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Chapter 1


When Ray Rivers walked through the entrance into Billy’s Place, heads turned. He was just as wide and tall as I remembered him. The last time I saw him was going back at least twenty years, right after he’d cracked the NFL and played linebacker for the Chicago Bears.  
To most, the NFL is the National Football League. Some consider the NFL to mean Not For Long. NFL careers are short, with the average length of time spent in the league just three point three seasons.
And Ray’s career had lasted, as they say, Not For Long.
At six-six and two hundred sixty-eight pounds, according to his Chicago Bears profile, he was a big man. Although he looked to still be in decent shape with a chest like a barrel and inflated arms, you could tell he’d aged, with his buzz-cut hair grayed over the ears. 
He wore a diamond earring in one of those ears.
Billy’s Place is the restaurant owned by my friend, Billy Wu. Although my office was upstairs on the second floor from the restaurant, I often met prospective clients downstairs at Billy’s.   
Most of the tables in the dining area were empty, although the bar was full. It usually was throughout the day. 
I’d sat at a high-top table next to the bar, and watched all the wide eyes follow Ray as he walked toward me. 
I stood from my chair and shook his hand. “Good to see you, Ray.”
He nodded and looked around. “I swear I’ve been here before. But it looks different from what I remember.”
“Long story,” I said. “But the original Billy’s Place burned to the ground. Actually, it exploded. So, Billy, a good friend of mine, rebuilt it.”
“The building exploded?” Ray said, his eyes opened wide.
“Long story,” I said, not wanting to rehash the traumatic experience for those of us involved at the time.
When Ray sat down, his body covered most of the chair beneath him, like it was too small for a man his size. He looked uncomfortable. I looked up at the bar and two customers had gotten up from their stools to leave. “We could sit up at the bar,” I said. “But we won’t have any privacy.”
Our table was in the back corner, away from everyone else at the bar but also not within the dining area. It was my own private table, with a view of the Saint Johns River beyond the patio.
“This is fine,” Ray said, shifting in his seat like he was trying to make it work. He gave me a crooked grin. “Hard to find chairs for people my size.” He leaned on the table, his big hands folded together. “Thanks for meeting with me, Henry. I was surprised to hear you were a private investigator. Last time I knew, you were living up in New York, right? Working as a cop?”
“Rhode Island,” I said. “I was a trooper with the Rhode Island State Police.” 
Funny, although I didn’t talk much at all about my time in Rhode Island, most people I ran into didn’t even know it was a state. Most thought it was a part of New York.
“So you’re retired?” he said.
“I had what you’d call a short career.”
“Oh, yeah? You get hurt?”
I shook my head. “I wish it were that simple. It’s another long story I’d rather not get into right now.”
It wasn’t as much a long story as one I did what I could to forget. After being forced to resign from my position as detective because of my belief another officer—a superior—had gotten away with a hit-and-run accident that took a young man’s life, my life had fallen apart. 
And by the time I’d gotten it back together, the man I knew was guilty of manslaughter had taken his own life. 
Only my closest friends understand why I willingly walked away from fighting for the truth. News of the suicide, for me, wasn’t exactly closure. But I hate to admit, it felt that way. 
Ray leaned back in his chair, his hands gripping the armrests like he was keeping the chair from falling apart. “So, what made you become a private investigator?” He looked out the window toward the river. “Sounds like an interesting gig.”
“Interesting?” I shrugged. “I’m not sure I’d say that.” I picked up my glass and nodded toward the bar. “You want a drink?” I tried to get Billy’s attention. But instead, Billy’s only other bartender, Chloe, caught my eye.
He looked down at my glass. “What are you drinking?”
I held up my glass. “Jack Daniels.” 
“Oh.” 
Chloe walked over to our table. 
“Ray, this is Chloe. She works for the owner, Billy. Although, she practically runs the place.” I looked up at Chloe, no longer the young teen and now married to Billy’s head chef, Jake. I said to her, “You’re probably too young to remember Ray Rivers? High school star, college star… defensive lineman for the Chicago Bears.”
She looked at him, then at me with a dead stare. 
Ray grinned. “That’s all right. You were probably in diapers when I was balling.”
