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I wanted an office in Manhattan, so I settled for a coworking space, which I would describe as a cubicle. There is one receptionist, one waiting area, one break room, and restrooms for eight tenants on this floor, all residing in transparent glass-walled cubicles. We have glass doors, so I get to have Tom Lingquist, Private Investigator placed on my door using stickers, which are installed by the maintenance crew (and can easily be removed if I should move out).
​The glass walls stand about 8 feet high, with about 5 or 6 feet of space between them and the ceiling. The lighting is dim, the walls are exposed brick, the floors are varnished wood, and all the cubicles are adjacent to tall windows offering a view of West 41st Street from here, the 12th floor. The building has fifteen floors in all.
​My only clients have been my neighbors, bringing in papers for me to notarize. That part of my service doesn't pay the rent, but it's been a useful way of introducing ourselves to each other. Otherwise, we stay in our own glass houses. To my right are Carolyn and Bernice, who run a dog-walking service; they supervise five employees, of whom I have only seen two, both on the days they were hired. To my left is the office of Alexandra Waidbern, Attorney-at-Law, who is actually one of my regular clients. The other five tenants are Christy Green, an interior decorator; Gordon Owens, a comic book artist; Edwin Vega, a web designer; Samantha Ruiz-Diaz, a marketing sales representative; and Nicole Ledakis, a housing broker. Aside from Alexandra, Carolyn, and Bernice, I have to take it for granted that the others are who they say they are; when I walk past their spaces on my way to the restroom, the elevators, the break area, or the waiting area, their spaces are relatively quiet and they’re usually preoccupied with their phones or staring into their various papers, books, tablets, or desktop monitors.
​We are provided with basic equipment—a desk, a chair, a two-drawer filing cabinet, a plastic wastebasket—and that's it. We are free to make additions to the setup, under the condition that we don't affix anything that could damage the glass walls or doors. Cordless Venetian blinds that run from end to end of each window allow for some privacy, but open ceilings don't allow for private conversations. To an outsider, this is not ideal office space for a lawyer or private eye, but the truth is, neither I nor Alexandra have clients who meet us in these offices; we meet them. The office space is just a space. We keep up appearances.
​To my office space, I have added an imitation leather-backed office chair and a coatrack for my jacket. The file cabinet is full of packets of blank printer paper; all the documents I offer are virtual and can be looked up on my tablet, then printed upon request. I have a desktop computer setup that’s about five years old; I switch over to it when I get tired of looking at the tablet. The desktop consists of three monitors that form a semicircle, their backs facing the door. When I get bored surfing the web, I swivel my chair around, lean back, lift my feet up on the windowsill, and take in the view of the rooftop of an adjacent eight-story office building, followed by the wall of a twenty-story office building. From an angle, I could see Broadway to my right and the Avenue of the Americas to my left.
​It’ll do.
​Alexandra is rarely in her office; she works for Peyman, Gilvan & Soler, a firm that cut costs by ditching its own offices and allowing its lawyers to choose between working from home or renting their own individual spaces. All the lawyers in the firm (there are twelve altogether, including Alexandra) meet twice a week to touch base virtually via Zoom from wherever they choose and usually meet in person, if necessary, at offices they rent for a single day.
​As for Alexandra, the only indication that her space is occupied is a simple desk calendar/notebook with tear-away pages and a small glass paperweight in the shape of a cactus. This space is often used for virtual hearings, which is an interesting form of entertainment for all the tenants to overhear; you can tell if a case is interesting when it becomes very quiet, but most of the time, the hearings are to confirm appointments to appear before a judge, moderator, or magistrate at a courthouse. For a personal touch, she adds a plastic picture cube with family photos of herself with Frank, her husband, and their two sons, Sam and Kevin.
​I didn't see her enter the floor this morning—the blinds were down and closed. I was just turning on the desktop monitors when I heard a familiar tapping on my door. I got up and walked over to let her in.
