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Sooner or later, the curtain comes down on us all, I suppose, but Nora Solomon made a career of dying. 

Alicia leaned over my shoulder to put the front page in front of me on the kitchen island. I felt her breasts, round and soft beneath her bathrobe, push against my back. I reached back to grab her ass. 

“Hey!” She smacked my hand playfully and kissed my cheek. She pointed at the newspaper again. “Isn’t she that actress with the llama farm outside of town?” 

I took a swallow of coffee and nodded as I perused the front page. 

“Solomon was found dead in her barn,” I read aloud. “An autopsy is pending to determine cause of death, but foul play is not suspected.”

“How old was she?” Alicia poured milk over her cereal. “She was old, wasn’t she?”

I looked at her over my reading glasses. “She was fifty-one. Younger than me.”

“Sorry.”

“That’s what I get for robbing the cradle, I guess.” Down deep, I still couldn’t believe a short, middle-aged wop like myself had been pursued—and damned near caught—by a lady lawyer—and the county prosecutor no less. Then again, private dicks like me can attract some interesting people.

Memories of death—twenty years of being a cop and the loss of my wife—sometimes got in the way of enjoying what Alicia and I had. 

So did my work. A recent slew of cases where I got paid to help marriages and families implode didn’t help. Husbands fooling around on wives, wives doing the same thing to husbands, hidden assets—money, houses, stocks, even hidden families. It was hard to not bring that home at night: the thought that losing Alicia was inevitable. I would hang in there for as long as possible, but at some point in the future, we, like many of the couples who hired me, would collapse. 

She would discover she couldn’t live with one of my many flaws—what she called my political ‘incorrectness’, my profanity, my loud Italian family, the godawful hours I worked or the women I came in contact with who felt I needed to be paid for my services with more than just a check. Not that I ever strayed, mind you—I’d learned that lesson long ago. The wives who’d hired me were simply looking to do to their husbands the same thing that had been done to them. 

I lived each day trying to believe that cloud above us would disappear and our relationship—or any relationship—had a chance to last. 

Any other woman would assume—rightly—that selling my house and sharing her bed constituted a commitment. But then again, I wasn’t that easy to live with. I knew I was pulling back emotionally. One day, at some point, I knew Alicia would get tired of my shit and show me the door. 

She smiled at me and took a sip of her coffee. I stuffed my insecurities down deep and kept reading.

Everyone knew Nora Solomon here in Fawcettville. Born Nora Sarkozi, her acting career started small, as a movie extra in some cheesy horror movie, one of hundreds of bloodied zombie victims in the days before CGI. She moved up to murder victims for a myriad of shows that aired mainly on a network specializing in detective and true crime shows. Then she moved up to the big network crime dramas, where she specialized in portraying more victims, this time with dialogue. Raped, burned, beaten or murdered, blonde, brunette or redhead, there was something directors liked about Nora’s ability to lay in a bloodied heap wherever the situation called for it. 

Occasionally, I even saw her in commercials, pushing hemorrhoid creams and household cleaners. Whatever paid the bills, I guess.

To the rest of the world, Nora would never be a Meryl Streep or a Glenn Close, despite a master’s degree in theater arts from Columbia University. But here in our little Rust Belt corner of Ohio, she showed her hometown what it meant to be a working actress and those of us who still dreamed of making it outside of F-town’s city limits looked to Nora as someone who got that done.

“Funeral arrangements aren’t set yet, are they?” Alicia asked.

I shook my head as I sipped my coffee. 

“You think there will be a bunch of Hollywood or TV people coming into town for the funeral?”
I shrugged. “You never know.”
Alicia switched gears on the conversation.

“I’ve got a couple places for us to look at today, Fitz,” she began.

I looked around Alicia’s modern kitchen. I moved in a couple months ago after selling the Tudor house I’d lived in with my late wife, Dr. Grace Darcy. I wanted a new start—I couldn’t start a new relationship with Alicia if I had to look at memories of Gracie every day: our wedding portrait, her dust-covered cello and the straight-backed chair she’d sat in while she played. Even Mozart the cat brought back memories.

