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“Mr. Fitzhugh, I need your help.”

It was Friday, about an hour before closing when she came into the office.

“Call me Fitz. What can I do for you?” I tried to be polite, but I was counting the minutes until I could lock this place up and head home.

The girl sitting in front of me wiped her eyes demurely and nodded, her cheeks reddening. OK, she wasn’t a girl. She was a young woman—Alicia would have smacked me if I’d called any female above age fifteen a girl. This young woman in front of me dressed well, expensively, like a sorority girl. Like a lot of the spoiled rich kids attending the college here in Fawcettville. Her skin was porcelain and her dark blonde hair hung in curls to her shoulders. Her eyes were brown, and her legs were great. 

“Fitz.” She was silent for a second, uncomfortable with the reason she now sat in my office. “I need you to find my mother.”

“I need to know your name first.”

“Oh. Yes. It’s Phillipa, Phillipa Huddleston. My friends call me Pippa.”

“Well, Pippa, how long has your mother been missing?”

“Four years.”

I raised my eyebrows. 

“Do the police know?”

“No.” She shook her head.

“Why not?”

“Because we never told them. My father told me she was hospitalized. She’s bipolar.”

“Did you ever visit her?”

Pippa shook her head.

“Dad said she didn’t want to see me.”

I nodded. Not a surprise—dysfunctional family dynamics were my specialty. I’d built my entire PI business on it.

“Why not?”

“We had a fight the night before I left for college. She said she never wanted to see me again. I came home for Thanksgiving, and she wasn’t at home. Dad said she was still hospitalized and wasn’t taking visitors. At Christmas break, he said the same thing.”

“You didn’t think that was odd?”

The girl shrugged.

“My mom can hold a grudge. She went the whole summer between my freshman and sophomore year of high school without saying a word to me over a boy I went out with once.”

I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. Again, dysfunctional family dynamics were my specialty.

“Then what happened?”

“After I finished my freshman year on campus, I got a summer job on campus and didn’t come home again until the next Christmas. She wasn’t home then, but Dad said she wasn’t hospitalized in town anymore either.”

“Did he say where she was?”

“He said her doctor transferred her to the state hospital in Columbus. So, after I went back for winter semester, I drove from campus to visit her. She wasn’t there. She’d never been there.”

“And you just stopped looking?”

“No. I mean, well, I didn’t try very hard after that.”

“I would have asked your father some serious questions.”

“Oh, I did. He admitted the truth to me then, that she’d just left, and he didn’t know where she went.”

“Did you call the coroner? The hospitals?”

Pippa shook her head.

“You never made any phone calls just to check in with your folks? Did your folks ever call you?”

“Dad called me every now and again, but it wasn’t, you know, weekly or anything. We’ve never been a real close family.” 

I clasped my hands together and rested my chin on them. I couldn’t imagine not speaking to my six siblings on a regular basis—at least once a week. My bullshit meter began to tick.

“If you’ve never been close, then why is it suddenly so important?”

“I’m graduating from college at the end of the quarter. I want to know where she is. If she’s alive, I’d like her to see me get my diploma.”

“You go to college here in town?” I asked.

“No. I’m graduating from Ohio University. I’ll have a degree in communications.”

“That’s a long way back home to Fawcettville.”

“Oh, I’m not from here.”

“Where are you from?”

“I’m from New Tunstall.”

New Tunstall was south of Fawcettville by about one hundred miles and hung on a bend on the Ohio River’s rocky shores across from West Virginia. Like Fawcettville, it found its initial fame as a home for immigrants who worked the large industry there, in this case, potteries. Unlike Fawcettville, with our Italians, Irish, Poles and Hungarians, mainly British and Welsh immigrants populated this little burg, named for the same pottery-producing town in England. Also, unlike F-town, which tied its fortunes to the American steel business and lost, New Tunstall still produced a large percentage of the country’s dinnerware. There were jobs in New Tunstall. Which meant there was money. And, from the looks of her, the young woman sitting in front of me had some. Maybe even a lot.

“Does your mother have any connection to Fawcettville?”

“No.”

“Your father?”

“No. I figured you’d come to New Tunstall to investigate.”

I blinked, surprised.

