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Chapter 1

Early Spring 1994


It was after midnight when Sam left the bar and crossed the silent parking lot to his car. A heavy fog had drifted in, giving the street lights a ghostly glow not unusual for an area this close to the river. The rundown buildings had an eerie appearance, the fog masking the peeling paint and chipped bricks of the small strip mall. So much had changed since he’d left years ago. Only one thing could bring him back, and he smiled to himself at the opportunity that had presented itself. 
In the silence, his hypersensitive hearing picked up the barely discernible click of a cigarette lighter somewhere behind him. He tensed, his body coiled, instinct and training taking over. When the scream came, he turned in its direction, his feet already moving toward the source. As he headed to the alley beside the bar, the woman’s scream pierced the air again, seeming to scatter the fog as it reverberated around him. He turned the corner into the alley to see a waitress cowering against the side door, a cigarette and lighter on the ground under the glow cast by the shrouded light above the door.
She was staring at something a few feet away. Sam glanced where she was looking to see the lower part of a body, which was all that was visible in the dim light that ended at the hem of the pants. The rest of the figure lay beyond the perimeter of the circle of light. The toe of a work boot was visible beside one of the legs. It was a sturdy work boot, a man’s size, Sam guessed. He stepped into the dark to see the rest of the figure and stopped, momentarily startled. The man’s legs stopped at the ankles. The feet were still in the boots. He recoiled at the sight, memories of victims of past battles crowding out his sense of time and place. Like scabs breaking open, the scene extruded unwelcome memories he had thought long forgotten. He struggled to set them aside, turning back to the woman, who began to scream again. She stopped suddenly, her focus on something behind him. Sam turned, his instincts still hyperalert, vaguely frustrated that her screams had hidden the sounds of approaching danger. He pushed the distraction aside and focused on the apparition emerging from the fog. Recognizing the figure, he turned back to the now-mute waitress, who continued to stare at the newest stranger.
“Are you all right?” he asked her. She turned to him, her eyes widening even more. Shrinking back against the door, she drew in a breath to scream again. 
He approached, holding up one hand, palm opened. 
“Hey, we’re not going to hurt you. Let’s go back inside and call the police.” 
He took her arm, gently but firmly, and guided her back into the building away from the macabre scene. She went along quietly, like a frightened child. Neither of them saw the stranger lean over, pat down the body, and extract something from a pocket inside the jacket.

      ***The Alexandria police arrived five minutes later and gathered the remaining customers and staff into the pool room adjacent to the bar. There were only a few: one bartender, one waitress, and four customers including Sam. The CD jukebox had been unplugged. The DJ who appeared for a few hours on the weekend had already left. Detective Shumaker introduced himself and explained that he would be taking statements from them. It wouldn’t take long, he said. He left a uniformed cop to make sure they didn’t talk to one another.
Sam waited patiently while the others were interviewed and dismissed with a warning not to leave town, since they might be needed in the future. As the last person picked up their belongings and left, Detective Shumaker stepped into the room, followed by a uniformed police officer whose nametape identified him as Officer Tucker. He motioned for Sam to follow him. Once in the manager’s office, he pointed Sam to a chair while Tucker sat on the corner of the desk and took out a small notebook and pen.
“Let’s get the basics out of the way. Name, address, phone number, what you do for a living.”
“Sam Briscoe, staying with a friend, no phone, looking for work. You can call the office at the apartment building and leave a message.”
“What’s your friend’s address?” he growled.
“You’ll need to ask him.”
“Who is that?”
“Curt, Curt Bailin.”
“Then I already did. What kind of work are you looking for?”
“Something that can use the skills I picked up as a lumberjack.”
“What were you doing here?”
“Drinking.”
“Why were you out in the alley?”
“I heard the waitress scream.”
“How did you know she was a waitress?”
“The apron. And I saw her when I was in here drinking.”
“How many drinks did you have?”
“One.”
“How long did it take you to drink one drink?”
“A couple of hours. I like to take it slow.”
Detective Shumaker glanced up, his quizzical look making it obvious that he couldn’t tell if Sam was joking. He gave a quick shake of his head that seemed to put his confusion aside. He asked, “Did you hear or see anything before the waitress screamed?”
“No.”
Indicating Sam’s eye patch, he asked, “How’d you lose the eye?”
“Accident.” 
