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      Each Conner Bright Mystery is stand-alone, but things do change for Conner. This is the chronological order of the stories are:

      
        
          	
        The Case of the Purple Unicorn
      

      	
        Chupacabra
      

      	
        Haunted by the Past
      

      	
        The Devil You Know
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      People don’t get it.

      A drink offered casually can be like pointing a gun at an alcoholic. It’s that dangerous.

      But, then again, probably best that most people don’t get that. I wouldn’t want the people I care about to have to feel like life is such a minefield, such a dangerous place, where something as socially acceptable as imbibing an alcoholic drink can take your life straight to hell.

      But at least the woman casually offering me liquid danger was something to look at… and happened to be dressed like the devil herself.

      I’m six-five, and I was a good eight inches taller than her, even with her heels, but there was a presence to her. She had long blond hair, green eyes, looking like she was in her mid-twenties, with curves in all the right places and at the right proportions.

      She had a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and her captivating eyes were decorated with substantial eyebrows, we are talking Brooke Shields level eyebrows, not the delicate things that would usually go with someone as beautiful as she was. All that unusual contrast did, though, was make her more intriguing.

      Her form-fitting dress, which left just enough to the imagination, was a deep red, maroon even, and perfectly matched the color of her lipstick. Two horns of the same color peaked out of her blond hair. The accent to her perfectly applied makeup was glittering gold eye shadow.

      “Can I get you a drink, Mr. Bright?” she asked as she looked me up and down, a smile on her red lips that was more than a little flirtatious.

      I flashed her my best smile, first impressions and all, and said, “My ol’ man once told me that if the devil herself offered me a drink that I should do two things,” I said with my B-movie quality Australian accent that always seemed to go over just fine in the deserts of Arizona.

      I’m not sure if my accent was that accurate, but I had been using it so long that I didn’t have to think about it anymore. The accent and my Crocodile Dundee outfit were my very loud shield design to drown out my grim past.

      “And what was that, Mr. Bright?” the devil herself asked with a smile on her red lips.

      “First, that I should accept it with a smile on my face and drink it as fast as I could, because you should never turn your back on hospitality when offered. And second, that after I finished the drink, I should run as fast as I could for as long as I could.”

      She laughed and it was a sound to behold. It wasn’t a carefully crafted laugh but a real belly laugh, the kind that only a person that is comfortable in their own skin can let loose, and it went perfectly with those eyebrows.

      And while I was the one trying to make a good first impression on her, she was making quite the first impression on me.

      “Good advice,” she said, her smile a thousand-watts bright. “So, what can I get you, Mr. Bright?”

      “Club soda, please,” I said. “And call me Conner.”

      I guess I can’t blame her for offering me a drink. We were in a little bar in Tempe, one that is, undoubtedly, filled with college students at night. It’s long and narrow with high ceilings, exposed ductwork, and red brick showing on the exterior wall.

      The place is full of Sun Devils merchandise and memorabilia. The Sun Devils are the football team for Arizona State University, better known around here as ASU. The place was also done up in the Sun Devils colors, maroon and gold.

      All of this befit a bar called “The Devil You Know” and explained her devilish outfit.

      And, of course, the place smelled like a bar, all sour and stale, a smell so common to me I suspect that’s what I smelled like after so many years of exposure. It was like smelling my own stink and I didn’t like it.

      She waved me into the bar. It was early—too goddamn early to be awake if you ask me—and she had just unlocked the door for me. I took my Australian bush hat off as I walked in.

      The blond somehow managed to ambulate on her impossibly tall and, I suspect, impossibly expensive heels behind the bar and made me a tall club soda with a twist of lime.

      I am one hundred percent against women wearing such torture devices, but in this case I can’t say that I minded the view. At all. And I am as sure as I can be that that was the point.

      As she walked, her maroon tail, which completed the ensemble, moved rhythmically and drew attention to her lovely hips.

      It was a show, to be sure, but who the hell dresses up like this at 9:00 a.m.?

      “Are you Ann McGee?” I asked as I walked up to the long bar which was made of dark wood and lined the exposed brick wall, my alligator skin boots sounding loud in the empty space.

      My ambulation was not nearly as smooth or as graceful as hers. I used to be a rodeo clown when I was younger and that kind of life leaves a mark. Many marks, actually. My demons were louder then and I would rather have faced a raging bull than my past. Let me tell you, a ton of furious Brahman bull charging at you will make you forget your past… for a little while, at least.

      “I am she,” she said. “Please excuse the costume. I am trying to figure out whether I can live with it or not.” She twirled behind the bar and added, “What do you think? If female bartenders and waitresses are dressed this way, will it help bring in the customers?”

      “They’ll be linin’ up around the block, love,” I said, regretting the last word.

      Her smile brightened so much that she was, honestly, hard to look at. She wasn’t girl-next-door beautiful, she was girl starring in a big budget rom-com beautiful. Her smile was a little more flirtation than I, or the hour, deserved. But, again, I can’t say I minded it and that’s what worried me about this whole thing.

      I cleared my throat, trying to get my hormones under control and said, “Detective Sanchez, she said you had some kinda strange problem I might be able to help ya out with.”