What I hadn’t expected was for that house to sell so quickly. Within two days, I had a cash offer significantly higher than my asking price. Two weeks after that, I had all my belongings in a storage unit and the first of many nights of sleeping on the couch in my Fitzhugh Investigations office staring me in the face.

“Why don’t you come stay at my place?” Alicia had asked then and I said yes. 

It seemed like the best choice at the time. But, honestly, I hated her house. It was too new, too shiny, too modern. The kitchen appliances all matched and nobody got scalded in the shower when the john flushed. A decorator had been hired to transform the living and dining room into a sleek, modern style—nothing was mismatched, nothing had memories or a past, like the antiques or family pieces now stacked in my storage locker. 

Two bedrooms were still empty, awaiting the decorator’s vision for what would be a guest room and an office. 

The thought of my cheap IKEA desk and battered office chair rolling across those perfect engineered hardwood floors seemed like a violation. Not just of the house, but of our mutual pasts. Between the house and my old possessions, there was baggage here, too much baggage—of her ex-fiancé and my late wife.

There was also our own fractured history. We fought, we broke up, and we fixed things with searing make-up sex. We agreed that maybe it was this big modern monstrosity of a house that stood between us. 

So, we began to look for another place to live. 

It consumed our weekends, mainly because we didn’t know what we wanted. Condo? Townhouse? Freestanding home? Semi-detached? Rural? Urban? We weren’t even sure. There was always something that Alicia or I found to disqualify the property. Rooms were too big or too small. The yard was too big or non-existent. The layout was awkward or too sleek. We made our real estate agent, a woman named Jane Thayer, crazy. The only hard and fast rule: we had to stay within the county, since Alicia was prosecutor, a position she’d been appointed to several years back and then won in the next year’s general election.

Alicia pushed a sheet of paper across the granite counter at me.

“There’s another condo available I’d like to look at downtown...” she began.

“I’ll go look at it, but you know I don’t want a condo,” I said. “I want a house.”

“But every house we’ve looked at you don’t like!” Alicia’s frustration bubbled to the surface.

In the living room, my cell phone began to ring, cutting short our regular weekend argument.

“Fitzhugh Investigations,” I intoned as I answered. “Niccolo Fitzhugh speaking.”

The voice at the other end was unidentifiable, neither male nor female, deep or high. The name the caller gave didn’t help.

“Mr. Fitzhugh, my name is Jordie Sarkozi. My aunt is Nora Sarkozi— Nora Solomon was her stage name. You probably saw the article about her death this morning.”

“Yes, I did. I’m sorry for your loss, Jordie. How can I help you?”

In the back of my mind, I wondered what I was stepping into. If foul play wasn’t suspected, what was this Jordie person after? Hidden assets? Family secrets? Was this person even related to the actress? What if this was a crazy stalker? Was I stepping into a con job of some kind? A guy had to keep those kinds of questions at the back of his mind in my line of work.

Since moving in with Alicia, ethics rules wouldn’t allow me to take the occasional case as a prosecutor’s investigator, which took a big chunk out of my income. While most of my PI work came from local divorce attorneys, even that had slowed down lately. That was indicative of two things: either someone simply hadn’t got caught yet or people were actually behaving.

So, yeah, I needed the money.

“The paper says no foul play is suspected in her death,” Jordie began.

“I saw that.”

“There’s no way Aunt Nora died of natural causes. She was a runner. She worked out obsessively so she could get acting roles.”

“She wasn’t a spring chicken, Jordie. Heart attacks kill women every day.”

The odd voice rose angrily.

“Somebody killed my aunt. I know they did. And I want you to find out who it was.”

*****
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TRAFFIC IN DOWNTOWN Fawcettville was light; only the downtown banks were open this early on a Saturday morning. I unlocked my office door and stood staring out the window, between the gold lettering, waiting for the mysterious Jordie to show up.