Shumaker let a few beats go by then decided to switch topics. He asked, “Mind if we search your car?”
“No.” Sam tossed him the keys.
In turn, Detective Shumaker tossed the keys to the other cop in the room with instructions to send one of the others out to search Sam’s car. “What do you know about that body in the alley?”
“Nothing. Only saw it when the waitress started screaming.”
“Or you could have dumped the body there and come in to set yourself up for an alibi.”
Sam cocked his head to one side. “Could have, but I didn’t. I think you’ll find that the other waitress went out the same door an hour before. She came back in without any drama, so I expect the body wasn’t there yet. You can ask the bartender about me. He and I talked for a few minutes when I got here.”
“I already did. Seems you and he spent some time together in the military.”
Sam maintained eye contact but didn’t elaborate. At a knock on the door, Shumaker barked, “Come in!” A uniformed police officer approached Shumaker and whispered something. Shumaker nodded and picked up the conversation with Sam.
“Your car’s a rental?” When Sam didn’t comment, he continued, “It appears to be clean, but I’m going to have one of my men drive it to the station for a more thorough going over. We’ll contact the rental company. You can go now, but don’t leave town in case we need to speak with you again. Let me know if you need a ride to your apartment.”
“I’m good,” Sam said as he left the room.

      ***Once released by Shumaker, Sam and Curt ducked under the police tape and walked a block to where Curt had parked his borrowed car.
“The police didn’t take your car?” Sam asked.
“I told him I didn’t have one.” Curt smiled slowly. “Told him I walked here. Told him I got a room in that apartment complex close by. What did you tell him?”
“Name, staying with you, looking for work. Said they can call the apartment office and leave a message if they want to get ahold of me. They took the rental I had to get here.”
“Good.” Curt settled back in his seat. With a satisfied expression, he added, “I spoke up for you, you should be glad.”
“Really? You think your word counts for something?”
“It would with Detective Greene, who usually works this patch.”
“How do you know that?”
“He and I met a while back.” Curt shifted in his seat, refusing to meet Sam’s eyes. “I’m pretty sure he’ll remember me.”
“I hope the memories are good,” commented Sam. “We can’t afford to get stuck here trying to prove we didn’t have anything to do with Issa’s death.” He turned to study Curt. “So tell me, why’d you show up here?”
“I got a tip that Issa was at the bar,” Curt explained. “He wouldn’t know Konas sent us to find him and get the stones back. Couldn’t believe he came here or that we would find him so easily.” He paused, clearly mulling over the events of the last few hours. “Why do you think he stole those stones and chose to come here in the first place?”
Sam considered the events of the past few weeks. Scenes of houses along dilapidated streets in nearly abandoned villages in West Africa marched through his mind. He recalled the smell of chicken cooking on open cookfires permeating the air, streams of mud and dirty rainwater running together in rivulets down the center of the streets. The one-hundred-degree heat, humidity and mosquitos hung like a cloud. A distant boom box, the volume turned up high, playing a popular song.
“Guess he thought he could get his family out from under Konas,” Sam said, other memories forcing their way out of a compartment of his mind. He thought of Konas and his lieutenants, one a tall man, imposing and charismatic in spite of missing most of his left arm, which had been severed at the elbow by a rival faction as a warning. Konas was the leader of a group of rebels, one of many warring factions seeking control of the lucrative diamond mines to finance their war against the governments in that area of Africa.
“But why here? There are plenty of places closer to home where he could fence them and get a good price.”
“Here is farther from Konas and unexpected. He probably thought he could slip away and Konas would never think he’d come here.”
“Maybe,” Curt mused. “Probably thought prices are just as good, or better, than what he’d get anywhere else. What I didn’t expect was to find him in pieces.”
“Think Konas sent someone after us and they found Issa first? He knows Issa works or worked for us. Konas doesn’t trust us, that’s for sure. He may think that we are in it with Issa.”
“You mean he sent Furra or Jango to see if we’re looking for Issa like we said we would?”
“Or both,” speculated Sam. He thought of Furra, who had been with Konas since he was ten, kidnapped to join the warlord’s ragtag army. He’d been trained, such as it was, and sent out to raid and kill along with others like him, complete with an AK-47 slung over his scrawny shoulder. He had grown into a tall, muscular, and devilishly attractive man, but he was not a leader like Jango or Konas.