​In real life, the sharply dressed women who appear in private eye stories are not femme fatales—they are lawyers. Lawyers still dress formally, while everyone else in the 21st century is dressing increasingly casual. I myself wear what feels like a uniform: a clean, navy blue suit, blue shirt, burgundy necktie—preferably worn in places offering air conditioning.
​Alex was wearing a light-grey jacket with a matching knee-length, hip-hugging pencil skirt, bare-legged in 2-inch heels, a violet blouse visible under her jacket. Her shoulder-length hair was styled with an outward flip along the bottom. A thin gold chain with a small cross hung around her neck; she only wore this when she was planning to meet an elderly client.
​"Morning, Tom," she smiled. "I'm meeting a client today and I want a detective with me to subconsciously assure her I'm giving her my full attention."
​I looked at her, squinting my eyes slightly. "'Subconsciously assure'? Interesting choice of words. Is this just for show, or do I have a potential case to work on?"
​She rolled her eyes up a little and licked the corner of her mouth. "Uh, sure, you're hired—pending her willingness to let me represent her case. Then you're working on my behalf. You'll be included on my bill for her as an expense." She glanced at Carolyn and Bernice, whose view of my space had been blocked by the blinds; their shapes had paused while she was talking to me, but they resumed movement when she looked in their direction. "We can talk more on the way," she continued. "If you don't like it, you can turn it down after you meet her; I just need an investigator there to make the visit look like an organized effort."
​I reached for my jacket and placed my tablet in a leather zippered folder that I use as an attaché. "Let me lock up. We can walk and talk."
​As we headed for the elevator, we waved to Yamille, our receptionist. The elevator doors opened and we headed down to the ground floor. On our way out of the building, we waved to the security guard at his desk and exited the front entrance to the street. "Where are we heading?"
​She pointed in the direction of the entrance to the underground garage. "We're going for a ride to the Bronx in my car; this client is a 70-year-old woman. Her son died, Tom."
2
​Alexandra retrieved her car, a silver Fiat, from the parking garage, and we rode in it uptown to the Bronx. As she sat behind the wheel, her skirt rode upward a few inches, granting a teasing view of her thick—or thicc, as members of Gen Z would say—thighs; I began asking questions to shift my focus.
​"Tell me about this woman—when did her son die and how did he die?"
​She kept her eyes focused on the traffic ahead. "Norma Hernandez. She's 70 years old. Her son was 45... he died last month. She told me over the phone that the police believe he died of a fentanyl overdose, but she believes he was murdered."
​"Did you get a copy of the police report, or did you just speak to her and that's the next step?"
​She laughed a little, still keeping her eyes on the road. The car was approaching the northbound Willis Avenue Bridge, which connects Manhattan's Upper East Side to the Bronx. "We spoke last week, and she shared a digital copy of the report attached to an email. I asked her if she had spoken with another attorney in between the time her son died and talking to me. She said she accepted what the police found after reading their autopsy report, but she doesn't believe he would be into drugs, or have any addiction."
​The age of the son gave me an idea. "Given that he was a middle-aged man, she might not have known him well—wait, was he married or did he live with his mother?"
​She shook her head from side to side. "He was single, never married, and had an apartment in Manhattan, on the east side. According to her, he'd had it for about six years."
​"So they weren't living together... but she read the autopsy, so she's read the complete police report, then? Do you have a copy?"
​"I do. They searched his apartment for any drug paraphernalia twice after the autopsy found fentanyl and heroin in his system."
​"Did they find anything?"
​"Nothing. They took his cell phone and desktop to check if he made contact with anyone to get the drugs. My guess is they want to find a lead to a dealer. They also checked surveillance cameras in his apartment building to see if he had a visitor bring the stuff to him. No updates there."
​I realized I forgot to ask something. "What was his name?"
​"Adrian Hernandez."
