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The Babysitter

“Your move,” Kelli said.

She and the two children sat on the sumptuous oriental carpet in the family’s game room. On the walls were posters of Las Vegas and Atlantic City. Nearby was a six-sided table for card games. A bar too, presently locked tight.

Kelli Lambert, seventeen, was in jeans and pink Hollister sweatshirt. Her blond hair was pulled back tightly into the ponytail that made her look all the more like the cheerleader that she was.

“No, me!” said William. The five-year-old, also blond, was fidgety. He’d sat still in one place for nearly ten minutes, which was maybe a record. His father was sure he would grow up to be an ace soccer player.

“It’s your sister’s turn,” Kelli said to the boy. She nodded to Mab, seven. The girl had given herself the nic, no one knew from where. Her given name was Barbara. Her parents had no predictions or expectations about her future career, athletic or otherwise—beyond growing up to be a woman as beautiful as her mother.

“Me!” William said firmly and with a frown.

Kelli cocked her head. “You won the last game,” she explained. “Another player goes first now. The player to your left. That’s your sister.” They were sitting in front of the colorful board game Candy Land.

He made a face and said to the babysitter, “That’s not in the rules!”

“It’s in my rules.” She gave him a kind, but firm, look through her blue-framed glasses that made her pretty face appear studious. Her braces matched the shade.

The teen was sitting across from her charges, in the lotus position, and her knees rose and fell. After the children were asleep she sometimes did yoga until the parents returned.

Cards were drawn, the plastic gingerbread men advanced. Mab won this game and then the next.

William sat back glumly. “She cheated!”

“Did not!”

“Yes, you did.”

“William,” Kelli said sternly. “No talk of cheating.”

It wasn’t even clear how anyone could cheat at Candy Land—especially given that the babysitter watched the board the way the eye in the sky at Vegas casinos scanned the tables. “You’re going to apologize right now.”

“No.”

“I didn’t cheat!” Mab was on the verge of tears.

“William.” Kelli’s voice was ominous.

He said nothing.

She added evenly, “Bed for you right now. No Disney, no cookies.”

A debate. Then: “All right, sorry.” He didn’t mean it but no matter.

“Thank you. Mab, accept his apology.”

“I accept.”

“Good. You guys tired of Candy Land?”

“Yeah, kinda,” Mab said.

“Your parents have any other games?”

“I guess,” Mab said. She was looking around. “Something … pin … Pinocchio.”

A smile. “No, not for us.”

William frowned and thought for a moment. “Dad plays Poke Her.”

Kelli blinked and stared.

“With his friends. They come over. They play it with cards and chips.”

She laughed. “Poker. Not for us either. A few years, maybe.”

The tall, lanky girl rose and looked in the closet, then the drawers in the game table and a buffet. “Nothing here.”

Next door was the office. She walked inside, flipped on the overhead light then the one on the cluttered desk. She looked in that room’s closets too. She returned to the game room. “No luck. Sorry, guys. I’ll bring some other ones next time.”

“Monopoly Junior!” Mab called.

“Okay, I will. Now, let’s get cookies and—”

• • •

:—milk. And we’ll put on Disney. What’re you two in the mood for?”

The screen went dark.

Rachel Winston stepped back from the computer keyboard and stood with arms crossed over her chest. She and her husband both continued to stare at the monitor that had been showing the security video of the babysitting session earlier that evening. Their luxurious home was seeded with cameras.

Erik fidgeted like his son might do.

She snapped, “I told you she saw.”

“Shit,” he muttered.

“Why on earth would you leave them out?”

He said nothing. His tongue slipped from his mouth and touched his lip. A nervous habit that she found repulsive. Snakish.

Rachel tapped the long, red nails of her right hand on the opposite arm’s bicep. Her shoulders were raised and rigid.

The Winstons might be described as beautiful people. Thirty-eight, nearly six feet tall and voluptuous, Rachel resembled an actress who sometimes won awards but whom few people could actually name. Erik was an inch or two over her height and still had the physique of the baseball player he’d been in college. Attractive too, with thick dark hair that could be unruly; he’d had to become an expert at taming it with comb and spray. At the event where they’d met it had been his hair that drew her to him, across the crowded room, at the same time that he gravitated toward her because of her abundant chest. Only later did they learn they had a few substantive interests in common.

Rachel muttered, “She looked at it. She looked right at it.” She’d made her point but her fury pushed her to repeat herself.

“Looking isn’t seeing.”

She sighed and closed her eyes momentarily. “And that means what?”

“You know how you look at something and don’t see it. Like ads in magazines. You look at them but you don’t focus. It doesn’t register.”

“How could it not register? You want me to run the tape again?”

The “it” was a diagram of the Golden Luck casino, located on a Native American reservation about thirty miles from Gardenview, the suburb in which this palatial home was located. In exactly one week an “accidental” electrical fire would break out in the basement of the casino, resulting in its near-total destruction.

The absence of a casino would throw the residents in this part of the state into abject panic. But not to worry; the syndicate that Rachel and Erik headed would leap in and fill the gap—miraculously in a matter of weeks. Their casino, known as the Half Moon, would be located in a nearby resort and up and running before the ashes of the Golden Luck had cooled. The prep work had already been done on the sly and the right money had gone to the right officials on the Gaming and P&Z Commissions.

In a final coup, Rachel’s idea, the employees from the Golden Luck would find new employment at the Half Moon, making a much higher salary. This would not only supply staff for Rachel’s and Erik’s venture but would leave the Roberto organization, owner of the Golden Luck, with no employees trained in the art of separating gamblers from their life savings.

A brilliant plan … 

Except for one glitch.

A goddamn seventeen-year-old cheerleader had now glimpsed the blueprints—with the big, bold printing on top: Golden Luck.

Which for some reason her goddamn husband had not thought to tuck away into a drawer.

When the story of the fire hit the news, the girl would think, “Hey, Mr and Mrs Winston had this map or something of that same casino. Holy cow!”

Or “Holy shit!”

Or whatever teenagers nowadays said.

Rachel shivered with rage.

Erik said delicately, “Really, honey, it’s not so bad. First, we’re not sure she actually saw it. And even if she did she’d have to watch the news to hear about the fire, and what kid nowadays does? They’re on their phones and doing Tok-tik or whatever and Facebook and shit. And even if she does watch the news she’d have to watch it at exactly the same time as the story about the fire’s on. And you know how short TV stories are. What’re the odds?”

Rachel said nothing. Her mind was clicking, as it tended to do. This was a gift. She didn’t like to get her hands dirty in their projects but she could come up with a dozen different smart ways to solve problems. She’d hand those solutions over to somebody else and get started on something new.

