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        Grief is love’s shadow.

        The presence of absence.

        An unbearable weight of emptiness.

        —John Mark Green

      

      

      

      Jeff Resnick and his brother, Dr. Richard Alpert, are on the front lines of that emotion when it comes to their current investigations for their new consulting firm, R&A Insights. As Jeff tries to help a comatose man, whose brewery is in trouble, transition to the great beyond, Richard’s cold-case arson is heating up in the here and now.

      

      While Jeff grapples with the death of a relationship and the end his client’s life, Richard faces his own demons and jealousies until their worlds collide to fight against the evil that confronts them.
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      Jeff Resnick, a former insurance investigator and bartender; reluctant psychic

      Richard Alpert, MD, Jeff’s older half-brother

      Brenda Stanley, RN, Richard’s wife

      Maggie Brennan, Jeff’s lady friend

      Emily Farrell, associate at R&A Insights

      Louie Susskind, owner and founder of Horse Hockey Brewing

      Abe Bachmann, brewmaster at Horse Hockey Brewing

      Bethany Susskind, younger daughter of Louie Susskind

      Teresa Susskind Barton, older daughter of Louie Susskind

      Nick Susskind, an attorney and Louie Susskind’s son

      Omega Dustin, end-of-life doula hired to attend to Louie

      Nancy Clark, daughter of murder victim

      Sam Neilson: Jeff’s friend, who works at The Buffalo News

      John Destross, Detective, Buffalo Police Department
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      I arrived at the offices of R&A Insights only fifteen minutes late on that cold, cloudy March Monday morning, but our associate (fancy name for a receptionist), Emily Farrell, had already beat me to it. We’d met a little over two years before during a dark period in both our lives and reconnected in time for me to solve the case of a missing child—who just happened to be Emily. As a young, single mom, she was eager for a steady job that paid well—and boy were we paying her well.

      It wasn’t Emily’s fault we had little in the way of work for her to do. I just wish we were actually pulling in money on a regular basis and making a difference.

      It was my older, half-brother’s idea to open R&A Insights—a brilliant name based on the initials of our last names. I’m Resnick, he’s Alpert.

      Dr. Richard Alpert was filthy rich and had never really practiced medicine, at least in the traditional sense. He’d done some volunteering but had spent the bulk of his professional career working as a researcher for a think tank in Pasadena, while after a way-too-long four-year stint in the army, I’d gone into the insurance business as an investigator. Crimes scenes had been my specialty until I could no longer stand looking at blood spatter patterns and moved into management—a big mistake on my part—and I hadn’t lasted all that long in a position of authority. I’d been unemployed longer than I’d had benefits and had just found another job as a low-end investigator with yet another insurance company when I’d been brutally mugged.

      I’d emerged from a coma to be blessed (cursed, more like) with an incredibly annoying new skill: sensing what other people felt and, on occasion, flashes of clairvoyance. Take my word, if it hadn’t happened to me, I’d be just as skeptical as you must be. Some people call me a psychic. I hate that “P” word and don’t like to use it, but it’s a shortcut if I need to convey what I’d come to accept as my new-found abilities. With a cracked skull and a broken arm, and about to be evicted, I needed somewhere to go. Richard rescued me.

      For the first two years after the mugging, I’d suffered crippling headaches. Lately, they hadn’t been so bad. After three years, I’m pretty much recovered—except that my so-called gift hasn’t gone away. In fact, it seems to get stronger as the months go by. I’m not a mind reader, but as I mentioned, I can sense things and sometimes I know about things before they happen. Oh, and I can sometimes talk to the dead, too.

      I worked as a bartender for two years before I got hit by a car and lost that job, too, which is how Richard convinced me to become a consultant.

      Which brings me back to R&A Insights. Richard has a volunteer job with one of the local hospital boards, but he was also bored. He thought we should tackle cold cases, but so far he hasn’t put much sweat equity into the endeavor. I wasn’t convinced we were going to be able to solve cases the cops had given up on. Okay, we had a website and business cards, but we were essentially depending on word of mouth to bring in clients. So far that strategy wasn’t exactly panning out.

      On that raw day in March, Emily wore a black turtleneck, slacks, and matching flats—what we called a Steve Jobs day. Once, we’d both turned up in all black and had a laugh. There wasn’t nearly enough laughter in our office suite on Main Street in Synder—a suburb of Buffalo, New York.

      Emily welcomed the cup of Tim Horton’s best brew and a bear claw I’d bought her. I got a fruit explosion muffin for myself, pretending it was a healthier option—not that I really cared.

      “How do you always know the days I don’t have time for breakfast?” Emily asked as she took the plastic lid off of the paper coffee cup.

      I shrugged and perched on the edge of her tidy desk. “It’s a gift.”

      Gift? More like a curse. And, I wasn’t in a hurry to share this aspect of my life with Emily, although I was pretty sure it was bound to come up sooner rather than later.

      Emily took a sip of her coffee and shivered. “I can’t seem to get warm. I checked the heat and it’s seventy, but….” She let the sentence trail off. The temperature seemed fine to me. But then I’d read a story in The Buffalo News that said office temps were set at men’s comfort levels and that women felt the cold more deeply. We should probably set the thermostat higher. Either that or give her a heater for under her desk. I’d mention it to Richard.

