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  AN OFFER


“For he’s a jolly good fellow. For he’s a jolly good fellow. For he’s a jolly good fellow, which nobody can deny …” Scores of drunken firefighters filled Rick’s on the River’s pole  barn.
A weathered man with iron-grey hair stood at the head of the table, a cake before him. He smiled through teary eyes and looked upon the crowd of brothers and sisters with adoring humility.
The crowd reached its final “which nobody can deny,” cheers exploded from the masses, and he embraced the behemoth standing next to him.
The man hoisted a Yuengling to the crowd, drawing another cheer and upraised glasses all around.
I hoisted my double Elijah Craig and drew a healthy sip.
“You gonna drink that thing or nurse it all night?” An Irish face beamed from between drapes of tight red curls that did more than touch the collar. The bleariness in his blue eyes and rosiness in his pale cheeks said the Guinness in his hand wasn’t his first … or third. “What’s going on, Mr. Detective?”
He stretched the three syllables into Dee-teeec-tiiive and laughed at his cleverness.
The sight drew a smile from me. Too many guys on this job got mean drunk, but Tom Harrelson was a known jokester, happy all the time. “How you been, Tommy?”
“Good, man, good!” Tom turned toward the guest of honor. He was taking pictures with a new bunch I recognized as the crew from Station Forty-one ‘B’. “Gonna miss him.”
Battalion Chief Carmello “Old Salt” Genovese posed for a series of pics while more well-wishers queued up. The banner behind him read Thank you for thirty-six years of mentorship and memories.
“He’s earned it, though,” I said.
“He has.” Tom’s voice reflected my own reverence.
“Where are you these days, Tom?”
“Five ‘C’.” Station Five was in suitcase city. It had been the busiest station in the county back when they still called it Fourteen and ran two engines and a ladder truck out of it. But they broke the station into two. One engine returned to the old refurbished Fourteen house on 131st Avenue and Fifteenth Street. They kept the other engine, truck, and chief at the newer station. Five was now the county’s second-busiest station house, and Fourteen ran double digits every shift.
He gestured with his beer. “We’re sitting over there. Wanna join us?”
I glanced at the table of familiar faces and looked over the crowd. No sign of Pops. “Sure.”
We strode over, and I sat with them. A monster of a man with square features and muscles stolen from a gorilla rose. “I don’t believe it! It’s Silver’s Hero!”
I took his square hand and leaned into the manly embrace. He hit with the impact of a strong safety. “How are you, Cappy?”
Christobol Capitano smiled from under a shorn bronze dome. “Doing God’s work on the truck.”
A thin, weaselly character blew out a disgusted gale an octave short of good-natured. “God’s work? What exactly is that? Rolling over when the engine rolls out?”
Cappy clenched a fist and flexed his right arm. His ample muscles bulged against an FDNY T-shirt clinging to his brawny frame with suspicious precision. “The truck ain’t for running medicals, Boxey. We gotta be ready when real emergencies go down.”
Joey Boxlightner leveled an emerald glare from behind straight, sandy bangs and a push-broom mustache. “Yeah, yeah. All you truckies talk trash until you need someone to keep that fire off your ass. Then you’re all ‘Where’s the damned engine company?’”
They went on like that for minutes, with members of the crew adding fuel to the fire. Boxlightner got madder and madder while everyone around him laughed harder and harder.
I pulled up a chair and listened with longing, my anguish hiding behind a bittersweet smile.
“Manny tells me he hopes to have you back by the end of the year.” Tom was Station Five’s shop steward.
I recalled how the county attorney had accused me of fraud at our last meeting and took another sip of bourbon. “Yeah. That’s what he seems to think.”
My surly tone didn’t faze Tom. He motioned toward a man at the other end of the table. “They TDYed Davey to Batt Seven while Carmello burned his time. Word is Chief Price is looking to make him the next batt chief.”
Jake Davey was Truck Five’s captain. Genovese’s retirement stood to add a bugle to his collar. It would also leave an empty chair at Five’s dinner table.
I put a hand on my chest. “You looking for a truck captain?”
Tom laughed. “You wish! I’m going to the truck, but we need someone dependable on the engine.”
I weighed that word: dependable. “Aren’t there other captains on the chief’s list? It is a chief’s station, after all.”
A collection of distasteful glances rounded the table. Boxlightner glared at Tom with stony accusation. “Paxton.”
Captain Barry Paxton had burned bridges from Sun City to Westchase. “And you’d rather have anyone but a stiff neck like him in your station.”
Tom leaned in, put an arm around me, and swamped me in beer breath. “Come on, Lo. You know it’s not like that. You’re good people. Everyone knows it. You checked Price more than once, and it’ll take a special touch to deal with this knucklehead.” He motioned toward Boxlightner.
Boxlightner stared through us.
I weighed his words. Being recruited by any crew was a compliment, but not all recruitment offers were created equal. Five had appeal. It was Battalion Two’s headquarters, which was great for those bucking for chief. But I’d long chosen a different path. The station also had an earned reputation as a busy house. That made the engine less attractive than other stations might be. It also had another earned reputation as a firefighting house in a department overrun with medical calls.
Tom played a different card. “You’re gonna need to find a home after they put Dennis Grecko in at Thirty-seven.”
I nodded. My driver, Gordon Cole, had called me about it when it happened. “I can’t exactly put in while I’m in the unemployment line.”
He grinned. “Well, Chief can keep our spot open for a month or two, if need be.”
“And you think Price’ll go for it? He doesn’t like me, you know, and I’m still fired.”
Tom’s smile broadened. “Are you suggesting Five is a choice assignment?”
It wasn’t the worst station in the county, but stations were all about the crew. I held Boxlightner in my gaze. “I guess if Price has to take me back, why not Five?”