Chloe had a look on her face like she didn’t know what else to say. “Sorry. But it’s nice to meet you.” She gave him her big smile. “Would you like something to drink?”
Ray looked at Henry’s glass. “I’ll have what he’s having.”
She started to turn away and looked back at me. “I’m sorry, Henry. Did you want another?” 
I waved her off, shaking my head.
Billy headed over to our table, sidestepping Chloe on her way back to the bar. He reached out and shook Ray’s hand. “I’m Billy Wu,” he said. “I wanted to come say hello. We met once, a long time ago. You came in here after you played the Jaguars. I think it was your first season. You bought everyone in the place a drink.”
Ray laughed, nodding. “Yeah, I remember that. Would’ve been nice to’ve come back and do it again. Too bad there weren’t many seasons for me after that.” He looked around the restaurant. “Henry said you had the place rebuilt since then. I do remember it though.” 
Billy smiled. “The last thing you want is for your business to explode and burn to the ground. But it does have its benefits.” He looked from me to Ray. “How do you two know each other?” 
“We went to junior high together,” I said. “A long, long time ago.”
Ray laughed.
“But Ray’s parents moved him to Douglas Williams High, because they had a real football team.”
Billy pulled at his chin, narrowing his eyes. “Douglas Williams.” He put his hands on his hips, shaking his head. “I heard what happened to your principal.”
I gave Billy a look, and he seemed to understand he’d said enough.
He pointed toward the bar with his thumb. “You know what? I’ve got to get back over there. I’ll let you two talk.” He gave Ray a nod. “Nice to meet you.” 
Chloe was standing behind him with Ray’s drink. 
Billy took it from her tray and placed it on the table. “Here you go. On the house. You need anything else, just let us know.”
I watched Billy and Chloe walk back behind the bar. “So,” I said, straightening up in my chair. “You said on the phone last night you wanted to talk about—as Billy coincidentally just mentioned—Principal Hawkins?”
Ray nodded. “You know I was the football coach over there, right?”
I nodded. “Was? You’re not anymore?”
“I was fired. Right after the end of the season.”
“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know that. I’m sorry. Some of these schools, they’re so damn focused on winning. You lose a couple games and—”
“We only lost six games the whole time I was there. You’re right, losing wouldn’t be tolerated at Douglas Williams. But that’s not what happened.”
“So then, why were you fired?” I said.
Ray shrugged, shaking his head as he looked out the window. “I wish I knew the answer.”
I was fairly familiar with what had happened to Barry Hawkins, although I couldn’t make the full connection to what Ray had wanted to tell me. “I looked into what had happened. It’s clear his death was an accident, so…”
Ray nodded. “He slipped in the shower.”
“That’s the part of the story that caught me off guard,” I said. “What was he doing taking a shower at the school? Not to mention, during winter vacation?”
“He was working out,” Ray said. “Using the weight room.”
“Is that a normal thing teachers do? Use the facilities at the school for personal use? Showering in the boy’s locker room?”
Ray shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s that strange. The school’s got state-of-the-art equipment and…” He picked up his drink and took a sip, turning again to look toward the river. 
I sipped my drink and waited for Ray to tell me what our meeting was really about. I leaned forward on the table. “So, you said on the phone you needed some help. Does this have anything to do with what happened to Mr. Hawkins?”
He nodded, looking down into his drink. “There’ve been whispers out there.” He raised his eyes to mine. “About what happened to Barry. You know what I mean?”
I shook my head. “Actually, no. I don’t know what you mean. Whispers about what?”
“That Barry’s death wasn’t an accident.”
“Oh,” I said. “From what I understand, there’s no question it was an accident.” I picked up my glass and held it up in front of me. “But I guess I’m still not following. Did you want me to… are you looking for someone to investigate what happened?” I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
It was like Ray had an idea and wanted to talk to me but was hesitant to come right out and say what it was.
He paused a moment, running his hand over his buzzed head of graying hair. “At one time, at least for the past few years, I considered Barry a friend of mine. But"—he paused, looking toward the bar—“after he fired me…”
I put down my glass and leaned back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest. “Is someone… these whispers… they have to do with you being fired?”