      “Will Dr. Alpert be in today?” Emily asked.

      I shrugged. “That’s anyone’s guess. He was dropping off his car to get an oil change and then had to go to the hospital to consult with someone on a case.”

      “Our kind of case?” she asked eagerly.

      I shook my head. “A medical matter.”

      Emily reached for her bear claw and bit her lip, looking pensive. “I know I’ve only been employed here for two months, but I feel like I’m stealing from you guys.”

      Not me. I didn’t have a nickel invested in the business. Richard had paid for the whole shebang. The office subscribed to a number of magazines that Emily and I read during the off hours, but so far no one else had and they sat neatly on a glass-topped table waiting for the next month’s issues to take their places.

      The phone rang, startling us both. Emily grabbed it before it could ring again. “R&A Insights; this is Emily. How can I help you?” She listened. “Oh, sure, Dr. Alpert, he’s right here.” She handed me the phone.

      “Yo, bro—what’s up?”

      Richard sighed. “The service department is backed up. They say it’s going to be at least three hours before they can get to the Mercedes. Can you pick me up and take me to the hospital?”

      I had nothing better to do and figured I may as well play Uber driver. “Sure. Can I finish my coffee first?”

      It took a few moments before he gave a resigned, “Yeah.”

      “Be there in about twenty minutes.”

      “Okay. See ya.”

      I handed the receiver back to Emily and wondered how badly I’d burn my esophagus if I chugged my cup of Joe.

      “He needs a lift?” Emily guessed.

      I nodded.

      “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

      Again, I shrugged. “Maybe we’ll be back before lunch—maybe not. I’ll give you a call or text.” I knew breakfast wasn’t going to happen so I closed the paper sack that held my muffin and stowed it in the little fridge behind Emily’s desk, which already held an opened quart of 2 percent milk, several bottles of water, and Emily’s brown-bagged lunch. “If you want to take that muffin home for Hannah—” Emily’s six-year-old, “—you’re welcome to it.”

      Her smile was sweet. “Thanks, Jeff. You guys are way too good to me.”

      Were we? I sure hoped so because sharp people need stimulating work. Emily was sharp, and we hadn’t given her much to do. Even money can’t hold an ambitious person. We all needed a case we could sink our teeth into and soon because the partners and only employee of R&A Insights were all bored silly.
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      I pulled into the dealership’s lot and saw that Richard stood behind the Service Department’s plate-glass door, looking impatient. Upon recognizing my car, he burst outside and practically jumped into my passenger seat.

      “About time you got here,” he said, chagrined.

      “I beat my estimate by five minutes.”

      He didn’t comment.

      “And we’re going to?” I asked unnecessarily because he’d already told me.

      “Sisters.”

      That meant Sisters of Charity Hospital on Main Street halfway to downtown, where Richard had done his residency more than two decades before.

      “Why?” I asked.

      My brother looked grim. “I don’t suppose you remember Nick Susskind.”

      “Should I?”

      “I think I introduced him to you at the Park Club that night—”

      “Yeah-yeah,” I cut him off.

      I didn’t want to be reminded of that terrible evening when I’d had to face the fact that my girlfriend, Maggie Brennan, had left me and strolled in, dressed to the nines, with her former fiancé on her arm. He’d dumped her years before, but after I’d found out that she cheated on me with him, I told her we were done. Long story short, we did get back together after the prick had betrayed her a second time, but things between us have never been the same since. And now, she was leaving Buffalo—and me—to take a new job. It was supposedly only a three-year assignment in San Diego, but in addition to leaving me, she apparently felt no qualms about leaving her five-year-old golden retriever, either.

      Holly had gotten used to staying with Richard and his family when Maggie went on business trips to the West Coast. Richard, who’d never owned a pet, had at first rejected the idea of a dog and its upkeep—for all of three days—when he presented a demeanor of indifference. I don’t get vibes from him like I do from most of the world at large, but I knew without a doubt that he had bonded with the dog after Maggie’s third or fourth trip. Richard took Holly for walks, fed her, and brushed her. The only thing he didn’t do was clean up the yard after her. That work was left to me. I love Holly, too, so I don’t mind … too much.

      But now Maggie was making a longer-term move, and Holly would be coming to stay in the Alpert household indefinitely. It was going to take some time to get used to the new arrangement—for all of us.

      “Nick’s father,” Richard continued, “is in a coma. He asked me if I would evaluate his condition.”

      “Are you in a position to do so?” I asked.

      “Nick’s had a palliative care physician do so and wants a corroborating opinion from someone he trusts.”

      “And he trusts you, who is not his friend and only a casual acquaintance—plus not someone trained in end-of-life issues?”

      Richard shrugged. “It seems one of Nick’s sisters is resisting the diagnosis.”

      What that had to do with anything was anyone’s guess. I pulled off of Main Street.

      The Sisters Hospital parking garage is a pain to navigate. Or maybe I felt that way because I didn’t want to be there. I remember back when I was a teen and had my appendix yanked how much I hated the joint. Curtis Johnson, Richard’s family’s elderly chauffeur, had been even more creeped out than me. His wife had died there and he’d never forgiven the institution, whereas I’d merely been grossed out.

