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      Bobby Quinn, an old friend and private eye I once worked with in LA, used to say a person’s eyes never changed, even as they got older—which always sounded like a load of crap to me until Eddie Arndt walked into my bar.

      I didn’t know it was Eddie right away, but I knew I knew him from somewhere. While he scanned the bar, squinting as if he’d gone from a dark place into a light one instead of the other way around, I studied his movements, his posture, the way he pinched his lips together and to one side, all the while trying to figure out where the hell I knew this guy from.

      I’d like to say my sharp detective mind dug through the old mental files, pulled out the proper dossier, and gave me a name. My mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be, though, detective or otherwise.

      Apparently, he knew who I was, because when his gaze found me in my usual booth back by the bar, his eyes widened and he headed straight for me, unzipping his snow-dusted coat on the way.

      I finished off the last of my gin and tonic. Somehow, I felt I’d need it. The determined twist to his mouth, perhaps? The look of a man troubled and looking for answers. I see the look a lot. But usually my clients meet with me during normal business hours in my office upstairs.

      On the stage, the High Note’s most dedicated regular, Hal, snapped his fingers in time with the song on the speakers, bobbling his head like some parody of Tom Jones. The title on the karaoke screen claimed the song was “I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor, but Hal’s off-key Sinatra style made it near impossible to recognize.

      Eddie didn’t ask. Just sat down across from me, movements jerky and nervous, with a contagious quality that set me on edge, too. “Ridley? Ridley Brone?”

      Voice sounded as familiar as his eyes looked. No doubt now, I knew this guy.

      He must have caught something in my expression. “Eddie Arndt. We went to school together.”

      Click. Like that, the memories tumbled into place like the pins in a lock. Yeah, I knew Eddie. But I never really knew him. Rumors and news reports filled his reputation back in high school like the straw in a scarecrow. And boy how us kids treated him like a scarecrow, scurrying like a flock of crows whenever he came near. Not because we had anything against the guy. We simply didn’t know what to say to someone who had suffered through what he had.

      When you’re young, tragedy is as good as leprosy. No one wants to get infected. I guess that’s true when you’re not young, too.

      I slid my empty glass aside for something to do. I didn’t like the way Eddie gaped at me. He made me feel like a life raft in the middle of shark-infested water.

      Eddie took my hesitation as a gap in memory. “You remember? The kid whose dad…” He couldn’t say it, but he didn’t have to.

      I wasn’t going to let him squirm. “I remember.”

      He sighed through his nose and his shoulders dipped, though I hadn’t realized he was hunching them. His long neck and prominent Adam’s apple drew the last lines in my memory’s sketch of Eddie Arndt. High school was twenty years ago, but it might as well have been yesterday.

      “I’m looking for help,” he said.

      I could see that. Obviously he hadn’t come here for drinks. But God only knew what kind of help he’d need from me. “You married?”

      He shook his head. “No, why?”

      “Cheating spouse is the A-number-one reason people come see me. I was trying to show off my canny skills of detection.”

      Eddie let a corner of his mouth lift, but no part of that half-smile spread further than that. He held onto that desperate and drowning look.

      I fidgeted in my seat. That stare got my skin feeling all squidgy. “What do you need?”

      “I need to hire you.”

      I opened my mouth to toss a smartass remark his way—something along the lines of No shit, Sherlock, but with some clever twist. Instead, I kept quiet and nodded. Some people can take a little jabbing. Eddie here looked like he might shatter in the wind of a whistle.

      That half-smile twitched again, gone as quick as it came. “I guess you figured that out already.”

      The guy knew how to read a person. I’d give him that. Which left me feeling like I should tear up my investigator’s license right there, because I couldn’t figure out what the hell he’d want from me.

      I guess the obvious answer didn’t occur to me because it was so ridiculous.

      “I want you to investigate my family’s murder.”
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        * * *

      

      I only knew Eddie’s story from what the newspapers, TV, and rumor mill told. That he came home from school one day to find his mother on the living room floor, a bullet in her head and her body already cold. In the hall, he found his little brother, not even four yet. Two shots to the chest. Dad sat in a corner in his bedroom, propped against where the walls met, brains dripping down the paint behind him, the revolver he had purchased as protection against a home invasion five years prior gripped in his right hand resting in his lap.

