

    
        
          Redemption in the Alley

        

        
        
          Susan Hart

        

        
          Published by Susan Hart, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      REDEMPTION IN THE ALLEY

    

    
      First edition. August 3, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Susan Hart.

    

    
    
      Written by Susan Hart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Redemption in the Alley

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Sign up for Susan Hart's Mailing List

Further Reading: Knitting In Willow Creek

About the Publisher


Redemption in the Alley

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


Brian Hastings once had a face that commanded respect and a name that opened doors, at least in the precinct and among certain less reputable circles. Now, after the incident—he never called it anything else—he had a face that made people look away and a name that had disappeared into the background hum of the city. 

He spent most days in dive bars, drifting from one cracked vinyl booth to another, or, when the mood struck, in whatever alley offered the right combination of shadow and rain-slicked concrete. It was in one such alley, behind the Flora’s Diner just off 17th, that Susan Evans stumbled upon him.

Susan had a voice like warm honey and a habit of being late to everything: Classes, meetings, even her own birthday parties. She was trying to take a shortcut home from her shift at the clinic when she saw the crumpled shape at the edge of a dumpster. At first, she thought he was dead. She hesitated, then nudged his boot with the toe of her sneaker.

He groaned, rolled over, and looked up at her with a glassy stare. “Don’t steal my shoes,” he muttered, then passed out again.

Susan had been raised by grandparents who survived the war, a pair who believed you didn’t leave a person worse than you found them. She managed—though it took more effort than she admitted later—to get Brian to his feet and half-carry, half-drag him back to the apartment she shared with two cats and a collection of failed succulents.

The first night, Brian slept on her couch, shivering under a faded quilt. The next morning, he woke up and tried to leave, but the cats were on his lap and Susan was in the kitchen frying eggs and humming along to Billie Holiday. 

He stayed.

He showered. 

He shaved off the stubble and even let Susan buzz the longer hair away, leaving him looking—if not respectable—then at least intentional.

The clothes he wore came from a cardboard box in Susan’s closet, things her father had left behind before he disappeared into his own version of the city’s shadows. The pants were a little short, the shirts a bit tight in the shoulders. Brian wore them anyway, rolling the sleeves and cuffs as needed. Susan didn’t seem to mind. She had a pragmatic streak: If the shirts fit around the chest and didn’t smell of mildew, they were good enough for company.

For weeks, Brian and Susan shared the apartment like distant relatives forced together by some cosmic accident. She went to her classes and clinic shifts, he found odd jobs—cleaning up after the night crowd at Flora’s, running errands for the building’s super, walking dogs for neighbors on the third floor. At night, they watched old cop shows and drank the cheap coffee Susan insisted on buying in bulk.

Bit by bit, Brian started talking again. At first, it was just the basics. “Could you pass the salt?” Or, “Do you have any more of that peanut butter?” But Susan was patient, listening without pushing, and eventually he started telling stories. Not all of them were true, she suspected, but she learned to enjoy the way Brian’s eyes lit up when he reached the punch line. Sometimes he’d lapse into long silences, staring at the window, but Susan just let him sit, putting a mug of coffee next to his elbow when she passed by.

One evening, Susan came home to find Brian perched at her tiny kitchen table, scribbling on notecards and muttering to himself.

“What’s all this?” she asked, glancing at the pile in front of him.

“Just... thinking,” Brian said, not meeting her eyes.

She set down her backpack and leaned against the counter. “Thinking about what?”

He hesitated. “About getting back into the business.”

Susan blinked. “The business?”

Brian nodded. “Detective work. I used to be good at it. Hell, I was the best, until...” He trailed off, eyes unfocused for a moment.

She waited, letting the silence stretch, then said softly, “Until what?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, shaking his head. “What matters is, maybe I could try again. Start small. Help people. I owe you that much, for taking me in.”

Susan smiled, a slow, genuine curve of her mouth. “You don’t owe me anything. But if you want to give it another shot, I’ll help however I can.”
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That night, Brian opened up his old email account and posted an ad in the local classifieds: “Private Investigator. Discreet. Reasonable rates. No job too small.” He didn’t expect much, but by morning he had three responses. Two were obvious scams. The third, though, was from a woman on the east side, asking for help with a missing person.

Brian stared at the message for a long time. He thought about deleting it, but Susan, reading over his shoulder, placed a gentle hand on his arm.

“You should do it,” she said.

He agreed to meet the client at a corner bakery. He dressed in the best of Susan’s dad’s clothes and even bought a new notebook for the occasion. The woman—Lydia—was thin and nervous and chain-smoked through their entire conversation. Her brother had vanished two weeks ago. She’d already tried the police, who shrugged and told her maybe he’d just run off to start over.

Brian’s first instinct was to agree with the cops. But something about Lydia—the quaver in her voice, the way she clutched a battered photograph—made him believe there was more to the story. He took her case.

Susan helped him make flyers. She drove him to the addresses Lydia provided, waiting in the car while Brian canvassed block after block. He asked questions, pieced together timelines, even broke into an abandoned office building where the brother had last been seen. He got his lip split open by a security guard. Susan patched it up with butterfly bandages and a shot of whiskey.

After four days, Brian found Lydia’s brother holed up in a flophouse, alive but heavily in debt to a neighborhood loan shark. The reunion was tearful and awkward, but genuine. Lydia tried to pay Brian, but he refused. When she pressed, Susan stepped in and accepted a box of homemade cookies instead.

Word got around. The cases trickled in—lost pets, suspected cheaters, and one memorable week spent tracking down a stolen parrot. Brian moved with more purpose, shoulders squared and gaze steady. He even started taking his coffee black again.

One night, as Susan was grading papers on the couch, Brian sat across from her, watching the city lights outside the window. “You know,” he said, “I never thought I could feel useful again.”

She didn’t look up from her stack of essays. “You’re more than useful, Brian.”

He let that settle, the warmth of the words lapping at the edges of his self-doubt.

His first assignment seems straightforward: A wealthy businessman suspects his wife of infidelity and hires Brian to gather evidence. However, as Brian delves deeper, he discovers the wife's supposed lover is tied to a criminal organization with far-reaching influence. 

The case takes a dangerous turn when Brian realizes that the businessman is less interested in proof of an affair than in eliminating his wife’s lover. This revelation complicates matters, especially when the criminals become
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