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Author's Note

I used a bunch of real places throughout this book and a bunch of made up places as well.  First and foremost, I just want to say that I do NOT know any of the Litchfield Police and they are in NO way as pictured in this book.  I've taken liberties with a bunch of places and if you happen to live in any of them, please just let it go.  Some of the places are only named because friends and family are there and I wanted them to get a chuckle.

Thank you for reading.
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This book is dedicated to David Paul Miron.  He was a second father to me and he took me into his home when times were tough.  He never stopped believing in me or my dreams, even when I had stopped believing.  The way he would always ask when he would have a book on his shelf with my name on the spine.  I wish he was still here to see this now, but I know he's watching over me.
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Chapter I
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Third time's the charm.  Whoever had made that adage up didn't have trips to the hospital in mind.  This is my third in less than a year and while I can admit to a certain amount of clumsiness, they were not all my fault.

My father has just left the room and given me a lot to think about.  Despite that I'm nearing thirty, I still love, respect, and fear my father.  The worry and disappointment in his eyes hurts more than broken ribs or the stab wounds.  The words he left me with ring in my skull.  Boy you trying to kill yourself?  You have some kind of death wish?  What the hell is so important you keep ending up in this place? Talk to me.  His slight Kansas boy accent making his voice softer as he got madder.  With my father it was the quiet you had to be afraid of; he was not a shouting man.

I didn't know what to say.  I could tell he didn't believe me when I told him I wasn't suicidal.  A nurse interrupted our stare down; the tension in the room, filling it like a balloon full of super-heated air, deflated as she entered and told my father that visiting hours were over.

I really did want to tell him the truth but I also didn't want to be committed to the psych ward.  The last year has been a nightmare, figuratively and literally.  My beliefs have been turned upside down and left for dead.  These are all I could think of, these... stories, case files?  Yeah case files.  These files will only contain the truth.  As close as I can tell what the truth is, it will be written here.  They are meant for the eyes of First Sergeant Charles Shaw, my father, so that in the case of my death, he might be apprised of what was so important.

I guess that was a long winded... preamble. But it helps me to put my thoughts in order.  Where does one begin?  They always say start at the beginning but actually I should probably introduce myself.  Just in case a cop finds these files or perhaps some stranger cleaning out my house.

My name is Jonathan Charles Shaw and I'm a private investigator... and a gunsmith... and sometimes bodyguard.  To be honest, I'm somewhat "attention challenged".  I've been a lot of things much to the chagrin of my father.  I will readily admit that sometimes I allow my dreams to steer me instead of reality.  In high school I wanted to be a chef and while I took culinary classes and worked in kitchens, I won't be appearing on any shows on Food TV.  I worked as a mechanic, a shipper, and I stayed in college part time throughout.  Heck, I earned a bachelor's in business management and certificates in tons of things ranging from accounting to computer networking to Criminology.

Like I said I tended to flit from subject to subject as the whim took me.  I took nothing seriously and had to tolerate being called "Kid" by all my friends, and most of my family.  There was one thing I did take seriously and that was the martial arts.  I've practiced Aikido for over fifteen years and Kenjutsu for the last seven.

Warrior tradition.  My father is a career Marine.  As a boy I wanted to follow his footsteps, but he was pretty adamant that he didn't want his son in the military.  Especially not with the current state of affairs in the Middle East.  He'd been deployed four times over the last nine years and every time he returned he told me he was glad he hadn't allowed me to enlist at eighteen.

If he only knew the war I was in now.

But that's getting ahead of myself.  After eight years of college I had earned my degree and decided to go into business for myself.  My first idea was a computer repair shop and that was ok, but then this bodyguard job fell into my lap.  I live in rural Connecticut and believe it or not, there are a lot of stars hiding around the area.  You know the saying, "look before you leap"?  Well, apparently I don't.  I took the job and ended up running around Boston and New York as a bodyguard for a celebrity who will remain nameless.  I got into some fancy parties and I got to dress up like a Secret Service man, wearing a suit with my pistol in a shoulder holster; it was exciting.