“My services don’t come cheap. I get five hundred a day plus expenses. If I come to New Tunstall, there would be hotels, meals, not to mention mileage. How does a college student like you plan on paying for that?”

Pippa shrugged. “I have some money left in my college fund.”

“This could run into several thousands of dollars within a couple days.”

“I know.” Her confidence told me she wasn’t the type of kid who ever had to do without. But why was Pippa Huddleston in Fawcettville? It made no sense.

“How did you get my name?”

“From my old boss. She’s the editor of the New Tunstall Record. I worked there as an intern for a couple summers. She gave me your name. She told me you were the best in the business. If anybody could find my mom, she said you could.”

“Who’s your boss?”

“Bobbie. Bobbie Hanrahan.”

I sank back in my chair, winded like a sacked quarterback.

The last time I’d talked to Bobbie Hanrahan was twenty-five years ago, maybe more, when I still walked the beat as a cop.

Back then, she was the Fawcettville Times crime reporter, a Harley-riding woman I met at one of the cop bars after my shift. We got drunk and I went home with her—more than once. Bobbie hadn’t been at the Times very long and didn’t know a lot about me—or the woman who was then my fiancée.

At that time in my life, I wasn’t known for my fidelity.

When Fiona caught me in the sack with Bobbie, she fired her two-carat engagement ring at my face like a one hundred mile an hour fastball. A very accurate fastball. I still have the scar across my nose. Then, Bobbie called me a horny Rottweiler who’d hump anything from a Shih Tzu to a hole in a tree, and a pig whose lack of commitment spread deep down into my DNA. 

Bobbie was always good with words, that’s for sure. I couldn’t manage anything more creative than to call her a fucking crazy, workaholic badge bunny.

Yeah, if there was ever a woman whose name I never wanted to hear again, it was Bobbie Hanrahan. I tried not to roll my eyes as I continued the interview.

“So, if you worked summers for Bobbie, where did you live? At home?”

“No. I’ve lived with my grandmother for a couple years now—at least in the summers. During school, I live in the Zeta Omega sorority house. Grandma’s getting a little frail and it seemed the right thing to do.”

The right thing to do? The words struck me as odd.

“How often do you see your father then?”

Pippa shrugged. “Not often. He travels a lot with his job.”

“So that means?”

She shrugged again.

“We talk maybe once a month or so, usually by phone. I’ll see him on holidays or occasionally in the summers when I’m at Gram’s.”

“Who lives with your grandmother when you’re not there? Your father?”

Pippa shook her head. “She has a senior aide come in daily. It saves her money when I stay with her in the summers. She’s never liked my dad.”

“So, she’s your mother’s mother?”

“Yes.”

“Is she concerned that your mother has been missing for four years?”

Pippa considered her answer before speaking.

“Yes. She thinks Dad killed her.”

“And you don’t think there could be anything to that?”

“Dad wouldn’t do that. Grandma has dementia. It’s probably something she came up with in her head.” Pippa smiled her shy smile.

“Any good detective always looks at the family first. That’s certainly where I’d start.”

Pippa knit her perfectly arched eyebrows together. “You would?”

“Yes. I would. You have to rule out everyone close to the victim before looking at anything else.”

“Oh. OK.”

“You don’t like that answer?”

“No, it’s just that...” Pippa dropped the nice sorority girl act. “Look, Fitz. My mother was an awful person. She wasn’t stable either. She had trouble with pills and booze and got arrested. A lot. We didn’t go to the police because they’re corrupt. The police, the courts and most of the lawyers in New Tunstall—you can’t trust any of them. But Bobbie said I could trust you and that’s why I’m here.”
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I took most of the following Monday to dig up whatever I could on New Tunstall and Pippa’s mother via the internet. The town didn’t look a whole lot different than Fawcettville, honestly, at least in photos. There was the familiar downtown that was slowly coming back from the economic devastation of the seventies and eighties, filling up again with coffee shops, cell phone franchises and boutiques. 

They needed it. America’s view of this eastern Ohio town was formed when a police body camera caught two parents overdosed on heroin in a minivan while their toddler son played in his car seat in the back. The photo was posted on social media and soon went viral, opening it to a thousand editorial columns and tanking the town’s reputation. 