  
  WAR STORIES


We spent most of an hour sharing war stories and talking department gossip. 
I paid close attention to Boxlightner’s surly demeanor and rethought my acceptance. Sage firefighting wisdom filled his biting comments. This gave credence to his reputation as a talented firefighter who enjoyed few endearing qualities away from the fireground.
He was telling the crew about a conflict he’d had with an overtime captain on a storage unit fire with tight access. “I told him I wasn’t driving down that lane until we dropped a line. There was fire showing, lots of it. We needed to bring water with us.” He leaned on the table. “But did he listen?”
The crew waited with amused smiles.
“Of course not. He looks at me across the doghouse and says, ‘Who’s the captain on this rig?’” Boxlightner leaned back and chuckled in disgust. “Well, I continued on in and guess what happened.”
“Someone blocked the driveway,” someone said.
“The damned truck company comes down behind us and Nineteen drives right down behind him, not a flake of hose on the ground.” He drank his beer with the conviction of a man imparting heavy knowledge. “You know how long seven hundred and fifty gallons of water lasts when you have three fully involved units burning like the sun?”
Everyone snickered in commiseration.
I didn’t. Not because he’d spoken up or even because I thought he was wrong. I didn’t. Getting pearls of wisdom from the crew could open a company officer’s eyes to possibilities. But there are ways to interject suggestions, and once the captain made the decision, it was made, conversation over. “Well, fellas, I’m gonna move on. My old man’s around here somewhere, and I gotta get him home.”
Tom rose, took my hand, and gave me a hug. “Come by for lunch sometime. It’s a big house. We always make plenty.”
“I will.” Though Station Five was far from my travels.
I left my lowball with a layer of golden brown on its bottom.
I passed through the throng of laughing firefighters engaged in animated conversation. Some nodded or held up their glasses in salutation. Others tossed me suspicious glances and offered cool recognition. I returned the gestures of the former and ignored the latter.
The firefighting fraternity was real, but so was the sibling rivalry.
Two laps around the giant pavilion showed no sign of Pops, so I strolled out to the riverside tables. I found him and a pair of old-timers talking and laughing about a captain who’d fallen through a ceiling and hung upside down in full gear.
I stopped short and listened to Pops’s tale. He flailed his arms and legs like a baby. “So, Creasy’s flailing around trying to pull himself back into the attic, and I’m down on my hands and knees. I’m laughing so hard I can barely breathe.”
Everyone at the table bellowed with red-faced mirth.
“So he looks down and yells ‘Aren’t you gonna help me?’” Pops stopped to gather his breath. “And … and … I told him ‘I can’t stand up. How am I supposed to get you down?’”
They all laughed at that one, and I smiled at the warmth rising in my chest.
Pops looked up at me, and the joy faded. “Time to go?”
I looked at his friends: old men with long hair, bushy beards, and bulging guts. “Nah, take as long as you want.”

      [image: ]We stayed for hours, and Pops spent the ride home waxing lyrical about the glory days.
I listened to his bittersweet longing in silence.
“Dunbar died last month. You know?” Horace Dunbar had been Pops’s driver during his captain days in Ruskin.
“No. I hadn’t heard that.”
He looked out the window at dark trees sliding past streetlights. “Yeah, some kind of cancer.”
That was a common fate for men and women who spent decades operating in atmospheres charged with carcinogens.
I glimpsed sad eyes reflected in the dark window. “Sorry, Pops. I know you were close.”
“Horace was a good fireman.” There was no higher praise in our fraternity. He forced a smile and looked at me. “You spend your night hanging with Manny?”
“You kidding? How was I gonna get close enough?” I turned from Manny’s inaccessibility. “I spent most of my time with the boys at Station Five. They want me to come work with them if I get my job back.”
“Recruiting you, huh?”
I smiled. “Don’t get too excited. Right now, they’re looking at me or Barry Paxton.”
Pops had been gone from the department for decades, but he knew Paxton’s name. “That moron is still on the job … while you’re … not?”
“No one said the world was fair, Pops. But you can see why they’re trying to bring me in.”
“That’s not the only reason. Five’s a popular house. I’m sure they have lots of options.”
I told him about Boxlightner and his storage fire story.
Pops let me finish. “He wouldn’t get away that kinda talk in my generation.”
“That’s what I was thinking, but who knows if that’s how it really went down? Everyone’s the hero of his own story.”
Pops’s voice turned wistful. “Isn’t that the truth?”
I pulled into the acres of mobile homes, navigated the labyrinth, and pulled up to his. “Home sweet home, Pops.”
He stared through the windshield and spoke in a broken voice. “Thanks for bringing me out, Son.”
I knew he was wondering if he’d ever see any of those old friends he’d reminisced with again.