“So, it’ll be fine,” Erik concluded breezily, looking her way with fragile confidence. “Anyway, what is there to do about it now?”

His wife scoffed, as if he’d asked the stupidest question in the world. “What there is to do is we kill her.” She pulled out her phone.

• • •

To him, they were not people.

They were Objects.

Some of those in the profession thought of those they were hired to kill as Targets. Or just Them. Some actually liked to think of them by their names—but they tended to be the emotional ones, the sadistic ones and, driven by the thrill of taking lives, didn’t last very long in this business.

Michael himself had settled on Objects, and that worked for him.

They weren’t male, female, black, white, any nationality or creed, whatever creed was. Objects.

Replaying in his mind Rachel Winston’s phone call, the hulking man, with a sallow complexion and sunken eyes, stepped off the bus in the Mapleton section of town. While the city itself was for the most part gray and tough and gritty and industrial—which is where he handled most of his jobs—the outlying areas could be pretty. This ’hood didn’t have the mini mansions of Harper or the sleek and chic high-rises of Wilmington but the residents here kept up their unpretentious homes nicely and tended their trim lawns and gardens.

Michael appreciated their efforts regarding the gardens in particular. Those who knew his professional specialty might be surprised that he himself enjoyed pulling on work gloves and knee pads and puttering about in the small yard behind his colonial home. He raised mostly vegetables. Some of these he gave away but many ended up in the dishes he prepared. Minestrone soup, breaded eggplant, ratatouille. He wasn’t a great cook but the food he prepared was hearty and flavorful. Rich with oil and butter and salt. He didn’t care about cholesterol or blood pressure. He figured his lifespan was limited, due not to physiology but factors like the criminal justice system and the guns that the Objects occasionally possessed and were not reluctant to use. So his circulatory system worried him zip.

Michael began walking west from the bus stop through the cool, overcast autumn evening. He owned a nice car but he traveled almost exclusively by bus when he was on a job. No tag numbers to trace and city conveyances did not have very good security cams, if at all.

In this business it was important to blend in. He didn’t wear a porkpie hat or camo gear or long coat that might conceal an automatic weapon. Today he was in a tan sports jacket, black slacks, blue dress shirt and burgundy tie: a middle manager at an insurance agency, a supervisor at Outback. No one paid him any mind. He might be heading home to any one of these houses from a busy day at work.

Home to hug the wife and children. To water his green beans and Italian parsley.

Michael was thinking of his most recent job. The Object was a labor organizer. Had Michael’s client’s business unionized, as the Object was attempting to accomplish, profits would have plummeted, and so the man had to go. Michael had spent some days working up a plan to make the death appear accidental.

He was successful. Everyone bought the drunk-driving scenario (the Object had certainly done his part). The hit was clean, it was elegant and, most important, it didn’t get much scrutiny by the law. Cops here were overworked, understaffed and more than happy to accept a mishap at face value, and move on to busting inner city kids for selling drugs and the brown-toothed cookers for supplying them.

This job didn’t permit that kind of sophistication. For one thing, the death had to happen fast. Also, the murder of the Object would raise many an eyebrow, and even the best-organized apparent accident wouldn’t put suspicion to rest. So, the plan was a quick shooting, and let the chips fall where they might (quite the ironic metaphor, he thought, given that a casino was at the center of the job).

The police would go into gear and investigate. So what? Michael thought, let them. He would melt the clear plastic gloves he wore when shooting. The weapon had been stolen from a gun show and the suppressor he was going to use he’d made himself, all of which meant the ballistic profile of the bullet would lead investigators nowhere.

But fast didn’t mean impulsive or careless. He’d plan out the time and the place with his typical care. There’d be considerable surveillance work to do.

He now paused beside a particularly nice garden—filled with autumn flowers in abundance and zucchini ready to harvest and tomatoes red as fresh blood—and looked across the street to an unassuming, white-sided bungalow.

It was Kelli Lambert’s house.

He saw the girl walk into the front room, carrying a glass of milk or soda or something. A moment later the lights dimmed, replaced by flickering blue. In his household, growing up, children didn’t watch TV on school nights. But Michael had come to learn that it was a very different world nowadays.

• • •

The round, handsome woman of about fifty, looked her over in a particular way.

It was the gaze mothers gave babysitters. Part friendly greeting, part probing analysis.

Kelli was used to it.

“Good evening, dear.”

“Hello, Mrs Bailey.”

They were in the entryway of a cluttered but clean house in Harbor Grove, a neighborhood popular because of the school district and the view of Ambrose Lake.

“Come on in.”

The woman led her into the family room and they sat on a couch that you sank down into.

This was a try-out. Some parents didn’t want to commit to an entire evening with a new babysitter, even those who had references like Kelli’s, but would schedule an initial session for an hour or two while they visited with neighbors up the street or had a fast bite at a neighborhood bar. Any emergencies could be resolved in minutes. There were, Kelli had learned, a whole bunch of rules and arrangements in the babysitting business. These were called “protocols” in the business world, her mother had explained—Clara Lambert was a senior planner in the shipping company her husband had founded.

Kelli liked it that she’d learned a new word.

Protocol … 

She shifted on the squooshy sofa, feeling a twinge in her joints. In cheer, the team was trying a new routine that launched a student high into the air. Kelli had volunteered to be the “volleyball,” as she’d joked. Fine with the others; no one was really up for trying it. The move had gone pretty well the first couple of times but on the third, she’d spun a bit too far and, when she landed in the arms of the girls on the floor, it was on her side, not back. A muscle somewhere got pulled. Then she’d insisted she try it once more, even though her coach said she didn’t need to. The final move had gone perfectly.

Only a bit of ache remained.

“So, honey,” Mrs Bailey said, “your references are wonderful. Mrs Arthur said you straightened up her kitchen when you didn’t need to.”

“Just cleaned a little.”

“Well, you don’t have to do that for us. Oh, and I liked the notes you included from the children you’ve sat for.”

Kelli never asked, but sometimes the kids wrote her something. Mab Winston, for instance, had written a glowing review and drawn a picture of Kelli, which was not half bad. (The little demon William had offered neither praise nor a portrait.)

“You live nearby, right?”

“Mapleton.”

“Pretty there.”

“It’s nice.”

A pause. Mrs Bailey’s face grew still. “You live with your mother, right?”

She nodded. “My father passed away.”

Which was the question that Mrs Bailey was really asking.

The topic had come up because it suggested that Kelli would take her job seriously; without the main breadwinner in the family, the girl would need money to help her mother and to save up for important things like college tuition. She wouldn’t risk her babysitting reputation by sneaking boys into the house or drinking the parents’ vodka and refilling the bottles with water.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you.”

Then Mrs Bailey sat back, nodding. “Well, I think the girls are going to like you just fine. I’ll go get them.”