Still, there was a lot that reminded me of Fawcettville. The neighborhoods were as familiar as my hometown Italian enclave, New Tivoli, with clapboard houses and brick streets hanging onto the steep hillsides that led down to the Ohio River.

I also did a lot of digging on Pippa’s mother, Barbara Porter Huddleston. I found the arrests that Pippa told me about: the public intoxication charges (alcohol and opioids), the drunk driving. About the time she disappeared, she was also facing a couple prostitution charges. There was a bench warrant for her for failure to appear on that charge, issued about the time she disappeared.

Digging through online newspaper archives, I also found an article from the late 1990’s about Barbara’s debutante ball. 

Debutante ball? I thought to myself. Who the fuck still does that? La-di-fucking-dah.

There was a short notice when she graduated from Boston College, then a few months after that, an extensive engagement announcement to a Yalie named Sumner something—no doubt, the blue-ribbon life choice Barbara’s parents wanted her to make. The engagement announcement implied his parents were from good old Connecticut stock. He had a business degree and would go to work in his father’s investment firm in New York City, the article said. The wedding would be a Christmas one, held at the Porter estate. 

Two months later, a terse announcement appeared on the lifestyle pages: “Mr. and Mrs. Shadwell Porter announce the March 17 marriage to their daughter Barbara Ann, to Mr. Glen Huddleston, in Las Vegas.”

No wonder Grandma didn’t like Pippa’s dad.

When I knew I couldn’t do any more investigating online, it was time to pack up and hit the road to New Tunstall. I told Alicia of my plans at breakfast Tuesday.

“You better come home on weekends.” My wife Alicia looked over her coffee mug and winked at me. “Or I’m taking up with the pool boy.”

“We don’t have a pool.” 

I gestured toward the back door and the wooden privacy fence that separated our yard from the alley in our New Tivoli neighborhood. Except for a four-year hitch in the Air Force, and the few precious years in University Heights with my late wife Gracie, I’d lived in this neighborhood most of my life. Our house was a few blocks from four of my six siblings and their families and a few more from the Fitzhugh family home where we’d all grown up. We were the only micks in a sea of wops—my Italian mother, Maria Gallione Fitzhugh, insisted we live among her people.

“Details.” Alicia winked again at me. It felt good to be back on solid ground after the last horrible year and the loss of our son. Therapy helped a lot too. While we felt good enough to stop the couples therapy, I still sat in the overstuffed chair at Doc Piccolini’s office at least once a month. It helped.

“I should be able to find what happened to my client’s mother pretty quickly,” I said, finishing my own coffee and setting the cup in the sink. “I'll bet I’m home by Friday.”

Alicia finished her breakfast and sat her dishes in the sink beside mine. She put her arms around my neck and kissed me. 

“I’ll be waiting for you,” she whispered and smiled devilishly at me. 

“I sure hope so.” I kissed her like I’d never see her again, picked up my suitcase and left.

New Tunstall was a couple hours south of Fawcettville, down a winding State Route 7 that skirted the shores of the Ohio River. 

Outside of town, I passed large historic estates, no doubt built by Gilded Age pottery barons. They sat at the end of long paved lanes over arched with trees and fenced off from us poor working stiffs.

I pulled in at the bottom of the driveway of one place that caught my eye. The drive itself wasn’t gated off, unlike its Tudor-style neighbor about a mile up the road. This drive, gracefully edged with perfectly trimmed hedges, wound around up to the large house that was somewhere between a castle and a cathedral. 

The stone structure was long, with turrets at each corner and a sharply angled roof. Beneath stone arches along the ground floor, large leaded windows sparkled in the sun. Every now and again, I caught a glimpse of heavy red velvet curtains. The second-floor windows were small, out of proportion and shut tight. They reminded me of the windows in the jail back in Fawcettville. 

The analogy was fitting. I knew a lot of people imprisoned by their money and all the things that came with it. I'd handled their messy divorces, searched for their missing idiot kids, and caught their errant spouses in places they shouldn’t have been.

It was my job. 

Money like this never grew in Fawcettville, even in the steel industry’s heyday, but there was one thing everyone in both cities had in common: they were all miserable in their own way. 

