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Chapter One
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I was anticipating lunch, but it was only 11:42, and my hours are 9:00 to 12:00 and 1:00 to 5:00. Good business means keeping your word, so I’m careful to observe the standards I set for myself.

While I dug around in my desk for a mini Hershey bar to tide me over, the door to the outer office opened and closed. Walk-ins aren’t that common for private investigators, and I cringed as I looked down at my rumpled khakis and elderly t-shirt. Mom always says I should dress as if I expect clients every day, because first impressions are very important. My counterargument is that I can’t stand to spend eight hours with a shirt buttoned to my Adam’s apple and a tie like a noose around my neck.

As a compromise, Mom made me something called a dickey. Cutting the front out of a crisp, white shirt, she glued the neck onto a plastic headband from the dollar store. To that she tacked a conservative blue and gray necktie, slicing it in the back and basting the ends under the shirt collar. When I hear the door in the anteroom open, I slide the dickey around my neck, slip on a navy blazer I keep draped over the back of my chair, and change my look in seconds. Today Mom’s creation covered a Hoobastank t-shirt with a stain center front, probably chocolate sauce from last night’s dessert.

“I’ll be right out,” I called, checking a small mirror on the wall to be sure the jacket covered the edges of the dickey. Looking like a competent professional, I went out to impress my unknown visitor.

Visitors. A boy and a girl stood side by side a few feet back from the empty reception desk. Someday there will be a secretary out there, but for now I have only part-time help, a criminal justice major named Bobby who works most afternoons for real-life crime-solving experience.

The boy was husky and about sixteen, and he kept his gaze focused on the floor a little to my right. The girl was eight or nine and stunningly pretty, with lots of dark hair, dark eyes, and the facial symmetry mankind interprets as beautiful, no matter what other standards are applied. She did a head-to-toe scan, and I felt measured, like back in middle school when they chose sides for Dodgeball.

Figuring a parent had dropped them off at the entrance and then gone to park the car, I prepared to engage in a few minutes of chatter. “Hello, there. I’m Max Dunham. Who are you?”

I looked at the boy as I spoke, but it was the girl who answered. “I’m Della Street, and this is Paul Drake. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Dunham.”

Playing games with the detective? “I’ve seen Perry Mason, kiddo. Those are characters created by Erle Stanley Gardner.”

Her face pinched. “We’re aware that our aliases are transparent, but we prefer to operate anonymously until we decide if you can be trusted.”

That was a mouthful for a person not yet four feet tall. I listened for parental footsteps in the hallway. Nothing. “Is someone else coming?”

“No.” While I assimilated that, the girl went on. “We’re here to offer a business proposition.” Her tone suggested I’d be an idiot not to consider it. I coughed into my fist, hiding a smile. Her manner was pompous, but it was hard not to forgive someone with dimples that cute.

“I’m listening.”

For a second she seemed unsure how to proceed. Clearing her throat she said, “Your website is very professional.”

“Thanks. My m—I have a woman who helps with stuff like that.” Wondering what two kids wanted with a detective, I’d already come up with several possibilities I wouldn’t be interested in. Cheating at school. Anonymous insults on Twitter. A stolen cell phone. I turned again to the boy, believing he’d better understand my argument. “I’m a homicide specialist. Homicide means—”

“We know what it means.” It was the girl again. “You’re an expert on murder, and that’s what we want.” She glanced at her companion. “Paul and I are interested in hiring a hitman.”

I paused, wondering how a quiet Monday had turned into a pair of underage clients in search of a killer. I’d unlocked the door at 9:00 a.m., as usual, noting with satisfaction the lettering on the glass door.

AAA Investigations

Max Dunham, Homicide Specialist

It read backwards to me, but the message is for people coming in, not the guy looking out. Three A’s makes my business come up early in alphabetical listings. The specialty is included to discourage those with cheating wives or deadbeat husbands from seeking my services.

I was going on vacation at the end of the week. Wanting to leave with a clear desk and an untroubled mind, I’d spent most of the morning doing final reports for recent clients. Since I’m not yet proficient with my business software, it took a while to get the information in the right slots. Printing the financial detail pages, I called attention to the amounts owed with a yellow highlighter and addressed the envelopes. I send online bills too, but a sheet of paper in a person’s hands demands action.

With that done, I was free, except for testifying in an upcoming trial. Once I’d done my bit to convict a certain creep of murdering his business partner, I could exchange Michigan’s winter for a Mexican beach, where I’d sip cold beer and search for Ms. Right-for-Right-Now.

I hadn’t told my parents about the trip, for reasons many sons of snowbirds will understand. If I even mention getting away from Detroit, Mom and Dad assume I’m dying to come to their condo in Florida and hang with them. That means a week in a dinky spare bedroom, playing pickle-ball with a bunch of retirees, and hearing them preach that millennials don’t understand what life’s all about. Better, I figured, to casually mention it when I returned, with a bewildered comment: I’m sure I told you I was going, Mom.