The woman rose and stepped out of the room. Kelli looked around. It was hard to avoid the wall decorations. Mr Bailey was a hunter. There were a half-dozen deer heads mounted on plaques, the creatures’ glassy eyes staring into the room. Directly at her, it seemed.

Creepy.

Something else caught her attention too: a large wooden cabinet with glass doors. Inside, four rifles sat with their ends pointed upward. She rose and walked to it. The guns—of dark brown wood and glistening blue-black metal—were impressive, like the works of art the Winstons had scattered throughout their mansion. Mr Bailey must have spent a lot of time caring for and polishing them.

She tugged at the door. It was securely locked. But looking up, she saw a small piece of metal protruding from the top. Hearing that Mrs Bailey was still upstairs, Kelli reached up and took the key. She tried it and the door opened. Inside, on the floor of the cabinet, was a large, dusty box. She lifted the lid carefully and found some pistols. She closed the lid. And relocked the door.

Her father had owned guns and they had always fascinated her. She’d wanted to go shooting with him but he’d said absolutely not.

“Please?” Drawing out the word the way teen girls were so adept at doing.

He’d used that line that infuriated her. “When you’re older.”

Now, looking at the deer, she thought: could I ever really shoot anything? She tried to imagine it. Like anybody who had the internet or TV, she knew how guns worked.

Pulling that slide thing back … 

Lifting the gun … 

Squeezing the trigger … 

All cool. 

But actually taking a life?

Without seriously considering the question, she returned to the couch. She pulled from her backpack the board game, with its colorful images of the happy characters sprinting through the fantasy landscape.

Candy Land was the perfect game for young children. Kelli had looked into it. Totally G-rated, the game had been developed by a retired teacher in the 1940s, recovering from this really bad disease, polio. She found herself in a ward filled with school kids who were recovering like her. To distract herself—and the children—the teacher came up with the idea of a game that involved a journey through a land of candy, were the players tried to be the first to the Candy Castle. The worst danger was getting stopped on a square of sticky candy until you drew that same color of the space you were on. Even Lord Licorice, who looked a little weird, didn’t pose any real danger.

It was not, Kelli had thought, Grand Theft Auto with a sweet tooth.

She’d read that more households with young children had Candy Land than had chess sets (though she wondered if, after the streaming TV show The Queen’s Gambit, that was still true).

As she was laying out the board, two twin girls about six charged into the room. One shouted, “Candy Land!”

Kelli smiled and said hello to Monica and Marion as they sat down across from her.

Mr and Mrs Bailey appeared in the doorway and, after the typical recitation of departing parents—bedtimes, snacks, toothbrushing and which were the preferred stuffed animals to accompany the girls to sleep—they departed.

Without even looking at the gun cabinet.

Much to Kelli’s great relief. If they had, they might’ve noticed that the key was no longer on top of the piece of furniture and wondered where it might have gone.

Never guessing that it sat deep in their babysitter’s back pocket.

• • •

Removing an Object is mostly about research and preparation.

The fatal shot would take only a few seconds. The time leading up to it would require days or weeks.

Michael sat in a coffee shop—a non-chain establishment, one with a fake security cam over the counter (he knew all the brand names). An ear bud was plugged in. Never use wireless; hacking and eavesdropping via Bluesnarfing and Bluebugging are so easy that even a fifty-year-old can do it, Michael had once joked.

He liked music, classical mostly, light classical, not weird classical, and now, with a slowly vanishing cappuccino in front of him, he might have been listening to Bach inventions or Mozart’s “Queen of the Night” aria as he was preparing for a presentation or studying an important spreadsheet.

However, he happened to be listening to surreptitious recordings of a half-dozen conversations and staring, somewhat blankly, at a map of the city on his computer. Later he would turn his attention to that. Now, his whole world was listening to the words.

Some recordings had been made via X-treme883 Shielded pickups, which were very sensitive, though they distorted the tone (it rendered Kelli’s voice higher than it naturally was). In other recordings, conversations had been vacuumed up via a SoundStealer, a two-thousand-dollar microphone that could pick up a human voice from hundreds of feet away. The early models were dangerous. Say you were listening to someone on the other side of the street and a motorcycle with a bad muffler shot past. The decibels in your earphone might shoot from eighty to one hundred and thirty in a second. That could blow your eardrums out and Michael knew one man in this business who that had happened to. He never recovered fully.

The new models, though, contained software that muted the sound instantly when the dBs rose to a dangerous level—like the shooting earmuffs that activated only when you fired the gun; you could carry on a normal conversation until you pulled the trigger.

Michael was jotting notes. He preferred to plan jobs on paper. Paper could be burned; paper could be soaked and wadded up and pulped in a garbage disposal. In this day and age you couldn’t escape bits and bytes but if he had to communicate electronically he used Department of Defense-level and Pretty Good Privacy encryption, which despite the modest name could have been called Really Damn Good Privacy.

Always aware of his surroundings as he worked, he had noted that a woman nearby, in a dark skirt and white blouse, kept looking his way. She was a little younger than him, maybe mid-forties. She was attractive, a bit heavy. The looks were mere glances—but not too quick. Once or twice she lingered. Michael got this some. He was a good-looking man with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and he was, as he had to be in this job, in good physical shape. He did not acknowledge her look, of course. While he certainly felt that tug, low in his gut, he would never pick up anyone in a venue like this, or at a time like this. His attitude was not out of fidelity to Anita, of course (she was presently off-shift from the Good-Night Gentlemen’s club and was probably making several thousand dollars in the nearby Day’s Inn). No, it was purely for security. Never mix lust and work.

The woman was merely pretending to read her novel—she’d flipped pages once in the past five minutes. Maybe this was because she’d come to Joe’s in hopes of meeting a man.

But she might also be part of an operation. Meet Michael, go home with him, look for evidence.

Or shoot him in the back of the head.

Such was Michael’s life.

Always risk.

But reward too: the satisfaction of using his God-given skills and removing Objects from the earth. While making a great deal of money.

The conversations on the recordings ended and he studied his notes. He had enough. He wiped the SD card and, when no one was looking, dropped it into his napkin, where he broke it into several pieces with his powerful hands. They went into his pocket; he would later pitch them into the roadside grass on his drive home.

He sipped some of the cinnamony beverage and he turned his attention to the map, moving his mouse to the venue that he’d heard mentioned on the tape.

Ameri-Mall was a large indoor shopping center/entertainment spot about five miles from downtown. It was quite the attraction. There were the typical stores you’d see at such a place: from cheap to glitzy. One of the big draws was the rides—a portion was actually a mini amusement park, with a small roller coaster and Ferris wheel and bumper cars and arcades. Especially popular with teens.