“You think he meant it about the deadline?” Sam continued. “Killing families if we don’t get back in time is very much his way of settling a score.”
“Wish it weren’t so,” replied Curt, his mouth a thin line, his eyes closing over his thoughts. He pushed his hands through his sandy hair and dragged them across the khaki camouflage fabric of his pants. For a moment, his playful nature was buried under a more sombre air, so foreign to his naturally mischievous demeanor.
Sam noted the wave of trepidation that was gone in a flash. He asked, “Could be that person found Issa, took the stones or money and is gone. The kill looks like someone from there sending a message. If so, where does that leave us?”
“In a world of hurt,” Curt said, his expression hardening, reflecting fear and panic. “We don’t know if the stones or the money are already on their way back to Konas. Until we know for sure, Konas still has the upper hand.”
“And mercy isn’t a trait he’s known for. What I don’t like is having the cops here connecting us to him.” Sam’s own unease was unusual and perceptible only to those who knew him well. Curt was not one of those.
Curt nodded his agreement with a rueful smile, not looking at Sam. “Don’t worry. There’s nothing on Issa that ties him to us. As far as Konas is concerned, his deadline only affects me.” He turned to his friend.  “You could stay here until eternity comes around and no one would care.”
“I would,” Sam stated.
Curt raised an eyebrow in response, then began to dig around in his pocket. He produced a 3×3 square, flat object and waved it around in the air. “See this?” he asked.
“What’s that?” Sam asked, shifting in his seat.
“A computer disk,” Curt said with a satisfied air, smiling at it as if it were the eighth wonder of the world.
“And?”
“Pretty sure it’s got the names and addresses of fences in this country.”
“So?”
“Since Issa didn’t have the stones, and I looked, either he fenced them and whoever killed him took the money, or whoever killed him took them before he got to the fence. This might have information on it that tells us where all the fences Konas was using are.”
“How do you know about the fences?”
“Overheard him talking about them in one of the meetings he had with his second in command.”
“Furra?” Sam asked.
“One and the same. Since it was the only thing Issa had on him, I’m assuming whoever killed him didn’t find it. Either way, a fence is a place to start. I’d be willing to bet that one on the list isn’t far from here.”
Sam recounted what he knew of the situation, “Let me get this straight. We came here chasing Issa, who works for you but stole diamonds from Konas. That disk has the names of fences Issa might have contacted to sell them. He didn’t have the stones or the money, only the disk. Other than treasure hunting, remind me what I’m doing here.”
“Watching my back. Making sure we get back by the deadline. We got an agreement, remember?” Curt turned to face Sam, his eyes hardening. “I’ll do what I can to keep you out of trouble, but my memory can fail me at any moment.”
“Sounds like a threat.”
“Just remember what you owe me in case saving your life isn’t enough.”
“I’ll worry about my priorities,” Sam stated, bitterness edging his voice. “Seems to me, yours might need some reordering. I’m not the same person who signed up with you.”
“You’re still worth at least two of anyone else on my team, even with just one eye,” commented Curt as he started the engine and drove away.
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Chapter 2


Mat adjusted her mask and rolled over in an attempt to fall asleep again. She still had a couple of hours before the alarm sounded, if she could just drift off. Old demons and an ever-present sense of danger had kept her tossing and turning too many nights. Maybe she should consider her current beau Greg McCawley’s suggestion that she buy a handgun, just for peace of mind. She had admitted to him that, for some reason she couldn’t pinpoint, she felt less and less secure in the old Victorian house she shared with her artist friend Zorah. That was in spite of the security system Greg had installed not long after she rented the house. He had restored the old structure, and she had fallen in love with it at first sight. Falling in love with him had taken a little longer. 
She heard the kitchen door open and Zorah’s light steps run to shut off the alarm, then creep softly up the stairs to her room. She glanced at the clock: 4 a.m. Zorah must have finished early or hit the artist equivalent of writer’s block. Her friend’s nocturnal work habits had taken Mat a bit of getting used to. Now she cherished the times, infrequent though they were, when they were both up as the dawn was brightening the sky, sharing a cup of hot brew and catching up on each other’s activities; or at the end of the day before Zorah left for her studio in Candlewick. This morning, she listened to her roommate’s footsteps disappear into her room at the end of the hall while she considered how close they had become and how different they were. Zorah with her wild colors, exuberant personality, everlasting optimism, and swirling caftans was the last person Mat had expected to find compatible. She herself had been accused of being too self-controlled, too analytical and, god forbid, lacking in spontaneity and sense of adventure. She wasn’t sure the last would hold up under a close scrutiny of her more recent escapades. In any case, none of it bothered her, and she’d grown to embrace her housemate’s unpredictability with genuine affection. 