I also had a plan for lunch. An unusually bright February sun had shone through the window since ten, and the parking lot below turned from frosty gray, which meant ice, to a darker tone that indicated melting. A little Greek restaurant a few blocks from my building has good food and a friendly atmosphere. Over their chicken salad special, I’d engage in meaningless banter with people who aren’t in crisis. I like my job, but sometimes a guy needs a break from ranting and/or sobbing clients.

All that to say that if these kids had arrived fifteen minutes later, I wouldn’t have had to sit there and try to look un-shocked when the girl requested my help finding and hiring a hitman.

Before responding to the prospect of making someone dead, I assessed the visual clues my visitors presented. Under winter coats they wore school uniforms, navy pants with deep red sweaters over white shirts. The boy looked like he’d slept in his, but the girl could have served as an ad for whatever private school they attended. They both wore oxford shoes, but hers looked new while his appeared to have made a stroll through a landfill. Neatness and the lack of it aside, their coloring and features matched. They were almost certainly brother and sister.

The girl was in that rounded stage that precedes the growth spurts of adolescence. Her hair curled around her heart-shaped face in spirals that hinted attempts to tame it were useless. She had a confident, almost snotty, air, but in her eyes was a hint of anxiety, as if she hoped I was what she was seeking but feared I wouldn’t be.

When the silence stretched for too long, I said, “You want me to connect you with a killer.”

“Please.” It was a command, not a request. She waited expectantly, lips tight and chin raised a little.

I turned to the brother, interested to see his reaction, but he stared at the floor, face blank. At his sides, his hands clenched and unclenched as if he wished he were somewhere else. How aware was he of their reason for coming? Was he brain-damaged? Learning disabled? Two burdens he carried hinted he was prepared for a hike, perhaps to Katmandu. A knapsack on his back bulged in odd directions. The outside mesh pockets revealed ear buds, a water bottle, a flashlight, and one of those king-size Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. Hanging from the straps were colorful decorations, some woven, some beaded. Southwestern art, maybe Navaho. If that wasn’t enough to carry around, he’d slung a gym bag over one shoulder. It was plain black, with none of the tacked-on personality of the backpack, but a Bosca logo revealed it hadn’t come from Target.

Sis was neat, sharp-eyed, and verbal. Brother was sloppy, unsure, and silent. I was reminded of those side-by-side pictures in magazines: Do this. Don’t do that.

When the girl cleared her throat impatiently, I realized it was my turn to speak. “Why do you want to hire this...person?”

“We need someone eliminated.” She licked her lips. “While we’re not experienced in such things, we have some ideas as to methodology.” A shifting of the boy’s feet caused her to look down at her hands. “Not right away, of course. When we get to the planning stage.”

My tongue felt dry, and I realized my mouth had been hanging open. “You have ideas on how to kill someone.” If I sounded lost, I was.

She took my comment for encouragement. “Did you know that the first Duke of Clarence was drowned in a barrel of wine?”

“In wine.”

“Malmsey, to be exact.” She sniffed once. “My brother favors using traditional methods, but since we only plan to do this once, I lean toward something historically interesting.” Recognizing she’d strayed from her purpose, she got back to business. “We’re aware that your calling is investigating murders rather than committing them, but we suppose that crime detection brings you into contact with the type of person who might help with our project.” She folded her hands at her waist. “We’re asking you to serve as go-between, at a price you’ll find attractive.”

“Um, look.” I addressed my argument to the boy, but I swear it wasn’t male chauvinism. It simply didn’t seem right to discuss murder for hire with a pre-adolescent who should have been home watching Trollhunters. Though the boy wasn’t an adult, he was a lot closer to it. “I’m not sure what I can do for...” Could I call them children to their faces? “...Um, minors.”

“We’re offering one hundred thousand dollars for the work.” The girl’s volume rose a tone, hinting she wasn’t pleased at being ignored. “If you provide a name that results in an arrangement, you’ll receive ten thousand for your contribution.” She paused, and I suspected I was supposed to take out my list of killers and start looking for a likely prospect. Instead, I stood mute, unable to decide if I was dreaming or she was joking or what. It went on like that for maybe twenty seconds, the kids waiting expectantly while I opened my mouth several times, attempting to form a reply. I even raised my index finger once to signal that communication was imminent. In the end, it wasn’t.

When it became obvious I was without an appropriate response, the girl spoke again. “Ten thousand dollars for a name and a phone number, Mr. Dunham. That’s easy money.”

Still flummoxed, I took a tangential approach. “You have a hundred thousand to spend on this?”

With the air of one who realizes negotiations have come to a critical juncture, the girl extended a palm toward the boy. Sliding the gym bag off his shoulder, he opened the zipper enough to show me what was inside. “A stack of hundred-dollar bills a half-inch high equals ten thousand dollars,” she informed me. “Five stacks five inches high makes a hundred thousand. One extra for your finder’s fee. All cash. No record.”