      Sisters had a smell—of death. But truth be told, I wasn’t sure if that odor was real or a product of my vivid imagination. I followed Richard into the institution, wondering if I should have just stayed in the car. But then, the hospital was a lot warmer than the parking garage on that dank March morning.

      I had no clue how Richard felt about evaluating his friend’s father’s chart. Was he antsy because he had to confirm a grim diagnosis, or worried for some other reason? To say my brother had been crabby of late was putting it mildly.

      We made our way up to the hospital’s cardiac unit. I thought we were going to meet Richard’s friend … colleague … whatever, but he strode over to the nurse’s station and struck up a conversation with the guy in charge and soon was glancing at someone’s computerized chart. The patient names were listed outside the cubicles and I saw a dry-erase board with the name Susskind scribbled on it. I craned my neck to look inside and saw a balding, white-haired man sitting on the window sill. He was dressed in a shabby pair of brown pants, a faded plaid flannel shirt, and wearing scuffed suede slippers. He looked up at me and, feeling on the spot, I gave him a nervous wave. He did a kind of double-take, slid off the sill, and in seconds covered the expanse of tiled floor to intercept me.

      “Hey, you can see me.” The old guy sounded positively jubilant.

      Uh-oh. I had a bad feeling I knew where this was going.

      And, yeah, not only can I talk to the dead, I can see them, too.

      Then again, I could hear the monitor beeping with every beat of the guy’s heart in the room before me.

      “And you are?” I asked tentatively.

      “Louie Susskind.”

      “Relative of the patient?” I asked, already aware that I probably looked like I was talking to myself.

      “Hell, I am the damn patient!” He gestured toward the bed and the guy lying in it.

      Okay, this was weird, even for me.

      “You’re not dead?”

      “Of course not. How could I talk to you if I was dead?”

      “How are you talking to me now?” I challenged.

      For a moment the guy looked thoughtful, then shrugged.

      Richard approached the room and gave me a nod. “You better wait down the hall.”

      “With pleasure,” I said as he walked right through Louie. He didn’t seem to notice, but Louie kind of freaked out.

      “I hate when that happens,” he groused with a shudder.

      “Come on,” I muttered under my breath and led the way to the door at the end of the hall marked exit and away from prying eyes, wondering if the joint was full of ghosts and almost-specters. The next time I had to drop Richard off at the hospital, I would definitely stay in the car.

      I took out my phone and held it to my ear. This way, I wouldn’t look demented by talking to myself. Yeah. “So what’s your story?” I asked Louie.

      He shook his head. “Eh, bad ticker. I’ve had CHF for like the last ten years.” Congestive Heart Failure. “It doesn’t look like I’m going to bounce back this time.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      He nodded toward Richard. “Who’s the guy you’re with?”

      “My brother’s the doctor that just went into your room.”

      “He doesn’t look like a regular doctor. Is he slumming?”

      “It’s his day off,” I commented. “Apparently your son called him in. He’s an acquaintance.”

      Louie’s expression dissolved into a scowl. “That sonuvabitch wants to pull the plug on me.” He nodded in the direction of his private room. “He wants that new quack—your brother—to agree with him. I’ve heard Nicholas talking on the phone. He wants me dead ASAP.”

      “What’s his motivation?”

      “To save his inheritance—what else?”

      I eyed Louie’s shabby attire. “What are you leaving him?”

      “Unfortunately, my company. These last couple of years, the bastard has nagged us to sell to the highest bidder.”

      What kind of company? The old guy looked like he might repair shoes.

      I asked the question.

      “Horse Hockey Brewing.”

      I’d heard of it. I’d drunk a few bottles of the stuff. It wasn’t bad. They had a quirky cartoon horse mascot with buck teeth. A costumed version often showed up at sports and charitable events. I’d heard rumors that beer giants like Anheuser-Busch and a couple of Canadian breweries were interested in acquiring the establishment.

      “Have you got any other kids?” I asked.

      “A daughter, Teresa. She’s a saint. She took care of her mother and then me. My son? He’s been a pain in the ass his whole life.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” What else was I supposed to say?

      “And then there’s Bethany, my youngest. She’s been helping me with the brewery since day one.” Louie’s gaze kept traveling toward the cubicle, his expression pensive. “So, are ya gonna help me?”

      “What can I do?”

      “Well, for one, stop Nick.”

      “How?”

      “How should I know? Call the cops—talk to my lawyer.”

      “And say what? That some nearly dead guy told me his son is a jerk. Is there a will that gives him control of the company?”

      “Not exactly. But unfortunately, just before this last CHF bout, he got me to sign a bunch of papers. I didn’t exactly know what I was signing,” he muttered.

      “And how am I supposed to prove that?”

      “I dunno. You look like a smart fella.” He scrutinized my face. “By the way, what do you do?”

      Shit.

      “Well, as it happens … I’m a consultant with R&A Insights. I’m R. Jeff Resnick.”

      “Consultant? What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means … I investigate crimes.”

      “Being forced to sign papers against your will is definitely a crime,” the old man asserted.