Giving up attempts at a little more sleep, Mat rolled out of bed, showered, and drove over to the police station ready to confront Detective Greene’s plodding computer system again. Her maintenance contract with him kept the rent paid and the wolf from the door. It would do for now.
“Mornin’,” she greeted the station clerk, who was enjoying the unusual lull in activity at that hour. It wouldn’t last long. The din and chatter of voices demanding, explaining, pleading and begging would soon overwhelm the relative quiet of the reception area.
“You’re in early,” he said.
“Couldn’t sleep,” she replied. “Anything interesting going on?” Occasionally, she got the most delicious gossip while talking to a bored station clerk at an early hour.
“We did get some excitement down at a bar near the river a few hours ago.”
“What kind of excitement?”
“Somebody got knifed to death or some such. Found him in an alley. Greene’s coming back from some conference, so Shumaker stepped in. Don’t know anything else.”
“Thanks.” Mat smiled and resumed her journey to the next floor, where her desk sat in the farthest corner of a large room that held a dozen desks. She glanced briefly in the direction of Detective Greene’s office, located behind a glassed-in partition at the other end of the room. It was empty. The only other occupants were a couple of officers on the night shift bent over their notes, handwriting the reports they were expected to provide. Mat had been prepping Greene to purchase a computer system that would allow officers to type in the information and print it out, instead of relying on clerks to transcribe handwritten notes or just leaving the original scrawls as they were turned in. Attitudes about typing and budgets being what they were, she often felt she was talking to a wall.
A little after 7 a.m. Detective Greene burst into the office. Seeing Mat at the other end of the room, he headed her way, a sheaf of papers rustling in his hand.
“Hey, Briscoe! Know a Sam Briscoe?” he bellowed at her back as he drew closer.
Mat turned in surprise, startled at the sudden interruption and noise.
“What? Who did you say?” she asked, mentally detaching herself from the computer task that had, until a moment ago, her complete attention. Giving her head a shake, she asked again, “Who am I supposed to know?”
“Sam. Sam Briscoe. You got the same last name, thought you’d know him.”
Mat paled visibly, but Greene didn’t seem to notice. She froze, absorbing the name, overwhelmed with a tsunami of emotions: shock, guilt, shame. Memories flew out of the past, making her eyes water. She blinked and looked down, studying his feet while her mind looked for a hiding place.
“Name came up in Shumaker’s report about something happened last night,” Greene blustered, waving the papers in her face. “Well?”
“Uh. . .” Mat sniffled and swallowed, searching desperately for something to say. “I’ll have to think. . .”
“You do or you don’t! Which is it?”
“Don’t hassle me!” she snapped.
“Well?” he continued to badger her, oblivious to her discomfort.
“Okay, okay. I have a brother named Sammy,” she blurted. “I haven’t talked to him in fifteen years. Who saw him? What was he doing?” Why hasn’t he gotten in touch with me? Her mind swirled around the possibilities, her emotions ricocheting from surprise to anger to disappointment. She turned away as tears pooled in her eyes.
“Some bar near the river. Having a drink, Shumaker says. Got a patch over one eye. You think he’s your brother?”
“I don’t know.” Mat shook her head in bewilderment and turned back to Greene. “He has a patch over one eye?”
“Thought you’d keep up with your relatives better than this,” he growled. “Might be we’ll bring him in for questioning. I’ll let you know.” He turned to stomp away.
“That’s it?” She stood and yelled at his back. “You’ll let me know if you bring him in for questioning?” She gave in to the desperation that was winning the battle with her emotions. “At least tell me where he is,” she called to him.
“Can’t.” Greene kept walking, yelling back, “Staying with a friend. Curt somebody or other. Maybe you know him. You find him, let me know.” He marched back to his office and banged the door shut, discouraging Mat from following him.