In another hour or so, the few shops would open and foot traffic would increase: the cell phone shop, the antique store, the tattoo parlor and the few women’s clothing boutiques that catered to those with disposable incomes would start to see their cash drawers fill. Closer to lunch, Lupe’s Mexican restaurant would open, along with Horvath’s, the Hungarian coffee and pastry shop. By dinner time, those with hot dates would make their way to a fancy restaurant called Ye Olde Gaol, a Victorian stone hulk that had begun its life as the county’s first jail. Those who weren’t downtown and had time to kill were down in my old Italian neighborhood, New Tivoli, enjoying weapons-grade espresso at Puccini’s coffee house.

Times were getting better in this Ohio Rust Belt town locals still referred to as F-town. I remembered the empty storefronts from my high school days, after the steel mill closed. It made me feel good about my hometown once again. The boomtown build that began when fracking came in had settled into a pattern of economic stability. People had jobs, and despite the initial layoff of construction crews after the wells were complete, life began to percolate along as it had years ago.

Like many old timer’s who’d been through hard times, I didn’t want to count on prosperity lasting for long.

I stepped away from the glass as a sleek red two-seater Mercedes convertible pulled up behind my black Ford Excursion. A tall person stepped out—I still couldn’t determine male or female. Tight jeans, aviator sunglasses and hair chopped short at the shoulders weren’t hints of one gender or another and a loose tee shirt hid any possibility of even small breasts. The face was narrow and the teeth protruded slightly. I still didn’t know what exactly my client was. 

Maybe that made me a pig—it wouldn’t be the first time I’d been called that. Maybe it just made me an old man, one who hadn’t kept up with the times.

I waved and held the door open as the gangly figure slinked toward me.

“Jordie?” I asked hopefully. “I’m Niccolo Fitzhugh. You can call me Fitz.”

Jordie smiled and shook my hand. Slight calluses on the palm made me think I was dealing with a man: a slick, metrosexual hipster who was in touch with his feelings and probably got the hair waxed off his chest each month.

I hate those bastards.

“Hi, Fitz. Thanks for meeting me on a Saturday.”

I caught a whiff of cologne, subtle, expensive and masculine. Yeah, Jordie was a guy. I showed him in, then led him back to the glass enclosure that served as my semi-private office. I indicated that he should take a seat, and I slid behind my desk. I looked my potential client up and down: the sunglasses were expensive, like the jeans, and the tee shirt wasn’t threadbare or worn. Add that picture to the slick Mercedes parked outside my door and, yeah, he had money.

“So tell me why you think your aunt was murdered. I’ll need a lot of evidence to get around a coroner’s report with ‘natural causes’ written on it.”

“There were people she associated with that I didn’t like,” Jordie began. “I think you need to look into them.”

“Why? What reason would they have to kill Nora?”

“The man she was dating, Robert Lefevre, for starters was a real creep. The relationship could be violent. She came back here to Fawcettville from LA to get away from him.”

“How do you know that?”

“I drove her here. She was afraid that if she flew, it would be easier to find her. We didn’t use any of her credit cards. Either she paid cash or I put it on my American Express card and we stayed off the main highways.”

I could see the two of them, their perfect coiffures blowing in the wind as they sped down the two-lane roads, checking into small motels and eating at cheap diners, on the run and incognito behind their Foster Grants.

“So why all the secrecy? How could this Lefevre track Nora down?”

“He was her head of security, a former L.A. cop with enough connections to still get folks to dig into that kind of stuff: flight records, cell phone calls, that kind of stuff.”

“And why would Nora need security?”

“She had a couple break-ins at her house. She also had two big movies coming out, ones that she believed were going to kick her career up to the next level. One is called Body of Work or something like that, and the other has the word death in the title. So, she’d taken what she thought were pre-emptive steps by buying a house in a gated community and hiring Robert. Then when the movie releases were delayed, she got bored and she and Robert hooked up. After a couple months, he got possessive and when she challenged him on it, he smacked her around. She put up with it for a little bit, then when it got bad, she asked me to bring her back here.”