I closed down my computer repair business and ran around for a month having a great time.  I then envisioned my new bodyguard/personal security company as my ticket to success.  That was a bust, so I'll just skip to the punch line.  Having a friend hook you up with a one-time great job is no basis for a company of your own.  By the time I tried to backpedal and restart my computer business, I'd been snookered.  Another shop had opened a few miles down the road, all my customers had gone.

This is depressing.  But it's the beginning of the story.  The story of my first time in the hospital, last fall.  We'll just rush through the next little bit.

I decided to fold the bodyguard business into a new venture.  Gunsmithing.  Shooting and hunting has been a part of my life since I was child and not to stroke my own ego, but I'm a damn good shot.  I took some lessons, apprenticed to a gunsmith and got my licenses.  From there I expanded my business.  The house I owned was zoned both commercial and residential so I converted the basement to a work shop, half the ground floor to a gun store, the other half to my offices, and the upstairs into my home.

Business was good again.  With the war and the economy sinking into the proverbial pit, guns were selling, and if not new guns, then the folks wanted their old ones looked at and fixed.

As stated earlier I'm attention challenged so of course I had to spice up the business.  My last failed venture was Big Game Hunting.  I was going to organize trips and lead them into the wilderness.  I was thinking Moose and Bear in Alaska and Canada.  Some of my first clients were thinking more like lions in Africa, so that never worked out.  Luckily I had just gotten my certificate in Criminology, and since I was filing paperwork for my explosive licensing anyway, it turned out to be just a form and a fee to get my PI license.

Which I guess, in a long winded way, brings us to last summer and my first job as a PI.  It also brings us to my first visit to the hospital.
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Chapter II
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Erin Carpenter was my first client and while I know it's probably a cliché to have a hot woman walk in and set the gumshoe on a case, one, this is exactly how it happened and, two, this isn't a 1940s noir movie.

I can only imagine what was going through Erin's mind as she stepped onto my porch.  I have a long porch that runs across the entire front of the house, the kind of place you'd sit with a pitcher of lemonade or sweet tea and smile to the neighbors.  It's a big house that would probably be more at home in the south.  The front windows are covered with posters, similar to the Movie Theater Lobby posters in size and style.  The one just to the left of the front door is a bit of a joke, an advertisement from my failed hunting company.  It's dominated by a stylized picture of myself with an old English pith helmet, khakis, and a huge rifle on my shoulder.  I have my foot up on the carcass of a huge bear, Captain Morgan Style.  Across the top of the poster it says:  JON SHAW and along the bottom:  MONSTER HUNTER.

I have to admit I loved the cheesiness of it.  At the time, it was just a joke; I'd used the word "monster" to replace extreme, or large.  I liked the play on words, and now—in hindsight—I wish I had never had it commissioned.  Who knew how true the joke would be.

The fact that, after seeing it, Erin still decided to enter the building was a tribute to how desperate she was.  Or maybe she just had blinders on.  The front door was a huge ancient oak affair that I tried to make welcoming with mats and signs saying to please enter.

The foyer was a small room, six by eight, with doors on the left and right walls.  Straight ahead I had coat racks, an antique bench, a mat for muddy boots, and a couple of stands with umbrellas in them.

The door on the right said SHAW FIREARMS while the one on the left said SHAW INVESTIGATES.  Both of these doors appeared to be more oak, but were in fact solid steel with an oak veneer.  The entire foyer was actually a steel box.  Some say paranoid, others say prudent.

I saw her on the monitor on my desk and triggered the left hand door before she could reach for it.  The door buzzed and opened into the room a handbreadth.  Erin paused, sighed deeply, then opened the door and stepped into my office.

Again imagining what she thought as she entered.  She saw a large open room with a massive fireplace on the north wall.  The south wall was dominated by a lacquered display case, twelve feet wide, bookended by a suit of recreated samurai armor and a suit of heavily padded Kendo armor.  The display case held drawers and a shelf displaying the Diasho, in the Miyamoto tradition two katana instead of the normal katana and wakazashi.

It was a beautiful and impressive set-up, more so if you knew the money involved in creating it, but I had little faith that she even knew what it was.  Her eyes traveled the room, not really noticing anything beyond the large desk, centered between the north and south walls and closer to the foyer door, and me.  I didn't like making people cross the entire width of the room, so my back was to mostly empty space.  A small couch and a practice mat, more a decorative rug than a practical piece of equipment, were all that filled the area behind my desk.