​Something about that name... I repeated it out loud in the car. "Adrian Hernandez... Adrian Hernandez... y'know, this might be an interesting coincidence." I adjusted my position in the passenger seat as the car got off the bridge and entered the South Bronx. "But I know a guy named Adrian Hernandez. He might be the same age. He works at a movie theater—that big multiplex near our office building, Persephone29. It has 29 screens."
​Her eyes widened as I said that, but she stayed silent. When the car stopped at a red light, she squinted those hazel eyes of hers at me. "You know Adrian Hernandez?"
​I realized this sounded like an unbelievable coincidence. "Uh... I know an Adrian Hernandez, who works at a movie theater and is about the same age as this man whose mother we're about to meet with... it's the same guy, isn't it?"
​She relaxed her gaze and resumed driving as the light turned green. "It sounds like we're talking about the same man, but how do you know of a man with the same name, of the same age, with the same occupation?"
​This revelation was happening too fast, but I had to roll with it. "Well, the only private eyes I know of who don't have to take a second job to keep up with the bills only exist in books, movies, and television. I've been working at that theater for a couple of years now. The hours are crazy, but they don't interfere with my day job, and I get to pay my rent on time."
​"What's it like? Are you enjoying it?"
​I paused. She quickly turned to me, noticing my silence. "You don't like the job?"
​"Uh... I like the work, but I don't think any of my co-workers do. It's just a means to an end, I think... I don't really like saying that out loud."
​At the next stoplight, she turned to me and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. "It sounds like it should be a fun job... what's the morale like over there?"
​I began to laugh. "Ah, well, I think I'm one of the older employees. I'm an old man at 37 over there. There's another guy there, Mike—he's probably about 42. He's been there a few years, though I haven't asked. Adrian being 45 kinda tracks. The average age of the employees is probably between 20 and 30, and the General Manager is probably 35. They act like this is something that couldn't possibly be the beginning of the rest of their lives."
​"And what's your perspective on this endeavor, after all the time and experience you've had there?"
​This is actually something I've thought about ever since I got hired to work there. "I remember a Sherlock Holmes story where he went undercover as a plumber at the home of a blackmailer; he told Dr. Watson that he might be engaged to the blackmailer's maid."
​She laughed as the stoplight flashed a green signal and she resumed driving. "Are you saying you're in a relationship with a co-worker at the theater?"
​"No... it's just a way of saying I feel like I become a different person in a different place. I've managed to avoid telling anyone there about my life outside the movie theater."
​"Really? So what do you talk about when you're there?"
​I laughed at that question. "I'm one of the few people working in that movie theater who wants to talk about movies."
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We continued to talk during the drive over. As Alex's questions began to seem more probing, my answers became more guarded, more by reflex than any fear of being ignorant about a co-worker; I didn't really know the guy—though it's possible Mike had talked to him. That became something to remember when I went back.
​"It makes the job seem cold when I take a moment to think about it. You'll see some people more often than others, you'll only speak with them if they talk back to you, might hang out with them after-hours if you're paying for food or drinks... that's a whole other thing."
​She glanced at me while making a turn in my direction. "It sounds like that place has an interchangeable job culture. Years ago, I worked at a Kmart while I was an undergrad; the behavior sounds familiar. A lot of jobs have employees behaving the same way, regardless of the job specification."
​Our destination was in the Bay Plaza section of the Bronx, a mix of suburban and urban clusters, as if the neighborhood could not settle on a specific identity. To the east, you have Co-Op City, with its tall apartment buildings; to the west, middle- and upper-middle-class houses. The distinction between the two being that the upper-middles don't have fences, while the middles do—beauty over safety. The car headed toward one of the upper-middle-class houses.
​"My son is not an addict," Norma Hernandez declared. "He was poisoned, I'm sure of it."