      A familiar story, no matter how damn sick. A father, pushed to some invisible edge, overtaken with the urge to tear his life free from this world and take his family along with him. It never made any sense. Never got easier each time you heard about it. But that’s all you did. You heard about it. It never happened to you, or anyone you knew. At least, that’s how it was supposed to be. But a lot of us knew Eddie Arndt, even if we didn’t really know him. Close doesn’t only count in horseshoes and hand grenades, no matter how the saying goes. Senseless tragedy sends its ripples far and strong when it strikes nearby.

      But this tragedy happened over twenty years ago. Enough time for everybody to shake off the psychic tremors. Everybody except Eddie, of course.

      I swallowed to make sure my throat still worked. “That’s out of my range, Eddie.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, the words rattling faster than a sales pitch. “It was murder-suicide. End of story. Case closed. Get over it already.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Something like it. It’s what everyone thinks. My dad went crazy and killed my mom and little brother. He was a nut job. A psycho. A sick, sick man.” Eddie’s sneer wiped the desperate clean off his face. “People don’t think I hear them talk. But I can. I know what they say about Dad.”

      “I’m not into rumor mongering. And I didn’t know your dad. But from what little I know…”

      “That’s just it,” Eddie said. “You don’t know. Nobody does. And nobody ever wanted to listen to me. My dad would not do that.” He bounced his fist on the table to emphasize those last six words.

      Was there a delicate way to tell a guy he was deluding himself? Denial ain’t just a river in Egypt, Eddie. Didn’t matter. It wasn’t my place to fix his broken soul. In fact, I had no place in Eddie Arndt’s life. He’d come to the wrong bar, talked to the wrong detective. “I can’t help you.”

      “You won’t help.” Eddie sighed, fluttering his lips so he sounded like a deflating balloon. He raked a hand through his thinning hair. “Sorry I wasted your time.” He slid out of the booth.

      “Eddie.”

      He paused, the look of hope in his eyes enough to vent a guy’s heart.

      “Let me get you a drink, at least.”

      “I don’t drink.”

      “A pop then?”

      He sniffed and ran a finger under his nose. “Don’t need your pity.”

      “Hey, that’s not⁠—”

      “Go fuck yourself.” With that, he turned and stormed out of the bar.

      I leaned back in my seat and subjected myself to some self-flagellation by listening to Hal caw the last lines of his song. It was a Wednesday night. Quiet compared to the weekends. No college kids to laugh, applaud, and goad Hal on, making him feel like the star he always wanted to be. About a half-dozen in the bar, total. None of them said a word when the song ended. A few of them groaned, however, when my karaoke host, Holly, announced the next person up to the mic—the only one doing karaoke tonight. Hal.

      I waved a hand to get my bartender’s attention.

      Paul nodded and brought over another gin and tonic, took my empty glass. “What was with that bundle of nerves came in here?”

      “Wanted to hire me.”

      “Another cheater?”

      I shook my head. “Murder.”

      Paul snorted. “You remember what happened last time you investigated a murder?”

      Just the mention brought Autumn’s face into focus in my mind. Sometimes I could see her so clearly, I felt like I could touch her. Not that I would. Not after what she had done.

      “I didn’t take the case,” I assured Paul.

      “See that? You’re not as dumb as you look.”

      “Get back behind the bar before I fire your ass.”

      He harrumphed. “Don’t do me any favors, Brone.”

      Paul returned to his post at the bar. Hal started in on Elton John’s “Crocodile Rock.”

      I leaned back and sipped my drink, thinking about Eddie Arndt, which got me thinking about high school, which got me thinking I should have never left LA to come back to Hawthorne fucking Michigan. Hard to let go of your past when you lived in it.
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      The following morning I woke up with a headache, like I had spent too much time thinking too hard the night before. I couldn’t chase off thoughts of Eddie Arndt. His visit had torn loose part of the plaster cast I had covered old memories with. I did not appreciate that. There were too many things I still had to reconcile before I could even think to get through stuff from high school. My own parents’ murder for one. And the fact that I had a teenage daughter somewhere out there who, when she was a newborn, had been sold on the black market by her grandfather.

