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      I met Sasha Brown the day before she died. She came into the High Note with three other friends—one boy and two girls. Their boots were crusted with snow, the shoulders of their coats dusted white. The waitress that served them drinks had to card them because they looked fresh out of high school and nowhere near legal drinking age. But it turned out each of them hit the minimum age, a couple just barely. Though Sasha ended up only ordering water.

      I sat in my regular booth, sipping a gin and tonic with a lime. I’d spent most of the day in my office upstairs running background checks. Tedious work, but I owed a favor to a friend.

      My name is Ridley Brone. By day, I run a detective agency, by night, I follow my parents’ last wishes and run the karaoke bar they built from the ground up and once made so famous real musicians made sure to stop by Hawthorne, Michigan, whenever they had a tour that took them from Detroit to Chicago. Hawthorne sat nearly halfway between. A good place to stop. A town big enough to serve your needs, but small enough to keep you from getting mobbed by fans.

      Times have changed, though. We don’t see many celebrities here anymore. Still, Hawthorne provides a fair share of wannabes and regular drunks to keep the place running.

      I said I first met Sasha that night, but we never actually spoke. She put her name in with my karaoke host to sing, and when her turn came up I forgot all about background checks and the good old days when my parents ran the High Note. I forgot about my drink. I might even have forgotten my name.

      The sound of her voice rang out like a clear bell, like an angel’s voice, like a perfect breeze on a summer day. Something like that anyway. I was raised by professional musicians and songwriters, yet I couldn’t think of a single way to describe how perfect Sasha’s voice was. Just trust me—she could sing better than most of those kids on the reality shows, let alone the locals.

      If I were a record producer, I would have tried to sign her right there on the spot.

      The stage lights shone against her straight cut bangs of white blonde hair that looked like something spun in a fairytale land. She kept her eyes closed most the time she sang, but when she needed a reminder of the lyrics, she would open them for an instant, exposing the crystal blue that, again, looked fanciful, the eyes of a Winter Princess.

      My memory of her looks might have suffered some exaggeration in translation. But no matter how I described her, the fact was she was plain beautiful…just not nearly as beautiful as her voice.

      I did not recognize the song she chose. It sounded like a gospel tune, which I had no idea we had anything like in our songbook. She sang it as if she’d learned it at birth.

      When she finished, the whole bar burst into applause. My bar tender, Paul, who had the standard disposition of a prickly pear, even put his fingers in his mouth and whistled, then put his hands together for her.

      As she smiled and gave a little bow, I felt like I had to do something. I felt antsy. This girl had to become something big. A sensation. She should try out for The Voice or…or…move out to California and find herself a record deal. Something.

      She stepped off stage and beelined back to her table with her friends—who also clapped, but in a casual way, as if they’d heard this all before and were even a little bored by it. Or jealous. I wanted to pop up, rush over to her, and say something. I kept my seat, though. I mean, what the hell would I say? I didn’t want to gush. A hardass private eye doesn’t gush.

      Instead, I flagged Paul for another drink and settled in for the next singer. I nearly cried when I saw Hal climbing the steps.

      Hal makes most regulars look like part-timers. He’s been coming to the bar nearly every night for as long as I can remember. Even before my parents died and left the place to me. And before my high school years when I worked at the bar before opening, cleaning, unstacking chairs, testing the sound system, and the like.

      Hal wore his standard uniform—a button-up shirt buttoned up only enough to form a V on his chest, showing off the once dark, now graying curls and the gold chain and medallion around his neck. His pants were a couple sizes too short, accentuating all the wrong things. Despite his age—which I’ve never been able to pinpoint—his eyes shone a clear blue. His voice, on the other hand, did not always shine as bright.

      He started in on a Jack Jones number and I started working on tuning him out.

      The gin helped.

      When I glanced back to Sasha’s table, I found it empty. It was like she had dragged her friends in so she could sing one song while they had a drink, then leave.

      I was disappointed. I really would have liked to have said something to her, encouraged her at the least. I had a pretty good musical pedigree, despite my choosing a very different path than my musician parents would have liked. Of course, she was so young, she probably didn’t know a thing about the name Brone and how famous it used to be in this town.

      No worries, I decided. There wasn’t another karaoke bar in town. She’d come back for another song sometime and I could have a word with her then.

      My mistake.