​The house was cozy. Adrian's mother was short and stout, but boxy, not like a teapot. She also dyed her hair dark brown and dressed like she was eternally 39, not 70; this was a sharp contrast to her son, who never dyed his gray hair. She was wearing a hooded white sweater, gray denim pants, and pink sneakers. I let Alexandra do most of the talking after she introduced me to her as the private investigator who would be working with her as we stood at the door before entering. Once seated on a couch in her living room, most of their discussion was recapping things they already knew, which I had been briefed on during the car ride, but this talk between them was now in person for the first time.
​Yes, the police took all the electronic devices he owned—anything that was a phone, a camera, a computer. Yes, they searched all of the stuff in his apartment. Two pet beds were placed at different corners of the living room; among the family photos on display were pictures of a white cat, who also appeared in a couple of photos taken with all three members of the house, but it wasn't lurking about.
​And no, she didn't know if her son had been in a relationship with anyone or who his friends were; he didn't talk much about his job or life when he visited... and he rarely did.
​The living room decor implied an empty nest.
​I asked a question. "Have they searched this house, too?"
​Her eyes widened slightly. "Yes—they went into his old bedroom and took his computer! Why would they do that?"
​Before I could answer, Alexandra jumped in, her right hand typing on her smartphone. "That's a new development. It occurred between us agreeing to meet today and our arriving here to see you, am I right?" She looked at Norma.
​Norma nodded. "Yeah, it was the same detective, too—Grimmer, with two cops in uniform."
​"Did they leave a receipt for you that shows exactly what they took from here?"
​"Yes," she answered, walking over to a nearby end table, reaching for a folded sheet of yellow paper, then handing the paper to Alexandra. At a glance, I recognized it as a carbon copy torn off an officer's ticket book. I leaned closer to see what Alexandra was reading. It was on the twelfth of this month, three days before our meeting today. Alexandra passed it over to me as she continued typing—making a note of the date on the calendar app of her phone. I focused on the receipt; the handwriting was barely legible.
​"What do you think?" she asked.
​I read aloud. "Desktop computer... hard drive... printer... thumb drives... memory sticks... CD cases... composition notebooks... cell phone... paperback novel..." I looked up. Norma was looking directly at me. Alexandra looked up from her phone.
​"I think... this is all part of a normal, routine procedure. They're looking into where Adrian got the fentanyl from, so they're taking anything he might have used here as a means of communicating with... someone." I chose to avoid saying they were looking for a dealer in front of his mother. Alexandra caught on and nodded... but so did Norma.
​"My son," Norma proclaimed, with extra emphasis, "...is not an addict."
​"And that's why we're here," I answered back. "The police are pursuing a specific thread; Alex and I will look at a different thread, any thread that's not getting their attention." I stood up. "I want to check if there's anything in his room they left behind that might lead the way in that different direction. May we?"
​She nodded enthusiastically. "Yes, of course—it's right this way." She led us up the stairs. The hallway on the second floor was narrow and dark with all the doors closed; the only source of light came from the top of the staircase that was now behind us.
​She stopped at the next-to-last door before reaching the end of the corridor. "Here we are." As she opened the door, we immediately leaned forward and tried to peer in.
​We walked in and found a room that had once belonged to a child who was now an adult. There were shelves with toy cars and action figures, a bookshelf with children's books mixed with paperback and hardcover novels aimed at an adult audience. In what appeared to be a clever bit of improvised decluttering, Adrian's video game consoles sat on a dresser on top of each other, stacked in the shelves of a file organizer. The bed was a bunk bed, and the top bunk was occupied with stacks of slim paperback books—all identical from a glance at the spine.
​I pointed at the stacks. "Are those copies of just one book?"
​Norma sighed and nodded. "They're all copies of a book Adrian wrote. The police took a copy... I don't know why."
​I approached the bed and began to reach for one of the copies. "May I?"
​"Sure, go ahead. Do you know why the police would want to take one?"
​I had successfully grabbed a copy from the top of the closest stack—at a glance, it looked like around sixty copies lying on that mattress, piled up in groups of five apiece, low enough to not touch the ceiling. "I think they're just curious..."
​The cover was an illustration, lightly tinted red, of
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