      I still slept in my old bedroom in the house I grew up in. Like the karaoke bar, I had inherited the 5,000 square-foot mansion after my parents’ death. Though I hadn’t lived here since I left for California at eighteen, occupying any other room in the house didn’t feel right. Certainly not the master bedroom, where my parents once slept.

      A house this size was more than anything I needed anyway. I kept most of the rooms locked up, the furniture draped with sheets. I used the kitchen, my bedroom, an upstairs bathroom, and a study downstairs that I had turned into my TV room. Most of my time I spent at the bar anyway.

      I swallowed a few Advil before getting in the shower and getting on with my day. By the time I reached my office, the headache had faded. I wished I could say the same for the thoughts about Eddie Arndt tumbling in my mind like threadbare laundry in a dryer.

      Nothing on the docket, I spent the morning on the computer, checking the various adoption forums I belonged to on the web. There were a lot more kids “adopted” through the black market than you’d like to believe. Enough that numerous groups had come together online, trying to reunite adoptees with their birth parents—a tough trick when the paperwork was faked to cover up the transaction.

      Kids as commodity. Pretty sick shit.

      I seldom get much more than company for my misery while participating in these forums. I keep hoping for some miracle like those I read about. But in most cases, the only way a sold child can connect with their birth parents is if they know they were sold in the first place. In other words, it’s a long shot.

      I didn’t have any other leads, though. The one person who could have told me who had my daughter was dead. Still, haunting the forums made me feel like I was doing something. Which was a shitload better than doing nothing. Doing nothing isn’t really in my nature.

      My faux research took my mind off of Eddie for a while. When his words crept back—My dad would not do that—I turned to doing my books. That took all of fifteen minutes, since the only business I had recently was for a local insurance company what wanted me to take pictures of some skid marks on the street. What they did with the photos, or if they helped at all, I have no idea.

      My dad would not do that.

      Of course Eddie thought that. Put me on his side of the goal line, I’d feel the same way, trying to block any doubt from getting in the net.

      Then why did it keep poking at me? It didn’t amount to a case. There was no puzzle to solve, no questions of method, motive, or opportunity. Well, motive maybe. But these kinds of killings didn’t require motive. The dad snapped. Plain and simple.

      Only, it wasn’t the facts of the killing that bothered me. It was Eddie. His unexpected arrival in my bar. His desire to investigate his tragedy over twenty years after the fact.

      There was the crux. Why now, Eddie? You had all this time to get someone else to investigate your family’s death. Why me? Why now?

      It didn’t matter. Not my issue. I kept telling myself that as I turned back to my computer and surfed a few porn sites. Not the best use of company time, but like I said, doing nothing doesn’t work for me. Surfing porn didn’t do much for me, either. I almost started twiddling my thumbs when the phone rang.

      Never had that ring sounded so sweet.

      When I picked up and said the customary, “Hello?” all I got back was jagged breathing. I could tell by the low tone, it was a man. Maybe someone who’d had better luck with porn from the sounds of him.

      “This your first day as a telemarketer?” I asked. “If so, you need to work on your introduction.”

      The breather didn’t take the bait. Just kept on breathing.

      “You do know heavy breathing over the phone is a serious cliché. Call me back with something original.” I hung up.

      So much for getting my mind off my troubles. Add a dash of new weirdness, stir, and pour. Story of my life.

      The phone rang again before I could start to forget about the first call. I run a business, so I kept my greeting professional even while expecting Mr. Breather on the line.

      Sure enough, more exaggerated exhalation. At the very least, this game had become mildly entertaining. Better than stewing about Eddie. Suppose I could have some fun.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “You’re watching me right now.”

      Huff and puff. Such a generic reply.

      I looked out my window. The steel November sky stared back at me, daring me to complain about the weather. Wasn’t snowing, so I didn’t complain. “You keep breathing this hard, you’re going to get light-headed. Pass out maybe.”

      An airy chortle came back. This dude couldn’t do anything without breathing all over it.