      “It’s morally corrupt, but how can it be proved you were coerced?”

      “That’s up to you to figure out.”

      “And how are you going to pay me?”

      “Talk to Abe Bachmann at the brewery. Tell him I sent you.”

      And how would that play?

      “How long have you been in the hospital?”

      “A week.”

      “And what do I tell him when he asks why I didn’t show up sooner?”

      “That’s up to you.”

      I let out a breath and thought about Emily sitting there filing her nails or playing games on her phone all day, and me filling in page after page in a cheap pulp book of Sudoku puzzles with nothing better to do. “I guess I could look into it. But how am I going to report to you?”

      “Show up here at the hospital.”

      And if his body was near organ failure, then what?

      “Can you leave this floor?”

      The old man looked thoughtful. “I can’t say as I’ve tried.”

      “Well try now, because it’s family only that gets to visit patients, and, sure as shit, your family isn’t likely to let a stranger visit.”

      “Talk to Abe at the brewery. Convince him to get Bethany to give you permission.”

      This was stupid. This was impossible. This was friggin’ weird.

      I let out a long breath. “Okay, I’ll give it a shot.”
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      Richard Alpert had stopped practicing medicine for the first time more than two decades before. Well, not entirely. He’d been on staff at a big think tank in Pasadena for eighteen years and during that time he’d dispensed the odd Band-Aid, ordered tests for strep throat and high cholesterol, and gave flu shots, but mostly he’d sat in front of a computer evaluating proposed drugs and medical equipment and procedures. More recently, he’d done almost a year of volunteer work at a low-income clinic when he’d called it quits a second time. He just didn’t like dealing with people whose lives were coming to an end.

      And then the evening before, Nick Susskind, from the hospital charitable foundation where Richard volunteered, had called him with his tale of woe. They weren’t friends. Richard barely knew the man except that Nick was also on the foundation’s board as a layman from the community. There were a couple of those seats and it was said they were bought by donations for the cause. Richard wasn’t about to judge, since the same might be said of him after he’d given the foundation a check with a whole lot of zeros after the number the year before.

      After evaluating the patient, he found his brother sitting in the family waiting room, scanning through his iPhone. Richard nodded in the direction of the exit and Jeff got up and followed. Neither of them spoke until they got to the car.

      “So?” Jeff asked and shoved the key into his car’s ignition.

      “I don’t feel like talking about it.”

      “The son wants to pull the plug, right?”

      Richard scrutinized his brother’s face. “Yeah.” How’d he know that? But then Jeff had ways of knowing stuff he had no logical way of identifying.

      Jeff nodded and turned the key. “What are you going to advise him?”

      Richard shrugged. “I agree with the staff palliative care physician. The old man is sinking fast.”

      Jeff nodded, looking thoughtful. He threw a look over his shoulder before backing out of the parking space. He was quiet for the time it took to get to the bottom of the ramp and pay the parking fee. He pulled out onto Main Street and turned east. “Well, as it happens, while you were otherwise occupied, I accepted a job for R&A Insights.”

      “Really?” Richard asked, elated. “Did Emily call?”

      Jeff shook his head. “I met a guy up on the cardiac floor and he hired us to straighten out a mess for his company.”

      “So who is this guy?”

      “Louis Susskind.”

      Richard blinked. “That’s impossible. Louis Susskind is the patient I just evaluated.”

      “He’s also a disembodied spirit who says his son is trying to hurry him into the grave.”

      “You spoke to him?” Richard asked skeptically.

      Jeff nodded. “He seems to be an okay guy. He said his son is itching to sell his company—Horse Hockey Brewing.”

      “My God, what a stupid name.”

      “Yeah, but the beer isn’t half bad. More than one conglomerate has been putting out feelers to buy them out. Louie wants to hold out until the company is more profitable.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Yeah, but your buddy, Junior, wants a quick profit. Makes you wonder why, huh? How well do you know that guy?”

      Richard shrugged. “Enough to make small talk.”

      “And on that basis he asked for your medical opinion?”

      “Complete strangers have asked me for medical opinions on countless occasions. How is this a case?”

      “When we talked about starting this business, you agreed we would help restless spirits gratis.”

      So he had. “Wouldn’t this be a kind of conflict of interest?”

      “How so?”

      “Because his son asked me for a medical opinion and I agreed to give him one.”

      “Were you going to charge him for it?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then where’s the conflict?”

      “I guess that depends on where our inquiries take us and what we do with whatever information we uncover.”

      “We might not find out anything other than what Louie already told me.”

      “And what if the old man dies before you have a chance to report back to him?”

      It was Jeff’s turn to look skeptical. Then again, Jeff saw and spoke to the dead on a semi-regular basis.

      “Where do we start?” Richard asked.

      “Before you came out, I had a chance to look at the Horse Hockey website. I didn’t learn much except a brief history of the place, the beers they make, their tasting room menu, and their street address. So let’s go check out the place.”

      “And talk to whom?”

      “Louie’s second-in-command, a guy named Abe Bachmann.”

      Richard shrugged. “I guess we can try. Or at least you can try. I may want to hold back until we know if there’s anything untoward going on.”

      “That makes sense. Do you want me to drop you off at the office?”