She sort of stutter-stepped as she neared the chair across from me.  I knew it was my appearance.  I'm tall and lean, my face baby smooth, and I'm sure she was thinking I was fresh out of high school, instead of a decade removed.  I wore a suit, but casually, the jacket draped over a chair, no tie, the top two buttons open on my shirt, and an empty shoulder holster in plain sight.  I held out my hand and Erin had the good grace to take it, I clasped her hand in both of mine.  I was hoping that the firmness of my grip and the calluses on my palms would convey my age and experience better than my looks.

She let out a shaky breath and I let her go, gesturing toward the chair as I took my own seat.  I took that moment to size her up. Erin was small, barely over five feet, brunette, blue-eyed—always a stunning combo—and thin, in an athletic, not skinny, way.  I pegged her as younger than me by a handful of years, until I looked at her eyes up close.  They were bloodshot and red rimmed.  She'd been doing a lot of crying and I could just make out a touch of makeup covering incipient crow's feet.

Her hair was styled, her jeans were designer, her hands manicured, and her blouse nice.  She wore comfortable shoes, well worn, most likely a runner which explained her build and light step.  She sank into the chair and rubbed her hands together.  I couldn't help but notice the mark where a wedding ring had been.

"Mrs. Carpenter," I began.

"Miss.  But just call me Erin," her voice was tired, just above a whisper, but loud enough so I didn't need to lean across the desk to hear her.

"Erin, then.  First off, let's just dismiss the appearance of my age.  I know how I look and I assure you that it's just a look I cultivate.  It's helpful to be underestimated in my line of work."

"You need a young face to sell guns and make posters?"

I grinned at her and was pleased to see a flash of a smile in return.

"I also bodyguard and make a killer burger," I got another smile out of her.  "But you're not here to help me launch a failed career as a comedian.  You're here because you either need protection, or you need me to find something."

She looked puzzled for a second and I flipped a thumb over my shoulder toward a picture of me in Secret Service get up and my one and only A-list celeb client.  Her eyes widened.

"Is that...?"

"Yes it is, but something tells me you're not here looking for a bodyguard.  Why don't you tell me what I can do for you?"

Erin took a deep breath and then reached into a small purse I had failed to notice.  I would berate myself later for noticing the shoes and manicure but not the purse.  She pulled out a picture and stared at it.

"My son has gone missing.  The police are calling it a runaway and telling me I need to wait a few more days.  They aren't doing anything."  She threw the picture on the desk and pulled a napkin out of her purse.

I looked the picture over as she wept.  Crying women always upset me and I felt myself getting angry. I had no target for the emotion and it frustrated me.  I looked at the picture.  The kid appeared to be in his late teens.  I had to reassess Erin's age by about a decade, unless she had the boy when she was twelve. 

I'd expected some skinny emo kid, the breed currently running around the middle and high schools, but this kid was a throwback to a different era.  He looked like late seventies punk crossed with biker and leather-clad head-banger.  He wore a leather jacket with a jean vest covered in band patches from the 80s.  His hair was shaved on the sides and spiked on top, he had a high school goatee, and he was pierced.  A giant skull and crossbones hung from his ear, pulling the lobe down, and two silver rings pierced his right nostril.  He was sneering at the camera, a lot of anger in his eyes, the same blue as his mother's.

Erin recovered, "Not the best picture but the most current.  His father died a few years back and he's been a handful ever since.  I told him he could get his ear pierced and he came back with a face full of metal.  I really don't know what went wrong.  I won't blame the music or his friends or any of that.  I know it's the loss of his father and teenage hormones.  I know that my son was mad and I know he likes to run out, but I also know he loves me and he wouldn't just leave.  He's been gone for the entire weekend, three days, and still the cops are saying he'll come back."

I flipped the photo over, unable to meet her gaze, "Jacob Carpenter 16" was written across the back.  I had to bring him back, that or kick his ass and make him get home.  "Can I keep this?  I'll need whatever information you have about his friends, were he likes to hang out, and that sort of thing.  He have a car?  Also would I be able to see his room, check the grounds around the house?  I can start right now if you'd like."  I've always been one to make snap decisions, just look at my various business ventures and the drawers filled with old business cards.