      The next day, Sasha Brown was dead.
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        * * *

      

      I first learned about her death on the news. I sat in a pub down the street from the High Note, having lunch. The pub had a damn good cheeseburger with bacon that I tried to indulge in only once a week. This was a Sunday, and I technically didn’t need to work today, but I wanted to get those blasted background checks off my plate. I figured I deserved a nice lunch since I was doing boring work on one of my normal days off.

      I ate at the bar, watching the television hung above one end, the volume low but the closed captions on so I could read whatever my ears missed. The story took my breath away. One minute, the talking heads were going on about the economy, the next they had a head and shoulders picture of Sasha whose body, they went on to inform, was found on top of a snowbank on the edge of a parking lot at Garfield Park.

      The name of the park gave me a chill. I’d had some of my own trouble there a couple years back. Someone had died then, too.

      The news story was how I finally learned her full name.

      Of course, police authorities were not revealing any further information at this time, yada, yada. Cause of death was unknown. No confirmation or denial if foul play was involved.

      All I could think about was what a beautiful voice had been silenced. I’d missed my chance to tell her how talented she was. I guess it wouldn’t have mattered. You can’t sing when you’re dead. Though the voices of the dead did linger. I could still hear both my parents and the sounds of their singing.

      I had half of my burger left, but after hearing about Sasha, I didn’t want it. I dropped it on the plate next to my untouched fries and asked for the check. Then I shrugged into my coat and went outside to face the wind.

      I had to squint at first as the snow blew sideways, flakes cutting like tiny razors across my face. About an inch had accumulated in the parking lot since I went inside for my burger. I made footprints in the snow as I crossed to my car, a six year-old BMW I’d inherited as part of my parents’ estate. I also got a Rolls-Royce, but that one didn’t leave the garage very often.

      The second I got in the car, I started it up, cranked the heat, and turned on the radio to a local station. The station was in the middle of a Billy Joel song, not any news about Sasha. I switched to the public radio station, but they were discussing wars overseas, not a death in a small Michigan town.

      I snapped the radio off and drove back to my office, the Billy Joel song stuck in my head.

      I found a car parked in the lot when I pulled in, an old beater of a thing that looked like it belonged to somebody’s grandpa. Exhaust puffed from the tail pipe. Despite the car running, a film of snow clung to the windows, so I couldn’t see much more than moving shadows inside the vehicle.

      I really hoped I did not have a couple making out in my lot.

      They held a spot close to the building, by the side door that led to the stairs going up to my office. The main entrance a handful of yards down would, obviously, take them into the bar. At that moment, both doors were locked. So rather than a kanoodling couple, it could have been a client waiting for my return to the office. But it was Sunday. And a damn cold Sunday at that. Why not wait until business hours Monday? Unless they knew I was working that day. But the only person who knew that was me.

      I pulled up right next to the boat on wheels, taking the spot on its driver’s side. Then I tapped the button to bring down the window on my passenger side. A gust of wind wooshed into my car and nearly made the heater irrelevant. Wild swirls of snow blew in, landed on the leather interior and instantly began to melt.

      The driver’s side window on the boat cranked down in fits and jags, the driver having to manually crank the glass down.

      I recognized the young guy behind the wheel instantly. I recognized the girl on the other side of him in the passenger seat as well. Something told me a third one sat in the backseat as well.

      Sasha’s friends who came with her the night before.

      Both the kids I had in view had raw, red eyes as if they’d cried a lot and for a long time. The girl in the passenger seat dabbed at her eyes with a crinkled-up tissue.

      Nobody said anything, as if giving Sasha a moment of silence on this first official meeting between us after her death. A little buzz ran up the back of my neck. I had a feeling they knew more about what happened to Sasha than the news reporters. I also had a feeling they somehow wanted me to do something about it.

      I would have to give my standard speech about how the police were better equipped for this kind of investigation, I was only one man, they had a whole department and forensics specialists, and all that jazz.

      “Hi,” the boy finally said, his voice partially swallowed by the wind.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, raising my voice to compete with the blustering.

      “You’re Ridley Brone. The detective?”

      Yep. Here it came. “I am.” I almost added a “but” followed with The Speech. I didn’t feel like shouting the speech, though. And with my window down, my heater was starting to lose its battle against winter.

