was slightly ajar. Nothing unusual about that, the front door was a pain to shut, but that’s what happens when you live in a mobile home for twenty years. It was well past its best-before date.
It was hard to imagine Lettice growing up here, surrounded by similar double-wide prefabs, without even any grass on what passed for a front yard. The two-storey home he’d grown up in back in Scarborough was a castle by comparison.
Lettice opened the door. “Hello?”
“In here, dear.” It was Nana Mona’s voice. “Your mother’s had a bit of a bad step.”
“Mom?” Lettice rushed into the living room, stepping over a pancake as she crossed the kitchen. James followed.
Mona looked as if she’d just come from the hairdresser’s or an audition, or both. Her blonde hair—which had been long and straight like Lettice’s the other day—had been cut short, permed and layered to encompass her head like some kind of whirlwind. It was a look that really worked only with twenty-somethings, if at all, and Mona was pushing fifty. She sat on the sofa next to Lois, whose prematurely silver hair looked more frazzled than usual.
Lois seemed to be recovering, a bag of thawed peas on the small coffee table in front of her already leaving a small puddle of water.
“Be a dear and put those back,” said Mona, handing James the bag. “And do make sure the front door is shut. And clean up those pancakes.” James dutifully did so. The kitchen was in full view of the living room, so it wasn’t as if he would miss out on anything.
Lettice knelt next to her mother. “What happened?”
That seemed to snap Lois out of her daze. She looked at Lettice, then grabbed her by the shoulders. “You’re back! You’re back!”
James could see the hurt look on Lettice’s face, as if she felt blame for whatever had happened. “Yes, I’m sorry we were a bit late.”
The grasp turned into an embrace. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. The bad men won’t find you. I promise. I promise.”
She began to rock back and forth with Lettice in her arms and hummed an out-of-tune lullaby. Lettice’s half-covered face turned to give James a silent plea for help that was both tragic and comic.
Nana Mona got up and James took her aside—or as aside as you could get in a mobile home. “Did she forget her meds?”
Mona looked exasperated. “I bought her one of those trays with all the days of the week on them so she wouldn’t forget, but she simply refuses to use it. But that’s not why she fell. It was because of that awful crank call.”
“What crank call?”
“Lettice called,” said Lois, whose hearing was sharper than her wits at the moment. “She called from the past.”
That took a second to sink in. Even then, it got stuck halfway into his brain. “The what now?”
Mona sighed. “Some child pretending to be Lettice called asking for someone to help her father.” She relayed what had happened to Lois as best she could.
That got Lettice’s attention. “Dad? But he’s dead.”
James knew Harold Stover had died when Lettice was ten or eleven, driving his car off a cliff into the ocean, but she had been sparse on the details—mostly because that was when things started to get ugly for Lettice.
A single, unstable mother, a deceased father, and an aunt whose visits were as infrequent as they were memorable. For most children, this would be the point where they had to grow up early. For Lettice, it was where she began to fight tooth and nail not to grow up at all, until it was second nature to her.
“That’s what makes it so horrible, dear,” said Mona. “Whoever did this knows about Lois’ past and either duped some poor child into making the call, or is a hell of a voice actor.”
James lowered his voice even further so only Mona could hear. “Are you sure this isn’t just a delusion from not taking her medication?”
Mona rolled her eyes and spoke without heed to James’ attempts at privacy. “Darling, Lois has never been that far gone. But I considered the possibility. Until the phone rang again and I picked it up.”
Lettice was still stuck in Lois’s hug, but had managed to sit with her on the couch. “What did they say?”
“Almost exactly what Lois had said,” said Mona. “A little girl’s voice, saying her daddy was gone, that the bad men took him”—at this, Lois gasped and held Lettice even tighter—“and asking if I could help.”
“What did you say?” asked James.
“What could I say?” Mona answered. “Part of me wanted to tell the little twerp to stop upsetting people they’ve never met, and part of me...” Her voice trailed off.
“Part of you believed her,” said James.
“Oh, I’m sure it’s all genetics,” said Mona with a wave of her hand. “We’re hardwired to want to care for children. Protect them. I’m sure it clouded my judgment.”
James refrained from comment.
“It was her!” said Lois. “It was Lettice!”
“Nonsense,” said Mona. “Lettice sounded completely different at that age.” She paused a moment before adding, “Oh, who am I kidding? Children all sound alike. But unless you believe in time travel, it simply cannot be her. It’s just a prank. A sick prank. And your daughter is here now, see?”