  
  MEN WITH CALLINGS


He went through his keyring in the porch light’s glow. Mother opened the door before he finished his search, a note of annoyed concern on her  once-Helen of Troy face. “I thought you were going to be home early.”
I answered for Pops, hoping to head off an argument. “I got caught up talking to a crew that wants me to come work with them.”
She frowned down from her perch at the top of the steps. “Well, get him in here.”
Pops grumbled at her, but the will to fight had left him.
We got him to bed, and I pulled off his shoes and socks. He grabbed me with a skeletal hand discolored by bruising. “I was a good fireman, you know? Good bondsman, too.”
I grinned. “You taught me everything I know about both.”
“Taught Lenny, too.”
The bitter lamentation in his slurred voice cut me. “I love you, Pops.”
He grumbled a reply and turned away.
Mother waited at the door, her arms crossed. She let me pass and followed. Her hushed tone took none of the bitter harshness from her voice. “He’s dying. This life is killing him.”
I stopped in the living room and turned to study her. “What?”
Mother’s haughty defiance, which had been sword and shield for decades, failed. “This life isn’t enough for him. I’m not enough for him. I never have been.” She pinned me with a stern glare. “But look who I’m telling.”
Her words twisted a knife in my gut, and I averted my gaze. “Neither job is for the old, Mother. I just wrestled with a human trafficker on my last case and had to jump from a roof to save my life. Do you think Pops could do that?”
She took long seconds to answer. “No, but he needs something. I thought you used him for research and such.”
“Until I thought it was getting in the way of what the two of you had going.”
Her mouth twisted in a smile. “That was thoughtful, but your father needs more than that, more than me.”
I said nothing, and Mother filled the building silence.
“I’ve heard you and him talk about the old people you tended to at work.” She never called the fire department the job. “You always said people who lived to be old kept moving. They had a purpose to get up in the morning.”
I smiled and nodded. It was good to know Mother listened.
She stepped close with earnest sincerity and took my hand in both of hers. “Did you know he’s been talking about getting a job at Publix or Lowe’s just to have something to do?”
“There are worse things for him to do … like jumping off roofs while a bunch of Dixie Mafia rednecks are shooting at him.”
“He is not built for Publix, Logan, and you know it. Just like you are not built for Publix.”
I gazed back through the short hallway at the open bedroom door and recalled the joy he shared with his old buddies. We listened to several seconds of snoring, and I turned back to her. “What does that mean for you?”
Her smile fell. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Come on, Mother.” My voice climbed more than I intended. What do you think it means?”
Wounded pain flashed in her eyes. “That’s not fair, Logan. I came back and nursed him to health when it would have been easier to cling to someone else. Whatever else I’ve done, I’ve been loyal when it mattered most.”
I thought of the man I’d called Jimmy Connors, the man who’d been more than her tennis partner, who’d been only the latest in a series stretching decades. “Yeah, I guess you have.”
Mother shrank from me, her hands on her shoulders. “I thought we’d put that behind us.”
“Me too, sorry.”
I walked to the door, but she called to me. “I love him, Logan, but I am not his purpose for living.”
I recalled all the heated arguments with my ex-wife, Val, and how many times she’d said something similar. I tried to conjure the thought of giving up this job, for all of its horrors, but failed.
“That was hard to take after you grew up and left the house.” Mother’s voice trembled with restrained sobs. “I dealt with that. After all, your father was due to retire, and I’d have him home more. Then he retired and threw himself into a whole new career of long hours and sleepless nights. I understand why you hated me for what happened, but you weren’t left living here, Logan. You were off chasing your own career.” She left off “and destroying your own marriage.” But it echoed in the tense quiet of the single-wide. “You men with callings are hard men to love.”
“I know.” I had to push the words through a sudden melancholy that gripped my throat. “I’ll see what I can do.”