He nodded. “Like I said, they’re just whispers. But someone’s trying to spread the word around that I had something to do with it.”
“That you had something to do with his death? Why? Because he fired you?”
Ray had his eyes down on his glass.
“Like who?” I said. “Students? You know how kids can be with something like this. No respect… even for a dead man.”
Ray shrugged. “They don’t say a word to my face, of course. But I’ve been hearing things.” 
“Saying you killed Barry Hawkins?”
Ray appeared to be sincerely bothered by the principal’s death.
“So if he was your friend,” I said, “why couldn’t he tell you why you were fired? I guess I don’t understand what—”
“A lot of people get involved in these things. These decisions.”
“I’m sure they do,” I said. “But I’ve never heard of someone being fired from a job and not given a reason why.”
Ray shook his head. “High school sports, man. I loved being a coach. But it’s crazy nowadays. All sports, but especially football. Parents think their kid’s gonna make the NFL. Or at least get a ride for college. So they become rabid, you know? Get involved… go behind the coach's back, trying to make a change to benefit their kid.”
“The school custodian found him?” I said, shifting gears.
“Yeah. Kevin Smith. He’s only been there since the beginning of the school year. I think he actually knew Barry somehow, but not sure how. He went into the school that morning, found Barry on the floor of the shower. It was during the winter break, so the school was closed. Whole locker room got flooded, the way his body blocked the drain.”
We both sat quiet for a moment.
I moved my glass to the side, folding my hands in front of me. “So what exactly are you asking me to do? You’re not a suspect or anything. There are no suspects. The case is closed.”
Ray wiped his big hand across his eyes. “Well, you know, I’m a business owner. And these rumors, I’m afraid they get out of control, it’ll hurt my business.”
“The sporting goods store?” I said. “In Beachwood?”
Ray nodded. He leaned as much as he could on the chair, pulled out his wallet, and handed me a business card. 
I looked over the card. “RR Sporting Goods. I’m not sure I’ve ever been there.”
“So?” Ray said. “Would you be able to help me out?” 
I looked over toward the bar as I thought about what to say. I turned back to Ray. “I guess I’m not exactly sure what you want me to do?”
“Maybe just find out who’s spreading the rumors? Before they get out of hand?” Ray shifted in his chair. “I’m not looking for any favors. I have money to pay whatever your rate is.”
“It’s not that,” I said. “What I’m saying is, it’s not really the kind of case…” I had to think for a moment. “I mean, what’s the plan if we find out who’s spreading these alleged rumors? What if it’s a student? Which wouldn’t surprise me. Then what? If you’re really concerned, and I imagine you are… Why not go to the cops?”
Ray shook his head. “I’m afraid it’ll only make things worse.”




Chapter 2


I sat at my desk in my office upstairs, staring out at the sun setting over the Saint Johns. I hadn’t made Ray any promises. And I hadn’t accepted the case. Not without first talking to my partner, Alex.  
Aside from some much-needed cash, I didn’t see it as a great fit. We’d moved on to bigger cases, although the well had run dry over the past few months. We were in need of a client, at least to help us pay some bills. But taking one just for the money wasn’t something either of us were ever willing to entertain unless we were desperate.
I had my laptop open in front of me, digging a little deeper into Barry Hawkins’ death. There had been no suspicion or suspects or any sign of foul play.
I’d even looked into Ray’s firing, which, for some reason, didn’t appear to have gotten much press at all.
Barry Hawkins had also played football at Douglas Williams High. But unlike Ray, his playing days ended in high school. 
There was a knock at my door.
“It’s open,” I said, turning toward the door from the peaceful view of the river.
Billy walked in from downstairs and sat on the couch under the window. “I wanted to come up and apologize for coming over and bothering you when you’re meeting with a prospective client.”
“I’m not sure he’s a prospective client,” I said. “Besides, it’s your restaurant,” I said. “You’re allowed to come talk to your customers. Especially when I’m using it as my office.”
Billy grinned. “Oh, don’t worry. The extra fee for restaurant meetings is included in your lease.” He leaned back on the couch, one arm straight out and resting on the top of the pillows behind him. “So what’s the case?”
