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She was a good-looking woman for her years. No, scratch that. She was a stunning woman for her years. Her shoulder-length hair was blond. Natural, or so I assumed since I couldn’t see any roots that would tell me otherwise. Not even gray ones. Her breasts were ample and hard. They pointed at me like two ballistic warheads in their black pushup bra, some of which was visible in the see-through satin blouse she was wearing. A good portion of the blouse was left unbuttoned on purpose, just to tease me, as if the sheer cloth wasn’t good enough. The way she fit her matching black, mid-thigh-length skirt told me she liked to hit the gym at least three times every week. But then, I had to assume a woman with her money could hit it every day. 

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed when her husband walked into my office maybe thirty seconds behind her, his iPhone pressed to his ear while he told someone on the other end to “Sell, sell, sell, goddamnit. Why do I even pay you people? I should just do the trades on my own with Coinbase Pro.” 

His face was handsome but tight as a tick like being rich wasn’t all that much fun. Until he hung up on his broker, got his shit together, and created a warm smile that was about as genuine as the pleather seats in my first third-hand, two-door Honda sedan back when I first joined the ranks of New York State Corrections Officers at the ripe old age of seventeen. But I’m getting ahead of my skis here, and I don’t ski. 

“Please come in, Mr. Stark,” I said from behind my wooden desk. “Mrs. Stark was just telling me about your daughter, Kelly. If she was indeed kidnapped immediately after being stood up at the altar, I’d understand why you’d both be upset and alarmed.” 

Stark approached the desk with a slow but steady swagger that was entirely in tune with his social standing. He sat himself down almost gently in the second of two wooden client chairs. His charcoal suit was Brookes Brothers and his Albany Academy black and red striped rep tie with the neat Windsor knot explained a lot. That is, he was made of money. Not money he made on his own, but instead, family money. My guess is he graduated The Albany Academy, the city’s most exclusive prep school, sometime around 1982 or 83 when it was still considered a military school. But that was beside the point. 

“Yes, we are somewhat concerned as you might imagine,” he said. Then, staring at me and how my desk was as naked as the way I was picturing Mrs. Stark, he added, “Aren’t you going to write anything down, good sir?”

Raising my right hand, I extended my index finger and tapped my temple. 

“Oh Lord,” he said. “And they said you were the very best PI the city had to offer.”

“And who is they, even gooder sir?” I said not without a grin.

“The Albany Police Department,” he said. “It’s only been three weeks since she was taken, and they’ve positively given up on finding our daughter.” 

“In their defense, Mr. Stark, it’s likely your daughter is held up at one of her girlfriend’s houses or apartments, crying her eyes out, drinking white wine, and eating lots of chocolate in her sweatpants,” I said. “Have you tried calling her?” 

“Of course, we fucking called her cell phone a thousand times, you idiot,” Stark barked. Then, realizing what he just said and how he said it, “Forgive me please, Mr. Marconi. I haven’t had much sleep over the past month. My nerves are a little frayed.”

“We haven’t had much sleep,” the beautiful Mrs. Stark chimed in. “Our nerves are not frayed. They’re positively fried.”

I exhaled and felt my pulse race a little. Under normal circumstances, no one calls me an idiot and gets away with leaving the premises with all their teeth intact. But in this case, I saw dollar signs on the horizon which meant I was willing to give Stark a pass. But just one pass. 

“Good heavens, Mr. Marconi,” Mrs. Stark added. “What if our daughter was kidnapped or abducted? What if we’re about to receive a ransom note that says—”

“—Your money or your daughter’s life,” I broke in. “Am I right?”

The two Starks turned and looked into one another’s eyes. They did that thing that all couples do when they’ve been married so long, they can read each other’s minds. For a long, quiet beat, I thought they were about to get up, thank me for my time, and take off. In a way, it would have been a shame since I was really getting used to having Ellaine Stark around. And there were those visions of dollar signs dancing in my head. 

But when they didn’t get up, I knew they weren’t going anywhere. Sitting up straight in my chair, I pulled down on the lapels of my navy-blue blazer and ran a hand down my salt and pepper scruff and over my very short head of hair. These days I was wearing horned-rim eyeglasses. How did my dad used to put it? Tough thing getting old. 

“Look, Mr. and Mrs. Stark,” I said. 

“Please call me Elaine,” Mrs. Stark said. “Mrs. Stark was Quentin’s, um, mother.” 

When she made the crack about Quentin’s mother, she glared at her husband with such scorn and contempt I thought the paint would start peeling off the old plaster walls. It was the crack in the armor I was looking for. If you study PI 101, the first thing you learn is that your potential clients are almost always keeping something from you. Maybe they don’t want to air out their dirty laundry, or maybe they’re afraid that by telling the truth they might somehow implicate themselves. In any case, there was most definitely trouble afoot in the Stark house. 

“Okay, look, Elaine, and um, Mr. Stark,” I said, “this isn’t my first rodeo and it’s not the Albany cops’ either. Sometimes you need to give these things a little time and, eventually, they work out fine on their own.” 

“Or while we’re just sitting here, my daughter could be getting raped and beaten or both,” Quentin Stark said through gritted teeth. 

The expression on Ellaine’s face was one of profound horror.

“Please just help us now, Mr. Marconi,” she said in a soft, but somehow pleading voice.

“Okay,” I said while exhaling. “But I don’t come cheap.” 

I told them my rates and how much I get upfront, as in right this very New York second. Stark nodded, reached into his jacket, and pulled out his checkbook. Setting it on the desk, he also pulled a pen from the same interior pocket. It was Mount Blanc. Spare no expense. He wrote the check faster than it took me to use my ATM card at the local supermarket self-checkout lane. He tore it from the book and pushed it towards me. Examining the check, I folded it and stored it in the interior pocket of my Men’s Warehouse blazer. 