Lois looked to Lettice and hugged her tight again. For her part, Lettice was starting to see the scene in a more comic light, but was still walking the tightrope between happy and sad. When off her medication, Lois’ moods could be extreme, but predictable. Lettice called this particular mood ‘mother hen.’
Lettice shook herself as an idea came to her. “Unless...it was me calling from the past to the future. Like five-year-old me right here in this house, needing help for her dad, dialed the only phone number she knew—her own.”
“You’d get a busy signal,” said James.
Lettice was getting excited now. “Ordinarily, yes. But what if some kind of weird feedback happened. Maybe solar flares are involved?”
“I think the scientific term you’re looking for is ‘magic,’ hon.”
“Mock me if you will—”
“I usually do.”
“—but if this works out, maybe I can change the past and prevent my dad from dying in the first place!” She got up, breaking away from her mother’s grasp, and picked up the phone. Dialed. Set the phone back down, disappointed.
“Busy signal.”
“Maybe the magic time connection is one way,” James suggested, which seemed to give her hope.
Mona once again rolled her eyes dramatically. “First you discourage her flights of fancy, then you encourage them. Really, now.”
James smiled. “I consider it part of my job. Besides, I think she just got material for a whole comic series if she wanted.”
“Oh, yes. How is that going?” Mona asked Lettice, clasping her hands. “Any offers yet? Still peddling your story around from store to store? It’s not that much different from going on auditions, really. There was this one time I tried out for a role opposite Ronald—” She caught the look both Lettice and James were giving her. “I suppose it can wait.”
James went back to the matter at hand. “Now, about your crank caller. I have a plan.” He picked up the phone and entered 1169 on the dial. Frowned as he heard the automated response.
“I already tried that,” said Mona. “The number is blocked. Classic stalker move.”
“I have a backup plan,” said James.
“Jasper?” asked Lettice.
James nodded. “Jasper.”






  
  Chapter 2


When James moved to America to become a P.I.—his rationale at the time being that the laws in Canada were too restrictive for that line of work—he’d apprenticed under a man named Jasper Schwartz, who moonlighted as a bail bondsman. He’d mentored James on the finer points of investigation, the kind of skills he used in both professions, and kept James on as his assistant. 
Until James got him shot, and earned him his permanent nickname.
“Okay, Dumbass, whatdayaneed?”
“You know why. I need a number,” said James.
“And I got a bunch of them. What I need is a drink. Wanna trade?”
“Sounds good.”
Jasper was a black non-practicing Jew who believed in Jesus, and figured if the poor sonofabitch died for our sins, it was up to him to make that sacrifice worth His time. At least, that’s how Jasper put it. It was more colorful than saying he was a standup kind of guy who slummed it for business purposes. It was also a good line to use on confused Jehovah’s Witnesses.
They met at Gallaghers, Jasper’s usual hangout on Long Beach. Jasper waved to the bartender as James sat next to him. “Two more here, Mike, on Dumbass’s bill.”
The bar was your typical dimly lit Irish pub that, for the most part, lacked actual Irish clientele. The smoke was so thick that the ceiling seemed two feet shorter than it actually was. The bartender brought over two pints of Guinness, which they clinked in salute.
“So how’s Florida?” asked Jasper. His voice had a smooth DJ quality to it.
“Not bad. Things are starting to turn around. Expanding the company. Even hired a partner.”
“So Lettice finally broke you down, huh?” 
James feigned innocence. “What? No!”
“Please. The moment I met that crazy broad, I knew she wanted in. And you know what? I knew she’d be good at it, too. Different perspective and all. Am I right?”
James had to smile. “She has her moments.”
“I also heard you’ve had some interesting jobs.”
“I guess I have my moments too.” These two things were not mutually exclusive. One condition of her becoming a partner was James’ solemn vow to never turn down an interesting case again. “Still, she gets annoyed that I’m the one who closes the cases.”
“Oh?”
“You know her. Can you picture her going to a client with a final report? They wouldn’t know if they’d hired professional detectives or struggling actors.”
“And it’s a complete coincidence that it’s also your favorite part of the job, where you get to show off how damn clever you are.” Jasper didn’t even try to hide his smirk.
“Hey, I’m not like that.”
“Oh? When you were working with me, you stepped on my moments so many times I had to keep you in the car with the window cracked like a goddamned German Shepherd.”
“Okay, I’m not like that anymore.”
“Sure… What about that comic book your gal did about your uncle shipped off to Peru?”
“Graphic novel. And it’s highly fictionalized.”
“That closing wasn’t. That was all you.” He flipped James’s fedora with a finger. “Bogie.”