      “You think that’s funny? I got a whole book of them. Call me when you’re done with your Lamaze.” I hung up again. Stared at the phone. Waited for it to ring.

      Notta.

      I swiveled in my office chair, doing a full three-sixty, then stopped with a foot against the leg of my desk. I wondered if the caller was Eddie. He’d left the bar pretty pissed. If enough glue had come off his edges, I could see him crumbling to pieces, getting a little crazy on. Just like his dad, right?

      Again, the phone rang.

      My heart took an extra beat. Don’t let the son of a bitch get to you, Brone. I gave it three rings before finally picking up.

      “Hi,” the voice said, all full of air and a slight rattle as if he had phlegm caught in the back of his throat.

      “Hello, stranger. Finally decided to talk?”

      More breathing.

      For crying in the night. This wasn’t any shred of amusing anymore. I could appreciate a goofy prank call as much as the next guy, but Jesus Christ. This time I checked the caller ID. I hadn’t bothered before because I had a feeling…yep…blocked caller. I remember a time when caller ID actually worked worth a damn. “You got three second before I hang up and unplug my phone, douche bag.”

      “Douche…bag…” Another chortle. Then it hit me. It was either Bevis or Butthead on the line. Lucky me.

      “You are a funny, guy,” he said.

      “I’m a laugh fucking riot. But I think your three seconds are up.”

      “Then you don’t want to know.”

      I should have hung up. Fanning crazy flames never ended well. “Know what?”

      “Where she is.”

      “Where who is?”

      A couple deep breaths. Deeper than any before. “Your daughter.”
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      The heat worked pretty well in my office. I could thumb my nose at winter through the window while wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt. But the fire crackling inside of me would have done the same with the thermostat down to thirty. I gripped the phone so tightly my knuckles ached. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Your daughter,” the man repeated. His breath had evened out. He didn’t sound like a masturbating perv anymore. But the creak in his voice didn’t make him sound any friendlier.

      “What about my daughter?”

      “I know where she is.”

      “Bullshit. How?”

      “How doesn’t matter. Ask me why.”

      I’d be damned if I played his games. I didn’t ask him anything. But I bet he could hear my own hot breathing through the phone now.

      “You don’t want to know why?”

      I still didn’t answer. Fuck him. This was a load of shit. Some con. After all, it was no secret that I had inherited a fortune from my song-writing parents. Composing chart-toppers helped them support their true love—the High Note. Not too many people knew about my daughter, though. A local police detective named Palmer; my daughter’s mother, Autumn; and Sheila, an old friend of the family. But Autumn was in prison and Sheila had run off to parts unknown after I ousted her for stealing booze from the bar to support her secret drinking habit.

      I couldn’t see Palmer letting something like that slip, or use it for his own scheme.

      Which left one other possibility. This guy on the phone was somehow connected to the adoption ring my daughter was sold through.

      “I can hear your wheels turning,” the caller said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Ask me why.”

      “Fuck you. Tell me who you are or I’ll hang up and my next call goes to the cops.”

      “Wow,” the guy said, drawing it out so he sounded stoned. “You are dumb.”

      The caller had caught me in the middle of an empty threat. He held the dice in this game and he knew it. I had a choice. Play along and see if he really knew something. Or cut him short and spend the next week wondering if I’d made a mistake. I chewed up and spit out my pride. “Okay. Why?” I asked, though I couldn’t quite remember what I was asking about.

      “Because,” the caller said and for a second I thought that was it. Then the creepy breathing started again. “I know where your daughter is because I’m the one who bought her.”
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      “Are you listening?”

      “I’m here,” I said through clenched teeth. I wanted to crawl through the phone line and strangle this bastard on the other end. I’m the one who bought her. Like she was an easy chair on sale at Art Van.

      “I don’t want her anymore. She’s too…old…for me.”

      My intestines tied themselves into knots. I stared at the ink blotter on my desk. A doodle I had drawn on the calendar of a cartoon detective in fedora and trench coat stared back at me. I thought I had drawn him with a goofy look of suspicion. Now he looked angry, accusatory. I picked up a pen and scribbled his face out. “What have you done to her?”