As I neared the edge of New Tunstall, I got another starker vision, of the divide between the haves and have nots, not the sanitized one I’d clicked through while searching on the web, but the poverty, the drugs and the pain that led to those overdosed parents in the van. Clapboard houses hung precariously to their small lots, leaning against each other like drunks. The tiny, steep front yards dropped off onto cracked and broken sidewalks. A few houses showed pride of place, but they were few and far between. This was where the photo of the overdosed parents had come from.

A few blocks further, houses were replaced by equally haggard commercial brick buildings. Rag-tag businesses filled some of the storefronts, but many were empty. Empty lots were framed with panels of chain link fencing, trapping discarded paper and bottles along the sidewalks. Men and women with hollow eyes and scabbed faces, sharing the contents of a brown paper bag, stared at me as I drove past.

Behind me, a police cruiser followed closely. I didn’t think twice about it—an out-of-town vehicle in this shady neighborhood probably meant someone in search of a cheap high. Just a cop doing his job. 

Toward the center of town, things began to improve. New Tunstall, like Fawcettville, had its Union soldier statue in the town square, but unlike my hometown, this statue was framed by monuments to others lost in later conflicts. My hotel, the Bristol Inn, was small, fairly new and faced the monument. The buildings around the square weren’t new but they were shiny, brought back to their restored glory.

The cruiser peeled off down another street as I came to a stop in front of the hotel.

Once inside, the lobby was neat, clean, and bland. The desk clerk, his smile pasted on his face, checked me in and followed with a recitation of what the hotel had to offer: a free breakfast buffet, a manager's reception each evening with a wide wine selection, a restaurant which offered dinner throughout the week and lunch on the weekends. To me, the place spoke of cold scrambled eggs behind a sneeze guard, watered down booze and steaks cooked beyond shoe leather. That didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to be here long anyway.

I got off the elevator and headed to my room, which was on the top floor and faced the street. My suitcase hit the floor, echoing around the dark space. I flipped on the light to see the room wasn’t a whole lot different than the lobby: clean, but bland. A micro-fridge sat next to the dresser, which served as the stand for the flat-screen television. Beyond that, a minimalist workstation sat with a decent office chair. 

“Not bad for a week’s stay,” I said to no one in particular. 

I stepped to the window and pulled back the sheer curtains to get a look at the downtown. From this view, five streets came together at the monument, each of them recovering in their own way from the economic disasters of recent times. Coffee shops, banks, boutiques, and cell phone stores dotted each of the five triangular blocks. One new four-story building looked like the city hall and a courthouse. Down another street were several restaurants, a couple old-style theaters and a brewery. Then, as my gaze swept down the last street, I saw the place I dreaded most, the offices of the New Tunstall Record. 

Because the last person on earth I wanted to see was Bobbie Hanrahan. 

*****
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EVEN DOC PICCOLINI would have called it an unhealthy relationship.

Back then, Bobbie was in her thirties and so was I. As a cops reporter, she spent the day listening to the police scanner, back when it was live radio, not digital, and chasing down the most interesting events of the day. Which meant she and I, a beat cop, came into contact. A lot.

At the time, I was engaged to another cop. Her name was Fiona. And I was having second thoughts. But instead of being honest, instead of talking it out with Fiona, I did what I’d always done: I screwed around. 

The first time I laid eyes on Bobbie was at a traffic fatality. A kid stole his mother’s car and hit a tree at about eighty miles an hour. No seat belts, of course. 

Bobbie stood off to the side at the scene, taking pictures as the firefighters covered the body, which lay across the crumpled car hood. She was cute—curly brown hair, athletic build, jeans, and motorcycle boots. Not my usual type. Beside her was her blue Harley-Davidson Fat Boy. I remember catching her eye and raising an eyebrow in her direction. I’d never known a woman who rode a motorcycle, much less one as big as the one parked next to her. She smiled at me and winked but waited until the scene quieted down before approaching.

“Hi, I’m Bobbie Hanrahan, Fawcettville Record,” she said, all business. “Can you tell me what happened here?”

I gave her the short version of what I was going to put in my report later. 

“Name of the victim?” she asked, not looking up from her notebook.