  
  STILL SAYING THE WRONG THINGS


Ididn’t sleep well that night. Too many thoughts about a career that seemed more and more behind me mingled with Mother’s harsh evaluation of father and son. 
“You men with callings are hard men to love.”
Mother wasn’t the apologetic type. So, her tacit admission sounded more like an accusation than an explanation to my guilty conscience.
My phone read 5:45 am.
The restless, unrewarding sleep was all I was getting on this night. I rose, dressed in shorts and T-shirt, and did a series of free weight exercises in the living room. I stepped out into a high-sixties morning that belied the eighty-something late-October high we’d face later. The run took most of an hour, and I’d finished my scalding shower by 7:30 am.
I worked the towel over a body that grew harder to keep toned with every passing year. My shower’s steam had fogged the mirror. I wiped it and cast a critical eye at my midsection. Was it getting flabby?
The scales said no, but time and gravity were undefeated.
My phone rang. I grinned at the number. “Hel-lo!”
“Hey, Dad.” It was Sadie.
“What’s up, girl?” I sandwiched the phone between my ear and shoulder and worked a white terrycloth around my waist. “You on the way to school?”
“Yeah.”
Her voice had a sulky resignation I understood well. “Christopher driving?”
“Yes.”
I’d been against the idea. Driving was dangerous enough for the general population. It was a thousand times worse for a rookie still learning to judge speed and distance and the mechanics of handling two thousand pounds of aluminum and steel. Doing it with another teen, especially a sister who might quarrel with him, increased that threat by an order of magnitude. But Val was an expert at leveraging her willingness to be the good parent to get her way.
“Well, don’t you give him a hard time and let him concentrate on driving.”
“Mother says the same thing.”
“She always was a smart lady.”
Sadie’s grunt cast an air of certainty only the experience of an adolescent could manage. “That’s not what you said last month.”
“I never talk bad about your mother.” I left off “to you.”
“Well, she said I had to ask you if I can go out this weekend.”
A cold serpent moved through my belly. I failed to curb the chill in my voice. “What were you wanting to do?”
Soft insecurity replaced the loud confidence that leaked from her voice. “Well, there’s this party …”
“Party?” My voice shifted from cool detachment to the edge of anger. “What kind of party?”
“Just friends of ours.”
Christopher’s distant voice called from the background. “It’s the Klines, Dad.”
“Christopher …” Sadie spoke through clenched teeth, her mousy lack of confidence turning into fiery anger.
Christopher and I shared an animus for the Klines, but I didn’t want the kids feuding among themselves. “You drive, Christopher. I have this.”
“Yeah, Christopher.” Sadie’s bratty tone pried at my nerves.
“Do you want to discuss this party, or do you want to practice your parenting skills?” She fell silent, and I ran a hand through my wet hair. When was this parenting thing going to get easier? “Will her folks be there?”
“Of course.” Her coy innocence cast a long shadow on the conversation.
“And Rob?”
Rob Tucker was Sadie’s almost-eighteen-year-old love interest.
“Rob?” Her whoever-do-you-mean voice had the opposite of its intended effect.
“Yeah, that college football quarterback you’re dating.” It was the wrong thing to say, but I wasn’t sure if a father raising a teenage girl could ever say the right thing.
“Rob is a senior. I’m a sophomore. He’s barely two years older.”
Rob was an almost-eighteen-year-old senior. Sadie was a fifteen-year-old sophomore, so it was closer to three, but I’d stepped on enough land mines for the morning. “I’ll talk to your mother and get back with you. No promises.”
“Thanks a lot, Dad.”
I didn’t strain myself listening for gratitude in her voice. “I love you.”
But she was gone.