      “Nothing but loved her.”

      I kept scribbling with the pen until it tore through the paper, ripping apart the detective’s head. “You sick fuck. If I find you, I’m going to⁠—”

      “Cut my dick off? I’ve heard it before. My dick is still intact and works perfectly.”

      “I won’t go anywhere near your dick.” My hands trembled. The pen shook loose from my fingers and rolled off the desk. The air smelled stale and tasted dry. “I’m going to shoot you in your sick fucking mouth.”

      “Does that mean you’d like to meet?”

      My throat closed. I didn’t know what this guy was aiming for. Did he want to torture me? Make me torture myself with the blanks he left for my imagination to fill about what he had done to her all these years? No. This was all just a means to a blatant end—money. “How much do you want?”

      The caller chuckled. “How much is your daughter worth to you?”

      “Quit playing and give me a number.”

      “Well, she is damaged goods. So I guess that warrants a discount.”

      Oh, man, I was going to kill him. And kill him. And kill him some more. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. All that would pour from my mouth were more empty threats. But if I did end up meeting this fucker, I planned on reloading every one of those threats and opening fire on his sorry ass.

      Then I drew myself back. I had let my emotions get the better of me. Mr. Breather had pushed every right button to send me into the red zone, where instinct instead of intellect made the rules.

      “This is a con,” I said.

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      “Child molesters don’t make confessions over the phone before demanding a ransom.”

      Another stupid chortle. “I never said I molested your daughter.”

      “You implied it. To get a rise out of me, I’d guess.” I took a deep breath and tilted my chair back. “I’m not biting. You want money, get a fucking job.” Then I slammed the phone down and yanked the cord out of the back.

      I splayed my hands flat on my desk to stop them from shaking. I saw the wreckage of my doodle and laughed. A laugh I didn’t believe, but needed at the moment like a breath of fresh air. The guy had played me like a six-string and a wa-wa pedal. I didn’t know how he knew about my daughter and what had happened to her. I did know, however, that he didn’t have her like he claimed.

      I left my office and went downstairs to the bar. Helped myself to some straight gin. It tasted flat and bitter without the tonic, but the burn going down did the trick I expected. My nerves straightened a bit. I poured another two fingers, threw it back, and returned the bottle to the shelf.

      I left the glass on the bar. Paul would bitch about that when he came in. I wasn’t in the mood to care.

      I retrieved my coat and headed out to my car, the Beemer that came with my parents’ estate. I started driving without a conscious destination. My good old subconscious had this. I ended up at the Hawthorne Public Library. The internet is cool and all, but sometimes I like to roll old school. Besides, what I’d come to look for—now that my subconscious had shared his plan with my conscious—probably couldn’t be found online. I needed newspapers. Old newspapers.
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      I sat down at the microfiche machine, feeling like Indiana Jones before an ancient and powerful relic. Kids in school these days would probably laugh at the contraption. But when they hit college and had to do a serious research paper, they would leave their computer keyboards behind and come crying back to the microfiche. That is, if they could find one. I was lucky enough that Hawthorne’s library had one of the machines. Seemed most libraries had fazed them out, under the same delusion that all the world’s answers could be found on the World Wide Web.

      Enough of the back-in-my-day spiel. I had work to do.

      It didn’t take long to find the articles I was looking for. The first one was only a three-inch paragraph of vague speculation. Police investigate deaths of Hawthorne family. That’s all they knew at the time. The next article had the full outline of the story, with more speculation to fill the gaps left by police. A follow up article in the Hawthorne Tribune bordered on tabloid exuberance. They detailed a narrative, introducing Eddie for the first time in any of the papers, how he discovered his mother and brother murdered, and his father killed by his own hand with the weapon he used to erase his family. They portrayed Eddie as a sad victim, paving the way for all the other news stories and local gossip to run a game of telephone, each telling more lurid than the last, dripping with pity for Eddie and bald contempt for his father.

      What I didn’t find in the articles was any indication—even a sliver—of the dad’s possible innocence. Only a broken heart could deny the facts—Eddie’s dad had wiped out his family, sparing his teen son simply because he was in school at the time Dad snapped.