“And what do you do that you can take off work to drive cross country?”

Jordie removed his aviator glasses. His eyes were blue and piercing, like a Siberian Husky.

“I’m a model. Mostly underwear.”

Of course you are, I thought to myself.

“How long did the trip take?” I said aloud.

“We took our time. About four days.” Jordie shrugged.

“Who else do you suspect?”

“The guy who lives on the farm when she’s not there. He’s got a record a mile long. His name is Jim Bob Thacker.”

I kept taking notes. Thacker had a better chance of being my perp, if this truly was a murder.

“Who else do you not trust?”

“My father. He and Nora haven’t gotten along for years.”

“And why is that?”

“My family doesn’t like what they call my ‘lifestyle choices.’ Aunt Nora was the only one who stood up for me. He comes from a long line of old-style Hungarian immigrants, the kind who runs his wife and his household with an iron fist.”

So was he gay? I could see the Sarkozi family having problems with that. Laszlo was close to my age, but I didn’t know him well. I’d read in a local newspaper article that his father, Jozef, fled the country after the 1956 Hungarian Uprising with his wife Anna and a baby, Nora’s older brother Magnus. Laszlo was the first one in the family born on American soil, two years after they arrived, followed a few years later by Nora. 

But was that enough to kill Nora over her support of her gay nephew? Sounds thin... 

“And where were you the night Nora died?”

Jordie smiled. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.”

“Unless a gentleman wants to be a suspect in his aunt’s murder, he better.”

Jordie sighed. “At the hotel down the street here.”

“Who were you with?”

“I didn’t ask his name.”

I lay down my pen and leaned back in my chair.

If she was murdered, Nora wasn’t an obvious victim. She wasn’t shot or stabbed. She was found dead in her barn. Sure, she had a lousy boyfriend and sketchy farm help, but that didn’t mean either of them killed her. And Jordie’s story about his father not liking his gay lifestyle wasn’t a reason to kill Nora.

If somebody killed Nora, instinct told me it wasn’t any of those three.

Regardless of what happened, the biggest star in our hometown galaxy was gone and I had bills to pay.

“I’ll take the case.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


I left my office with a $5,000 check from my new client in my pocket and a lot on my mind as I headed a couple blocks south to meet Alicia and our agent, Jane Thayer.

It would take a lot to disprove a heart attack killed Nora—or whatever natural causes the coroner determined it was. I didn’t believe the androgynous male underwear model knew what the hell he was talking about—but I did believe he probably had an ulterior motive in hiring me. Writing me a huge check when I only needed a five hundred dollar retainer was my first hint.

Jordie was after his aunt’s money. 

I parked my black Excursion in front of an old, multi-story brick office building called the Bancroft. When I was a kid, the Bancroft’s upper stories had been the enclave of lawyers, doctors and dentists. In Fawcettville’s heyday, the street-level units had been filled with banks, diners and small shops, which faded away when the steel mill closed. 

The building sat empty for several years and passed through a couple owners before fracking came to town. Then, yet another sucker thought he could buy the place for cheap and make a million bucks. Reflecting the economic boom, the street-level shops began to fill up again, with financial advisors, beauty salons and a bookstore. The gutted upper floors became condos. The lobby of the Bancroft doubled as a sales office and a concierge for residents. 

Alicia and Jane were standing patiently on the sidewalk.

“Sorry I’m late.” I kissed Alicia’s forehead and shook Jane’s hand. She smiled and handed me a sales packet that read “Come Home to the Bancroft” embossed in raised letters across the front.

“We’re going to look at unit 317, up on the third floor.” Jane began her pitch. “It’s one of the few three-bedroom units in the building. There is a condo fee, but that includes parking in the garage in back, use of the gym, your internet and cable.”