“I can’t release that until family has been notified,” I said. “But you can call me later and I can let you know then. All I can tell you is that the victim is a male, white, between sixteen and eighteen.” I fished a business card from inside my Kevlar vest and handed it to her.

“Officer Niccolo Fitzhugh, huh?” She smiled broadly. Her eyes hinted at more than a professional relationship.

“Yes ma’am.” I hooked my thumbs in my duty belt and smiled back, taking in the electricity crackling between us.

“I’ll be sure to do that.” She slipped my business card into her reporter’s notebook. “See you later.”

After my shift, I met my fiancée Fiona for a brief fast-food dinner break—she was on second shift that month. She reached across the table to entwine her fingers in mine.

“Hard day, huh? I heard about the fatal.”

When I look back at that conversation, it looks like a missed opportunity to be honest with her, to let her in on the doubts I had about the relationship. Her parents were smart people—they didn’t trust me. My mother even warned Fiona about my tomcatting tendencies. After all, if I’d really been committed to Fiona, I wouldn’t be entertaining chasing down Bobbie Hanrahan, would I? But Fiona believed in me, dammit, and loved me. That alone kept me captive. 

Instead of being honest, I deflected. “Yeah, well, you know.”

“If you want to talk about it...” Fiona didn’t get the chance to finish as her radio went off. 

“Report of an intoxicated subject at Sons of Italy Park,” the dispatcher intoned. “By the playground, near the slide.”

Fiona grimaced. “Looks like I’m done with dinner.”

She clicked the button on her shoulder mic. “Two one two four responding at eighteen twenty-two.” She kissed me quickly and stood. “See you later. I’ll call you after I get off.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m going to meet a couple of the guys for beers at the bar. Johnson got a new job with the county and we’re going to celebrate.” That was about half true. Johnson was going to be the newest deputy sheriff in the county, but the truth was, it was Bobbie Hanrahan who was going to be at the bar after she got off deadline. 

A few shots each and a couple beers later, Bobbie and I were falling through the door of her apartment, pulling at each other’s buttons and zippers with a primal hunger. 

That hunger continued for a couple weeks until I made the mistake of bringing Bobbie home to my apartment, forgetting Fiona had a key. 

Doc Piccolini had a word for what I did that night: prime, Grade A self-sabotage.

I wasn’t good at a lot of things at that point in my life, but I was good at that. 
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The next morning, I availed myself to the breakfast buffet in the lobby before walking down to the New Tunstall paper. 

“Good morning,” I said to the security guard in the entryway. “Is Bobbie Hanrahan available?”

“One moment sir,” the security guard raised a finger and punched numbers into the phone in front of him. “Yes, Miss Hanrahan, there’s someone here to see you. Hang on. I’ll ask.” He turned to me. “Your name sir?”

“Her worst nightmare.”

The guard turned back to the phone and repeated my attempt at humor, then looked back to me.

“She says you’ll need to be more specific. She’s got a long, long list.”

“Niccolo Fitzhugh. She knows me as Fitz.”

The security guard repeated what I said. He was silent and expressionless for a moment, then hung up.

“She’ll be right down.”

Had Bobbie laughed in his ear? Had she let loose with a string of blue invective as only I knew she could? I was afraid to ask. I paced around until the elevator beside the security guard’s desk signaled its arrival. I turned to greet her, putting my best professional face forward.

She hadn’t changed all that much. Bobbie was still thin, although the years had softened up her figure a bit, like most of us. She was still curly haired, but now two wide strips of gray danced on each side of her head. Bobbie still dressed in pants, a little more upscale since she was now in management. Bobbie left Fawcettville soon after our split for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, where she stayed for several years. So, if she’s now the managing editor of the New Tunstall Record, had she taken the job to shine up her resumé or was moving to a smaller paper a kick in the teeth? I had no idea how the news business worked.

If it was, Bobbie’s face, placid and professional, didn’t show it. She stepped from the elevator with the kind of rolling gait I had only seen once before and extended her hand.

“Fitz,” she said, grasping my hand. “So good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too, Bobbie.”

She motioned us back into the elevator.

“Come on up and we can talk. I’m sure this is about Miss Pippa?”

“Yes, it is.”

“She was such an excellent intern.” Bobbie pushed a button and the doors closed in front of us. The car lurched as it began its upward trek. She dropped the professionalism. “And that kid has seen some serious shit.”