Billy was always interested in what Alex and I were working on. It was almost like a hobby for him, and he’d spend as much time as we did thinking about it.
“You know how you mentioned the principal’s death,” I said, nodding. “Coincidentally, that’s what it’s about.”
Billy shook his head. “He wants you to investigate the principal’s death? Did he say why?”
“Actually, I wouldn’t say I’d be investigating his death.” I pointed at my computer screen. “It was clearly accidental,” I said. “But according to Ray, someone’s been harassing him, saying he had something to do with it.”
“With the man’s death?”
I nodded and clicked on one of the tabs on my browser. “He’s not lying either.” I turned the laptop toward Billy. “I found this on Twitter. I searched for Ray Rivers, and this tweet popped up.”
Billy leaned over and slipped on his reading glasses, staring at the screen. “Ray Rivers did it?” he said, reading the tweet. “That’s it?” he said. “On Twitter?”
I nodded. “Hashtag RayRivers, hashtag DouglasWilliamsHigh.”
“I don’t use Twitter,” Billy said.
“Neither do I. But you can find all the morons who do, say things, put themselves in a bind.” I turned the laptop toward me. “But it’s not clear what whoever it is was trying to say. I mean, no mention of Barry Hawkins.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s just some students messing with Ray.”
Billy stepped away from my desk. “Can’t you find out who the account belongs to?”
“I have no idea.” I reached for my phone. “But Alex will know.” I tapped her name on my phone.
She answered on the second ring. “Hey,” she said. “How’d the meeting go?”
“With Ray? I don’t know. I’m not even sure there’s much to do. He thinks someone’s trying to blame him for the death of the principal who died at Douglas Williams High.”
“But wasn’t it an accident?” she said. 
“I wasn’t able to pull up the report. I was hoping maybe you could talk to Mike?”
Alex was quiet on the other end. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Okay,” I said. “Now, would you mind if I ask a quick question?” I didn’t wait for her response. “Is it possible to find out who’s behind a Twitter account if their name isn’t shown in their profile?”
“Is it possible? Sometimes.”
“That doesn’t help. So if I see a tweet, and I want to know who wrote it…”
“Wait, you’re on Twitter?” Alex said. 
“Believe me. Not for my own enjoyment,” I said. “But I found a tweet, has to do with Ray Rivers.” I went on and told her what Ray was worried about, and why he wanted to hire us. 
“So did you tell him we’d take the case?” she said. “I thought we were supposed to—”
“No, I didn’t. Of course I told him I had to talk to you about it. But I’m digging in a little deeper. I don’t know if there’s anything there. If I can figure out who’s behind this tweet, I’m not sure I’d even charge him.”
“But there’s no name?” she said.
“Right. Just a bunch of random letters in the profile. Looks fake to me.”
“Okay, well, when I said sometimes… if the person knows what he or she’s doing, it’s easy to create a burner account and cover his or her tracks and be undetectable.”
“Isn’t it a lot of work to go through just to send a cryptic tweet? The account has twenty followers. But hashtagged the school. And Ray Rivers’ account. Although he doesn’t appear to have ever used his. So I’m not sure what this even proves.”
“Twenty? I mean, yeah, that’s not much of a following to go through the trouble. But just so you know how it works… all the person would need is a Tor browser—”
“A what?” I said. 
“It’s a decentralized network of servers, allowing individuals to access websites anonymously. Twitter won’t know the real IP address.”
“Oh,” I said. “That’s it?”
“No, you need a burner phone. And a burner email address.”
I got up from the desk. “Oh, okay. That doesn’t really help, but I guess you’ve made it clear it’s possible. At least for someone who’s got a better grip on this stuff than I do.” I let out a slight laugh. “Thanks. And don’t worry, I’m not going to spend the day working for free. I just wanted to get a jump, see if Ray’s concerns are valid. I’ll show you later when I see you. Are you coming to the office?” I looked at Billy, his back to me as he looked out the window toward the river.
“In a couple of hours. I’m doing some paperwork. And I didn’t want to leave Raz alone.”
“How’s he doing?”
She paused. “Assuming the surgery did what it was supposed to, hopefully he’ll be good for the rest of his life.”