“So, the show begins,” I said. “First things first. I’ll need a photo of your daughter. Then, I’ll need to sit down with one or both of you to get more information about your daughter’s ex, and about her friends, her life, where she hangs out, if she had any enemies...stuff like that.” 

Elaine and Mr. Stark stood. 

“Kelly had no enemies I can think of,” she said. 

Opening her leather Coach pocketbook, she reached inside and came back out with a photo. She handed it to me. I looked at it and saw a pretty young woman who looked like a younger version of her mother. She was wearing a white wedding gown and she looked very happy. There was an inscription at the bottom of the photo. Jessica Painter Photography. I made a mental note of it.  

“Pretty girl,” I said. “You both are very lucky.” 

“That’s why we want her back,” Elaine said. 

“I’ll be heading out of town on business for a few days this afternoon,” Stark said. “But I’m sure Elaine will be glad to fill you in on what you need to know.” 

I looked up at Elaine. 

“What’s convenient for you?” I asked. 

“Why don’t you stop by the house for cocktails this afternoon,” she said. “You do drink, don’t you, Mr. Marconi?”

“I’ve been known to imbibe on occasion,” I said. 

She gave me the address. It was a ritzy one in North Albany. The time she gave was 4:30PM.  

“Aren’t you going to write it down?” she said. 

Once more I tapped my temple. 

“Like they said, when you hire Jack Marconi, you hire the best,” I said. 
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The Starks were on their way down the wooded stairs of the old fabric company when I made out the sound of a third human being opening and closing the front door, then making the climb up the stairs. Without having to see who it was, I automatically opened the bottom desk drawer, pulled out two clean toothbrush glasses, and a half-full bottle of Jameson Irish Whiskey. I poured a couple of fingers into both glasses just as Blood walked in.

“You make an appointment?” I said, setting his glass on the far edge of the desk. 

“You need a secretary for that,” the tall, muscular, head-shaved ebony man said. 

As usual, he was dressed all in black. Black leather coat over a black too-tight T-shirt, black jeans, and black combat boots. Concealed by the coat was a black Smith & Wesson 9mm. He took hold of the glass. 

“And who said I was drinking this early in the day?” he added.

“I did,” I said. “Seeing as it looks like I’m your boss.” 

“You hiring me to work on the pretty little rich number and her stick-up-the-ass rich husband I just passed by on the staircase?” he said. 

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” I said. “You had your radar out and you knew I had a new client.” 

“Doesn’t help that we both live and work on Sherman Street and that it’s not every day you see a brand-new semi-autonomous black four-door Mercedes sedan parked in front of your factory in the middle of the hood. Unless that is, the title for said Mercedes is in my name.” 

“I don’t consider us as occupying the middle of the hood, Blood,” I said. “More like the more prosperous and safer, east end.” 

“Rich stick-up-his-ass cut you a retainer check?” 

“And a good one, I might add, good sir,” I said. 

“Good sir?” my brother from another mother said. “That how you address all your diversity and equity hires?” 

“Seems to me, you and I have been working together for decades,” I said. “That means we were hip long before the Democratic Machine pitted our two races against one another to create instability to consolidate their voting base.” 

“You been keeping up on current events.”

“By not watching CNN.” 

“Who giving you your news now, Keep?” 

“Joe Rogan,” I said. “Lex Friedman. Stephen Gardner. Podcasts I listen to when you and I can’t jog at dark-thirty together.” 

“Love me some podcasts,” Blood says. “Man can choose to get his news wherever he wants now. He don’t need to be spoon-fed all that propaganda from the mainstream media no more.” He stared into his drink like it was whispering sweet nothings in both his ears. “So, what are we working on?”

I was about to tell him when he said, “Wait, don’t tell me. I’ve been working as a PI for how many years either as an assistant or on my own. I know a missing persons case when I see it. In fact, I not only see a missing persons case. I see a son or a daughter who screwed the pooch and now the rich parents are calling it an abduction. ‘Cause no way their perfect adult child would ever think of taking off on his or her own. Not when Daddy and Mommy set them up with such an extraordinary life full of country clubs and riches beyond yours and my wildest dreams.” 

“You just happen to be rich,” I said, “A self-made millionaire several times over. Not bad for a man who was a convict inside my maximum-security prison all those years ago.”

“I used my time wisely to get an education,” Blood said. 

“You earned a law degree and a degree in Modern English Literature,” I said. “Who does that?” 

“That’s why you’re not rich,” he said. “You see money, you spend it.” 

“That’s why I’m glad I don’t ever see a lot of money,” I said. “The temptation is too great.” 

“Okay so how’d I do with my assessment regarding our next assignment?” he said. 

“Balls on correctamundo,” I said. “The missing adult child in this case is a young lady.” 

I pulled the photo from my pocket and set it on the desktop. Blood studied it. 

“Pretty girl,” he said. “How long she been missing?”

I told him. 

“Not enough time to start screaming about kidnapping,” he said. “Unless they have a ransom note in hand.” 

“Correctamundo again,” I said. “But my gut, she is speaking with me, and she’s telling me the girl was indeed abducted and that we can expect to see a ransom note any day or even any minute.” 

“When do we start?” Blood said. 

I picked up my glass. 

“How about right now?” I said. 

“You not the type to waste time,” he said. 

“Correctamundo thrice,” I said. 

“You gonna keep saying correctamundo?” he said, his face expressionless and hard, like it always is. 

“Lucky for you, I’m fresh out of them,” I said. 

“I’ll drink to that,” he said. 

“It’s got to be five o’clock in Italy by now,” I said. 

Together, my brother and I drank.
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