Forcing myself to ignore more money than I’d ever seen in one place before, I focused on the impossibility of their proposal. “You can’t hire someone to kill someone. It’s—”

“It’s done all the time,” Little Not-Della-Street interrupted. “While we know we could get it done for less, we require expertise and a quick turnaround.” I imagined the girl bent over a thesaurus, looking up the words she’d need to convince me they were serious about murder and mature enough to cut a deal with a killer.

Serious I bought. Mature, not so much. Gesturing toward the inner doorway I said, “Will you step into my office? I think this matter requires further discussion.”

A glance at her brother hinted Not-Della thought she’d won some previous argument. With what I interpreted as patient forbearance, Not-Paul gestured for her to precede him. Okay, he was aware of what was going on. I wasn’t sure if that was reassuring or twice as scary.

As he passed through the doorway, an odor that was hard to describe wafted toward me. I tried to keep the revulsion from showing on my face, but the boy smelled. Bad.

My office is classy. Mom found a real walnut desk at Goodwill that she calls a “statement piece,” meaning it sets a serious tone. It’s kind of ornate, and a little big for a twelve-by-fifteen room, but it’s in good shape, with only one gouge near the right front corner, and my Detroit Pistons paperweight hides that. Behind it are bookshelves we stained dark to match the desk and filled with impressive-looking hardbacks found at resale shops. (I don’t read much, but Mom says books add atmosphere.) The only window overlooks the parking lot and a loading dock at the warehouse next door, so Mom made curtains from fabric she found on the discount table at Michael’s Arts & Crafts. I wasn’t thrilled with the pea green background scattered with turquoise fruit, but at the Salvation Army Store, she found a half-dozen ceramic pieces in turquoise (an apple, a pear, a bunch of grapes, and a banana). Once she set them here and there on the bookshelves, the fruity curtains didn’t look so out of place. For client seating, she found wooden straight chairs at St. Vincent de Paul, stained them dark too, and recovered the seats with the same fabric as the curtains.

Stopping inside the doorway, the girl took a long look. “Did you do this?” An instant later she rephrased. “I mean, did you do your own decorating?”

“Um, no. I had a woman come in.”

“But you’re okay with medieval furniture and fruit? It’s—” She stopped, winced as if something hurt, and ended with, “It’s interesting.”

A few times before I’d had the feeling my office was wrong somehow, but no one had ever said it out loud. “Please, sit down.”

The guest chairs were near the front of the desk, but the boy pulled his into a corner before sitting. “My brother likes his back to a wall,” the girl said. “Wild Bill Hickok was the same, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“I’ve heard that.”

The girl pulled her feet up onto her own chair and set her elbows on her knees. “One day the only empty chair at the poker table faced away from the door. Hickok sat there and was killed soon afterward by a single shot to the head.”

“Interesting.” I returned to the business at hand. “I’m going to be honest with you. Private investigators don’t recommend killers for hire.”

“We understand you can’t advertise it as one of your services,” Not-Della said loftily, “but you must know one who hasn’t been caught yet.”

“I would never be involved in something like that.”

“What if a person needs killing? What if you looked at it as...” She paused to frame the argument. “...a public service?” When I said nothing, she added, “You’d provide us with assistance that’s necessary, even vital. We could give you the money as a sort of ...humanitarian award.”

I shook my head. “Sweetheart, good people don’t kill other—”

Before I knew it, she was out of her chair, leaning over my desktop, and shaking a finger under my nose. “I—am—not—your—sweetheart!”

Reaching out, the brother put a hand lightly on her arm. For a moment, we all froze. I breathed. She breathed. I assume the brother breathed, though I was afraid to take my eye off her in case she tried to brain me with my own paperweight.

“I’m sorry,” she finally said through clenched teeth. “We’re under a great deal of strain.” Pushing her hair back, she sat down on the chair again and went on in an even tone. “We don’t assume you’re in favor of hired killers, Mr. Dunham.” She put a hand on the edge of my desk. “I assure you; this is a matter of life and death.”

As she spoke, the boy raised his eyes to mine for the first time, and the impression I’d formed of his intelligence changed dramatically. The kid was no Neanderthal. He was alert, aware, and every bit as convinced of the necessity of their mission as she was.

Leaning back in my chair, I struggled to decide how to proceed. While there was no way I’d agree to their proposal, I knew what would happen if I said that aloud. Detroit has scores of investigators, and these two could be making their pitch in some other P.I.’s office in less than twenty minutes. Would the next guy say no? He might take the hundred thousand and leave town. He might recommend an actual hit man. For that much money, he might even do the job himself. In any of those scenarios, the kids could end up in big trouble.

I could have sent them on their way with a stern warning, telling them how dangerous it was to go around offering large sums of money to strangers, but there was something about them, a combination of smarts and innocence. If these kids had an adult who could give them guidance, they wouldn’t have come to me.