Alicia began to pepper Jane with questions as we walked through the lobby and onto the old elevator. Memories of my boyhood came back, as the three of us stepped into that dark wood-lined car, memories of being six years old with an earache, holding Ma’s hand on my way up to the eighth floor to see our family physician, Dr. Niccolitto.

My mind shifted back to Nora Solomon as we stepped off the elevator. Jane, still exhorting the building’s wonders, led us to the door and let us in.

I really didn’t trust Jordie. The fact that he gave me ten times more than I needed made me think twice. Had he heard me wrong or was he just being a showboat? If I had any sense, I would have deposited his retainer before I drove to the Bancroft.

Then again, if it bounced, I wasn’t out any more than an hour of my time on a Saturday morning. 

Jane gestured toward the wide living room windows.

“Isn’t that a great view? You can see all the way over toward the chapel at the college,” she began.

“It’s gorgeous,” Alicia said. “Isn’t it Fitz?”

And if this Jordie was Laszlo’s son, I thought, why hadn’t F-town followed his career as obsessively as it followed Nora’s? Why hadn’t I seen those Husky blue eyes in the Fawcettville newspaper? It didn’t make sense. Every move Nora made, every appearance on television merited a mention in the paper. When she got a recurring role as a deputy DA on some third-tier cable channel, there was a front-page story. Why hadn’t any big advertising campaign featuring Underwear Boy ever been mentioned? 

“Fitz!” Alicia jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. 

“Yeah, baby. It’s beautiful.” 

Jane led us down the hallway to the bedrooms and I slipped back to my thoughts, barely taking in all the real estate buzzwords that made Alicia salivate: exposed brick, custom cabinets, granite countertops, dual shower heads... 

My thoughts kept circling around this Jordie Sarkozi.

One of the first things I needed to do Monday, after I deposited this fucking check, was to have my goofy assistant Mary Margaret look into Jordie. Was he really her nephew? Had he grown up here? His picture had to be in a yearbook somewhere, if that were the case. Did he have a police record? All easily verified. Half an hour on the Internet and I should have what I need—and how I should proceed.

“This is the first master bedroom—you can see the exposed brick motif is carried through from the rest of the condo,” Jane was saying. “It looks like it would be big enough for a king-size bed.”

“I’m not sure...” Alicia sounded pensive. “Honey, do you think our bed will fit in here?”

I shrugged, half hearing her. I’d need to track down Laszlo, too, and, since it happened in the county, the sheriff’s detective who would be handling the case.

In some ways I wish Nora’s death had happened inside the city limits, mainly because I wasn’t as familiar with the sheriff’s department as I was the police. 

I’d been a cop with the FPD for twenty years—back in the years when I thought more with my dick than my brain. I’d been forced into retirement when I got caught screwing the police chief’s wife. I hadn’t been the first one she turned her attentions on—I was just the first one to get caught. 

After retirement, I started Fitzhugh Investigations, making most of my money from divorce lawyers who needed proof that their client’s spouse was being unfaithful. Previous experience made me think it was something I was good at. I picked up the occasional freelance criminal investigation from the prosecutor’s office until things got serious with Alicia.

Through the years, I’d relied on my old contacts with the police department, especially Lt. Joe Barnes. We’d started as patrol officers together. Just as I unceremoniously retired, he made sergeant. He stuck it out long enough to make detective—maybe a little too long. He burned out long before he retired. It was well known his investigations and his paperwork could be sloppy and incomplete. But our friendship meant he would slide just to the edge of what he could legally reveal to me. It helped—it helped a lot.

Once he got his pension check, Barnes hadn’t wasted any time getting the hell out of town. Never married, he moved from the one-bedroom apartment he’d lived in the whole time I knew him into a senior adults-only community in Boca Raton, where he promptly became the center of every widow’s attention. I shivered at the thought of Barnes getting laid on a regular basis.

“Sure. It’s beautiful.”

“Fitz!” Alicia’s arms flopped at her side in frustration. “Are you even listening to me? I asked if the bed would fit in here!”