      The fact was that she had said little more than that. Detective Trisha Sanchez of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Major Crimes Division was dead set on torturing me with the most bizarre cases until she felt like I had paid for the mistake I made back when she would still hire me for normal work here and there.

      As to when I will have paid back for being drunk and screwing that stakeout up, flushing months of work down the toilet, has become quite clear. Never. Or the day I die. Whichever comes first.

      You might say that now that I am a private investigator instead of a rodeo clown, that Detective Sanchez is the Brahman that charges me and brings me into the moment.

      Ms. McGee poured herself a shot of whiskey, top shelf, the sharp, glorious smell of it making me want to dive into a pool of it and never come back.

      As she held the shot glass full of amber temptation, I really looked at her face. She had delicate crow’s feet fanning out from those green eyes and her makeup made her look younger than she was. She was really mid-thirties, maybe a little older, and she wasn’t sleeping well.

      I took a sip of the club soda to distract myself while she shot the whiskey back with practiced ease.

      “Ghosts,” she said. “I think this place is haunted, Mr. Bright. Detective Sanchez assures me that you can help.”
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      I won’t say there are no such thing as ghosts.

      The world is a strange place and anyone who thinks they have it all figured out is either full of it, very badly deluded, or both.

      What I will say is that I’ve never seen convincing evidence of ghosts and most of the time it’s just simple misattribution. Your brain is designed to produce answers, because we feel better when we have answers, even if it’s the wrong damn one.

      So I was standing in a bar, The Devil You Know, in Tempe Arizona at the ungodly hour of 9:00 a.m., having gone to bed at 3:00 a.m. after my shift as a bouncer at the country and western bar I worked at. My stomach was full of coffee that had turned heavy and bitter and nothing else, and the last time I took on a haunting case I almost died.

      Sure, Ann McGee was gorgeous and flirty, and her red dress that matched her expertly applied lipstick was absolutely drool worthy, but it was just not worth it.

      “Sorry, Ms. McGee,” I say with my best smile and a nod. “I don’t do hauntin’s. I’m just a PI from Scatterwood, Australia. Ghosts are not my area of expertise.”

      I turned around before the frown could fully form on her lovely face and walked back towards the door.

      “Please, Mr. Bright,” Ann said, her voice thick enough to stop me in my tracks, but I didn’t turn around. “This place is all I have. My father left it to me. I’ve…” She took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I’ve put everything I have into this bar and I’m going to lose it if I don’t figure this out. Please, Mr. Bright. I need your help. I have nowhere else to turn.”

      This was a scene ripped right out of a Mickey Spillane novel. A beautiful damsel in distress and only I can help her. To top it off, I had lost my father early and I had empathy for someone wanting to preserve their father’s legacy.

      I would have kept going except for this. My father’s ashes were in a cookie tin next to my well-watched DVD of Crocodile Dundee and I talked to him every day. My father was a good man and lung cancer took him too damn early. I miss him every day.

      I reached into my pocket and fingered my six-month Alcoholics Anonymous chip. I was sober and dedicated to staying sober, making this a very, very bad idea.

      “Please,” she said, her voice raw with emotion. “At least let me tell you about what’s happening.”

      I needed to leave. I should have left. I knew this wasn’t going to be good for me, but in spite of all of that I said, “I’ll listen to ya, but not here. Anyone make decent eggs close by?”
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      As much as I hate the stale smell of beer and sourer smells that permeate a bar is as much as I like the smell of frying bacon.

      I know bacon isn’t that good for you, but there is something about the smell of it, something that almost wakes me up as much as coffee and makes my stomach grumble in happy anticipation.

      When I asked Ann McGee about a place that had decent eggs, I meant a restaurant, but we were in her one-bedroom apartment on 5th Street a couple of blocks away from her bar and she was in the kitchen frying up bacon while I sipped coffee and wondered how the day had gone so sideways so early.

      I shouldn’t be here.

      I shouldn’t take this case.

      Sure, Detective Sanchez would give me hell, add more to the debt I owed her, but the warning signs were abundant and unmistakable, but I couldn’t turn away. There was just something about her.

      And no, I’m not talking about her little red dress and high, high heels.

      I was in her living room sitting on a sleek, modern, and not very comfortable couch looking at an ASU Sun Devils jersey framed on the white wall opposite me. The back said McGee and had the number 21.

      Despite my cover story, I am an Arizona native. I know that for the Sun Devils, number 21 belonged to Jack McGee and was retired with him. He was a star quarterback for the Sun Devils a few decades ago, led them during one of their best seasons, had the NFL drooling over him, before he was sacked and, literally, broke his back.

      But Jack McGee was not to be stopped. He beat the odds, learned to walk again, became an announcer for the Sun Devils, and opened a Sun Devil themed bar. The one I had just been in but hadn’t been quite awake enough to realize. Ann McGee was Jack McGee’s daughter.

      “Sunny side up or scrambled,” Ann called from the kitchen.

      “I’m easy,” I said, immediately regretting my choice of words again, my cheeks flushing red. To cover, I added, “Whatever you like, is fine with me.”

      How long had it been since someone last cooked for me?