“Okay, we’ll talk later.” I hung up, looked at Billy, and shrugged. “Seems like a lot of work for a foolish tweet without much substance.”
He stepped from the window. “Isn’t that what Twitter’s all about?”
I nodded, agreeing with him one hundred percent. “It’s a damn cesspool. Just like all of social media.”
Billy said, “So why’s Ray even worried about it? It looks like it could be nothing. I’d agree with you. Probably a student or some disgruntled athlete, didn’t make the football team.”
I stared at the screen. “I think he’s worried the rumors continue to swirl. He owns a sporting goods store, said he’s afraid of what rumors could do to it.” I walked to the refrigerator and pulled open the door, sticking my head inside. I pulled out a glass bottle of Perrier sparkling water.
Billy pulled out his phone, tapped the screen. He kept his eyes on it for a moment and looked up. “I thought so,” he said. He turned the phone toward me so I could see it. “He’s been in here before.”
I looked at the picture Billy had pulled up on his phone. “That’s Barry Hawkins,” I said.
He nodded. “I wasn’t sure this was the same guy,” Billy said. 
Barry appeared to be a decent-looking older man, thin face, round glasses with short gray hair. He looked like a schoolteacher, if that made sense.
“Did he come in alone?” I said.
Billy turned the phone from me and peered at the photo. “Actually, I’d say he’s been in a few times, for dinner or drinks.” He looked up from the screen. “I’m just not sure it’s been with the same woman.” He tapped his phone. “You know if he’s married?”
I nodded. “Don’t know much about her.”
Billy tapped the phone, his eyes back on the screen. He looked up, shaking his head. “Here she is,” he said. “Good-looking woman.” He flipped his finger on the phone’s screen, raising his eyes and looking my way. “But she’s not who I’ve seen him in here with.”
I stepped closer to Billy and looked over his shoulder at the photo. “You sure? I mean, I’m not going to jump to any conclusions, but it’s worth making a note if maybe Mr. Hawkins was into any kind of, uh, extra-curricular activities.”
Billy tucked his phone back in his pocket. “So what are you going to tell him? You’ll take the case?” He nodded toward my laptop. “Or, you nail this person on Twitter…”
“I’m not sure I’d even call it a case,” I said. I took a sip from the bottle of Perrier. “I told him I’d look into things, do some preliminary research before I could make any promises. I have a feeling Alex isn’t going to want anything to do with it. Like I told her on the phone, maybe I’ll do the guy a favor.”
Billy laughed. “Yeah, Alex loves when you do these favors for free. Like you run some volunteer investigations service?” He shook his head. “You gotta stop doing charity work, Henry. When was the last time you had a worthwhile case?”




Chapter 3


Alex was sitting in a chair on her front porch, her dog, Raz, by her side, both watching me when I pulled into Alex’s driveway. I parked the Mustang behind her yellow Jeep.  
I’d only been driving my latest car, a nineteen sixty-eight Ford Mustang, for a little under two months. It still needed a bit of work on the body, but the engine had been rebuilt by the previous owner and ran like a top. The previous owner, a convicted drug dealer, had the car repo’d and Billy picked it up for me from the auction.
I wasn’t much of a car guy, at least I hadn’t been. But this model was the same one my father drove for a few months back when I was in high school. Unfortunately, my father’s car was stolen one night when, as luck would have it, I was the one who had taken it out on a date. We came out from the movie theater and it was gone.
I stopped at the bottom of the stairs to the porch and Raz came down, gave me his typical greeting: a nose in the crotch.
“Raz!” Alex yelled.
“It’s just what dogs do,” I said, laughing. I leaned over to pet him and ran my hand down his back. He was thinner than he’d been, and appeared weaker after having a tumor removed from his stomach just a week earlier. The surgery cost Alex forty-eight hundred dollars. And she didn’t take a second to decide if she’d do it. Even if it cost ten grand, she said, she would have had it done.
But after paying the unexpected bill, she was anxious for us to land a new client.
“Is he coming with us?” I said.
Alex shook her head. “He’ll be better off resting inside.” She slapped her thigh and started for the door. “Come on, Raz, let’s go take a nap.”