“Tell me about this person I’m supposed to kill.” Seeing a joyous glint in the girl’s eyes, I raised my hands, palms out. “I am not agreeing to anything, but I’d like to hear your reasons.”

“I can give you a general picture,” she cautioned, “but I will withhold real names until the three of us reach an agreement.”

“Fine.”

Clearing her throat, she began, “My brother and I had wealthy parents who are now dead. Being minors, we were assigned a guardian.”

“How did your parents die?”

She glanced at Not-Paul, who gave a nod of consent. “Our mother was killed by a crocodile, specifically, a female black caiman.”

“Oh, for—” I let out a disgusted breath. “Did Ernie Baker send you here to prank me?”

She turned to her brother. “I told you he wouldn’t believe that part.” To me she said, “No one ever does.”

The boy spoke for the first time, his voice flat and deep. “’S true.”

That gave me a place to start. Hiding my movements behind the desk, I took out my phone and opened Safari. “Where did this happen?” Typing and scrolling with my thumb, I looked for an article that matched what she’d said. It was surprising how much stuff there was about crocodiles, and I tried to appear to be listening to the girl’s slightly long-winded explanation as I skimmed headlines.

“In the Amazon River Basin of Peru. You’re probably aware that humans have a terrible effect on the Rainforest. Our parents made it their mission to document...”

As the girl caught me up on ecological concerns in South America, I found a news item that matched. A decade ago, an American woman named Amy Gage had died in a crocodile attack in Peru. A photo from happier times showed her with her husband, son, and an infant slung across her chest in a length of brightly colored cloth. The man’s chin-length hair exhibited the same wildness as the girl’s did. The son, without doubt the boy now seated in a corner of my office, stood in front of his dad, his expression sober, his skin as brown as the top of my desk.

“What organization did your parents work for?”

“They worked independently. Funding wasn’t an issue for them.”

The headline confirmed it: Heiress and Scientist Amy Gage Dead at 38. The text described the tragic event, a blow to the woman’s family and environmentalists around the world. Gage had become a leading voice in the fight against creeping industrialism and the destruction of natural areas, the author claimed. She leaves behind husband and fellow scientist Raymond and two children, Peter and Lucy. Gage’s father, Wilfred Corrick, was a wealthy industrialist who left his entire fortune to his only daughter. Her life’s work, Amy believed, was “reversing the damage to our planet that men like my father are responsible for.”

I suspected that Amy Gage would have resented the term heiress included prominently in her death announcement. She might have been especially peeved that it came before scientist in the headline. Judging from the girl’s reaction to being called sweetheart, Little Apple hadn’t fallen far from Mother Tree.

For the record: There’s nothing wrong with feminists, but when dealing with them, a guy likes to be aware.

At the bottom of the article was a head shot of Amy Gage. Except for the fact that Amy had poker-straight hair, it was like looking at not-Della twenty years from now.

“So your names are Peter and Lucy Gage, and you grew up in the boonies.” They looked shocked for a moment, but then Lucy glanced at Peter, resigned.

“What are boonies?”

“The boondocks.” No response. “Areas outside civilization.”

“Boonies.” Blinking, she filed the unfamiliar term away. “We’ll leave the discussion of what civilization means for another time, but yes. Until recently, we lived with our father among Amerindians who call themselves the Yarru.”

I almost blurted out, Was your father nuts? but caught myself. Kids love Mom and Dad, no matter how weird they are. “Why did your parents decide to raise you in the Amazon jungle?”

“Mom explains it better than I can, if you don’t mind taking a few minutes to watch a video.” Intrigued, I agreed. Lucy took out her phone, did some navigating, and set it on the desk before me. A plump woman appeared in an office background. The time stamp at the bottom of the screen said it was December 19, 2011. Introducing herself as an associate professor of anthropology at Tufts University, the woman explained that her guest for the day was Doctor Amy Gage, half of an environmentalist couple living with a primitive tribe in South America.

The host apologized in advance for the poor, somewhat jerky, quality of the video, explaining that Dr. Gage’s location was remote. After a few seconds, the woman I’d seen in the newspaper article appeared on screen. Seated on a fallen log, she appeared blurry and slightly distorted from the camera angle. Despite the odd up-slant, her casual clothing, blunt-cut hair, and lack of cosmetic enhancements, Amy Gage was gorgeous.

The interviewer started with, “Doctor Gage, can you tell our viewers how you and your family came to live in the Amazon River Basin?”

Gage smiled. “Ray and I met at the University of Michigan, where I studied environmental science and he majored in anthropology. We’re concerned about the effects of modernization on indigenous groups and how the earth is being harmed, perhaps beyond redemption, by human activity. Ray’s roommate came to Ann Arbor from Peru, and he told us how the nation’s uncontacted tribes, who live closer to nature than anyone else on earth, suffer when interlopers trespass on their lives. The more we learned, the more we believed that someone from the outside should provide first-hand reports about what was happening. Society has much to learn from these people, and it’s outrageous that governments allow incursions into primitive areas solely for profit.”