The elevator stopped and Bobbie’s professional face reappeared as the door reopened. 

“Follow me,” she said.

The hallway was dark and paneled, with significant editions of the paper framed on the walls. To the left were a series of equally dark and paneled offices: the human resources person, the publisher, the sales manager. Across the hall from each of them were open, bullpen cubicles for ad sales, accounting, and customer service. Bobbie’s office was across from the newsroom, which hummed with activity even this early in the morning.

As she walked ahead of me, the mechanics of her step caught my eye. The right leg went forward, then as the left leg moved, she seemed to balance momentarily on the opposite hip. Her arms swung to keep her balance and the whole process started again. I remembered where I’d seen that gait. My sister Chrissy’s son Gianni brought home a buddy one Thanksgiving while on leave from the Marines. The kid lost his leg due to an IED in Afghanistan. Bobbie walked like that Marine.

In that moment, her pants’ hem caught on the top of the heel of her left shoe. I saw it then: a metal rod, connected to the prosthetic foot in her shoe. 

Damn. Wonder how that happened? The Harley?

I packed that information away and followed her into her office. She sat behind an old antique desk and motioned for me to take one of the leather wing-back chairs in front of her.

“You’ve come up a bit in the world,” I said, looking around at the long conference table behind us, the long heavy curtains.

“It all depends on your perspective, Fitz.” She smiled at me. 

“So, why did you recommend Pippa to me?”

Bobbie sighed and knit her fingers together.

“I still read the Fawcettville Times stories online when I get a minute. You’ve made a name for yourself. I’ve followed your career for some time now, particularly since you retired from the police force.”

“Yeah, that was a bit unplanned.”

“Why? You get wounded?

“No.”

Bobbie nodded sagely.

“Hope she was worth it for you. What was her name?”

I squirmed in my seat.

“You don’t waste any time.”

“No, I don’t. Who was she?”

“The chief’s wife.”

Bobbie slapped her desktop and looked at me mischievously. 

“Of course. Pure Fitz!”

“It was a long time ago, Bobbie. I’m not that guy you knew. I’ve settled down. I married a wonderful woman and we’re very happy. Let’s get back to Pippa. Why is this something she or her dad couldn’t go to the police with?”

The smirk disappeared from Bobbie’s face. 

“Law enforcement here is dirty, dirty like you’ve never seen.”

I arched an eyebrow.

Bobbie leaned in. “My reporters and I never know if we’ve gotten the whole story on anything out of the cop shop. I’ve only been here a year or so, but I’ve never run up against anything like this. We’ve been working on an investigative series for months, trying to get to the bottom of all this corruption, but nobody will talk. They’re all terrified. And they tell me they’re terrified of the entire law enforcement community.”

“You think the cops are involved in Barbara Huddleston’s disappearance?”

“Probably not. But they’d railroad Santa Claus if it could close a case.”

“What about Pippa’s dad, Glen?”

“He’s as good a place to start as any. He was a local boy, worked for the Porter’s pottery, American Table.”

“My research found Miss Barbara left her Yalie fiancé and ran off to Vegas with Mr. Huddleston.”

Bobbie grimaced. “That wouldn’t surprise me. From what Pippa told me, Mom was bipolar as hell. She wasn’t diagnosed until Pippa was in elementary school, and like a lot of folks with the disorder, didn’t take her medication regularly.”

“Tell me more.”

“Glen worked in the pottery itself, so when he and Barbara eloped, that just wouldn’t fit into her parents’ country club lifestyle. To avoid embarrassment, Poppa Porter moved him up the ladder to factory foreman. After a few years, Glen got a degree in ceramic engineering, and he got promoted to the front office. Unfortunately, his marriage was a little volatile, but whatever happened was certainly never crazy Barbara’s fault. Either Glen was wrong for trying to contain her manic spending or responsible for her not taking her medication. Who needs that shit, right? He ended up quitting and working as a consultant. Of course, there was a lawsuit since the Porters were convinced that he would sell their company’s secrets, but that went nowhere. This is all second hand from Pippa.”

“It sounds like he stuck with Barbara, though.”

“He did. It couldn’t have
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