      The boy wiped his nose with a leather-gloved hand. Glove looked expensive. If he came from north of the tracks, he sure was driving a funny car. Most of those kids drove either mom and dad’s hand-me-down Beemers, or they got brand new Mercedes for their sixteenth birthdays. A wide generalization, true. But I lived north of the tracks, and kids like that were my neighbors. I saw it all the time.

      Made me wonder about this kid. Made me curious.

      Never a good thing.

      “We want to hire you,” the boy shouted.

      We couldn’t really have a conversation like this, hollering through the wind. “Come on upstairs,” I shouted. I zipped my window back up, cut the engine, and got out, making sure I had the door key ready. The less time I had to spend in the cold and schlepping through this white crap the better. Nothing made me wish I could move back to California more than damn Michigan weather.

      I unlocked the office door and kicked my boots against the first step to knock off the snow.

      As I had guessed, a third passenger in back—the other girl from the night before—joined her friends as they filed in through the door and let it swing shut behind them, all of us now cramped on the landing.

      The trio followed me up the stairs after stomping their feet on the landing’s rubber mat to clean the snow off as best they could. It was wet snow that tended to cling. Good snow for making snowmen or having snowball fights or building snow forts.

      Everyone filed up the stairs and into my office proper, which amounted to little more than a single room, sparsely decorated, a metal desk in the center, one chair behind the desk and two in front of it. I also had a couch tucked in one corner where I could take naps if my upstairs job started conflicting with my downstairs job and regular sleep got cut in order to balance them both.

      I was pretty picky about the work I did, so I seldom needed the couch. But sometimes, usually when doing favors—like those lame background checks—the couch came in handy.

      I had recently hung three framed posters as well, one for each of the original Star Wars trilogy. The older I get, the more nerdy I get.

      The kids looked around, appearing let down. I’ve seen all the movies, so I know the stereotype everyone holds about what a PI’s office should look like. I even feel bad when I burst that bubble for them. But the reality is, I could work from home if I wanted. A PI doesn’t need much when it comes to an office. Especially in the modern era. Most of my work gets done on the computer sitting on my desk.

      I removed my coat and shook some of the snow off, then hung it on one of a series of pegs by the door. The kids followed my example and hung up their coats. I noticed they wore little pins on their shirts, small round buttons with tiny lettering on them I couldn’t read from a distance. The girl from the front seat and the boy had matching pins, but the redhead’s was a different color. They all had crosses hanging from a chain around their necks.

      I sat behind my desk and waited for them to decide how to settle. Only two chairs in front of the desk. Interestingly, the boy and the girl who sat in the front seat took the chairs. The girl from the back seat sat on the edge of the couch.

      She sat with her back straight as if her spine were a broom stick and folded her hands in her lap. She had curly red hair that flowed down over her shoulders. Freckles crowded her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. She wore a conservative pair of slacks and a white button-up shirt. Her outfit looked like part of a uniform.

      The girl from the front seat wore exactly the same thing, which—detective that I am—led me to believe the clothing was part of a uniform. She had straight brown hair that hung just shy of her shoulders. The cut looked a lot like Sasha’s, with the straight bangs across the forehead.

      The boy had a typical preppie haircut made to look stylishly messy and neat at the same time. He wore light tan pants and a blue sweater vest over an Oxford shirt and tie. He had loosened the tie and unfastened the top button at his throat.

      They all looked like they went to prep school, but if they were drinking at my bar, they were too old for that. Next guess was they attended a private college of the religious variety. There was no such college in Hawthorne, so they must attend somewhere out of town.

      All three of them sat rigid in their seats, hands clasped or fidgeting, gazes directed downward as if they’d been sent to the principal’s office to get their knuckles rapped.

      I gave them a reassuring smile, but none of them looked up to see it.

      I noticed the girl on the couch, with the red hair, didn’t have the same raw look around her eyes from crying as the other two. Maybe she hadn’t been as close to Sasha.

      I cleared my throat and got to the crux. “I have a pretty good idea why you guys are here.”

      Red glanced up, but only for a breath.

      “I remember you guys from last night. And your friend…Sasha.”

      The boy and the girl sitting at my desk reached out and clasped hands. “This is hard for us. We’re not real experienced with this kind of thing.”

      “Well, I have a little background on it. But I’ve probably wasted your time having you come inside. You really ought to let police handle things. They have more manpower, more tech, more everything.”