      “No. I’ll go home and have lunch with Brenda and Betsy.” His wife and toddler daughter. “Maybe Brenda will drive me to the dealership to pick up my car this afternoon. I’ll call and let you know.”

      “Fine with me.”

      Richard gazed out the passenger-side window, unease creeping into his gut. They’d been waiting for a case to fall into their hands. Was this it?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I dropped Richard off at home and headed toward Transit Road. It’s as straight as an arrow—a testament to the surveying skills of Joseph Ellicott. After getting bonked on the head with a baseball bat during the mugging, I’d forgotten a lot of what I’d learned in the past, so it was with a bit of pride that I remembered this particular piece of history. The fact the guy did the survey back in the seventeen hundreds with the most basic of equipment was a testament to his ability. As I traveled down that straight tract, I wondered if Ellicott drank a lot of beer. I like beer, but I like bourbon better. I wasn’t going to get that at a brewery.

      Horse Hockey brewing was located at the northern end of Transit Road on the Amherst side. It sat in a somewhat forlorn-looking strip mall that had once housed a now-defunct big-box store. The building had been divided with the brewery taking up at least three-quarters of the formerly empty space. At the side of the structure was an outdoor area that boasted chairs and tables—covered in ice and unused at this time of year—with an entrance to the brewery’s indoor tasting room. According to their website, they served stuff like chicken wings, nachos, wraps, and other light fare.

      I parked the car in front and got out. At that time of day, the tasting room wasn’t open for business, but I figured there might be someone I could speak to on the premises who could introduce me to Abe Bachmann.

      The door to the tasting room was locked, so I walked around to the back of the building, trying to avoid black ice and hunks of snow still littering the pot-hole pocked drive that circled around the north side of the building. A white truck with the Horse Hockey logo imprinted on it was backed up to a raised concrete loading dock and was being stocked by a couple of guys bundled in parkas and ski hats. I watched as kegs of the latest brew were moved into the truck and waited a few moments to see if they’d acknowledge my presence. They didn’t.

      I tried the door to the left of the dock and found it locked. I rang the bell beside it. For a while, nothing happened, then the door opened. A woman who looked like she might be closing in on forty, her mousy brown hair streaked with blonde highlights opened the door. She wore a purple sweatshirt under a black jacket with the Horse Hockey logo on the upper right. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Abe Bachmann.”

      “Why?” she asked, not at all welcoming.

      “Louie Susskind sent me.”

      Her eyes widened. “I doubt that. Mr. Susskind is in the hospital, in a coma.”

      “We spoke before he ended up there,” I fibbed.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      I reached into my back pocket, pulled out my wallet, extracted one of my cards, and handed it to her. I hadn’t performed that feat all that often. It felt pretty good.

      She read it and glowered at me. “Are you some kind of investigator?”

      I shook my head. To be an investigator, you had to have apprenticed with a private detective for three years and be licensed with the state. Who had time for that? “I’m a consultant.”

      “And how did Mr. Susskind contact you?”

      “We ran into each other and he told me a little about his business. He asked me to speak with Mr. Bachmann.”

      She kept looking at me and I could practically read her thoughts: should she trust me?

      “Hey, Bethany,” one of the guys on the dock called, sounding concerned. “Need any help?”

      She shook her head. “I’m okay.” She looked back at me and scowled. “Come on in.”

      I followed her into the shipping area, which was lined with pallets filled with six-packs of beer bottles wrapped in shrink wrap and row after row of silver kegs. She kept a brisk pace, leading me through the building past a long and complicated bottling machine that was blessedly silent, toward what looked like office space that had been carved out of the cavernous room.

      “Are you Louie’s daughter?” I asked as I struggled to keep up.

      The question brought her to an abrupt halt and she pivoted, looking wary. “Yes.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say next. I was supposed to convince Bachmann to have Bethany give me permission to visit her father and now I’d met her face-to-face. Maybe I should have given this whole thing a bit more thought before barging onto the premises.

      She turned around and we approached glass cubicles along the far wall. A tall black guy dressed in a white lab coat over a flannel shirt stood behind a desk, talking on the phone. Bethany pursed her lips and stood there, waiting for the man to notice her. When he did, he gestured to the phone. We stood there, and half a minute later he hung up and waved us in.

      Bethany opened the door. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      “That’s okay.” He nodded toward me, his expression not at all welcoming. “Who’ve you got there?”

      I was hit with a wave of suspicion. It seemed Louie’s concerns were well founded.

      I pulled out another of my cards and handed it to him. “Louie sent me.”

      Bachmann studied the card, looking away. “What for?”

      “He was concerned about the business. That it might be sold out from under him.”

      “Over my dead body,” Bethany muttered.

      “And mine,” Bachmann added.

      “It can’t happen,” Bethany stated.

      “Then I assume you don’t know about the paperwork Louie signed.”

      Bethany’s and Bachmann’s panicked gazes darted toward each other.

      “Paperwork?” Bachmann said warily.

      I nodded. “He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d signed—but he said he didn’t trust Nicholas.” And it looked like neither did the two people in front of me.

      “When was this?” Bachmann asked.