  
  A REGULAR JOHN WAYNE


Iate scrambled eggs and toast at the kitchen table, catching up on social media. 
I watched several takes on the viral video of a motorcyclist hitting the back of a moving car at seventy miles per hour. He flipped over his handlebars and landed on the car in a surfer’s crouch with arms out. One influencer warned Peter Parker against betraying his secret identity. Another accused the rider of being a cat that had used all his spare lives in one throw. A third joked about him getting a thirty-six on a 6d6 agility roll.
I switched to the news and watched an old teammate cover a story that was putting Tampa on the national radar.
Allison Barber was a true crime influencer who lived in the Harbour Island Towers downtown. The public christened Allison Tampa’s First Daughter of True Crime after her coverage of a UT murder. The Darren Hill case broke open after years in the cold case files and went viral.
We’d worked together solving the years-old murder. The effort propelled her to fame and almost put me in the clink. But she’d been kind to me in her videos and gave me most of the credit I was due. That was more than I expected from most of our Fourth Estate.
I found her channel and clicked on the latest thumbnail: Allison’s face superimposed in the lower right corner of a junky-looking business. A sign over the sunbaked concrete block building read JJ’s Body Shop. The establishment stood well behind the eight-foot chain link fence. TPD had rolled the gate open, but crime scene tape barred entry.
A glance at the knot of detectives in the parking lot revealed familiar faces. TPD’s Javier Ramos read something over Marko Martinez’s shoulder. Marko wore a navy windbreaker made famous by FBI movies everywhere, but the gold lettering on his back was illegible at this angle. HCSO’s Rodrigo Flores stood at Martinez’s other shoulder, his forest-green polo and swarthy mustachioed face leaning in from the far side.
The headline read “Sulphur Springs Slayer or Bust.”
I clicked on the video. Eerie music sounded over a black screen. White block letters faded in: Wednesday, September 25th. 100 Block of East Bougainvillea Ave. 6:35 am. The words faded to black, and JJ’s Body Shop faded in. But this was a nighttime or early-morning pic. Outside security lights shined from the gable and a pole light. They illuminated the front of the building and the drive but cast deep wells of shadow under the parked cars, trees, and the yard’s edges.
The music faded, and Allison narrated the scene. “On September twenty-fifth of this year, members of the Sulphur Springs Task Force raided the business of this man.” The screen transitioned to dark devil eyes. It zoomed out to a gruff, bearded face that would’ve been at home on a Viking raider. The man’s posture, background height markers, and booking plate betrayed the pic as a mug shot. “Jeremy ‘JJ’ Jennings was developed as a person of interest by the task force after an undisclosed avenue of investigation pointed them in his direction.”
The scene changed to B-roll footage of the raid. She’d taken the cover pic from this roll, but none of the detectives showed themselves. “The details of what led them down this avenue are not known, but it was enough to merit a search. This might have you saying, ‘Well, they got a warrant.’ But that would not be the case. My sources now indicate that Jeremy Jennings is on probation, and waiving his Fourth Amendment rights was a condition of that probation.
“Those same sources tell me this technically legal search produced nothing of investigatory value. Worse, the Slayer’s third victim turned up on the banks of the Hillsborough River, just downstream from the famous Sulphur Springs tower.”
The scene cut to a stock photo of a crenellated, white lighthouse-like water tower known throughout the city. A wide shot looked east from the scene, gazed past the Florida Avenue Bridge traffic, and over the lush trees on the river’s right bank.
“Those same sources say witnesses found the body hours before police conducted their warrantless search. That was just over two weeks ago. Now, the taskforce has a press conference set for 6:15 pm tonight …”
My ringtone took Allison’s place. I read the name: Tim Harris, Esquire. “What’s up, Counselor?”
“You sound bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.”
I recalled the tossing and turning I’d done the night before. “Sounds can be misleading.”
He laughed. “Boy! Don’t I know it?”
“Whatchu need, Tim?”
“Can’t I call to check on my old pal Lo without needing something?”
I let a long, disbelieving silence fill the line.
“Alright,” he said, “I have a client who came to me asking for my help, but this is more your bailiwick than mine.”
I grinned at the word. “Bailiwick?”
His tone lost all levity. “I’m serious, Lo. They need some help, and I’m praying to God you can give it to them.”
“I’m listening.”
“Dave Brooks owns Brooks Electrical and AC on Florida. You know it?”
“No.”
He took a deep breath. “Well, it’s becoming something of an empire with a new storefront in Lutz and Temple Terrace, but his main shop’s on Florida Avenue south of the water tower. He lives on the river, blocks from the storefront.”
I almost pulled my phone back to look at the frozen screen. The balmy low 70s of the morning turned icy. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” said Tim. “His youngest daughter’s nineteen. She lives with him and his wife and helps out at the main office.”
I closed my eyes, hoping against the Fates that this wasn’t going where I thought it was.
Tim cleared his throat. “She left the house as usual Monday morning, and no one’s seen her since.”
I took a swallow of coffee to lubricate my throat. “And you want me to do what?”
“What do you think I want? What they want.”
“I just worked an ugly missing person’s case, Tim.”
“I heard. They say you saved that girl’s life.”
I tried to tell myself I’d done her a favor, but how long would her nightmares last when they hadn’t even slowed down for me?
Tim broke the morose silence. “Their daughter’s missing, Lo. What am I supposed to tell them?”
“Have they talked to the cops?”
“Of course they’ve talked to the cops.” His tone accused me of being ridiculous.
“And?”
“I don’t know if you’ve been keeping up on current events, but law enforcement’s been chasing a madman across the city. It has them pretty busy these days.”
“They’ve been chasing that madman across that very part of town, Tim. They found a fourth body blocks north of Waters. Or did you not know that?”
“Of course we know. But they just found that body, and Shiloh’s been missing three days … no body. That isn’t this guy’s MO, so they’re clinging to the hope that something else has gone wrong.”
I weighed the name and the note with which Tim used it. “You know her.”
“Of course I know her. Dave’s been my friend since he installed for Home Depot and took wiring jobs on the side.”
That gave me something to consider.
“Do you want me to tell them to give up on their girl? To leave it with the cops?”
I frowned out the window at Country Square Estates Mobile Home Park and wondered how many missing women or girls were out there at any given time. What had being their white knight done to my family? What was it still doing to them? “You men with callings are hard men to love.”
“No. I’ll meet ’em. You have an address?”
Victorious joy boomed through the line. “Lo, you’re a real American hero.”
I slid the yellow Post-it notes toward me and plucked a pen from the cup on the table. “Yeah, a regular John Wayne.”