“Can you be specific?” the interviewer asked.

“Some countries allow their own laws protecting sensitive areas to be ignored in the name of business. Others refuse to enact any laws at all. Interlopers ruin land the tribes have occupied for centuries. They bring in diseases aboriginal people have no immunity to. And they treat native lives, beliefs, and practices as if they don’t matter.”

“You decided to document these things.”

“Yes.”

“How did you get an uncontacted tribe to let you join them?”

“The Peruvian I mentioned sent a message to the tribe’s headman, explaining that we’d like to spend a year, possibly two, with them. The information we gather, air and water testing and observations of tribe members’ health and stress levels, will be used to convince outsiders to leave the Yarru and tribes like them alone.”

The interviewer frowned. “Doesn’t the act of contacting a tribe mean you’re not leaving them alone?”

“We understand that is a concern,” Gage said, “but it’s essential to show the world the value of these unique societies.”

“So you and your husband now live with this tribe.”

“Our children as well.” Her smile revealed pride. “Lucy was born here, so she’s considered a full member of the tribe.”

“How are you educating them in such primitive conditions?”

“The Yarru understood that we would bring modern devices with us, to support our work. The headman, Grandfather Tama, put the question of how our equipment would be handled to his people, since all tribal decisions are made by mutual consent. They agreed to allow our ‘magical things’ if we keep them as private as possible.” Gage grinned. “That’s why I’m out in the middle of nowhere right now.”

“Surely they see your computers and cell phones.”

“Their reaction is to look away.” Gage chuckled. “When we take photos, we mostly get silhouettes and backsides.”

The interviewer’s tone turned condescending. “That’s common, I’m told. They fear being captured by unfamiliar gods.”

Gage’s expression turned cool, like the disapproving glare Lucy had already turned on me several times. “It’s equally likely the Yarru sense what too much technology can do to the soul.”

The interviewer chose to be diplomatic. “I’m sure you’re right. Now, tell us about your lives there in the Rainforest.”

“We do whatever tribe members do, from foraging for food to paying homage to their gods. The only difference is that we occupy a hut separate from the communal one the tribe members share. What we do in our living space is up to us, but outside it, we are Yarru.”

“You feel you’re gaining valuable information about these people?”

“Oh, yes. This society is as worthy of respect as any other.”

“And how do you spread their message to the outside world?”

“I talk with people like you, who help us publicize the plight of indigenous people. We publish monthly impact statements on the effects industrial, commercial, and even public sector projects have on the tribe’s environment. And we document and report incursions onto tribal lands.”

“You and your husband work together on these reports?”

“We do, though he leaves the personal appearances to me.” Amy’s gaze flickered to the side, and I pictured the other Doctor Gage waiting somewhere off-camera.

The interviewer’s chunky jewelry rattled softly as she moved in her chair. “How do you manage to communicate in the middle of the jungle?”

“With solar-powered batteries and generators, we can connect to the outside world via satellites. It isn’t always easy, due to the canopy, the terrain, and of course, the rainy season.”

The interviewer glanced upward, probably at a clock. “Doctor Gage, we appreciate your sharing your experiences with our audience.”

Gage thanked the woman graciously, and the screen went blank.

“Amazing,” I said. “Your mother was—” I almost commented on Amy’s beauty but changed to “...well-spoken.”

“That’s all we have left of her,” Lucy said. “A few months later, she was dead.”

“What happened?”

“She was taking a water sample, and a child waded into the river to watch. He got too close to a caiman’s nest, causing the creature to attack. Seeing the animal coming, Mom managed to toss the boy onto the bank, but that left her in its path. Before help could reach her, she was gone.”

“It sounds like a dangerous place for two kids to grow up.”

That got me a cold stare. “I understand there’s a city near here where drinking water was sometimes fatal to children. That went on for years.”

“The Flint water crisis isn’t a great example of American ingenuity,” I admitted. “How old were you when your mom died?”

“Almost two.”

“Why did you stay in Peru?”

“We think Dad felt close to Mom there. Peter says that for a while he talked about coming back to the U.S., but after a year or so, he stopped even mentioning it.” Lucy shrugged. “We were quite happy there.”

That surprised me. “Did you know what life is like here?”

“Oh, yes. We could watch news, TV shows, and videos whenever we chose. Nothing we saw made us eager to leave the tribe.”

“Until something happened to your dad.”

“He was killed by poachers.” Peter made an admonitory sound, and Lucy rephrased. “We think he was. When they found his...body, the animals had gotten there first, so it was hard to tell exactly how he died.” Her voice took on an angry note. “But he didn’t just collapse out there. We think—” She glanced at Peter. “I think Dad was filming a poaching operation and they caught him at it.” Licking her lips, she added evidence for her claim. “Dad’s phone wasn’t with his body. No animal ate that.”