      Now the couple in front of me exchanged glances. Confused glances. The quality of the energy in the room changed. I went from thinking I knew it all to wondering what the heck was going on. I kept quiet, deciding to let them come out with whatever they wanted on their own time.

      A light dawned in the eyes of the girl with the brown hair. She looked at me with a somewhat crooked mouth. It was hard to tell if she was smiling or frowning. “This isn’t about Sasha.”

      I raised my eyebrows. What else could this be about?

      The boy told me. “This is about Sasha’s dad.”

      I spoke slowly, as if I were the only English speaker in the room. “What about her dad?”

      Red spoke up from her place back on the couch, lifting her chin as if in challenge, though I didn’t know to what. “Sasha’s dad went missing three days ago. We want to hire you to find him.”
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      I sat there blinking for a few seconds, my brain changing gears. I looked over to the Empire Strikes Back poster, but Darth Vader wasn’t giving out advice. Wasn’t Darth the ultimate missing father?

      I shifted in my seat, leaning on one arm of my chair as I took the trio in, trying to get a read on them in case their friend’s death had messed with their heads. Then I asked the necessary question. “You have no interest in investigating Sasha’s death?”

      “Of course we do,” the girl at my desk said, her voice thick as if she might start crying again. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. She got control of herself, but one tear did manage to escape and skate down her cheek. “But the police are doing that, aren’t they?”

      “Most definitely,” I said.

      The boy started to talk, but I held up a hand. “I can’t talk with you three much longer without names. Help me out here.”

      They each called out their names as if in a school room, starting with Red.

      “Carrie.”

      “Holden,” the boy said. “Like Caulfield.”

      I smirked. Nice.

      “Rachel,” the girl next to Holden said.

      I noticed the two of them still held hands.

      I looked at each of them in turn. Carrie seemed to be the most put-together at the moment, so I focused on her, rolling my seat to the side so I didn’t have to look over Holden’s shoulder to see her. “So what’s the interest in her father? Do you think he’s somehow tied to Sasha’s death?”

      Carrie scooted to the edge of the couch and leaned her elbows on her knees. All that red hair flowed over her shoulders in winding curls and waves. I didn’t know much about the trio’s relationship dynamic, but if I were young again, I’d say Holden made the wrong choice. Of course, I had a secret obsession with redheads. (So much for that secret, huh?)

      Carrie said, “There’s no connection.”

      It seemed a strange coincidence that her father went missing and three days later, she’s found dead in the snow. But I still didn’t have a lot of information. Hell, cause of death for Sasha hadn’t even been released yet. If the local reporters didn’t squeeze this info from the police soon, I might have to give Palmer a call and draw it out of him myself.

      I stroked my chin like a kung fu master contemplating the worth of a student’s skills. I’d actually been watching a lot of old kung fu movies lately, so I had the gesture down pat. Don’t judge. After working as a private eye and running a karaoke bar, there isn’t much left for a wealthy bachelor to do.

      I drew back my focus to include the entire trio. “Do you guys know anything about what happened to Sasha?”

      Holden opened his mouth, but Carrie jumped in first with a single, declarative, “No.”

      Holden clammed up and looked down at his knees. I saw his grip get a little tighter on Rachel’s hand. Rachel squeezed back.

      I looked from their clenched hands to Carrie’s eyes which I could tell were focused on a point over my left shoulder, but not really on me.

      “You guys do realize I’m a private detective, right?”

      Carrie wrinkled her nose as if something smelled bad. “Of course.”

      The other two nodded, gazes still downcast.

      “A big part of my job is noticing little things. Like tells.”

      Holden looked up, genuine light in his eyes. “Like playing poker.”

      Rachel hunched her shoulders, turtling her neck in between them. “Holden, you can’t gamble.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t watch it on TV,” he said. He asked me, “Ever watch the World Series of Poker on TV?”

      “I don’t watch a lot of TV,” I answered, but my attention was on the now blushing Rachel. She blushed so hard the color went down her scrunched up neck. “What’s wrong with gambling?”

      “It’s a sin,” Carrie cut in.

      “I see. Are you guys Mormons?”

      Holden made a face and a disgusted sound. “No. We’re members of CYAN.”

      I knew he wasn’t talking about the color. “What’s that stand for?”