After ten minutes of studying the map—and examining some architectural drawings he’d scored—Michael sat back, eyes on the stained acoustic tile ceiling. It would be impossible to do the job in the mall itself, of course; the place would be far too crowded—and the killing had to be at peak hours, to escape safely afterward. But one advantage about the venue was the maze of underground parking. Much of it was patrolled and covered by security cameras but there were many blind spots.

He was satisfied. Barring a turn of bad luck, the hit would work.

After downing his drink, cold but just as tasty as when it was steaming, he rose. Michael was halfway to the door when he heard a voice.

“Excuse me.”

He turned. He was looking at the woman in the white blouse. She was smiling.

His unresponsive, almost cold, eyes did nothing to deter her.

“I knew it! I saw you at Fitness Is Us. The spinning class Tuesday. Don’t tell me I’m wrong.”

He had no idea what a spinning class was. “No.”

“No, I’m not wrong? Or no you weren’t there?”

“I wasn’t there.” He noted that her blouse was one button less secure than it had been five minutes ago.

“Are you sure?”

How could that possibly be a question?

“Okay. Maybe you don’t spin, but you sure work out.” She scanned his body.

“I have to go.”

“Sure I can’t buy you another cappuccino?” she asked. So she was all-in, no coyness present.

Which he respected.

“No. I have to get home. Sorry.” He added the last word not because he was, but because it was something that one said at a time like this. And he needed to appear normal.

“Maybe I’ll see you in here again.”

“Maybe.”

Michael walked outside into the cool evening air, reflecting that, no, it hadn’t been an LEA op. No undercover cop in the world would be that clumsy.

Nor was she one of those pushy people who might just stand up, walk out the door with him and, inundating him with one-sided conversation, accompany him in the direction of his home.

This was particularly good news. It would have been a considerable inconvenience to kill her.

• • •

A dilemma.

Erik Winston paced in his office.

The office where he’d left out in plain view the damn documents about the plan to torch the competitor casino.

Of course the babysitter hadn’t appreciated anything incriminating in what she’d seen—if, like he’d told his wife, she’d seen anything at all.

He’d once watched a TV show in which an audience was shown a scene of a streetside scuffle between a couple of men. While it was going on someone in a gorilla suit walked by in the background, stopped and waved. Ninety per cent of the audience never noticed the creature.

It was the same in Kelli’s case. She was so focused on looking for a game for the kids, the diagrams didn’t even register.

Besides, there was a practical risk in killing her. What if investigators found that the victim had babysat for the very couple opening the casino that replaced the Golden Luck? A sharp cop might start to make connections.

The lesser risk was to let her live and take the slim chance that she had seen the casino’s name.

He now rubbed his eyes. He was no saint; he’d ordered hits before and had come close to carrying out a few himself. (The two jobs his father sent him out on didn’t work out, but that wasn’t his fault. It really wasn’t.)

No, Erik Winston didn’t care about taking adult lives … 

But a kid?

That was bad. 

But the plan was already in motion. His wife had found a pro willing to tap a teenager. Rachel had always been more brutal than he was. They’d met at the funeral of her cousin, an enforcer of the organized crew that her uncle headed up. Erik ran a small numbers and gaming operation that paid a cut to the uncle’s operation. Their marriage was traditional in one sense—the wedding night lasted three energetic hours—but was also a business arrangement. He merged his operation into hers, sort of a reverse dowry.

He was grifting and scam, not guns and blood, his wife’s preferred approach.

But this was too much.

No, it was wrong and dangerous to kill the girl.

What to do about it, though?

He poured another Scotch and sat back, considering the quandary.

Well, maybe there was a solution.

Erik considered himself an expert at human nature. He knew his wife. She was good at coming up with schemes and plans—solid ones, profitable ones—but once she’d done so, her attention jumped to the next job and the next. The earlier schemes faded from her mind.

He knew the psyche of hit men too. They were stone cold, and in the business for one thing only: money.

A plan formed. Their hit man was making fifty K for the job. Erik would contact him and offer one hundred K, cash or bitcoin, to get sick the day of the hit. Something gut-wrenchingly bad, puking, high fever. So bad he was laid up in bed.

Rachel would try to find another hit man but given that she was focused on other projects and that it was hard to find a suitable killer before they burned down the Golden Luck, the hit would end up in the back of her mind. The arson would happen, the story would run but Kelli would never hear about it. The whole problem would go away.

Erik walked into the front of the house and looked through the curtains. His wife’s car was not in the circle.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and texted the killer, laying out his plan.

There was a delay of only ten seconds.

I keep the original 50?

Erik debated. This seemed unfair since the man was being paid a bonus to not finish the job, which meant he was avoiding any risk of jailtime. But he saw no other option.

Okay.

And the reply.

Deal. Cash. McMurtry’s one hour.

Erik told the man he’d meet him there. He drained his glass and hurried to his car. He had to be gone by the time Rachel returned.

• • •

Kelli pushed through the thick doorway from the parking garage and stepped into the light. It was so bright she blinked.

She headed to the rendezvous spot, where Tiff and Joanne and Kisha and Sha’ana were clustered together. Two of the girls she knew from cheer, one from the cafeteria and one from Computer Club. They were sitting in mesh chairs, leaning forward, huddled and holding phones.

Tiff held hers up, to the “Awws” of the others.

It wasn’t of a boy, Kelli knew. That would have been a different tone of Aww. This would be of a cute cat. Maybe a baby goat.

Kelli strode up.

“Yo!” Joanne said.

They nodded and smiled greetings.

“Drop some screen, girl,” Kelli said to Tiff.

She’d been wrong about the vid, but close. It was a puppy doing a TikTok dance.

“Aww,” Kelli echoed.

“I need jeans,” Joanne announced, and this would be quite a project because she was so tall and thin. But her crew, Kelli included, was up for the challenge.

They rose from the chairs and started down walkways. Kelli had no doubt that they’d be successful. You could find anything you wanted at Ameri-Mall, the Emerald City of shopping centers.

• • •

At McMurtry’s, in the business district, Erik ordered a smoky Lagavulin and watched some of the more attractive women in the place. It was a watering hole for businesses in the area and most of the female clientele had jobs in the tall office buildings that created dim canyons in this part of downtown. But stepping inside here was like slipping into a different dimension. Jackets came off, buns got undone, fresh makeup was applied. There was definitely Tinder action going on here, figuratively as well as literally, and Erik knew that hooking up at McMurtry’s invariably meant good sex … and even, he’d heard, the occasional marriage. He took pleasure in observing the turgid jousting around him, even if he was no longer allowed to play.

He looked at his watch.

The killer was five minutes late.