While that wasn’t proof of anything, I said, “I’m really sorry.”

“Thank you.” She picked at some lint on her sleeve as she went on. “It’s been three months, but...we miss him a lot.”

“I take it his death changed your lives?”

“Completely. We would have stayed where we were, but we had no choice in the matter.”

Her resentment was obvious, and I said as gently as I could, “Surely you understand why you weren’t allowed to stay in the jungle alone.”

Her brow rose in what I already knew was a warning. “Do I?”

“Well—”

“Imagine that I force you to leave Michigan and live with the Yarru. Food is a mystery. You have no shoes, so the earth feels different under your feet. You wear nothing but a loincloth. Your skin reacts badly to the change in temperature. The language sounds like shouting in your ears, and ambient light and noise jab at your brain like jolts of electricity.” She mimed stabbing at her head. “How would you react, do you think?”

“I’d be unhappy.”

“As we are.” She folded her arms. “Aside from those admittedly minor objections, we find this society full of people who are unabashedly ignorant and dismissive of anything outside their own experience. We doubted we’d fit in, and that’s proven correct.”

“How so?”

“From the start, everyone here has been determined to ‘help’ Peter to ‘get over’ his shyness.” She glanced at her brother affectionately. “He’s perfectly fine the way he is.”

Though I didn’t think the word shyness covered the boy’s near mute condition, I was eager to move the story forward. “That would be hard to take. What else?”

Dimples appeared again as Lucy’s lips twisted. “Almost everyone I meet takes offense when I make even small attempts to educate them.”

Having an inkling of how Lucy might “educate” those around her, I hid a smile with my fist. “I see. Does that include your guardian?”

“Definitely. He’s very resistant to logical argumentation.”

“Tell me about him.”

“His legal firm has managed our affairs for years.”

“No relative or friend who might have become your guardian?”

“Mom and Dad were both only children, and our grandparents are dead.” Lucy’s tone turned judgmental. “Sedentary Western lifestyles.” I chose not to comment on life expectancy in the Amazon Basin, and she went on. “Dad has friends, of course, but they’re scientists who live in the...boondocks, like we do.” She corrected herself. “Like we did.”

“Then the law firm’s responsible for your care.”

“We’re quite capable of looking after ourselves. Peter can make a meal out of anything, and I’m well-versed in the standards of cleanliness considered necessary here.” She frowned. “I’m not obsessive about it, as homeowners in the advertisements we see here seem to be.”

That apparently reminded Lucy of a possible murder method. “Toilet bowl cleaner and bleach are toxic when mixed. In a single year in India, one hundred ten people died while cleaning latrines. If we got him to—” Frowning as if in pain, she stopped. I glanced at Peter, whose expression revealed nothing.

To get back on track I said, “I understand that you’re both mature for your ages, but the law says you must have an adult in your lives.”

“We had a candidate in mind who was perfect for the role, but sadly, she was unavailable.” Before I could ask who that was, Lucy went on. “Then I suggested we advertise the position and hold interviews, Peter and I and someone representing the firm.” Her mouth quirked with disgust. “I might as well have asked for world peace and a cookie.”

“I’m surprised your father didn’t name someone in his will.”

“He trusted the head of the firm, Carson Coburn, but unfortunately, Mr. Coburn had a stroke shortly after Dad died.” Folding her hands, she set them in her lap. “The remaining attorneys assigned a guardian with neither our approval nor our input.” Lucy had come to the crux of her presentation. “And that’s who we need to kill.”

“I understand. You’ve got money you should be allowed to spend however you want, but—” Lucy’s gaze turned frosty, and I stopped.

“Is that how we seem to you?” she demanded. “Spoiled brats angry because we can’t buy all the toys we want?”

“I never heard of you before today,” I said defensively. “How am I supposed to know what you’re like?”

Though her lips remained pinched, Lucy granted me the benefit of the doubt. “Fair enough. I’m nine. Peter is fifteen. Our father provided us with an excellent education, despite our remote location. Here in Michigan, we attend the Lawson Academy in Rennington Hills. We’re both in accelerated learning programs, having tested far above our grade levels.” She paused to specify. “I do best in languages and history. Peter excels in math and science.” Mention of languages diverted her attention for a moment. “Do you know that in primitive tribes, no one misuses words or mispronounces them?”

“Interesting.” I was overusing that word, but what else? “I’ll grant that you’re both smart.” She frowned at my dismissal of their obvious intelligence, so I added, “Good grades are nice, but you know—”

Reading my mind, Lucy said, “Life in the Rainforest requires that one develop common sense. Those who tease a jaguar or handle poison dart frogs carelessly don’t live long. Therefore, our theoretical learning is balanced with practical knowledge.”

“Okay. You can do geometry, and you’ll never get run over by a rampaging herd of capybaras.”