  
  A HAPPY FAMILY


Sulphur Springs had once been an independent town north of Tampa. Vacationers had come south for its mineral springs and impressive arcade. But that was before Tampa overtook the bedroom community. 
Pollution spoiled the springs, and the city demolished the arcade to make a parking lot for the dog track. The state legislature closed the track in 2021, turning the onetime landmark into a glorified poker room.
I gazed out at the vast asphalt scar and lamented the tiny settlement that had once been Florida’s Coney Island. Today, the old borough had an earned reputation for being unsafe at night. The fire and police folks assigned to the area were some of the busiest in their respective departments. Many of the homes suffered from neglect. Crime was high and poverty real.
But, like much of Tampa, that story was complicated. The Hillsborough River ran through the old neighborhood. And the city’s gentrification reached its isolated waterfront enclaves but did little for most of the properties here.
The surface streets took me past fast-food restaurants, mom-and-pop auto shops, and a twenty-four-hour Amscot where able-bodied men congregated.
I sat at the traffic light, waiting to turn left onto southbound Florida Avenue. A Checkers and Subway stood to my right. Beyond that lay a collection of flowers, marking where the Slayer had dumped his fourth victim. The old water tower stood stark and white against a blue sky to my left. Brooks Electrical and AC hid in one of the strip centers beyond the river.
Beep! It came from the Hyundai behind me.
The light had changed. I offered an apologetic wave, checked for my green arrow, and eased into the intersection. My wave must not have impressed Mr. Hyundai. He swung around my car, and I glimpsed a gesture through the dark tint.
The tower passed by my left, and I crossed the bridge to one of those gentrified enclaves.
The Brooks family had erected their two-story Craftsman on a bend in the river. It hid behind a concrete block fence with a wrought iron gate. Spanish moss hung from the giant oaks that provided protection from the sun. Banana trees and other tropical brush lined the flagstone drive sloping down toward the river.
I buzzed the gate and identified myself. Steel cables winched the wheeled barrier open on the track.
I pulled up behind a pair of white vans marked Brooks Electrical & AC and a black Mercedes M between concrete pillars acting as the home’s stilts. The measure became code in the aftermath of the last couple hurricane seasons.
I killed the motor and stepped into a seventy-five-degree morning. The building humidity and cloudless sky promised low- to mid-eighties before the day was over, but it was a Godsend after the dog days of August.
The front door opened before I reached the top of the stairs. A handsome brunette with a page cut hanging to her shoulders stood in the doorway. Her weary smile and bloodshot caramel eyes spoke of long nights and countless tears. She should’ve been a pleasant forty-five, but events of the last week had aged her fifteen years.
“Mr. Walsh?”
“Yes, ma’am.” My calloused palm was sandpaper on her soft one.
 “I’m Sarah. Thank you for seeing us. Tim told us how busy you are.”
My gaze shrank from hers. “I agreed to come, but I’m not sure I can help. You understand?”
The ripple of pain that passed over the woman’s features accused me of kicking her, but she kept her voice strong. “Of course. Come in, David is anxious to meet you.”
She led me through a cozy foyer and past a stairway climbing to my right. I glimpsed my reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall and decided I looked worse than Sarah.
The vast living room beyond gazed west through a bay window, past a wood deck, at the river. The same yellow/white paint and blonde flooring from the foyer decorated this chamber, giving the home a uniform feel.
Two men stood on the Williams Sonoma rug in the floor’s center.
The older man stood in front of an immaculate white couch. He looked to be late forties or early fifties and had held up better than his wife. But the lines etched on his face had a fresh feel that said the last week had dug them deeper and wider. He’d combed his chestnut mane back from his forehead. The morose sag of his hickory eyes put the lie to the white smile he flashed.
The younger man stood by one of the two matching chairs. His frame edged north of six feet and was more ropey-lean than puny-slight. His mustache clashed with the pretty-boy good looks that brought thoughts of Sadie’s boyfriend. But this kid’s clothes came off the rack at Dillard’s rather than the golf pro shop. His fine corn-silk hair and cornflower eyes said he didn’t share DNA with either adult in the room.
The older man extended his hand. “Mr. Walsh? Dave Brooks. Thanks for seeing us.”
“My pleasure.”
The youth offered his hand. “Freddy Benson.”
Dave gestured at the open chair, and Sarah offered me coffee. I accepted both.
“I’m sorry to have to be here under these circumstances.” I glanced up at the second-floor mezzanine where soft voices echoed. “But Tim says”—I searched for her name—“Shiloh’s been missing for four days.”
“Yes.” Dave’s voice came from a living grave. “Since Monday.”
I nodded and dared not tell him how long ninety-six hours was in missing-person time. “Can you tell me about it?”
Dave cleared his throat, and I glimpsed the effort his facade was taking. “Shiloh likes to work at the shop.” He paused and offered a wistful smile. “She really enjoys working the phones and helping put out the fires that spring up. She works the front end, the back end, dispatching … whatever.”
I nodded him on.
“Well, I sometimes drop her off, but I had an early Town ’n’ Country job” He stopped to wrestle with an unfair memory and continued in a hoarse voice. “So I wasn’t with her that morning.”
Sarah brought the coffee in a Yosemite Sam coffee mug. “I added cream and sugar.”
I smiled my appreciation and spoke to Dave. “How long before she left did you leave?”
Sarah stepped back behind her husband’s right shoulder and answered for him. “Forty-five minutes to an hour.”
I pointed through the east wall. “And she was going to the Florida Avenue shop, right there?”
“That’s right,” the couple said together.
Freddy said nothing, so I brought him into the conversation. “How about you? Were you here?”
His self-effacing smile looked out of place on his pretty visage. His gaze shifted to behold a massive class ring with a faux ruby on his right hand. “No. I was home, getting ready for work. I have a condo by the school.”
“USF?” I said.
He nodded. The University of South Florida was in north Tampa by the hospital that once shared its name.
“Did you talk to her at all?”
His hesitation lasted only a heartbeat. “Just a good morning text. Nothing of substance.”
Sarah shifted in her stance. Her expression soured, but I turned back to Dave. “And she said nothing to you about stopping or plans?”
“No.” He stared through the rug at his feet, and I wondered how long he’d be able to hold it together.
I glanced back at Sarah.
She shook her head.
I looked into my notebook. “They found her car in the Temple Terrace Publix parking lot. That right?”
Nods all around the room.
“She know anyone out there?”
Headshakes.
Temple Terrace wasn’t so far, a mile or three up Busch Boulevard. I’d emailed asking that they have a packet with every piece of paper on Shiloh’s disappearance they could provide. I pointed at the manila envelope on the couch and asked if that was it.