He had a fantasy that the man had had another job before he was to meet Erik, but something went wrong and he got shot dead. That would take care of the dilemma right there. Not only would Kelli the babysitter survive but he’d save his hundred K. 

Win, Win.

He had just lifted the sweet, pungent liquor to his lips when a woman’s voice said in a snarling whisper, “Are you out of your mind?”

Shit and a half.

He closed his eyes momentarily.

Rachel lifted his glass out of his hand. She set it loudly on the bar.

“He told you?” Erik whispered.

“Of course he told me. He’s a murderer but he’s honorable.” She pointed a finger at her husband’s chest. “A deal …” A painful poke with the long nail into his breastbone. “Is.”

Poke.

“A.”

“All right, I got the message.”

“Deal!”

Poke.

“Ouch.”

“Shut up. And our money?” she asked snidely. The pronoun was a reminder that, in a way, he’d tried to rob her.

He handed over the envelope. She pocketed it.

She leaned close and he smelled some floral scent, a delicate one. It went perfectly with her arresting, sensual physique. It did not, at all, match her icy, hateful eyes.

People around them had turned, surely registering her scary face and harsh words. She glared back and they resumed their drinking and flirting. She whispered to Erik, “Do you like what we do at night?”

Oh, hell, this again.

He nodded.

“Do you really like it, Erik?”

“Yes.”

“Am I creative? Do I know what you enjoy?”

“Yes. But it’s just I kept thinking, she’s a kid, she’s a kid.”

Rachel said, “Whips or kid. You choose.”

“Honey, I love—”

“Whips or kid?”

“All right,” he muttered.

“There’s my boy.” She picked up his whisky and downed it, then strode out the door, saying, “Pay up and let’s go. I want this over with.”

• • •

Kelli looked at her phone to get the time.

No kids wore watches anymore. Older people gave them as birthday and graduation presents but they ended up in drawers. A phone was everything, a clock, a calculator, a newscaster, a game, a camera, a lifeline.

Having said goodbye to her friends (the jeans mission successful), she walked along the brightly lit hallway of Ameri-Mall in the direction of the parking garage. Here was Claire’s, full of trinkets. Here was Justice, full of Chinese shirts and jeans covered with American logos.

Unlike some friends, Kelli was not addicted to shopping and had no need for retail therapy but sometimes it was just good to be in a place that was a bubble away from the outside, the real world. A place that was undeniably cheerful, where you could find a new outfit, friendly people, a mochaccino with whipped cream—a place where you could forget, momentarily, that you’d be returning to a home without a father.

Something now caught her eye—in the window of a store just past Justice. A hairclip in the window. It was in the shape of a feather and would go well with her hair when she wore it up, which she did at cheer so she didn’t get blinded during a spin or twist routine. It sparkled and shone—it seemed to “call her name,” an expression of her father’s when he’d noted she saw something she liked.

Oh, go ahead, girl, splurge.

She did, and a moment later was walking to the exit, swinging the small shopping bag in her hand.

She stepped through the double doors and into the dark stairway that led to what she called the “secret” portion of the garage, always deserted, so there were plenty of places to park. It was spooky, with the dimness, the dripping pipes, the groans, the rat droppings, the graffiti—why tag a wall here, when only a few people would see it?

Spooky …

Of course, it wouldn’t be, she thought, if you had a gun in your pocket or purse.

Any threat she’d pull it out, aim it and—if he didn’t back off—start firing.

But that wasn’t going to happen.

She had no weapon on her.

Sure, when she’d found the guns in the cabinet at the Baileys’, she’d thought about borrowing one, taking it into the woods and trying it out. He probably wouldn’t even know, considering that he didn’t seem to open the dusty box very often.

She’d satisfy that urge she’d had to go shooting with her father.

Well, she was older now.

But Kelli had decided, no. A gun wasn’t for her. 

Besides taking it from a client, even to borrow, was clearly breaking the babysitting protocols.

And that was something, Kelli had decided, she simply could not do. 

• • •

Michael was in the garage beneath the Ameri-Mall.

Hiding in one of the spots he’d identified in his research. This part of the facility wasn’t near the main entrance, and the stalls were mostly empty.

He’d been following the Object in the mall—certain he hadn’t been seen—and was now near where the hit would take place. When he got within about fifteen yards from the kill zone, he stopped.

He’d created the shooting solution in the coffee shop and rehearsed it in his head a dozen times.

Research and preparation … 

He pulled on the clear latex gloves and took his gun from his back waistband (the best place to stow larger pistols; they invariably displayed a profile when in a holster on your hip or even under your arm). The SIG-Sauer was a fine weapon, more complicated than a Glock but, in his opinion, more accurate. The caliber was 9mm and, compensating for their medium size, caliber, the slugs were hollow points that expanded upon hitting their target, devastating organs and muscles.

From his pocket Michael took a suppressor. He screwed the tube onto the muzzle. Pros like him objected to the word “silencer.” For one thing, it was inaccurate; no gun would ever be silent. Also, hit men didn’t like filmmakers and actors portraying them referring to the accessory inaccurately. It made them seem amateurish.

Suppressors over the years evolved from crude devices, tubes filled with rubber baffles, which lasted only three or four uses and fired out bits of material that the police could trace. Today, they were far more sophisticated, containing rings in carefully designed shapes, scientifically mounted in the tube. They worked by catching the hot gas from a gunshot and dispersing it slowly, so that the huge sound becomes an audible but quiet thunk.

Michael took one more item from his jacket: a C-clamp, the sort you can buy at hardware stores around the country. This he affixed to a pipe running from floor to ceiling. He rested his gun on it and aimed toward the target area. When he was tagging an Object with a firearm, he always used a rest. No pro shot freehand.

He looked at his watch.

How long would he have to wait?

Only seconds, it seemed.

The Object stepped into view at that very moment.

Michael had earlier chambered a round in the SIG. Firearm safety dictated that you not mount a suppressor on a loaded gun, and under other circumstances he would have followed that rule. But here, he couldn’t risk mounting the suppressor first and then pulling the slide to chamber a bullet. The noise would be too recognizable; even someone who’d never touched a gun knew the distinctive metallic snapping from TV.

He would shoot three times. To effectively kill, you needed to obliterate your target, not risk merely wounding. He rested the weapon on the C-clamp and controlled his breathing. In, out. In, out. He increased pressure on the trigger.

Aim, breathe, squeeze … 

Now!

Thunk, thunk, thunk … 

The gun kicked hard. Blood and tissue sprayed everywhere.

• • •

Rachel Winston barked a scream and threw her hands up when the bullets blew apart the head of the man she’d been talking to, spattering her with gore.

Her husband screamed too.

The man, whose name was Larry Markus, had been counting the money she’d just handed him when he collapsed. Bills fluttered everywhere.