      He lifted his chin and his back when straight for the first time since he’d come into my office. “Christian Youth for an American Nation.”

      Rachel nodded, got a little stiffness to her spine as well. “It’s sort of like a church youth group, only it doesn’t belong to a particular church. Young men and women from all over are welcome to join, as long as they’re dedicated to Christ and how his teachings can make ours a better nation.”

      Sounded swell. Sounded exactly like not my kind of thing. I tried not to judge them, though. Everybody had their quirks and beliefs. One of mine was that I didn’t believe in much of anything. Live and let live.

      “You guys have a meeting this morning?”

      Rachel nodded with vigor. “Every Sunday. We hold them late morning, so everyone can go to church first, then meet up at the Hawthorne Rec Center.”

      Oh, goody. My tax dollars paid for the building where a bunch of nutty religious kids met up every Sunday.

      Easy now. What happened to live and let live?

      I decided the best thing was to get back on track. “I was talking about tells.”

      All three of them nodded. Holden and Rachel continued to hold hands, but talking about their special group had perked them up a bit, too. Their gazes stayed up and on me. Holden even had a sprouting smile.

      “A bit ago, I asked you a question. I asked if you knew anything about Sasha’s death. Carrie answered for all three of you. Not one of you could look me in the eye. And you two,” I swung a pointing finger between Holden and Rachel, “nearly broke each other’s knuckles holding hands so hard.”

      As if I’d flicked a switch, all three of their gazes dropped. Carrie studied the floor. Holden had his eyes on my desk. Rachel turned her gaze to Holden’s and her hands twined together.

      The central room to the building’s upstairs, my office, was well insulated and, as an inner room, had no windows. It made for a thick silence. At that moment I couldn’t hear a thing but the sound of this odd trio breathing. Holden sounded a little congested.

      I also noticed a lack of any perfumes or colognes on the trio. Only a whiff of body odor as if they’d recently left a locker room. I wondered if deodorant was also a sin. Then I remembered that they’d been drinking the night before while Sasha went up and did her song. I couldn’t imagine liquor being any less of a sin than poker. But I let it go. None of my business.

      “Again with the tells,” I said, though I didn’t need to. They knew they were caught in a lie. I stayed quiet and let them simmer in the silence.

      “Last night,” Rachel said. “Sasha⁠—”

      Carrie cut her off. “Don’t, Rachel.”

      Rachel turned in her seat to look at Carrie. “We’re trying to hire him. Shouldn’t we tell him what we know?”

      “What happened to Sasha had nothing to do with her dad.”

      I butted in. “How do you know that?”

      Carrie threw me a fierce glare. “Because he’s been gone. He wasn’t even around.”

      “As far as you know,” I said. “Just because he’s missing, doesn’t mean he can’t be close by.”

      “You’re making it sound like he killed her.”

      “I’m not making it sound like anything. I don’t have enough pieces to even form an opinion. But the fact remains, her father disappeared three days ago and Sasha ends up dead sometime between yesterday and this morning…” I threw my hands up. “Coincidences make me skeptical. I’m skeptical by nature.”

      “Well, he couldn’t have had anything to do with it, because Sasha killed herself.”
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      Carrie covered her face with her hands and wept softly.

      Rachel and Holden lost their firm grip on each other. They drew their hands in like hauling up anchors. Holden rubbed his hands together. Rachel sat on hers as if she were afraid what they might do unleashed.

      I cleared my throat. “How do you know?”

      Carrie wiped her face. Aside from the redness around her eyes and the blush to her cheeks, no makeup smeared along with the tears. That clued me in that neither of the girls wore any makeup. A fashion choice? Or another sin?

      “After I got home last night,” Carrie continued, “she sent me an email. It was a video she made on her webcam. In it she said something about a terrible sin she couldn’t live with. It was too hard. She said she loved us like family.” She gestured in a circular motion. “She meant the three us. Then she said she was sorry she couldn’t be with Christ, but she had to end it.”

      Carrie covered her face again. But I waited in case she or one of the others wanted to add anything.

      Just silence.

      “Have you all seen this?”

      Nods.

      “Did you hand it over to police?”

      More nods.

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Oddball religious kids or not, I felt damn sorry for them. “Do you know what she was talking about when she said she couldn’t wait anymore?”
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