Jane Thayer curled her lips over her teeth in a terse professional smile and slipped into the condo hallway to give us privacy. She’d been down this road before.

“Sorry,” I said.

“What the hell, Fitz? This condo is perfect! It’s within walking distance to the courthouse and your office!” She gestured toward the trendy bare brick walls and exposed heating ducts. 

“I said I didn’t want a condo.”

“Then why are we even here? Why waste our time?”

I shrugged and gave a half-assed smile, hoping she’d fall for it. “You know I can’t ever tell you no, counselor.”

“That’s bullshit, Fitz, and you know it. Come on, we’ve got other places to look at.”

She flung the door open and stepped into the hallway, where Jane was waiting. I followed quietly. Finding a house we both liked was going to be a long, painful process. 

Or was it indicative of other problems?

*****
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BY MONDAY, WE’D SEEN two other properties: a townhouse and one of the old Victorian houses in Fawcettville’s historic district. I hated them both. Alicia was barely speaking to me as we each left for work. A sure sign she was pissed, Alicia even bailed on the Fitzhugh clan’s Sunday pasta meal, where as many of us as possible crammed into someone’s dining room with copious amounts of marina made from Ma’s recipe and rivers of dago red. 

That was not the case with Mary Margaret Cleary, my perpetually perky assistant. She’d come a long, long way since Gracie, God rest her soul, hired her. She’d been a scrawny, homely thing with bad teeth and worse glasses, the only child of an equally homely widow.

When she hired her, Gracie called Mary Margaret Cleary the high price of my success: my reputation for chasing tail still preceded me. I’d never been unfaithful to Gracie and never would, but hiring someone homely was just her way of ensuring that promise.

Mary Margaret was a graduate of a Catholic women’s college with a degree in Victorian literature, and, at that time, had no concept of police work, except what she read in novels by Mickey Spillane and Dashiell Hammett. 

And she read a lot. Dammit.

She’d gotten better about seeing the difference between fiction and reality and was a real whiz on tracking folks through social media, something I had no idea about. 

Juggling the walk-ins and the appointments, Mary Margaret opened the office at eight in the morning, when the calls for my services started coming in. She also kept my books, leaving me free to handle my caseload.

She was also better about her looks. She’d gotten braces, contacts and learned how to dress better. I was never attracted to her, though. I liked my women to have a little more meat on their bones—besides, she was a damned kid. I had nieces and nephews her age. 

“Good morning, Fitz!”

“Morning, Mary Margaret.” I stopped and pulled Jordie’s check out of my pocket. “I need this deposited as soon as possible, and I need you to do a social media check on the guy who signed it.”

She took the check from my hand.

“Sarkozi? Any relation to that actress who died this weekend?”

“He says he’s her nephew, but I’m not entirely sure. He claims she was murdered, but I don’t know how much I believe him. Police don’t suspect foul play, according to the paper. He also claims his father is Laszlo Sarkozi which means he’s from here, but I’ve never heard of him. With all the new folks moving here, that doesn’t mean a lot, but you never know.”

Mary Margaret perked up. My own personal Nancy Drew was on the case.

“I’ll have answers for you as soon as I can.”

“Deposit the check first. I’m not doing anything until those funds are verified.”

As if she’d been tasked with carrying the nuclear football, Mary Margaret nodded curtly. She took a deposit slip from the book of business checks in her desk, then left to walk down to the bank.

Jesus Christ. Why did everything, no matter how minor, have to seem like the opening sequence of Mission: Impossible? 

Despite my frustration, I knew that when she returned from the bank, she’d work hard until she had some answers.

It also meant she’d be quiet. 

I rolled my eyes as the office door closed and I walked back behind what had once been the teller stations when Fitzhugh Investigations was the Fawcettville National Bank. Now, it hid the coffee maker and a collection of brown-stained cups badly in need of washing. Beside it was the microwave that once sat on the counter top of my kitchen. Before Alicia made the offer to let me move in, I had a couple of nephews move the living room couch back there too, anticipating at least a few nights there. 