      “Louie was kind of hazy on the details.” Not a satisfactory answer, but the truth as far as I knew.

      The tension emanating from those two people shifted into high gear.

      “Did my father hire you?” Bethany asked.

      “We never actually got around to signing a contract.”

      “Then that makes you a pretty poor businessman. Are you any better as a consultant?” Bachmann asked.

      “My partner usually handles those kinds of details. And Louie wasn’t in the best of health when we spoke.” They seemed to accept that statement.

      “What do you think you can do for us?” Bethany asked.

      I shrugged. “Poke around. Ask some questions.” I laughed. “Try a glass of your beer.”

      Their expressions remained stony.

      “Then how about a brewery tour? I’d like to know more about the business your dad—” I nodded in Bethany’s direction, “expects me to save.”

      “Save?” Bachmann asked. “You?”

      “That’s what he asked of me.”

      Bethany crossed her arms defiantly. When she spoke, an edge had crept into her voice. “And how do you propose to do that?”

      “Right this minute, I have no idea. But a good place to start is right here at the brewery. Can you give me a bit of a tour—tell me more about the company?”

      They looked at each other, unhappy with my suggestion, but acquiesced.

      The tour was cursory at best; a brief rundown on the brewery’s history, the fermentation process, and the dead quiet bottling line. There seemed to be a lot of canned and bottled product stacked in pallets with shrink wrap up against the wall. The guys on the loading dock had been loading kegs.

      Eventually, my guides led me back to the brewery’s back door.

      “Thanks,” I told them sincerely.

      “Is there anything else you’d like to know?” Bethany asked.

      “Not so much know as do.”

      “And that is?” Bachmann asked.

      “I’d like to visit Louie.”

      “What for? He can’t speak. He’s hardly been awake for a week,” Bethany groused.

      “You’d be surprised what people in a coma can hear.”

      Bachmann snorted. “Are you speaking as the voice of experience?”

      “As a matter of fact—yes.”

      Both looked startled, but I wasn’t about to give them the lowdown on my medical history.

      “I guess I could put your name down on the list of visitors … not that it will do any good.”

      “You never know,” I told her.

      Bachmann didn’t look pleased. Was he on the list of visitors? Or maybe he didn’t relish the idea of visiting his friend who was on the downslide into death.

      “Okay,” Bethany said. “I’m going to visit him later this afternoon.”

      “Great. Give me a call at the number on my card. In the meantime, can you tell me why your brother Nicholas wants to sell the brewery?”

      “Besides the fact he’s an asshole?” Bethany asked.

      I nodded.

      Bethany’s expression darkened. “Nick’s trying to salvage a nineteenth-century sailing ship from the bottom of Lake Ontario.”

      “Sounds expensive,” I offered.

      Bethany shook her had. “You have no idea.”

      “What’s the name of the vessel?”

      “The Bonnie Rae. They say it’s cursed.”

      That sounded like something in my wheelhouse.

      “What’s the attraction?”

      “It’s said one of our relatives was onboard,” she said.

      “And the significance of the vessel?”

      “Nick probably thinks if he can salvage the cargo, he’d not only be a gazillionaire, but some kind of hero.” Bethany rolled her eyes in disdain.

      And to finance such a venture took a lot of capital. It might be something my partner, the skilled researcher, might be able to suss.

      I nodded. “Until we speak again.”

      I opened the door and let myself out. It banged shut behind me and I heard the deadbolt thrown.

      I walked back to my car and thought about the encounter. Bethany and Abe were suspicious of me, and rightly so. But I wasn’t sure I trusted them all that much, either. It wasn’t the best way to start a new business arrangement.

      I got in my car and started the engine, backing up to pull out of the lot. Something about the brewery felt very wrong.

      How long would it take me to figure out what that something was?
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      Emily’s car was still parked in the small lot behind our office when I returned from my travels. I’ll give her that—bored as she was, she never skipped out early. I probably could have gone straight home, but I figured I should write up notes on my meeting with Louie and then the brewery visit. Our shared file cabinet would be a lot less rocky when it was filled with something other than air.

      Emily looked up as I entered the office. “I didn’t expect you back today. And, hey, you actually look happier.”

      “I do?” I asked, shrugging out of my coat and placing it on a hanger on the built-in rack.

      “Yeah, like a big weight has been lifted from your shoulders.”

      I managed a smile. “That’s because we have a case.”

      Her eyes lit up. “We do? Tell me all about it.”

      My smile faded. How was I going to explain Louie and the task he’d given me? “Well, when I took my brother to the hospital, I met a man who’s got some trouble he wants us to look into.”

      “Just like that you met a client?” she asked, her eyes going wide.

      “Uh, he kind of sought me out,” I fudged. “Anyway, the guy owns a craft brewery and wants me to nose around to see what’s what.”

      “And what is what?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I answered honestly. “I’ll have to do some more digging.”

      Emily’s expression went from interested to wary in almost a heartbeat. “What does Dr. Alpert think about the case?”

      “He’s not quite as enthused as me. It’s complicated.”

      Emily frowned and shook her head. Maybe she was disappointed that I wasn’t more forthcoming. She continued to study my face. “I gotta say, Jeff, you’re the strangest boss I’ve ever worked for.”