Raz’s first two steps up the stairs appeared a bit ambitious. But he slowed and finished slower and more gingerly onto the porch and through the front door with Alex.
I hated to see poor Raz like that. Although, the truth is, dogs seem to be able to deal with pain a lot better than we do.
I stayed and turned for the car. I walked past Alex’s Jeep and slipped into the driver’s seat of the Mustang. I started the engine, enjoying the sound when I revved it up.
Alex came out the front door a few moments later. She had on her Jacksonville Sharks baseball cap, her long hair coming out from under it. She’d had that hat since our days running security together for the Sharks, when I was director of security and Alex was associate director. 
After I left to start Walsh Investigations, Alex took over as director. But a year later my old boss, Bob Campbell, sold the team. It was moved to Tennessee and Alex was out of a job. So she came to work with me full time as my partner.
I’m not sure I’d still be in business if it weren’t for her.
We’d taken Walsh Investigations to another level, mostly thanks to her being an equal partner. We’d discussed changing the name to Walsh-Jepson investigations, but Alex didn’t care about her name being on the sign. And neither of us felt like dealing with the paperwork.
The thing is, it wasn’t always glamorous and high-profile cases or  murder investigations. We’d take all kinds of jobs, sometimes doing investigations for a couple of major insurance companies, tracking down fraud. I didn’t mind the work—or the money we’d make from it—but dealing with the corporate world and the constant emails and meetings and phone calls drove me nuts. I’m not sure how people could wake up each day and go work in some oversized building with hundreds of people crammed into cubicles… meeting after meeting after meeting.
Not my piece of cake.
Our track record was pretty good. And we’d made a name for ourselves throughout the Florida region. The thing is, just because we had a good reputation didn’t mean work flowed through the door. We had to work just as hard to get business as we did to solve each case. Sometimes harder. And once a couple of contacts at the insurance agencies left, we were left out in the cold.
I backed out of the driveway and Alex fiddled with the air-conditioner. “Doesn’t the A/C work?” she said.
I put my hand up in front of the vent. “You can’t feel that air?”
She gave me a look, shaking her head. “It’s warm air.”
“Well, it is January,” I said. 
“Yeah, and it’s eighty-two degrees today.”
I laughed. “Not ninety.” I rolled down my window and Alex did the same. I took off down the road.
Alex pulled off her hat, let her long hair blow behind her in the wind.
“Give it a minute,” I said, tapping the temperature knob on the dashboard. It normally helped the cool air kick on. “There it is.” I put my hand in front of the vent. “It works now.”
Alex shrugged. “The windows are fine,” she said, sniffing in the air. “What’s that smell? Smells like dirty socks.”
“Not me,” I said, showing her my Sperry Top-Sider. “I’m not wearing socks.” I adjusted the dial, slid one of the controls back and forth and changed it to outside air. “It’ll clear up in a minute.”
Alex covered her nose. “Just turn the A/C off. We don’t need it.”
I jumped onto Southside Boulevard, made a couple of quick turns, another after the IHOP, then onto Atlantic Boulevard.
Alex had her eyes down on her phone, looking at the GPS. She looked up and pointed ahead. “Next turn, onto San Marco Boulevard.”
I did as she said, followed San Marco for a couple of miles until we hit the traffic circle. I turned right onto Largo Road.
I stopped in front of the two-story home, a small colonial like you’d normally see outside of Florida. With a large tree on the front lawn, most of the yard was shaded. An older-model Lexus, black, was parked in the driveway. To the right of it were shrubs along the green lawn. 
We both stepped out and headed up the driveway past the car. I walked ahead of her onto the brick walkway leading to the front door. I put my foot up on the brick landing and knocked.
Not even ten seconds later, the door opened.
An older attractive woman I’d recognized from the photos online stood in the doorway, looking out and me and Alex. 
“Mindy Hawkins?”
She stared back at me and nodded.
“Yes?”
“I’m Henry Walsh. This is Alex Jepson. We’re with Walsh Investigations and we were hoping to—”
“Walsh Investigations?” she said, looking from me to Alex then back to me. She opened her mouth to talk, closed it, and paused for a moment. She started again. “Is there something I can do for you?”