Curt? Mat stared at Greene’s office door. She must have misheard. Curt and Sammy? No. It couldn’t be. Upset and disconcerted, Mat logged off and packed up. She could come back to finish her tasks later. Sammy is in town and hasn’t gotten in touch? But maybe he doesn’t know I’m here. He has a patch over one eye? Maybe it isn’t him. How could she find him? If it was him.
After stopping at a drive-through for a fresh cup of coffee, she drove aimlessly around, a million questions and thoughts fighting for her attention. Where had he been all these years? How did he feel about her? If he hated her, she wouldn’t blame him. At least he is alive! If it is him. And Curt! OMG! It just couldn’t be. After the heat of him, then her desperation at his absences, her overwhelming joy when he showed up only to disappear again. I can’t do this again, I just can’t! 
After an hour, she headed back to the old Victorian. As she drove, a thought struck her. It was so far in the past, but there was one person who just might be able to help her determine if this really could be Sammy. Someone who had her back when she was so young, lost and alone. After running away from a foster home, she’d stayed on the streets, joined a group of runaways who set up living quarters in an abandoned railroad car. When that was raided by police looking for drugs, she’d turned to a group home rumored to be one of the better places for kids like her. Maybe they’d also kept track of Sammy. It was worth a call.
Once settled in her workspace at home, she picked up the phone and dialed the number, hoping it hadn’t changed. It was picked up immediately.
“Dr. Cleary here.”
“Hello, Dr. Cleary.” Mat hesitated. Her head had been in such a different place when they’d last met. “It’s Matilda Briscoe.” She listened to the momentary silence at the end of the line.
“Ah, yes. Matilda. I remember you liked to be called Mat.”
“Still do.”
“Suits you,” the familiar voice grunted. “How are you these days?”
“Okay.”
“Glad to hear it. Why the call? You’re not on the street again?” 
Mat smiled at the no-nonsense “I’ll help you, but if you don’t want it, so be it” attitude that had resonated with her so long ago. It still did.
Mat chuckled ruefully. “No, I’m actually in a good place, but I have a question about Sammy.”
“Your brother? He stayed in a foster home, as I recall. Dropped out of school, though.”
“Yes. That’s when I lost track of him.”
“I did what I could. He didn’t want what I offered. Some kids just won’t be helped. Too bad.” Mat knew her matter-of-fact acceptance of the failures was a defense that kept her in the business, but it still rankled when applied to Sammy.
“Yes, well, I wondered if you had any information on where he might be. His name came up in a conversation. I thought talking to you was a place to start.”
“Probably as good as any. But sorry, he didn’t keep up with me or anyone who interacted with him when he was here. You either, I gather. I asked around when the school called about his absence. Was told he’d had an altercation with someone in the foster home. Something salacious, as I recall. Don’t have the details and nothing ever came of it. He didn’t want to cause trouble, I think. I don’t know what to tell you.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
“Sure.” Dr. Cleary hesitated, then continued, in a warmer voice, “I’m glad you made it. I was rooting for you.” The gruffness returning to her tone, she added, “Call anytime.” With that, she hung up, leaving Mat holding a silent handset.
Mat felt an unreasonable wave of disappointment. What had she expected? It was such a long shot. What was this “salacious” event? He never said anything about it.
She hung up the phone and tried to focus on finding a good replacement for Greene’s old printer. After several hours of middling success attempting to keep her mind on her task, she left for a two-mile run, showered, and settled back at her computer. At 5 p.m. she opened a bottle of wine. A spicy stir-fry while she waited for Zorah to get up was just the thing to occupy her hands as she mentally worked out what to do next. She was looking forward to Zorah’s reaction to the news about Sammy. It was comforting to know they’d achieved a friendship she thought out of the question when they’d first met.
“Mmmm!” Zorah exclaimed, bounding down the stairs and into the kitchen with a bag of painting supplies and a sketch pad under her arm. “That smells delicious!”
“Glad to hear it.” Mat smiled. “Got time to share a bite? It’s a little early for dinner, but I was hungry and thought you might like something before you go.”
“I’ll make time.” Zorah pulled out a chair from the kitchen table while depositing her art supplies in a pile next to it. “My mouth is watering! This is better than breakfast any day.” She gathered her colorful caftan, one of her favorites, in one hand to keep it off the floor and sat, her many bangle bracelets tinkling gaily with the action. Her long brown hair was pulled up in a stylish chignon secured with a clip made from exotic woods.