      Had she doped out my secret or was she fishing?

      “Strange how?” Did I creep her out? If so, I can’t say I’d be surprised.

      Emily shook her head. “You’re not like regular guys.”

      That was true. I sometimes thought I was the unhappiest person on the planet who hadn’t committed suicide, although I’d tried it not all that long before. Not of my own free will, mind you—but I’d attempted it all the same.

      “It’s your eyes,” Emily offered. “They’re usually kind of … dead.” Then her eyes widened in horror and she raised a hand to cover her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing I haven’t noticed myself.”

      She bit her lip and I could almost sense her mind whirring.

      “You know all about me and my past,” Emily said, “but I really don’t know much about you.”

      “There’s not much to tell.”

      She looked skeptical. “Dr. Alpert said you were a crime-scene specialist before your accident.”

      “It wasn’t an accident. It was a mugging that left me with a skull fracture and a broken arm.”

      “That job had to be a terrible toll on your soul.”

      “Sometimes,” I admitted, thinking about the last grisly crime scene photos I’d examined—those of my dead wife. Yeah, quite a toll.

      “And you got hurt last summer when you got hit by a car,” she continued.

      It was an SUV, but who cared about the details? “Did my brother tell you that, too?”

      “No, you did. You had a cane when we met that time in the grocery store, remember?”

      So I had.

      Eventually, Emily was going to have to learn the unique aspect that I brought to our business, but now was not the time to detail my so-called psychic gift—which I considered an enormous hindrance in my life.

      “Did you ever see the movie Sixth Sense?” I asked.

      Emily shook her head. “Why?”

      “You’ve got Netflix, right? Why don’t you watch it … and then we’ll talk.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Just watch it—and not with Hannah,” I quickly added. “It’s kind of a scary movie.”

      Her expression darkened. “I don’t like scary movies.”

      “Neither do I.”

      Emily looked more than a little uncomfortable. It was time to change the subject.

      “I need to type up my notes. You don’t have to hang around until five.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Did we get any calls while I was gone?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then I’m sure I can handle things here.”

      “Well, okay,” she said, opened her desk drawer and pulled out her purse, and then retrieved my abandoned muffin from the fridge before walking over to the coat rack. She donned hers and pulled out her car keys. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Bright and early,” I said, trying to sound cheerful but I had a feeling things were going to sour in the next hour or so. I just wasn’t sure why and wasn’t eager to find out, either.

      I watched as Emily headed for the door, looking back to give me a rather uncertain wave. I forced a smile and waved back. She closed the door.

      I stood there, my gaze dropping to the Berber carpet. Had I just made a big mistake asking her to watch that film? Would she do it that night or put it off for a few days—maybe not watch it at all? If so, we’d soon have to have a much different conversation. One I wouldn’t look forward to. Of course, I could just have Richard talk to her about my gift. But that was the coward’s way out.

      Right then, I felt like taking the easy way out. Sometimes life was just too friggin’ awkward. But awkward didn’t kill you, even if embarrassment just might.

      I turned and entered Richard’s and my office, a space I spent way more time in than him. Setting up this consulting business had been rash—and, in my estimation, a huge mistake. I should have just looked at the want ads and found myself another bartending job. But Richard had pushed to establish R&A Insights. Why hadn’t he put more effort into getting the firm started?

      It was a conversation we needed to have.

      And why was I so reluctant to do so?
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      A strange car sat in Richard’s driveway. A visitor? I parked my wreck in the garage’s farthest bay and headed over to the big brick house. I lived across the drive above the garage, or carriage house as his late grandmother had called it, on Richard’s property, along with my cat, Herschel.

      The big house’s back door that led to the butler’s pantry was unlocked and I stepped through it and into the kitchen where I found Brenda and Richard sitting at the table with my lady friend Maggie in what had been her usual spot during the many dinners the four of us had shared in that house, with toddler Betsy strapped into her highchair, eating Cheerios. Richard had megabucks, but they pretty much lived a middle-class life because that’s the way Brenda wanted to bring up Betsy—otherwise known as my little Cherry Pie.

      Maggie’s dog, Holly, sat in the corner next to Richard, looking distinctly unhappy, that is unless a Cheerio bounced off her nose. She knew.

      I bent down and gave Maggie a quick kiss on the cheek. “Hey, I thought I was going to pick up you and Holly tomorrow,” I said, taking off my jacket and hanging it on the back of my usual chair before sitting down.

      “I had a change of plans,” Maggie said, sounding just a little too cheerful.

      I’d seen the crate and other doggy paraphernalia stacked in the pantry when I’d entered.

      “My Mom and Dad decided they’d like to take me to the airport tomorrow.”

      It must have been their car that sat in the drive. I hadn’t looked in it, but I knew they weren’t fond of Holly. Maggie had no doubt covered the seat with towels and had probably been made to promise to vacuum it out before returning it. Holly had never been allowed to visit the elder Brennan’s home. They weren’t pet people. Another strike against them. When we’d first discussed her travel arrangements, Maggie had said no one in her family was available to take her to the airport and would I mind. Of course not. That they’d changed their minds on the eve of her departure didn’t come as much of a surprise, either. It looked like we’d be saying our goodbyes in the middle of Richard’s driveway.