Alex and I still hadn’t officially taken the case from Ray or accepted him as a client. But I didn’t want to leave him hanging with nowhere else to turn. So Alex agreed we could take a few more steps, see if we could shed some light on the finger-pointing Ray had been dealing with. And we thought Barry Hawkins’ window would be a good place to start.
“Would you be willing to answer some questions about what happened with your husband?” I said. I pushed out a smile.
“What kind of questions?”
I pulled my wallet from my pocket and took out a business card, handing it out to her. “We won’t take a lot of your time.”
She stared back at me and slowly started to shake her head. “I… Actually… I’m busy. And I have to be somewhere soon.”
I gave Alex a quick glance and she stepped forward. “Ma’am,” she said. “We’re very sorry for your loss. Of course, we understand it’s a difficult time for you. And we hate to bother you like this, showing up out of the blue. So maybe, if there’s a better time for us…”
Mindy’s eyes went past me and Alex, toward my Mustang. We were in one of the nicer, although older neighborhoods in San Marco. I wondered if she saw my car as an eyesore.
“Barry had a car just like that,” she said, breaking through the somber look on her face. She cracked a slight smile. “It was even the same color blue. He drove it back when we first got married.” She looked out at the car, like she’d left us momentarily for another world. “He always regretted getting rid of it. I’m sure it’d be worth quite a bit of money today.”
I looked back at my car. “It’s being restored. A little bit at a time.”
She shook her head, shifting her gaze to mine. “Barry’s needed a lot of repairs, but we didn’t have the money. He had no choice but to sell it.” She looked down toward the bricks for a moment and held the door open wider as she stepped back. “I don’t have much time, but if you’d like to come in for a few minutes?” 
We followed her in the house and through the small foyer, down a narrow hall and into a dining room. A large cherry table with ten chairs surrounding it took up most of the space. Piles of papers covered the surface.
She moved the piles to one side of the table to make room. “Barry wasn’t the most organized person in the world, although it was worse than I thought.” She shuffled a stack of papers and leaned down, placing them on the floor with other piles pushed up against the wall. She shrugged. “I guess I’m not either.” She gestured with her hand toward two of the chairs on the long side of the table, facing the window overlooking the backyard. “Please, have a seat.” She sat in the chair, the one with the arms, at the end of the table to my right.
She nodded, showing a slight smile, her lips tight with a straight line between them. “It’s been difficult,” she said. “Barry and I have been together a long time.”
“Were you together in high school?” I said. 
She gave me a look, like she found it to be a strange question. “No. We were a little older, in our twenties.” She looked down at her hand and the diamond on her finger. My business card was still in her hand. “So, you’re private investigators. Who are you working for?”
“Well, technically,” I said, “we're not working for anybody just yet. But, well, I’m sure you know Ray Rivers?”
“Raymond?” She nodded. “Yes. Of course. How is he doing?”
“He’s okay. But, well, I went to school with him, although he left when his family moved so he could go to Douglas Williams. He went to school with your husband.”
She had a confused look on her face. “Raymond hired you? I… I’m not sure I understand.”
“Like I said, technically, no, we’re not working for Ray. But we might.”
“And it has to do with Barry?” 
I was hesitant to tell her too much. “Well,” I said. “Someone out there is trying to say Ray had something to do with Barry’s death.”
She covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh no,” she said. “Raymond had something to do with—”
“No,” I said. “At least, I don’t believe so. According to the police report, nobody had anything to do with it. But for some reason, somebody is bothering Ray. Posting messages, trying to place blame.”
Her eyes looked to be glossed over with tears. “But, the sheriff’s office… they’re sure it was an accident.”
Alex reached out and put her hand on top of Mindy’s. “Mrs. Hawkins, there’s no proof it wasn’t an accident. We just want to see if there’s any reason someone might do such a thing to Ray. Or if there’s anyone you can think of.”
She burst into tears and excused herself from the table, leaving the dining room and turning down the hall. She stepped back into the room moments later, a box of tissues in her hand, wiping her eyes. “I have no idea who would do such a thing, or even suspect that Raymond… he would never hurt anyone. I know that.” She dabbed her eyes with the tissue.