      Did I really expect anything more? Wasn’t this really just a way to distract myself from that damn phone call?

      I shut off the microfiche machine and returned the cartridges to the research desk.

      Outside, my breath steamed in the cold air. I stood at the top of the cement steps leading to the library doors, trying to decide what to do with myself.

      The stretch limo that pulled to the curb made the decision for me.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in the back of the limo, alone. The Friday edition of the Tribune lay neatly on the leather seat next to me. A pair of bottled waters sat in a cup holder to one side. A mini fridge was built in under the cup holders. When the limo took a turn, I could hear a faint clink from inside the fridge. I kept my curiosity on a leash and didn’t open it. I wasn’t thirsty. I wanted to know why the driver of this limo had found me at the library and invited me for a ride. I had hesitated at first. Officer Rogers taught me in elementary school never to get into a car with a stranger. But something the driver had said made it so I couldn’t resist.

      The ride is courtesy of an old friend.

      I didn’t have many friends in Hawthorne left. And I couldn’t think of any who would send a limousine to pick me up.

      So in I went, and now I sat staring at the back of the driver’s head through the glass partition wondering how much stranger a single day could get.

      We arrived at a hotel in what qualified as part of downtown Hawthorne—basically a collection of now abandoned machine shops, hotels, and a strip club or two all gathered around the Hawthorne airport. Not a lot of flights came in and out of Hawthorne. Mostly private planes. If you wanted to book a flight for the family vacation, you’d have to leave out of Detroit Metro.

      The driver pulled into the half-circle driveway at the hotel’s front door. He got out and opened the door for me. All I needed was the red carpet and I could play the pop star my parents had always hoped I’d become. Imagine their disappointment when they learned I’d gone into private investigation instead. I never got to see their faces when I told them what I was up to out in LA, but I did hear my dad’s choked gasp over the phone. At the time, I felt like I’d really stuck it to them. I’d had no idea it would be the last time I ever spoke with them.

      The driver slipped the valet a bill and changed roles to escort. He guided me to the elevator and we rode up to the sixth floor. I tried a couple of times to ask who we were meeting with. His answer was always the same.

      “Patience,” he’d say like a Kung Fu master admonishing his student.

      In silence, we exited the elevator and followed the hall till my companion stopped in front of one of the room doors and waved a delicate hand at the knob. “Go right in.”

      “It’s been a pleasure,” I said. “We should do this again sometime.”

      One eyebrow lifted, but I didn’t get so much as a smirk out of him. Some people have no sense of humor.

      I let myself in, glad I had my gun tucked in its shoulder holster under my coat. I didn’t go many places without it anymore. I’d learned my lesson three years ago after the cluster-fuck Autumn Rice had dragged me into.

      The last person I expected to see sat at a small round table by the window. The gray sky behind her gave her face a dark cast. Her eyes looked sunken, a trait she hadn’t had last time I saw her. Her white hair had turned a dirty shade that matched the sky. The lines in her face were a picture worth more than a mere one-thousand words.

      She looked like hell, and from the color of her skin, I knew it was the drinking that had done it to her.

      “Sheila.”

      “Hello, Ridley. You’re looking a little haggard.”

      “You should talk.”

      A smile touched her face and cut some of the edge off her deteriorated look. “I have a lot to atone for.”

      “Don’t you think you’ve blown things a little out of proportion?”

      She hiked one shoulder. The pearls around her neck clicked. “There’s more to me than what you’ve seen.”

      “What I see is a drunk wallowing in self-pity because she got caught being a drunk.”

      She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. When she opened her eyes again, they showed a small shine of clarity. “Sit down, Ridley. I have something important to tell you.”

      “You disappear without a word, but now you puff back into Hawthorne with an important message? The days of you taking care of me are over. I have no interest in what you have to say.”

      “Fair enough.” Her hand went to her pearls and worried them like rosary beads. “But you have to hear it.”

      “Look at you. You’re a wreck. An insult to my parents’ memory. They trusted you with everything. You think they’d want to see you like this?”