James huffed. “Geeze, is it a crime to enjoy my job now? Especially now that Let won’t let me play it safe with cheating spouse cases. I deserve to have some fun with it.”
“Yes, you do,” said Jasper, taking a swig. “Here I was, afraid you were going to be peeping through keyholes forever after Big Bear.” He paused, but only a moment. “Dumbass.”
James chuckled. “Gee, thanks.”
“Hey, I only say it ’cause I care.”
James took a sip of Guinness. He never did care for the burnt flavor, but it was Jasper’s preferred drink. “So you have something for me?”
Jasper handed James a one-page printout. “Off the record, of course. You never got that from nobody. Cost me dinner and a show, but she’s worth it. Told her it wasn’t anything the police would be interested in, just a crank caller. Nothing a smack upside some fool’s head won’t fix.”
“I hope you’re right,” said James. “The problem is, I have no idea why they’re doing it.”
“Eh, people get their jollies from the weirdest shit.”
“True, but Lois is a shut-in. She rarely leaves the house. Why would anyone want to upset her?”
Jasper considered this. “Probably a neighbor. You told me she’s a bit crazy, right? Maybe she howled at the full moon one time too many, keeping the neighbors awake. Those mobile homes aren’t nothing but drywall. They probably learned enough about her history that way to mess with her head. Maybe they want to push her over the edge so she gets put away.”
It was possible. He’d had more than one job involving disgruntled neighbors. James looked over the numbers on the printout. “One problem with that.” He pointed to the last three incoming calls. “The area code listed is six-oh-four.”
“Where’s that?”
“Not sure, but it’s not local.” Then James noticed something else. “Wait, three calls?” He looked at the time on the last one—shortly after he left Lois’ home. “I have to go.” He dropped a twenty on the bar in front of Jasper. “Just don’t try driving home.”
“I live across the street.”
“Exactly.”
[image: image-placeholder]
When James got back, part of him expected hysterics. Lettice had probably picked up the phone, heard the child claiming to be her on the other end, and promptly tried to change history. She was probably giddy with all the creative possibilities it had to offer, or was eagerly waiting for the timeline to change.
It turned out he was right on only one count. Lettice had answered the phone.
“I asked her where she lived, what happened, what her phone number was, and if she had any relatives who could take care of her.”
James didn’t know what to say. “That...that was very professional of you.”
Lettice shrugged. “I’ve been working with you for three months now; I would hope so.”
“You did ask her what year it was on her end, darling,” said Mona.
“Shhh!”
“So did she answer your questions?” asked James.
Lettice nodded and picked up a notepad off the coffee table. “She said the bad men came and took her daddy away. I asked her what her daddy’s name was and she said Harry Steiner. Not Stover now...”
At this point, Lettice’s voice became a little harder as she tried to sound more professional. James saw her hands squeeze the notepad.
“The ‘bad men’ told her they’d bring her daddy back, but only if she didn’t call the police, and they’d know if she did. I asked her what time it happened and she said breakfast time. She said this number was in her daddy’s phone book and it said ‘Lettice’s mom’ on it, which is why she called.”
James looked to Lois, who seemed ready to burst into tears, or perhaps already had and just ran dry.
Lettice continued. “She has relatives, but doesn’t know how to call them. Their numbers weren’t in the book, it seemed.”
“And the year?”
Lettice shot James a sarcastic look. “Nineteen-eighty-five. But I already knew that because of where she said she was calling from. Vancouver.”
“Canada?” James hadn’t expected the call to be that far away.
“Yes, Canada.” Lettice’s voice was still tense.
“Did she give you an address?”
“Yes.”
James took a deep breath. “Okay, so we contact the Vancouver police, give them this information. They can handle it.”
“We can’t, James,” said Lettice. “And you know why.”
James nodded. It's not like there were many alternatives. “She’s your sister, isn’t she?”
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Lettice and Lois still needed some time alone, so it was up to Mona to bring James up to speed. They stepped out onto the tiny porch past the living room, effectively the front of the house.
Mona leaned on the railing, hands clasped in front of her, surveying the sea of pre-fab structures neatly arranged like so many shoeboxes.
“I’ve won a few awards, you know—stage and screen, even one for a commercial. I hope to win a few more, but World’s Greatest Sister is never going to be one of them.”
James chuckled. Things always had a way of becoming about Mona again, but he let her tell the story in her own time.
“Lois was always a little unstable. Even when we were kids, she would have wild mood swings, but she seemed to get better as she got older, and by the time she married Harold I figured that was that. If he couldn’t be a stabilizing influence on her, nobody could. Don’t get me wrong, I love my sister and I visited her whenever my busy schedule allowed, but we all have our limits. Then Lettice came along, she had some postpartum, but she got over that as well, poor thing.