“Ray thinks maybe it has to do with the fact Barry fired him. Maybe someone suspects Ray was revengeful, could have gone after Barry?”
Mindy wiped her nose with the tissue. “Raymond was a good coach,” she said. “Barry knew that.”
“But did he tell you why he fired Ray?” I said.
She shook her head. “I don’t know why he was fired. Barry didn’t want to talk about it. And, well, we never had a chance to…” She looked down at the floor. “Barry hadn’t been around much over the past few months.”
The three of us sat quiet.
I shifted in my seat, moving closer toward the table with my hands down in front of me. “Mrs. Hawkins,” I said.
“Please, call me Mindy.” She wiped her eyes with the tissue. “Can you tell me what whoever it is has been saying about Raymond? Do you know who it is?”
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I said. “We did find something on Twitter. But it was posted by an anonymous user.”
Mindy rolled her eyes. “I don’t use Twitter,” she said. 
“It could just be a prank… a student maybe. Or maybe a former football player with something against Ray.” I shrugged. “We don’t know. But Ray’s nervous. He’s nervous it’ll hurt his business… or put him in a bad position.”
“Well,” Mindy said. “I’m not sure his sporting goods store is doing very well to begin with. So if that’s his only concern…”
Alex and I exchanged a look.
“Nobody wants rumors like this going through their own community,” Alex said.
Mindy nodded. “Of course not. I understand. And I’m sorry. It’s just…” She stood up from the chair and walked to the window, facing outside with her back to me and Alex. She turned from the window. “Do you mind showing me this so-called tweet?”
I pulled out my phone and tapped the page where I’d saved it in my browser. But when I clicked to view it, the tweet was gone. I looked over at Alex. “It’s not here.” I handed her the phone and she tapped the screen, starting to type rapidly with her thumbs. 
She looked up from the phone, shaking her head. “It’s gone,” she said, a look on her face showing she was as confused as I was. “The profile, whoever it was. It’s been removed.” She handed me back the phone.
I said to Mindy, “I’m… I’m sorry.” I pointed to my phone. “It was here a little while ago.”
Mindy had a look on her face like she’d perhaps started to doubt what we were saying. She picked up my business card from the table. “Mr. Walsh,” she said, turning her eyes toward the floor for a moment, “I’ll be honest. One thing Barry used to say about Raymond was that he was a little paranoid.”
“What exactly did he mean by that?” I said. “Was there something specific he—”
“It was something he said in passing,” she said. “In fact, I hadn’t thought of it until now.”
“But we both saw the post on Twitter,” Alex said. “So, we don’t believe Ray is being paranoid. Maybe it’s nothing, or, as Henry’d said, maybe it is just some students. But we shouldn’t try to say the man is being paranoid when we don’t have any answers.”
“I’m sorry,” Mindy said, seeming defensive.
Alex looked annoyed with the woman’s implications, and perhaps that made her want to help Ray more than she had wanted to earlier. Which wasn’t saying much. But Alex didn’t like when people doubted someone else’s story or didn’t give someone a chance. She’d seen it enough over the years, where a victim or person who needed help was turned away because of disbelief. “I wish we’d taken a screenshot,” she said, almost under her breath, turning toward me.”
I heard the front door open and Mindy said, “Oh, that must be my sister. I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to cut this off.” She stepped out into the hall. 
We followed her to the door, and a woman appearing much younger than Mindy stood in the foyer. She was holding a cardboard box.
Mindy said, “This is my sister, Kim. Kim, this is Henry Walsh and…” She looked at Alex. “I’m sorry, did you say your name was Alex?”
Alex gave the woman a nod. “Alex Jepson.”
Kim smiled. “Are you friends of—”
“They’re private investigators,” Mindy said.
Kim’s smile dropped from her face. “What? I don’t… Are you hiring private investigators?” 
Mindy shook her head. “No.” She looked at her watch and held the door wide open, indicating it was time for Alex and I to leave. “I’m sorry, but we’re already running late,” she said. "And I’m sorry if I wasn’t much help. Good luck with finding whoever it is you’re looking for.”
Alex and I stepped outside, and Mindy closed the door behind us without another word.
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