My little joke resulted in another of Lucy’s off-topic moments. “The Mongols executed the last caliph of Bagdad by rolling him up in a rug and letting a herd of horses trample him.” She paused, possibly waiting for me to say I could arrange something similar. When I didn’t, she said, “We’re trying to integrate ourselves into your society. Peter recently joined the robotics team, and I help my teacher, Ms. Dixon, at school events—unless it’s something ridiculous, like cheerleading tryouts.”

“Sounds like you’re adjusting.”

“It’s not easy.” A grunt from Peter seconded that. “The smart kids hated us from the first, because we’re always at the top of the grading curve. The others find it entertaining to make us the butt of their jokes.”

“How’s that?”

“They call me Lucy of the Apes and make grunting noises at me in the halls. I explained that South America has platyrrhines, not apes, but nobody listened. And because Peter doesn’t like to talk, they do mean things to try to make him say something.”

“Kids can be cruel.” I regretted that the moment I said it. Peter and Lucy didn’t need me to confirm what they were living through. I tried again. “It’s only been a couple of months, right? Once you get used to the way things are here, the other kids will accept you.”

“So we’ll forget the harassment we’ve suffered and become lifelong friends with budding snobs and dogmatists?”

“Well, maybe not. But you’ll get used to them, and to the school.”

“Your education system is horrible,” Lucy said. “Listening to someone drone on about Alexander Hamilton or Enrico Fermi for an hour. We always studied what interested us at a particular moment or what connected to the work we were doing. We didn’t stop after precisely fifty-five minutes and move to a new subject.” She pushed her hair back, adding, “And who invented those desks, Torquemada?”

“Tests,” Peter commented, and Lucy nodded to indicate he’d brought up an excellent point.

“When we first got there, they gave us days and days of tests, paper and pencil stuff that measured about a quarter of our capabilities.” She huffed haughtily. “Nobody at Lawson cares that Peter can make pure water out of muck with a simple distillation method he read about online and then improved on. Nobody asked if I could find my way home from anywhere in the world using the stars as a guide. They only want to know if we can choose correctly from answer a, b, c, or d.”

“Your education before was...intuitive.” I was proud of myself for coming up with the word.

“Exactly. Now we learn irrelevant facts and regurgitate them on demand. Tomorrow’s Tuesday, so I’ll be multiplying improper fractions and reading about the French Revolution.” That brought up another distraction, and off she went. “Did you know Napoleon was probably poisoned with small doses of arsenic?” She waved dismissively. “That’s not a suggestion. Arsenic poisoning is slow and inhumane. We wouldn’t consider it, no matter how depraved the subject is.”

“Explain why you say your guardian is depraved.” I tapped on the blotter with my pen. “He wasn’t your choice, but that’s not his fault. He chose a school you don’t like, but eventually you’ll make friends there.”

“I doubt I will ever find friends among the USians.”

“Excuse me, who?”

“USians is my term for people of the United States. Big U, big S, i-a-n-s.” Her tone turned preachy, but I was becoming used to that. “I’m sure you know you’re not the only Americans. Canadians are American. Peruvians are American. Mexicans are American.”

“I get it. And you pronounce the term You-si-ens?”

“Yes. USians are often more ignorant than the Yarru.”

“More ignorant? Give me an example.”

She had one ready. “Last week we went to a craft show at the Arab-American Museum in Dearborn. A Yemeni couple had a booth stocked with beautiful baskets, and we stopped to look. While I was trying to choose one to buy, a man beside me noticed his shoelace had come untied.” Lucy leaned forward to emphasize her words. “He put his foot up on their display shelf to retie it.”

I frowned. “Why is that a problem?”

“You really need to do some reading,” she chided. “Showing the bottom of the foot is an insult to Middle Easterners. Imagine taking out your penis and waving it at someone from Chicago.” My mind stalled for a second at the image she’d created, but Lucy went on with her story. “When I told the man what he’d done was insulting, he said, ‘You’re in ’Merica, little girl. We don’t worry about what foreigners think.’” Her eyes flashed as she asked, “Why wouldn’t he consider their feelings?”

“He didn’t know.”

“But once it was pointed out to him, he should have apologized. The Yarru value the traditions of others, even when they don’t share them, but among the USians, it’s, ‘Don’t know. Don’t care.’”

I sighed. “Let’s get back to why you want your guardian killed.”

“First, I’d like to give you a dollar.”

“Why?”

“If I pay you, we become your clients, and as such, you can’t repeat what we tell you.”

That was wrong on several counts. I’m not a lawyer, so client privilege doesn’t apply. They were proposing a felony, which even a lawyer would be bound to disclose. And on a personal level, I wasn’t the kind of guy who’d agree to keep quiet about a murder plot. Intrigued by the situation, I let Lucy give me a dollar, which I put in my desk drawer before repeating my question. “Why do you want to kill this...?”