“Dig in!” announced Mat, depositing a plate steaming with fragrant vegetables and chicken in front of the artist. “I’d like to run something by you while you’re eating.”
“Mmm, hmm.” Zorah munched, nodding her head to indicate her willingness to hear whatever it was Mat had to say.
“I heard my brother was in town today. At least I’m almost certain it was Sammy.”
Zorah stopped eating and stared openly at Mat with round eyes. She swallowed with a gulp and said, “Brother? I didn’t know you had a brother. Where’s he been all this time? You never mentioned him.” Her tone had taken on a hint of hurt.
“I didn’t keep it from you on purpose,” Mat hastened to explain. “I lost track of him fifteen years ago. He’s been in the back of my mind, but there was no reason to mention him until today.”
“Okay.” Zorah sat back, somewhat mollified. “I just thought. . . I mean, I tell you everything.”
“Oh, Zorah, I tell you everything too,” Mat insisted. “I’m sorry. He just never was at the front of my mind until today.”
“What happened that he was there today?” Zorah’s curiosity was clearly winning over her hurt at Mat’s imagined slight. She continued to eat, her eyes riveted on Mat.
“The police talked to him about someone who was killed down near the river. The person they described sure sounds like my brother. I mean he has my brother’s first name and the same last name.”
Zorah gaped at her friend. “Did this person who sounds like your brother kill him?”
“No! At least I don’t think so. The police would have put him in jail if they thought he had. I think he was just a witness or something.”
“Haven’t you talked to him? Aren’t you dying to see him?”
“No. Yes. I think so.” Mat had picked up a dish towel and was mindlessly wiping the surface of the counter.
“What do you mean, you think so?”
“We didn’t part company on the best of terms. I’m not sure how he feels about seeing me again.” She switched to the table, swiping around Zorah, who lifted her plate, her eyes following Mat’s gestures.
“Well, find him and ask him,” Zorah said reasonably, while continuing to eat.
“Greene couldn’t give me his address, said he was staying with a friend. He said he had a patch over one eye.”
“Oooh, a patch! Like a pirate!” Zorah’s eyes lit up, her imagination obviously conjuring up images of Mat’s long-lost brother. “How are you going to find him?” she asked, finishing her last bite. “You are going to try to find him, aren’t you?”
“Of course.” Mat put the dish towel down. She stood with her back to the sink, hands on either side, and began to tap the counter nervously. “I called the counselor at the group home where I stayed the last couple of years of high school. She tried to help him until he dropped out and disappeared.”
“She was still there?”
“Yes, but she didn’t know anything.”
They paused when the doorbell rang, then turned to look at each other with  puzzled expressions.
“You expecting anyone?” Mat asked.
“No. You?”
“No. Well, maybe Greg. . . " Mat left the kitchen and returned a minute later with Greg McCawley in tow. He was dressed in a dark suit with conservative tie and shirt suitable for any client that might cross the threshold of his legal firm. She knew he would wear jeans and a worn T-shirt as easily as he wore his suit. His background as a self-made man fascinated her. That was one thing they had in common.
“I really timed this right,” he exclaimed. “It smells wonderful in here.” Mat let his hand go to pull another plate from the cupboard.
“I gather that means you would like some?”
“Absolutely!”
“It’s delicious, and you’re going to hear about a mystery while you eat,” announced Zorah. “I’m going to be jealous if you already know about it.”
“About what?”
“Sammy’s turned up,” Mat said from her seat.
“Your brother?”
“See!” Zorah glared at Mat. “He knows and I didn’t.”
“I’m sorry, Zorah,” Mat repeated. “It came up when Greg and I were getting acquainted. I didn’t know you that well, and it didn’t seem important at the time.”
“Humph.” Zorah considered Mat’s response, then said, “Really, it’s okay. Just don’t do it again.” She got up, grabbed her paint supplies, and headed for the kitchen door. She turned at the last minute. “Thanks for the food. Don’t wait up for me.” She gave Mat a wry smile as she headed out the door.
Greg watched the exchange, worry lines beginning to show on his forehead. His tanned, lean features had a hard edge softened by a full head of wavy black hair and hazel eyes. His natural wariness had kept Mat aloof for a while, but she soon realized it was the result of growing up with a prison-guard father who regaled him with bedtime stories of men who cheated, stole, and killed without remorse. It was one of his father’s least-objectionable habits. “Are you in hot water again?”