      How long since I had been in a beautiful woman’s apartment?

      I really should leave, but I knew the rest of Jack McGee’s story, or at least as much as anyone knows.

      He was shot to death in the alley behind his bar about eight years ago, his murderer never found.

      With the cancer, I got to say goodbye to my dad. Ann McGee had woken up one day to news that her father, someone beloved in this town, was dead. There was no saying goodbye. So I sat there, sipped my coffee, and didn’t do what I knew I should.
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        * * *

      

      My former girlfriend, a wonderful woman named Helen Montana that works as a coroner for Maricopa County, likes to drink. Like most people. And I have no problem with that. If you can manage the addictive substance that is alcohol, more power to you.

      I can’t.

      I am sober and working hard to stay sober.

      There’s a little girl named Irene that I met on the purple unicorn case—I told you, Sanchez is always giving me the weirdest cases—and I stay sober for her.

      Let me take that back. I’m far enough into the program now to know that I have to do it for myself. And the reward is if I’m sober, if I stay sober, Irene’s foster mother lets me spend time with the girl.

      Irene is a bright, beautiful kid who lost everything. It does my withered old heart good to see her smile.

      Back to Helen and alcohol. I’m too early in the program to be with someone that drinks. And I’m far too early in the program to be with someone that owns a bar. And if you ask anyone in AA, I’m far too early in the program to be with anyone at all.

      I know, I know. Ann McGee was being flirty with me because she was probably a little flirty with everyone that walks into that bar. I work in a bar. I know how this goes. It’s just part of the business.

      But tell that to my hormones that are all ginned up by loneliness and being decidedly single and extra loud because I’m extra sober. It’s one of those weird quirks of being human. You can be lying to yourself, know full well that you are lying to yourself, and still believe it. It really is a wonder we have survived this long as a race.

      “Those are some grade-A eggs. Thanks,” I said with a grateful nod. We were in the living room and hadn’t talked much while we ate scrambled eggs, bacon, and liberally buttered toast.

      It wasn’t exactly a gourmet meal, but being cooked for was a treat.

      Ann smiled shyly, which was surprising, and nodded. When we arrived she had shucked her heels, took her horns off, and put on a green silk robe over that slinky red dress, although it did little to blunt her beauty.

      She opened her mouth to speak but I jumped in before she did and said, “Before we start, let me state that whatever is happenin’ to you, whatever strange things are happenin’ at your bar, it’s not ghosts and this is not my kinda of case. My suggestion is to follow the money. Look at who would gain the most if your bar were to close.”

      As I spoke, the shy smile faded and her face hardened into what looked to me like the face of a business woman that had seen some hard times and was stopping her anger from getting the best of her.

      My mouth was still moving even though I told it to stop, that this was the wrong direction, that I should be kinder to my host. “I heard of your father, there,” I said, nodding up at the framed jersey. “He seemed like he was aces. Let me say that I am sorry for your loss.”

      Her face softened briefly when I spoke of her father but as she took a deep breath, her face hardened again. “Are you done?” she asked.

      I nodded and felt my cheeks flush hot.

      She sighed. “Believe me, Mr. Bright, I am aware that ghosts are a stretch here, but I have followed the money. My landlord loves having me there. Downtown Tempe has a plethora of bars, mine being there or not makes little difference to any of the other bars. I pay my bills. I keep my licenses in order. I pay my employees as much as I can.

      “I am no damsel in distress in need of a man to rescue me. I am merely a business woman at her wits end asking for help.”

      “Apologies,” I said. “If you can indulge me for a moment, I’d like to explain my sadly ungraceful reaction.”

      She gave me a small nod, her face still hard.

      “Last winter,” I said, “I worked a case at the old Metrocenter Mall. The place was, reportedly, haunted, but of course it wasn’t. It was an enemy from my past that set a trap for me. I was supposed to die that night. This is why I’m just a bit off my game. Please forgive me, Ms. McGee. I would like to hear what is happening to you and then we can both decide if I can be of any use in this case.”
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      Follow the money is good advice when trying to understand why things are happening. So is “follow the power” and “follow the grudge.”

      My lines of work, both of them, have left me cynical. I’m an alcoholic in recovery that works as a bouncer in a bar and as a private investigator. I spend most of my waking hours seeing folks who are not at their best.

      I spent the next hour talking to Ann McGee in the living room of her apartment trying to follow the money, power, and/or grudges and came up with nothing.

      Zip and doodah. Zilch. Nada.

      I reached for my coffee mug—Ann had kept it nicely filled—but hesitated. The jitters had arrived and more caffeine was not going to help. My tongue had the bitter taste of coffee and just wanted more. The space still smelled like it, making me want it even more.

      Caffeine is not alcohol, but it is an addictive substance and I needed to be careful with it.

      “Tell me about the hauntin’ again,” I said, easing back on the not-so-comfortable couch.

      She shrugged and let out a weary sigh. “Started last month. Things kept moving. The jug of orange juice wasn’t where I just left it. I would be in the office and the folder I had just got out would be back in the cabinet.” She rubbed at her face like that would do something to drive back the fatigue she obviously felt. “Figured
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