      Her face pinched, having the opposite effect of her smile. Now she looked ten years older than her sixty-some years. “None of that matters right now. I’ve made a terrible mistake⁠—”

      “You’ve made a few of them.”

      “Fine. Get it all out. As long as it means you’ll shut up long enough to listen to me.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t even recognize you anymore.”

      She touched one side of her face. “I hardly recognize myself.”

      Underwhelmed with Shelia’s victimhood, I crossed my arms and stared her down. “Tell me so I can get on with my life.”

      The room smelled like dried sweat. Not the kind of stink you’d expect from a hotel with valet parking. It made me wonder if it came from Shelia. How far had she let herself fall?

      “I’ve been living in Miami since I left here,” she said. “I have a friend who lives there. She put me up until I found a condo to rent.”

      “Did you bring photos of your vacation?”

      Her wince almost made me feel guilty. But I didn’t have much love for a supposed friend who bails on you during one of the most jacked-up times in your life.

      “There’s a bar I started to frequent,” she said, voice thick now. She was getting to the part she didn’t want to say. Which meant I probably didn’t want to hear it. “I met a man. We did a lot of drinking together. Became lovers.”

      I scrunched up my face. “Not really into senior citizen erotica. Thanks, though.”

      Her lips turned into a straight line and stretched some of the wrinkles around her mouth smooth. “Must you?”

      “You know me. I have a rep to maintain as a smart-mouth PI.”

      Her eyes watered. She dabbed at them with a knuckle before the tears could escape. “You’re angry with me.”

      “Now who’s the detective?”

      She slapped the table. The cheap wood made a hollow tock sound to accompany the snap of her hand against the surface. “Let me talk.”

      I jerked back. I’d never seen Sheila so pissed. Served her right. But maybe I was the one blowing things out of proportion. Maybe I was taking my frustration about so many things out on her because she was an easy target. Which meant maybe I should lay off a little.

      “Okay,” I said. “Truce.”

      “I was never at war with you.”

      “All right, Shelia. I get it. Say what you have to say.”

      “The man I met. His name is Hersch Olin. At least, that’s the name he gave me.”

      A twitch in my gut. I wasn’t going to like this. Not a bit.

      “He took me for a lot of money. I don’t want to get into details. But he conned me good.”

      The word conned worked like the cord that pulls open a set of blinds. “You’re the one who told him about my daughter.”

      Her gaze fell to the floor, and with it the last threads of any dignity she still clung to. “He’s already found you then?”

      The toxic mix of emotion roiling in me made it hard for me to decide exactly how I felt at that moment. “Called me this morning.”

      She lifted her hanging head, making it look like the weight of the world was balanced on the back of her neck. “You didn’t…give him anything?”

      “I know a con when I see one. He had me rattled good, though. You really know how to pick ‘em.”

      “When I met him, he was the most charming man I’d ever had the pleasure to talk with.”

      “Funny how being drunk makes even the sleaziest guys look good.”

      She screwed her lips together and tried to burn a hole in my forehead with her concentrated gaze. Then she stood. “I had a feeling he might use the personal things I shared with him for his personal gain. I just wanted to warn you.”

      “Now you fly back to Miami and get on with your bender.”

      “I have been in your life since you were born. But you don’t know me, Ridley. Not everything.”

      Seemed like there was a lot of people I knew who I didn’t know. Of course, Eddie Arndt wasn’t someone who helped raise me when my parents were too busy with their music. He got a pass. Sheila? Not so much. “Near as I can tell, I don’t want to know you.”

      “Maybe so. Maybe that’s for the best.”

      I snorted. I was dizzy with frustration, outright anger, and a nagging sense of loss. I had told Sheila I didn’t recognize her anymore. The same could have been said of my whole life. “Whatever. We’re done then?”

      Her face softened. Her eyes shined. She nodded.

      As I left, I thought I heard her say something. I didn’t stop. The limo driver followed at my heels until I turned on him. “Get the fuck away from me. I’ll call a cab.”

      Which meant I had to wait an hour in the lobby, stewing and steaming. Not many cabs in Hawthorne. When the rusted and dinged Ford with the sticker on the side—Mr. Snappy’s Cabs—pulled up, it was all I could do to keep from running out the door.