“Then Harold died—well, supposedly died—and Lois was just a wreck. Fortunately, Lettice was old enough to take care of herself if she had to, but it never came to that. Lois stayed more or less functional, she just didn’t go out much. I, of course, did my part as well.”
James almost interrupted. Not many children were expected to care for themselves at the age of ten. Mona must have read his mind, because she snapped to her own defense.
“I took care of every bill, and if I had earned more, I’d have gotten them a better house as well. And I took Lettice out whenever I could.”
“She always looked forward to it,” said James. “But what about Harold? How did he fake his death?”
“Oh, darling,” she sounded disappointed that James hadn’t been able to keep up. “He didn’t fake it.”
James frowned. “I don’t need a calculator to know a fifteen-year-old death and a five-year-old child don’t add up.”
“He never actually faked it,” Mona explained. “Harold had left a note, true, and Lois told me he’d driven his convertible into the ocean and the body wasn’t recovered. Fool that I was, I believed her. I was far too busy on set to question it. It was all just a story.”
“But why?”
“She said she had to lie, to protect him if anyone came looking for him.”
“And why would people be looking for him?” asked James.
“The reason he fled in the first place.”
James waited.
“To dodge the draft, of course.”
1969 had been a prime year for draft dodgers. The Manual for Draft Age Immigrants to Canada had come out the year before. As he recalled, it had sold nearly 100,000 copies.
“Oh, Lois and Harold were always rather left-leaning with their politics. Lord knows Lois almost got me in hot water with McCarthy back in ’53. And Harold? He’d been in protests since he was old enough to hold a sign. They went to Nevada for their honeymoon, and you know what they did for fun? Went to see a nuclear protest at Camp Mercury. Good lord, to think Lettice might have been conceived there. They were going to join a commune, you know, until I bought them this place after Harold graduated. Anything to keep that man close to a viable work market.”
James looked back inside the living room at Lois and Lettice talking on the sofa. The sliding glass doors muffled their voices just enough, but James could see the deep look of pain on his wife’s face. The carefree, flamboyant and goofy woman he’d married had been hijacked by ghosts from the past.
James looked back out over the railing. “This is going to tear her up.”
“I can only imagine,” said Mona.
“She’s going to think it’s her fault, or wonder why he didn’t take them along, or wonder how life would have been better with him around.”
Mona shrugged. “Hard to say. Harold was hardly a saint.”
“That much is obvious.”
“I mean aside from the leaving. He was always a bit of a neat freak. Very organized. A little too demanding that way, had to have things arranged just so. Brilliant, yet not very good with people. And for such an intelligent man, he could have terrible trouble reading the paper. The man was full of contradictions like that. I wonder how much of that Lettice remembers? She probably only remembers the man who took her to the beach and Knott’s Berry Farm, dragging Lois along for the rides.”
“Oh, she remembers the rides,” said James. “Still obsessed with them.”
“Well, that’s just as much my fault. I took her once or twice a year after Harold passed, or should I say, fled.”
James curled his lip. “You know what’s going to bug her most? Why he never came back. He was free and clear during the Carter years.”
“I’m guessing it has to do with another little girl named Lettice. Well, the woman that spawned her, anyway.” Mona’s tone had turned cold.
“Don’t go blaming the girl,” said James.
“I’m not. I’m blaming Harold, and whatever tart he shacked up with.”
Something occurred to James. “I don’t think she’s alive.”
“Oh?”
“The first time she called, the girl asked if Lois was her mom, right?”
Mona nodded. “That’s what I was told.”
“So she doesn’t know who her mother is, or what she sounds like. And if the mother was still alive, you’d think her number would be in the book, maybe with a notation like Lettice-A and Lettice-B.”
“Or maybe it was just an old address book.”
James thought about it. “I guess that’s more likely. But why label it Lettice’s Mom at all? Why not Lois?” He didn’t like the things that suggested. Maybe it wasn’t just the draft that he was fleeing.
“Still, you’re probably right,” said Mona. “Poor thing said there was no one there to care for her and they only took her father. The no good punk. The real question now is, what are you going to do about it?”
James sighed. “What can we do? We need to get the police involved.”
“But the girl said—”
“What would you have told her if you were kidnapping her dad? Don’t tell Lettice, but my guess is they’re loan sharks, about to take the interest out on his kneecaps and drop him off tonight. Then he’ll tell the police he fell down the stairs.”
Mona nodded in agreement. “Lord knows I’ve
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