“Jesus,” Erik gasped. A pistol appeared in his hand and he swiveled around, crouching.

“No,” came a whisper from the shadows.

Without a moment’s hesitation Erik dropped the gun.

Sighing at her husband’s cowardice, Rachel, not a bad shot, eyed the gun and debated scooping up the weapon.

“You too, lady” came the voice from the dark. “No.” Whoever it was had seen her eyes—and therefore her intention.

She slumped.

A large man, pale, with thick salt-and-pepper hair, walked into the light. He was holding a suppressed gun, which was pointed toward them.

Rachel began, “Listen …”

“Shhh. Turn around.”

“We didn’t do anything,” Erik whined. “We were just shopping. We—”

Rachel told her husband, “Shut up.”

“Turn around,” the man muttered, like a parent irritated at a difficult child. Just how they talked to William.

They turned around.

In the corner of her eye she was aware that the killer was bending down and collecting things. Probably Erik’s and Markus’s guns and the money.

He’d had them turn their backs so he could shoot them more easily if one of them made a move. She couldn’t help but admire professionals, even at a time like this.

“All right,” the killer said.

They faced him.

She said, “If you’re from the Roberto organization—”

“Don’t talk.”

Erik began babbling. “We won’t. We won’t say a word, you let us go and—”

“Shut up.” This time it was the shooter who’d snapped at him. The broad man now looked around carefully. He said, “It’s good.”

“What?” Rachel asked.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

Another person stepped from the shadows and joined them.

Rachel gasped.

It was Kelli Lambert, the babysitter.

“Hi, Uncle Mike,” she said to the gunman and kissed him on the cheek.

• • •

Kelli looked down at the body.

“Who is he?” she asked.

Her uncle held up the man’s wallet. “Larry Markus. I’ve heard of him. Trigger man out of Detroit. He’ll tag anybody. Children, the elderly, the disabled.” The tone of his voice made it clear how he felt about that.

She then looked over the married couple standing in front of the body, both of them spattered with blood and other icky stuff. Mr Winston’s face was totally comical. It was a smile in a way but kind of distorted. She guessed it meant he was way freaked out. Was he going to puke? Kelli stepped back. It was so gross when people did that.

His wife’s expression was calmer but it was still: WTF?

Kelli said, “We don’t have a lot of time. You know.” She glanced at the blood running down the floor toward a drain. Soon it would be out of the shadows and visible. “So, like, let’s get to business.”

“Business?” Mrs Winston muttered. Her face was growing red. Confusion had turned to anger.

Her uncle took over. “We know you’re going to burn down the casino that Roberto and his crew owns and then start up one yourself.”

Mrs Winston grimaced and lifted her palms toward her husband, like she was saying, “Told you so.”

“We have it all on a tape. Do you want to hear it?”

“That’s not necessary,” Mrs Winston muttered. She looked at Kelli with a cold smile. “I assume when you were pretending to look for your goddamn games, you left a bug.”

“Pretty much.”

Michael continued, “And we heard the call of you arranging to take my niece out. And meeting here to pay Markus.” Generally pretty calm and cool, he was now mad. And having Uncle Mike mad at you was not a good thing.

Kelli squinted as she recalled listening to the tape. “You said there was a nosey little bitch you needed dead. I.e., me.” She smiled brightly. “Hey, I just learned something in school. Want to hear? ‘I.e.’? It’s Latin for id est. It means, ‘That is.’” Latin was her favorite class, after coding.

Her uncle said evenly, “You can go ahead and burn down whatever you want. We don’t care. But if you don’t transfer two million into this bitcoin vault, a copy goes to the cops, FBI and the Roberto organization.” He set a card on the concrete between them and stepped back. Mrs Winston nodded for her husband to collect it.

Mr Winston scurried forward. “But we’re only clearing one mill. Where are we going to get—”

Uncle Mike said, “Not our problem.”

“Shit.” He collected the card.

Kelli said, “You know I think we need another million. That ‘little bitch’ part. What do you think, Uncle Mike?”

He was nodding with approval. He added to the couple, “Midnight tonight.”

Mrs Winston whispered, “Three million? Impossible.”

Kelli stared at her coolly and thought it was really neat when the woman looked away first.

A sigh. “All right. We’ll get it.”

Uncle Mike said, “Go on home. I’ll finish up here.” A nod toward the body and the hundred-dollar bills littering the garage floor. “And say hi to your mom for me. We’ll be there Sunday for supper.”

“Bye,” Kelli said brightly and kissed his cheek once more. She started away but then turned back, looked toward the Winstons. “Oh, by the way: a five-dollar tip, for a whole evening babysitting? Seriously?”

• • •

Kelli Lambert sat at a metal table with rounded edges. It was bolted to the floor, as was the chair she was in. She was bored. She didn’t have her phone with her and there was nothing to look at. No windows. Nothing on the walls, which were painted green and were scuffed. She would have painted them. She was pretty good with a roller and brush. She’d done her own room when she and her mother moved into the new house.

There was a shadow outside, in the corridor.

Her heart beat a little faster and she smiled when the door opened.

The guard let the man inside. He was fifty-two and had broad shoulders and a thin waist. He wore a gray jumpsuit with short sleeves. His arms were thick and his left forearm bore a tat in the shape of a dagger.

“Daddy!”

“Honey!”

Contact was against the prison rules, but they didn’t apply when you were Tomas Milandic, the most powerful mob boss in the state. Anyway, also against the rules, the guard had left them alone, so who was to notice any infractions?

“You’re too thin,” he said, frowning as he stepped back and studied his daughter.

“Dad. I eat like a horse. I’m just at cheer practise five times a week, and we have a game every Friday night.”

“Eat more.”

“Then they couldn’t catch me when I do an aerial. I’ll be too big.”

He glanced at her hair. “Hm. Nice. I like that.”

She touched the feather clip she’d bought at the mall—at the store next to Justice: Tiffany’s. It had cost five thousand dollars. Sometimes you just needed to splurge—especially when she was going to make the family seven figures that night.

She asked, “How’s it going with the doctor?”

“It’s working out good.”

The prison offered psychological counseling. Her father was in group therapy with some cons diagnosed with antisocial personalities. They’d been convicted of all sorts of serious crimes, hijacking, robbery, assault and, some of the younger ones, hacking and cyber stalking and ransomware attacks. They were all recidivist offenders, and the prison officials were hoping to turn them around.

Her father, however, was not there to cure himself … or help cure anyone else. He wanted to make contacts he might use when he was released in four years and returned to the helm of the syndicate that his father—Kelli’s grandad—had created thirty years ago.

“The Eagles?” he asked.