“Maybe right now, but she’ll have forgotten by the morning. We’ll spend some time talking about her painting and all will be right again. I hope.”
“So what’s this about Sammy?”
“He showed up at a murder scene. At least, I assume it was murder, down at a bar near the waterfront last night. The police were called in because someone found a body.”
“How does that involve Sammy? He’s your younger brother, right?”
“Yes. I don’t know why he’s involved.” She started pacing again while Greg ate. “Greene said he was there. They have a statement from him. He must have seen something or been in the bar. I really don’t know,” she repeated.
“How long has it been since you’ve seen him?” He leaned forward, putting out a hand to grab Mat’s hand as she walked by.
“Oh, years. I lost touch with him when he left school. Something happened and he just left. I was in college on a scholarship by then.”
“You didn’t stay in touch?”
“No.” Mat’s eyes filled with tears as she looked away. She added in a tremulous voice, “We didn’t part on the best terms.”
“What do you mean?”
She turned back to face him, her expression filled with an aching regret and sorrow. “You have to understand,” she begged. “I’d just gotten this scholarship and was so excited about going to college. I’d dreamed about it all my life.”
“Of course you were excited,” Greg hastened to assure her, his own expression mirroring her anguish. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“I thought it was the best, the only way to get ahead. We’d had nothing all our lives. I watched counselors, doctors, nurses, all these people dealing with my mother in that nursing home, teachers, principals. . . The one thing they had in common was an education. That’s what you needed to get ahead.” Her voice reflected the unwavering correctness of that belief. But doubt crept into her tone with the next sentence. “At least it seemed so to me at the time.”
“Sounds like you’ve changed your mind.”
“I’ve realized there are many other honorable, maybe even better, ways to get ahead.” She smiled wryly at her choice of words. “For years, I’ve wanted to tell Sammy that I finally understand.”
“If you find him now, you can tell him, can’t you?”
“If he’ll talk to me.” Mat sat with her head in her hands.
“Why wouldn’t he talk to you?”
“Because. . .” Mat struggled to get the words out, tears beginning to stream down her face. “The last time we talked, I told him not to drop out of school. That if he did, he’d just be another loser like our dad, that if he left school, I didn’t want to talk to him again. He left and I haven’t seen him for fifteen years.”
At that, she broke down, her desperate sobs seeming to cut Greg to his soul. He looked on helplessly, unable to say a word. He got up, went around the table, raised Mat up by her shoulders, turned her around, and enveloped her in a hug.
“I’m so sorry,” he said over the top of her head. “That’s a lot of stuff to be carrying all these years.” He stepped back and put a hand under her chin to see her face. “But a lot of time has passed. Don’t assume he’s still holding a grudge, if he ever did.” He pulled her back into a hug and stroked her back, wondering how big a lie that was.
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Chapter 3


Early the next morning, Zorah turned the key in the back door and stepped into the kitchen. She paused, startled not to hear the alarm system counting down. Then she saw the outline of someone sitting at the kitchen table in the growing light of dawn. 
“Mat?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
Zorah switched on the overhead light. They both squinted at the sudden brightness until their eyes adjusted to the glare.
“I’m so glad you’re up!” Zorah smiled with enthusiasm, pulling a chair out from the table to sit opposite Mat. “I just met the greatest guy. He’s new to our art studio, and he’s sooo interesting. He does these large paper-mâché sculptures. His name is Georgie. Sometimes he dresses up like a woman. He’s so good at it, you’d never know. The first time I saw him he had on the most gorgeous navy slacks with a tweed jacket that had all these colors woven in. I’m sure it was from some super-cool designer. He looked so sophisticated, I couldn’t stop staring at him.” 
She paused to take a breath, shifted in her seat and settled back. “He noticed me and came over. That’s when he told me he likes to wear women’s clothes sometimes. He has fun fooling people. He said you’d be amazed at what people will say to a woman that they wouldn’t say to a man. I bet it’s also true the other way round.” 