Erin seemed slightly dazed by my rapid acceptance, but she was smiling.  Her tears stopped and she pulled out a folded piece of paper.  "I made a list of his friends already.  Thank you Mr. Shaw."

"Please, it's Jon," I stood and pulled open the drawer on the right side of my desk.  I carried a Kimber custom .45, everything match grade and further refined by my own hand.  I slid the gun into its holster and reached for my jacket.  I grabbed my car keys and came around the desk.  I pulled her arm and she rose easily from the seat.

"The longer we wait the colder the trail." I gently pushed her toward the door.

"But we haven't even talked about rates, or anything, really...?"

"Believe me my rates are the lowest you'll find and I'm ready to work now."  My rates were almost guaranteed to be the lowest as I hadn't even considered what they should be. Anyway, in case it's not obvious, I'm a sucker for a beautiful woman.
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Chapter III
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She lived in the wilds of Litchfield.  It was wealthy territory with tons of sprawling houses on lots that were usually over ten acres.  She was located closer to the Torrington line; the going joke was that it was the poor section of Litchfield or the rich section of Torrington.

If you were a city dweller her street would be what you would consider an ideal suburb.  Nice homes lined the street, all set back with manicured front lawns, trees and shrubs forming natural barriers between the houses and ample back yards on all of them.

Her home was an older style with a full wraparound porch and a third floor.  It had a detached two car garage that had been extended to the rear, low-slung, almost like a barn.  There were a bunch of trees on the west side of the house, making a wall that cut them off from their neighbor on that side.  The house on the other—garage—side was a nice Cape Cod in white.  A small boy on a bike stared at me.  I waved to him and he took off, riding into his open garage as if I had drawn my gun.  I shook my head.  Kids are weird sometimes.

While I surveyed the street, Erin appeared on the porch.  I put a neutral expression on my face and hurried up the stairs.  She couldn't have arrived more than ten minutes ahead of me but she had changed into a man's large sweatshirt.  I assumed it had been her husband's, worn for comfort, as the July afternoon was warm.

The house was nice.  It didn't scream wealth but everything in it was the best that could be had.  The TV in the living room was a fifty inch LED.  There wasn't a Wal-Mart special DVD player next to a generic home theater.  Everything matched, the set-up very carefully considered.  The furniture was neat, clean, practically new—though I could tell that was more from care than from actually being new.  Here and there was an antique piece.  Understated wealth, a very well-crafted and admirable display.  It was inviting instead of a slap to the face.

For my own curiosity I let her give me a tour of the ground floor.  I must admit to a certain fondness for seeing people's kitchens.  It's usually the heart of a home and you can tell a lot about people from examining it.  Erin's was extremely nice and boasted a smaller TV and a full rack of cookbooks, all culled from the publishing output of hosts from shows on Food TV.  Someone was into the whole "celebrity chef" phenomenon.

Slightly guilty that I had delayed the case to snoop in her kitchen I gestured upward and she nodded.  Her hand trailed lovingly over the massive butcher's block islanded in the centre of the room.  It told me this was her sanctum and made me like her even more.  It was at that point—as I followed her up the stairs and fought to keep my eyes from her rear—that I had to question my motives for rushing into the case.  Sure it was my first and it was exciting that I was making this new venture work, but at the same time I knew that there was a level of lust involved in my motives.  It shamed me, so I looked at her ass, because if I was going to feel guilty over it I might as well actually do it.

I think I might have been blushing when we stopped at the second floor because Erin looked at me oddly for a few seconds before gesturing to a door at the end of the hall.  I tried to smile, almost certain that my face was twisting into some goofy expression that translated to, I have gas.

I blew out my held breath and stepped past her.  I would have known the door was her son's without her guidance.  It had a huge biohazard decal and DO NOT ENTER warning labels all over it.  I opened the door and stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind me, but not letting it latch.

It was a fairly large room and it was absolutely covered in stuff.  Overflowing shelves filled with dust-covered LEGO models.  A desk and computer laden with papers, books, magazines, and the keyboard lost somewhere in the middle.  A pile of dirty clothes in one corner, a stack of amps and five guitars in
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