If we didn’t find a mutually agreeable place to live, I might be sleeping here before too long.

I poured myself some of Saturday’s leftover coffee and microwaved it until it was hot.

Returning to my office, I clicked on the computer. While Mary Margaret was sifting through the Tweeter or Instaface or whatever it was that she looked at, I’d be digging into the serious shit, like police records.

I brought up the local clerk of courts website and typed in ‘Jordie Sarkozi,’ hoping to find any evidence of criminal charges.

Nothing. Well, at least no adult charges. Juvenile records would have been sealed, but if Underwear Boy was the little bastard I hoped for, most juvenile offenders continued their bad habits into adulthood. Apparently, Jordie Sarkozi didn’t—not even an overdue parking ticket.

I moved on to a general web search. The only Jordie Sarkozi I came up with was a female divorce attorney in Butte, Montana. Strike two.

Strike three was no local birth records.

I approached from another angle: I did an image search, using the photo from his driver’s license that I copied when he signed the contract for my services. He could have changed his name, after all. Right?

What came up wasn't underwear modeling at all. Not even close. And neither was the name. There he was: the same tight jeans, chopped hair and narrow face. This time he was shirtless, exposing a sculpted six-pack and pectorals. His hands were in his front pockets, pushing the waistband of his jeans down just enough to entice. His blue eyes and smile had just enough of a come hither look to draw someone in.

The name on the website was Edward Savage. If you were in Los Angeles and looking for a good time, he’d do anything you want. 

For a price.
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So what was I dealing with? A true family member? A crazed stalker? The bell above the door rang as Mary Margaret returned from the bank.

“The funds are there, Fitz. We’re good to go,” she said.

“Alrighty then. Get going on the social media check—and while you’re at it, look for a guy named Edward Savage, of Los Angeles.” Briefly, I explained why.

Mary Margaret’s eyes widened. You’d think after all the time she’d work for me, after all the twisted cases we’d handled, the idea of a gay male hooker wouldn’t have surprised her. But it did.

“He’s a what?”

Maybe it was that good Catholic girl upbringing. 

“Hey, this is America. If there’s a need, then someone is going to step up and fill it. I’m going to head out to Nora’s farm and see who I can talk to.”

“You’re not going to talk to Laszlo Sarkozi first?”

“Not until I’m sure what I’m dealing with. As soon as you find anything out, let me know. I’m headed out to the llama farm and see what I can dig up there.”

I didn’t expect to be able to get into the barn, where Joe Thacker, the farm help Jordie so distrusted, reportedly found Nora’s body. But maybe Joe could give me a little more reliable information than this make-believe nephew.

*****
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THE GATES TO NORA’S farmhouse were open when I pulled up. That was a surprise in one way and it wasn’t in another. Nora was known to be welcoming to old friends and family, even fans, when she returned home; but since her death and the resulting media attention, wouldn’t the family be more careful about keeping vultures out? 

I drove down the long paved lane toward the farmhouse. It wasn’t one of the old clapboard houses that dotted the county road surrounding Fawcettville. It was a newly built Cape Cod, painted white with a wide porch and dark green shutters. A chimney flanked each end of the house; three dormers marched across the roof and a row of rocking chairs stood at either side of the front door. 

There was a metal pole barn behind the house. I could see long-necked animals with banana-shaped ears in pastures behind the house. Further back, a little to the side of the barn was a small, neat one-story cottage. A red Ford pick-up truck, with more than a few miles on it, was parked beside the cottage. The truck must have belonged to Thacker. Since Nora only returned to Ohio sporadically, I assumed he lived in the cottage as well.

I pulled my Excursion up beside the house. I caught a glimpse of a garage near the barn. A nondescript black SUV with blacked-out back windows was parked in front of it: I recognized the sheriff’s logo on the front driver and passenger doors. Yellow





























































[image: ]























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