      The cabby, skin the color of dark chocolate and smooth as Shea butter, double checked with me on the address I gave when I called in. My home address.

      “No,” I said. “Give me a second.” I pulled out my iPhone and fumbled with the touch screen. I’d only had the thing a few months and it still felt like an alien relic in my hands. I managed to pull up the white pages, searched for Arndt. Eddie was listed, along with his address.

      I gave the cabby that address and flopped back in the seat. The last thing I wanted to do was sit in a mostly empty mansion that fed me memories I’d rather not chew on. Going back to my office and shooting hoops with perfectly good printer paper into the recycle bin didn’t thrill me either. Not even porn could keep my mind occupied.

      I needed a case.

      So why not take one that had fallen in my lap? Even if it wasn’t much of a case at all.
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      Eddie lived in an apartment complex in South Hawthorne. South Hawthorne was the proverbial “other side of the tracks.” You could almost draw a straight line through the center of Hawthorne on a map. On the north side, you have a bunch of wealthy yuppies—not all as wealthy as my parents (or me now, I guess) but a few even more loaded. On the south side, poor and working class folks that supplied the service sector with bodies to cater to those in the north. Along the border, you have Hawthorne high school, where the two classes meet and mingle during the most formative parts of their lives. Going to school every day felt like fraternizing with the enemy. And no matter how nice you were to the other side, you were always someone’s enemy.

      When he answered my knock, the look on Eddie’s face triggered my fight-or-flight instincts because he looked ready to deck me. I even took a defensive step back, clearing the way if I had to throw up a block.

      Instead, Eddie hit me with a glare that only felt like a punch. “What do you want?”

      “To make amends.”

      “More pity. You can keep it.” He started to close his door.

      I braced it open with my foot. “I want to take your case, Eddie.”

      I could see the smoke as he thought about it, mouth set to the side like when he entered the High Note the night before.

      “I’m good,” I said. “If there’s anything to be found, I’ll find it.”

      “You still don’t believe me.”

      “I’m kind of like a defense attorney. I don’t have to believe you to do my job.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s up to me to dig for information, not make assumptions.”

      He shook his head. “I mean, why do you want to help me all of a sudden?”

      Because you’re my salvation, Eddie Arndt. You’re the guy that can keep me from worrying about my own problems. I didn’t say any of that. I threw out my usual excuse for taking a case when I had no other reason. “I’m bored.”

      That got a chuff out of him, even a little smile. “Least you’re honest.”

      “Best policy.”

      He swung his door open. “Good enough. Come in.”
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        * * *

      

      Not much to his apartment. A sofa. A flat screen TV. A coffee table with a glass top. An end table with a lamp. None of it matching in the least, a hodge-podge of consignment buys. With no other seating besides the sofa, I figured Eddie didn’t have much company to impress anyway.

      “Have a seat,” he said as he went into the kitchenette. “You want a beer?”

      “I thought you didn’t drink.”

      “I don’t. But my cousin comes over to watch UFC a lot. His wife doesn’t let him drink at home.”

      I laughed and sat on the side of the sofa by the end table. A picture frame with a coat of dust on the glass stood beside the lamp. I recognized a younger Eddie, maybe by five years or so. His pallor looked better, his hair not so thin. I guessed the pretty blonde he has his arm around might have had something to do with that.

      Eddie came out of the kitchenette with a folding chair. He flipped it open and set it across from the sofa on the other side of the coffee table, sat down. Hands folded in his lap and a slight pinch to his face, he looked like a Catholic school student waiting for Sister Mary to rap his knuckles with her ruler. “So how does this work?”

      Ah, if I had five cents for every time I heard that question from a client, I could spend a week in Vegas on the nickel slots. “Simple. I charge a retainer. I track expenses. If the case stretches out past the retainer, I check in to see if you want me to keep going. From there it’s an hourly rate.” I ran over specific figures for him and watched his face grow all the more pale.

      “That’s expensive.”

      He was right. I charged unnecessarily on the high side, not because I needed the money. Obviously not. But I wanted to make sure my clients were serious. How much they were willing to invest on a case told me if it was worth investing my
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