Zorah leaned forward and lowered her voice, “Know what else he said?” Without waiting for a reply, she continued, excitement coloring her voice, “He said he was sure he’d be a good spy! He said a friend had introduced him to this Gilbert Cullings. He’s thinking about applying to the DEA to be an undercover person. He figured they must need people like that and he could switch identities on the fly and no one would ever suspect him. Can you imagine? What’s the chance we’d know Gilbert too? I’m going to ask Gilbert about him. That should be quite the conversation!” Zorah’s eyes widened at the prospect, a mischievous grin painted across her expressive face. She looked at Mat to gauge her reaction. Seeing Mat’s expression, a cross between a smile at Zorah’s monologue and remnants of a more sober mood, she sat back, her enthusiasm deflated.
Mat smiled in response but couldn’t help wondering how grounded in reality Georgie’s dreams were. She thought it wouldn’t take long for Gilbert to set him straight. Unbidden, her expression resumed its melancholy cast, and she looked down at the cold coffee in her mug. “Georgie does sound interesting,” Mat replied, trying to drum up a more appropriate reaction to Zorah’s news. “Do you think he’s really aware of what it takes to do what he’s talking about?”
“I don’t know, but it’s sure fun to talk about.” Zorah smiled again, regaining some of her earlier excitement. She studied Mat for a moment, then asked, “What’s the matter? Is it something I said? I was sure you’d like to hear about Georgie, but you look like the world just ended.”
“It’s nothing.” Mat sniffled. “You just caught me feeling sorry for myself.”
Zorah sat forward again, concern etched on her face. “Why? You sound all stuffy. Was Greg mean to you?”
“Oh, no.” Mat chuckled softly. “If anything, he came close to smothering me with kindness.”
“So what’s going on?” Zorah repeated. “I’m not mad at you anymore if that’s bothering you.”
“I’m glad, really.” Mat looked at her housemate. “I’m sorry I never told you about Sammy. It’s a hard subject for me to talk about.”
“Okay.” Zorah sat back. “Want to talk about him now?”
Mat sighed. “Might as well. Long story short, he dropped out of school when he was sixteen. I had gotten into college and was mad at him for doing that. Back then, I thought school was the only way to get ahead.”
“Unless you’re super talented like I am.” Zorah’s broad smile was infectious. “That’s my own opinion, of course.” She continued to smile, relaying self-confidence and a firm belief in her own skills. “I just have to get others to agree!” She laughed unselfconsciously, making her words charming and matter-of-fact instead of boastful.
Mat smiled in response. “Believe me, I agree with you.” Her roommate’s easy confidence lifted her spirits in spite of the black cloud she felt hanging over her head. She sighed again and said, “Thing is, I told him he would be just another loser if he dropped out of school.” At that, tears began to roll down her cheeks. “I can’t believe I said that. He’s probably never forgiven me.”
“You don’t know that. Have you seen him? Is that what this is all about?”
“No, I haven’t seen him. I still don’t know exactly where he is." 
“Well, see there. If you haven’t talked to him or seen him maybe you’ve gotten upset over nothing.” Zorah caught herself and hurried to add, “I don’t mean it’s nothing. It’d be something if it was him, but you don’t know it is, and since it might not be him, you don’t need to get upset. At least until you know for sure it was him . . .”
Mat laughed. “Oh, Zorah, only you can help me see the pity party I’m giving myself.” She got up and gave Zorah a hug as both rose from the table. “Let’s both go to bed. Maybe I can get a couple of hours in before I have to tackle Greene’s computers again.”

      ***Unexpectedly, her sleep was deep and dream filled:
It was a long way across the mat to the young boy in the opposite corner. Pulling the strings to tighten the gloves, she walked to the center. Their futures depended on a win. She raised her hand to land the first blow, and suddenly she was in the locker room, exhausted, drained of all emotion. Her opponent, the young boy, sat on the opposite bench, bloodied, spent. Slowly he rose, came over to Mat, and put his hand on her cheek. His wan smile seemed to take all the strength he had left. Just as slowly, he turned and drifted away. Mat stretched out her hand but couldn’t catch him. Suddenly she was in a hospital room looking down at a sleeping woman who was floating by. She knew her but couldn’t recall her name. The woman reached out but continued to drift farther and farther away.
Abruptly Mat woke, disoriented and frightened, of what she couldn’t have said. She lay still, aware of her heart beating furiously, as if she’d just run a marathon. As it subsided, she tried to remember the dream but grasping it was like sweeping up the remnants of a cloud.
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