      “Maggie was just telling us her plans for the evening,” Richard said, his tone neutral.

      “I’ve got to make one more sweep of the house, and the people renting are coming within the hour to collect the keys. They intend to move in tomorrow.”

      I nodded. I thought it was a mistake of her to rent and not sell—the place gave me the creeps—but she insisted she was coming back … eventually. I wasn’t sure I believed that, either. We were at the point where I just wished she’d go and that didn’t feel good, either. For a while, she’d meant the world to me. That I could sense I was no longer that important to her was demoralizing.

      I was tired of feeling that way.

      An awkward silence fell over the table. It seemed like none of us wanted to look each other in the eye. Finally, Maggie pushed back her chair.

      “I have loads to do—including laundry. I’d better get to it.” She stood. “Come and say goodbye to your mommy, Holly.”

      The dog lay at Richard’s feet and didn’t move. Her tail didn’t even wag.

      “Holly,” Maggie tried again, and this time her voice cracked. Still, the dog didn’t move. It was only when Richard stood that she got to her feet and finally padded over to Maggie but it seemed more as a gesture of duty than desire. Had Holly already resigned herself to accept a new master?

      Maggie crouched down and gave the dog a hug and a quick kiss on the top of her head. Then she straightened, cleared her throat, and quickly donned her jacket, grabbing her purse. She held her arms wide for Brenda. “Until we meet again.”

      Brenda stepped over and gave Maggie a big hug, patting her back. “You’ll always be welcome in this house. And I expect a phone call—if not tomorrow, then on the weekend.”

      “You’ll get it,” Maggie promised. “I’ll have loads to tell you about the job and how I’m fixing up my apartment. I already have plans to go to the big flea market not far from work on Saturday.”

      Brenda stepped aside so Richard could have his turn at a hug. “Safe travels, Maggie. And don’t worry about Holly. We’ll take good care of her.”

      Maggie’s gaze drifted to me.

      I shrugged.

      Again she cleared her throat. “I’d better get going. Walk me to the car, Jeff?”

      “Of course.”

      I shrugged back into my jacket and gestured for her to go before me.

      “Bye,” Richard and Brenda chorused.

      “Bye-bye!” Betsy called and opened and closed her hand in a wave that Maggie didn’t see.

      She walked out the door and I pulled it shut behind us.

      When she arrived at the car, Maggie turned, and I could see there were tears in her eyes. I could feel the pull of conflicting emotions within her. Disappointment that her dog hadn’t made more of a fuss of her, but also a thin thread of regret. Very thin.

      “This isn’t forever,” she promised.

      “I know,” I said and stepped forward, putting my arms around her and pulling her close for a kiss, although neither of us felt any kind of passion.

      “I feel sad,” she admitted. “But … excited. I’ve never had this kind of opportunity given to me.”

      “You worked hard for it,” I said, parroting what she’d told me countless times.

      She managed a smile. “I did. We all make sacrifices when it comes to our careers.”

      “Yeah.” What more was there to say?

      She hurled herself at me, holding on for dear life. “It’ll be okay.”

      “We’ll get through it,” I said into her hair and managed to hold onto her just a little bit tighter.

      Maggie pulled back, gave me a more impassioned kiss, and then quickly turned, wrenched open the car door and got in.

      It was cold. I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets and watched as she backed the car out of the driveway, knowing Richard and Brenda were watching from the kitchen window.

      At the end of the drive, Maggie’s gaze was focused on the road. I waved, but she didn’t.

      So, I was alone.

      Again.
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      By the time Jeff reentered the house, a glass of scotch on the rocks sat before Richard. “Beer or bourbon?” Brenda asked.

      Richard was surprised she even bothered to ask.

      “Bourbon.”

      “Coming right up,” she said, playing bartender.

      Richard watched as his brother took off his jacket and sat down once again. Moments later, a glass appeared before him. Brenda took her seat and set down a glass of white wine for herself. “We should have a toast.” She picked up the glass. “To Maggie, may she find what she’s looking for.”

      “Or what she’s abandoning,” Richard muttered under his breath.

      Holly, who’d repositioned herself between Richard and the highchair, gave a little woof as though in agreement. The three of them clinked glasses.

      “So,” Richard said after taking a sip. “How did it go at Horse Hockey Brewing?” What was the point of discussing what had transpired minutes before in that kitchen?

      “I spoke to the owner’s daughter—your friend’s sister—and the brewmaster.”

      “And?”

      “They were reluctant to level with me about what’s going on at the brewery. But I got a strong vibe that they’re both scared.”

      “Of what?” Brenda asked.

      Jeff nodded in Richard’s direction. “Maybe of your friend—Nick.”

      “He’s not my friend,” Richard said defensively. “And how do you know he doesn’t have his father’s and the brewery’s best interests at heart?”

      “All I know is what Louie told me and gauging from the reactions of the people I met today, the situation warrants more investigation.”

      “And what will that entail?” Brenda asked.

      He let out a rather chagrined sigh. “I’m not sure.” Jeff looked in Richard’s direction. “Of course, you could shut this whole
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