  
  SKILLED LABOR IS EXPENSIVE LABOR


“Yes.” Dave handed over the packet. 
I opened the clasp and read through the papers. The Brookses gathered her cell phone and banking info and a list of friends. They added conversation notes with a TPD missing persons detective named Carol Shafer. It was good stuff.
They’d traced her cell phone north on Florida and east on Waters before losing the signal east of the old dog track. Pics of her burgundy 2020 Nissan Altima passing the traffic lights on Waters at Florida and again at Nebraska also lay in the file. A local store’s camera registered it as an out-of-focus blur. Shafer’s notes recorded that as the last sighting before the car turned up in Temple Terrace.
TPD found the phone broken in a gutter on Waters and Klondyke, which is the general location of the signal drop.
The car had no GPS, and TPD recovered footage from the Publix parking lot. Someone dumped it there at one the next morning, but the driver pulled a bicycle from the trunk and rode it away. The distance and darkness prevented a good look at the hoodie-wearing rider. Local cameras got nothing before he disappeared into the Riverhills subdivision and the trail went cold.
It wasn’t much to go on, but what was there painted an ominous picture.
Allison Barber had done a video breaking down the Slayer’s MO. He’d always picked his victims up in his car and never used their vehicle. She suggested two good reasons for this. Using and disposing of the victim’s car was a good way to leave trace evidence. It also avoided the embarrassing possibility of being pulled over by industrious cops who recognized the car.
Either way, it contributed to a bigger pattern this piece didn’t fit. Would he give that up on a whim? No reason appeared, but I was neither trained nor experienced in profiling psychopaths.
I let it go. The Brookses were hiring me to find their daughter alive. Dwelling on options where she was already dead was outside my operating zone. “How about drug usage and enemies? Did she have them? Is there anyone who might go through her to get to you?”
Seconds passed. The upstairs voices echoed down. They belonged to young males. The excited tenor and friendly competitive tone in their voices reminded me of how Christopher and I sounded when we played video games.
“No.” Dave’s voice moved from horrified shock to a man trying to convince himself. “I’m just an electrician who does AC work. I have competitors, but there’s plenty of work to go around. This is Florida, after all.”
I nodded and looked at Sarah. “No drugs?”
She shook her head with conviction. “No.”
I turned to Freddy. “How about you? Any drug or gambling issues?” I hesitated. “Broken hearts?”
His face glitched.
Sarah stiffened.
Dave shook his head in somber solidarity.
“No.” Freddy offered a nervous laugh. “I’m too busy to get into that kind of trouble. Just ask Pops.”
Pops.
Dave spoke with grave certainty. “Fred’s a straight arrow. He apprenticed with the company. He’s in line to get his own store if we keep growing this way. I can vouch for his character.”
Sarah wouldn’t meet my gaze.
I turned to different possibilities. “The kids?”
Dave answered. “They work at the store or hang out here.” He smiled and pointed toward the mezzanine. “Justin’s a world-champion video gamer. Della’s holding down the shop now, but she’s about to give us our first grandchild, so I’ll need to get her off her feet soon.”
“Congratulations.”
He smiled, but grief dimmed the light in his eyes.
Sarah put a hand on his shoulder.
Freddy looked down at his right hand, spinning that class ring with his left.
I had one last possibility to consider. “No chance she ran away?”
“No.” Dave spoke with a certainty and conviction that had been absent from previous answers. “Absolutely not. She was a treasured member of this family who loved us as much as we loved her. Something’s happened to her, Mr. Walsh, and she’s in trouble and in desperate need of your help.”
Sarah nodded from his side, her tearstained eyes burning with intensity.
Freddy still spun that ring.
“Okay.” I looked at Dave. “I have a standard contract: two fifty an hour plus reasonable expenses.”
He didn’t flinch. Tradesmen understood that skilled labor was expensive labor.
“I’m going to pull in an investigator to cover a couple of upcoming days. I’ll pay him out of your hourly fee, but I’ll have to charge him as an expense if we work together. Which we likely will come Monday, given our time constraints.”
The quote must’ve shocked Sarah. “Both of you? That’s a lot of money.”
I never enjoyed discussing money with grieving, desperate clients, but it was part of the job. “We’ve already lost several days, and I have commitments this weekend. Once I’m clear, I’ll want his help to make up for lost ground.”
“We’ll pay it,” said Dave.
A nod of professionals passed between us, and I turned to Sarah. “Can I see her room?”