She grimaced. “Lost our second in a row.” The John Adams High Eagles were not a stellar team.

“So, when I call my bookie?”

She thought for a minute. “They’re playing Travis City. I say Travis. And the spread? Make it eight.”

“I’ll do it. How’d the babysitting gig go?”

She held up three fingers. “In the vault.”

Her father beamed. “Three? One mill extra. You put together a good one. But then you always do.”

Kelli had known from a young age what her father did—he’d had to tell her at ten or so that there were certain things in their life she couldn’t talk about, to anybody. Money in the basement, certain visitors who arrived in limos with thick, tinted windows, the guns hidden behind books on the shelves.

He’d even told her there was a chance that “certain people”—i.e., the police—might catch him.

Which is just what happened last year. One of the lower-level runners in her father’s company had turned them in. Her dad and some key friends in the crew were locked up for conspiracy.

Part of the sentence was forfeiting most of the family’s money.

Young Kelli had liked the intrigue of his career outside the shipping business he ran … and liked the fact that her father had entrusted her with his secrets. She’d never participated, of course, but had quietly observed how he conducted business, whom he had over to the house, what they said and what plans they’d made.

After he was arrested Kelli, then sixteen, had done a lot of thinking about the situation. She’d come to visit him and said she had an idea. She was a popular babysitter. What if, on a job, she were to find something about the parents that was incriminating? They could blackmail them.

“Absolutely not,” was his stern response.

At her next job, though, she’d left a plush bunny in the basket stuffed full of the children’s toys in the family’s living room. The cute thing had huge, floppy ears, a sweet smile, a round puffy tail … and, inside, a digital recorder. She’d collected the device a week later on another assignment at the house and listened to the ten hours of recorded conversations.

She told this to her father on their next visit.

“You did what?” he said angrily. “I said not to.”

She lowered her head contritely. “I’m sorry, Daddy.” But then she looked at him quizzically. “What’s insider trading?”

His face softened. “Explain.”

The bunny had caught the man using that phrase, along with the words that they had to be “really careful or we could get ten years.”

Which told her that he was doing something that he wouldn’t want anybody to know about.

And that he’d pay to keep quiet.

Her father had thought for a moment then said, “Have my brother get you a bug that’s shielded from scanners. Mike knows where to go.”

“Oh, they make those? That’s neat.”

The next few recordings captured the man’s plan to use information to buy stock illegally. Uncle Mike had visited them and played some of the recordings. The shocked man had immediately transferred $250K to a bitcoin vault that Kelli and her uncle had set up.

Kelli and her mother moved to their new house in Mapleton. Going by her mother’s last name and claiming her father had passed, she’d amped up her babysitting business, trying to get jobs in the homes of men and women like the Winstons—from a list that her Uncle Mike had supplied, people he and her father knew were engaging in criminal activities, and who had young children who would need babysitting occasionally.

On a job, Kelli would search the house for incriminating evidence, on the pretext of looking for games, and would plant the bugs. Her uncle followed up with the collection, making sure she stayed out of harm’s way.

It would have been the same with the Winstons.

Except for hiring somebody to tag the “little bitch.” Once her uncle learned that the hit man was going to be paid at Ameri-Mall, he’d told Kelli about it. She’d met with her friends beforehand and then headed down to the garage to wait until Uncle Mike had killed Markus. Then she’d confronted the pair and together they’d shaken them down for the three mil.

Her dad now said with a frown. “Mike told me, the latest job? They were going to tag you?”

She shrugged. “They hired some asshole from Michigan.”

“Language,” he said in that voice that parents sometimes use to correct their children when they don’t really believe in the rule they were enforcing.

“Sorry. But it was cool. Uncle Mike’s always there, right behind me.”

“Just be careful. A father worries.”

“I will. Promise.” Then, “Oh, there’s something else I want to do. I babysat for this family, the Baileys?”

“Are they on Mike’s list?”

“No, this was a real job. They had this gun cabinet in the family room. Locked. But the kids could climb on a chair and get the key.”

“Idiots,” her father said, a dark expression on his face. He had very firm opinions about gun safety and youngsters.

When you’re older … 

“After they left, I opened the door and got a picture of the twins standing in front of it. I locked it up again and kept the key.”

“What’re you thinking? A hundred thousand to keep the pic off social media?”

“No, they’re not bad people. They’re just like, yeah, idiots. I thought I’d send them a copy of the picture and a note saying, ‘Child Protective Services.’ They’ll get the message.”

“That’s my girl,” he said, wearing a proud expression. “But they’ll know it came from you. You’ll never get a job from them again.”

“No problem. Always a demand for babysitters with games and fresh-baked cookies.”

The door opened. “Time,” the guard said uneasily.

“Sure thing, Joey.”

Father and daughter hugged again.

“See you next week, Daddy.”

The man led her father into the hall and Kelli sat back down to wait for the escort to take her back to prison reception.
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“He’s going to die in there. I mean, it’s only a matter of time. My boy …” The man’s voice choked. “There’s a gang inside. Friends of the man that got killed.”

Listening on his mobile, Colter Shaw noted the passive construction of the sentence. He didn’t say: Friends of the man that Jude was convicted of killing. Though that was what had happened.

“They’re out to get him. I know it! He’s afraid to walk outside in the prison yard. He’s afraid to eat meals.”

“Can’t they segregate him?”

“No. Or they won’t.”

“Has anyone else called about the reward?”

“A couple people,” Arnie Sterling told him. “They didn’t know anything about the case. They just wanted the reward money. And said they had alibis for Jude’s whereabouts at the time of the murder. But it was just bullshit. They didn’t know anything.”

Exploiting tragedy. Colter Shaw had learned this happened often.

“You’ve tried private eyes?”

“One or two. They weren’t interested. And I can’t afford them anyway, not the good ones. It was all I could do to scrape up the reward. I mean, it’s nothing, I know. But it’s all we could think of to do.”

“Let’s get together. I can be there the day after tomorrow.”

“Really?”

“Give me your address.”

“Oh, thank you, sir! Bless you.”

Shaw was spending this muggy June evening at his house in Florida. It was his fixed residence, though he spent little time in the place. The large, rustic craftsman home, on a lake, had plank oak floors, wormwood walls, leaded glass windows. The siding was natural shake shingles. It featured four bedrooms, a study, a kitchen built for someone who was a far better and more eager cook than Colter Shaw. Eclectic assortment of furniture. Ancient maps were his main decorations—he collected them.

The favorite feature was a long lake-facing porch for sipping coffee in the a.m. and beer ten hours later (where he presently was, and what he was presently drinking). People envied him, having such a homey, stylish place. He thought he should appreciate it more. Shaw was known in his family as “the restless one,” and his abode tolerance was about thirty days, tops. It was then time for the road.