“Oscar Coburn.” Lucy rolled her eyes, hinting that I should have guessed the answer by now. “Because he’s planning to kill us.”
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Chapter Two
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Before drawing any conclusions about a case, an investigator should check out his prospective clients. Liars spout outlandish stuff without batting an eye, and the earnest certainty of conspiracy theorists makes it tempting to believe their claims. While an inexperienced guy might think, Those poor kids. Their guardian’s trying to steal their money, my ex-cop persona warned, Max, keep your dickey on.

“Will you excuse me for a moment? I have to use the rest room.”

Peter glanced up for a second. Lucy gave me a long, assessing look. “Of course,” she finally said.

Leaving them in my office, I crossed the anteroom and went through the door marked “Men,” where I took out my phone and called a friend at the Wayne County courthouse. “Polly, are you busy?”

“Hey, Max. You caught me at lunch, but we’re about to go back into the courtroom.” My buddy’s wife is a court reporter, which I hoped meant she could help me out.

“I won’t keep you long, but I’d like your impression of an attorney named Oscar Coburn.”

“Oscar? He’s okay, I suppose. I don’t often sympathize with his clients, but he’s competent, and he takes the job seriously.”

“Have you ever talked with him about his personal life?”

Polly laughed. “Us little people don’t chat much with the attorneys, Max. But we sit around waiting for judges or juries or whoever sometimes, so I hear them talk. I know Oscar took on a responsibility recently that’s more than he bargained for.”

“What was that?”

“Well, there were these rich kids whose parents died, and he agreed to become their guardian. He was probably thinking of the fat paychecks that come with that kind of thing, but it sounds like he’s beginning to understand the pitfalls of being a stand-in dad.”

“Like what kind of pitfalls?”

“I only hear bits and pieces, but it sounds like the kids are barely civilized. The girl tells wild stories and then throws a fit if people don’t believe her. The boy doesn’t talk much; in fact, I hear he can’t even look at people directly. They’ve decided they don’t like Oscar, so they play pranks on him all the time. The other day he came to court with a big smear of peanut butter on the rear of his pants.”

“How does he take these pranks?”

She made a pfft! of disgust. “Too well, if you ask me. I’d have some strong words for kids like that, but Oscar says he’s teaching them acclimation and they’re teaching him patience.” I heard a voice call, and Polly said, “Sorry, Max. I have to go.”

“Thanks, Polly. Say hi to Baker for me.”

“Will do. Bye.”

Polly had provided what I’d hoped for, an unbiased view of Oscar Coburn. Immature clients who were “barely civilized” didn’t sound ideal, no matter how tragic their story. Besides, I was practically on my way to Mexico. Less than five days. Only five nights. Flushing the toilet and running water in the sink, I returned to my office, practicing in my head how I’d convince the Gage kids to give up their quest for a hitman.

The body has concerns beyond what occupies the mind. As I sat down in my chair, my stomach gave one of those long, loud, feral growls you can’t even pretend to ignore. “Um, sorry,” I apologized. Taking it as an opportunity to gain a little more time with them, I asked, “If I got a pizza, could you eat a slice?”

Lucy glanced at Peter, who responded with a twitch of his lips that I read as an enthusiastic yes. “We’ll be happy to pay,” she said graciously, “since we’ve kept you from your usual lunch break.”

Being the host, I probably should have treated, but the online article had mentioned their mother’s estate was almost a billion dollars—that’s with a b. If Dear Old Dad had been even minimally careful with the money, they could easily afford the price of a pizza. “Thank you. Does anyone know where you are?”

Lucy smiled. “Peter got fitted with braces last week, so the school secretary knows he’ll miss class sometimes for dental appointments.” Grimacing, Peter showed me wire-encased teeth. “I told her I had to go along as his... interpreter.”

“No one checks?”

“They got a text from our nanny’s phone confirming my story.” She grinned. “Ilsa mouths her passcode numbers as she punches them in.”

“Then you’re free for a while longer.”

“Yes. We need to be outside the school at three fifteen when Adam, our driver, comes for us.”

I hesitated. “You do like pizza, right? You mentioned that the food here is—”

“It was an adjustment, but we’ve become accustomed to most USian foods. We’re okay with everything except your tendency to pile sugary toppings over sugary bases.”

No DQ for dessert then. “I’ll order a Detroit-style and we’ll talk some more.”

Behind his blank expression Peter’s aspect lightened, as if he liked where things were going. I wasn’t sure if it was my interest in their case or the prospect of pizza that had turned his mood positive.

Neither kid objected to a pie with all the toppings, which earned them a few points in my book. I get irritated when people pick off the onions or insist on no mushrooms. When a bunch of ingredients are baked together on a nice crust with lots of sauce, a person shouldn’t quibble about the details. It occurred to me that in the Amazon Basin they’d probably eaten things I couldn’t imagine, like fried grubs or chicken feet, so it stood to reason they wouldn’t mind chomping down a few black olives. I called Pizza Forever, pausing to ask what they wanted
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