  
  A DARK FIND


The men excused themselves for work. 
Sarah led me upstairs to the first bedroom on the left. She paused as if afraid she might interrupt but opened the door without knocking.
I hesitated in the hallway and glanced right at the two young men playing video games. They wore headsets, and both were engrossed in the scene before them.
Sarah noticed my gaze. “That’s our eighteen-year-old, Justin. He has class later today, so David gives him the day off.”
“And his friend?” I said.
“Michael lived down the street from us from when this place was a falling-down two-bedroom cottage. He just got back from his father’s out west.”
I nodded and followed her into a room you’d expect of a nineteen-year-old. A silky yellow duvet with lacy fringe covered the canopy bed. Decorative pillows piled on the head. A stuffed unicorn stood in the center of the collection.
The glossy white bed frame matched the bureau and nightstand. No clothes or other clutter marred the blonde wood floor. A shaggy white carpet lay under the bed. Framed pics of Shiloh with her family, her with Freddy, and Freddy by himself stood alone on the bureau’s dust-free top.
I snapped pics of the room and swiped a finger across the white enamel. It came back clean. “Did she leave it this way?”
“Shiloh is very fastidious.”
I nodded, opened the drawers, and took a few more pics. Neatly folded clothes looked up at me. No missing sections, no empty drawers.
The closet was in the same good order. The clothes hung with even spacing, no gaps, no missing bags or suitcases. I took more pics and gawked at a broad-brimmed white straw hat with a white veil. “Did she actually wear that?”
Sarah laughed. “She sure did. We went to Tampa Bay Downs one year to watch the Derby.”
“The Kentucky Derby?”
“That’s right,” she said. “David took us down to have Mint Juleps and watch the race on the big screen. Shiloh bought that hat and wore it all day.” Her smile faded as if remembering why we were here. “She wore it almost everywhere she went that summer.”
I nodded and felt guilty for stirring her memories that way, but there was more to ask. I pretended to look at Shiloh’s clothes but watched Sarah from the corner of my eye. “So when are she and Freddy to be married?”
Her back grew stiff in my peripheral vision. “Next August.”
I turned and looked at her. “You must’ve been delighted, someone so close to the family.”
Her expression was more grimace than smile. “He and David are close.”
I took a step toward her and cast a glance at the empty hallway beyond her left shoulder. “But not you. You don’t seem to care much for Freddy.”
Sarah offered a rueful smile. “Is it that obvious?”
I shrugged. “I’ve been in this business for a while.”
“Freddy’s not a bad kid, I guess.” Her tone wasn’t convincing. “He means well, I think. But his heart’s not in this relationship.”
“What”—I almost said did—“does Shiloh think?”
Sarah shrugged. “She sees what she wants to sometimes. Kinda like her father.”
“So Dave’s all-in on this marriage.”
“She could tell him she was pregnant, and he’d be delighted, as long as it was Freddy’s.”
I recalled the way Dave had comforted his would-be son-in-law during the interview. “Could someone else come up pregnant with Freddy’s baby?”
Fire flashed through her eyes, and I regretted the phrasing. “I hope not.”
The obvious question demanded asking. “Any chance Freddy had something to do with Shiloh’s disappearance?”
Sarah shook her head. “No. He’s in over his head with Shiloh, but it’s all because of David and what their relationship means to him.”
“You’re saying his relationship with your husband has him trapped in a situation he might not want to be in with Shiloh. But that’s also why you think he’d never hurt her to get out of it?”
“Exactly.”
The logic held water, but I’d seen people do crazier things to get out of that kind of predicament.
I stepped past Sarah, rifled through Shiloh’s nightstand. A retainer case, notepad, and loose pens were all the top drawer held. I pulled out the pad and studied the paper: no writing, no imprints.
I closed the drawer and let out a defeated sigh.
I got on all fours to look under the bed. It was bare, but something lay on the floor beyond. I rose, walked around the bed, and snapped a pic of the stuffed figure leering up from the floor.
I stooped and picked it up. The creepy doll jingled, and a shadow fell over the room’s bright innocence.
A stuffed clown with a white face and black stars around its amber eyes gazed up from my grip. A wrinkled pug nose above the yellow-toothed smile turned the figure’s expression into a snarl. His purple-and-black patchwork tunic hung over black-and-white striped pantaloons and purple clown shoes. His three-pointed jester hat sported a jingle bell on each point.
A shiver ran across my shoulders. I snapped a close-up pic and proffered the demonic clown to Sarah. “This Shiloh’s?”
Her expression reflected my misgivings. “No.”
“Are you sure?”
Sarah extended her arms to the room’s white decor and yellow bedspread. “What in this room would go with that thing?”
I looked back at the malevolent face. “Absolutely nothing.”
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Sarah led me back into the corridor. 
I paused at the opposite doorway and studied the two youths.
Neither saw me because the TV hung in the opposite corner of the gloomy chamber. They’d closed the blinds and pulled blackout curtains over a pleasant neighborhood view. A faint smell of fried food filled the room, but I couldn’t pinpoint the source.
The youth on the bed wore a Kansas City Chiefs shirt over grey sweatpants. Blond streaks highlighted a thick carpet of unruly cocoa hair that had seen more gel than shampoo in the last week. He focused on a split screen of soldiers fighting in a tropical jungle, his body jinking and jerking in coordination with the nimble fingers on his control pad.
His partner sat in a folding canvas Batman chair with his back to me. The youth had washed and combed the shoulder-length jet hair in the last two days. It flowed from under a back-turned death metal hat with an out-of-place pin featuring a blue-green cartoon beaver. He moved with the same herky-jerky motions as his host.
My secondhand gamer experience decided they were playing co-op and were winning. We watched until the boys completed their mission, and I could have their undivided attention.
I glanced at Sarah for guidance.
“Justin? Michael? This gentleman would like a moment of your time.”
The boys turned as one.
Justin gazed with naked-eyed wariness.
His friend’s wire frame glasses reflected the corridor lighting back at me.
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