Shaw walked into the den, which was awash with brilliant light; the June sun was low in the west. He googled “Jude Sterling” and was surprised to find only three brief articles about the boy in the Valley Register, which covered the Ohio county where he lived. One was about his winning a long-distance foot race for his high school last year, setting a record. The other two were about the shooting. 

Hanson Valley Resident Charged 
In Shooting Death of Drug Dealer

January 14. Jude Anthony Sterling, an unemployed nineteen-year-old resident of Hanson Valley, was arrested yesterday and charged with second-degree murder and related offenses in the shooting death of Daryl Williams, twenty-nine, on January 12.

Williams was shot to death at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry off Pemberton Road. According to a Steuben County Sheriff’s Office spokesman, the quarry is known as a place for drug sales among local youth. Authorities in Canton, where Williams lived, reported that he had a history of drug offenses in that city and in Akron.

The County Sheriff’s Office spokesman added that drugs and cash, traceable to Williams, were found in Sterling’s truck, immediately after the killing. The alleged murder weapon was also found in Sterling’s truck. 

Sterling was suspended from high school several times for fighting and drug possession, according to Department of Education records. 

Arraignment is scheduled for tomorrow.

Colter Shaw turned to the second story, which was even shorter. It struck him as almost an afterthought.

Quarry Killer Found Guilty

May 17. Hanson Valley resident Jude A. Sterling was convicted today of second-degree murder in the death of Daryl Williams, twenty-nine, on January 12 of this year. He was also convicted of possession of controlled substances and larceny.

Williams, a known drug dealer, was shot in the back of the head by Sterling at the Mason Gravel and Rock Quarry. Sterling also robbed Williams of drugs and cash.

It took the jury three and a half hours to reach a verdict.

Despite pleas for leniency by his parents and some family members reading character statements, Judge Hanley Warwick Walker sentenced the defendant to twenty-five years to life.
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Colter Shaw arrived in Hanson Valley, Ohio, at ten in the morning, after fourteen hours on the road. He’d made the journey in his gray, thirty-foot-long Winnebago, whose odometer registered just over 139,000 miles upon his arrival.

Shaw had owned four other RVs, similar to this one, over the past ten years. Two he traded in, according to his own admittedly arbitrary rule of thumb: when the odometer reached a quarter-million miles—ten times around the circumference of the earth at the equator. One camper was totaled in a crash in Colorado, in which he was injured, though not badly. The fourth was destroyed in Oklahoma City when a man threw a Molotov cocktail at it. The improvised explosive device didn’t breach the windshield, but the flaming gasoline flowed into the body and burned the vehicle to the rims in twenty minutes.

Shaw, who was inside the RV at the time, escaped with most of his belongings. Six feet tall, and with a muscular build, he had been a champion wrestler at the University of Michigan and learned grappling—also known as street wrestling—from his father. When he located the bomb-flinger who had thrown the device, it took only five minutes to convince the man to turn himself in, which he did, though only after a brief stop in the emergency room to treat the man’s dislocated shoulder.

In Hanson Valley, Shaw parked outside of the Sterlings’ bungalow, located in a tattered section of town. They obviously weren’t a family that could easily spare the $2,600 they were offering to anyone who could prove Jude was innocent of the murder. Arnie worked for the power authority doing line maintenance work; Jewel was a checker at Foster’s, a local grocery store that had been in business for sixty-two years, a mom-and-daughter operation.

Shaw always met offerors—his term for those posting a reward—in person. This gave each party a chance to size the other up. He’d need their cooperation and that meant they’d have to be comfortable with him. He, too, always made sure the offerors were people he wanted to do business with. Once, he’d declined a forty-thousand-dollar reward for a runaway teen. He’d walked into the father’s living room, noted the Nazi flag dominating one wall, and turned around and left, thinking to the teenager: Keep running, son, and good luck.

Arnie Sterling was a wiry man in his forties, with thinning flyaway reddish hair. His wife was heavy and her face was pinched, as if fraught with constant worry. They warmly welcomed Shaw into their cluttered kitchen and Jewel poured coffee. He declined baked goods.

“He got into a fight last night. This prisoner was baiting him. They finally broke it up but the guards don’t really care.”

Jewel added: “And there was a knifing yesterday, he told us.” She was tearing up.

Shaw said, “Let me tell you how this’ll work. You don’t pay a penny of expenses. That’s out of my pocket. If I find proof Jude is innocent, and he’s released, then you owe me the money. But not until then.”

The husband and wife regarded each other. He said, “Seems fair.”

“More than fair.” Jewel dabbed her eyes.

Arnie said, “We might be able to add to it, the reward, I mean. A cousin of mine is—”

“No, the reward’s fine. Twenty-six hundred’s what you offered. That’s what’s on the table.”

The husband gave a perplexed look. “You got a funny way of running a business, Mister.”

Shaw smiled. He produced a notebook and his favorite fountain pen, an Italian model, black with its trademark three orange rings.

For an hour the parents talked about their son and the case, and answered Shaw’s questions, during which time Jewel kept the coffee mugs filled and Arnie would step outside every so often for a smoke. Shaw took copious notes, writing in small elegant letters, with each line perfectly horizontal although the notebook was not ruled. This was not a skill he worked at; he’d inherited it from his father. Curiously, his sister, Dorion, and brother, Russell, did not get the calligraphy gene.

Slowly a picture of the young man emerged.

Jude didn’t do well in school. He suffered from attention deficit disorder. “He was hyper a lot of the time,” Jewel said. “Just going, going, going. All the time. It could be exhausting to be around him. Of course, this frustrated him, too, and made him angry. He’d tend to act out a lot.”

The school counselor recommended therapists, but the Sterlings were unable to afford anyone other than a strip-mall psychopharmacologist, who saw Jude once every two months to prescribe and monitor his various medications. Success with the drugs was hit-or-miss.

Shaw asked about the newspaper report on the boys’ troubles in high school. 

“That was such bullshit, that story. Why’d they write that?” The father’s cheeks flushed. “Jude got into some fights in school. Like we all did, like everybody did,”

He was suspended a few times because of it. Only once, in the ninth grade, were the police called. It was a bad fight and the other boy was bloodied. But the prosecutor declined to take the case to trial and Jude was let go. He faced several trespass and shoplifting charges but there was never the evidence—or maybe the energy—to pursue those cases either.

“And the drugs?” Jewel scoffed. “A little pot. And that reporter, you ask me, he hasn’t been in any high school in the twenty-first century. Half the students smoke something. And pot’s the least of it.”

While his grades were not good, he showed talent in art and talked often about creating a superhero comic book series or writing graphic novels. (English and art were the only courses in which he ever received a grade as high as
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