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AN AUTHOR’S NOTE: “AND To All a Good Night” takes place during the space break in Chapter Four of Crooked Ways, the 7th book in the Tai Randolph and Trey Seaver Mysteries. To learn more—including where to buy both print and ebook versions of the novel—click HERE.
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UNLIKE THE STILL AND SILENT house in front of me, the Christmas market in Castlewood Park was aglow with lights and bustling with activity. Trey and I had passed it coming into the neighborhood, and even from two blocks away, I could smell fresh-cut evergreen and hear an exuberant version of “Jingle Bells” playing.
I sighed. At least someone was having Christmas.

Trey stood next to me. He checked his watch for what seemed like the millionth time as I rummaged in my PI bag. A cold curl of wind licked the back of my neck, and I huddled deeper in my jacket.

“I know, I know,” I said. “I’m hurrying.”

“What are you looking for?”

“My new ID card. The one that proves I’m official.”

“That should be in your wallet.”

“I moved it to my kit bag.”

“Why would you—”

“Trey.” I tried to keep my tone non-confrontational, it being Christmas Eve. “Would you please chill out?”

He glowered. He’d dressed as if we were heading into a blizzard: heavy wool coat, cashmere scarf, his favorite leather gloves. When he’d learned that my assignment involved a home invasion with the suspect still at large, he’d insisted on accompanying me, even though I’d explained the excitement was over, that I was simply interviewing the witness.

It was a spur-of-the-moment assignment, yes, on what should have been a holiday, also yes, but that was the life of an apprentice PI. Finn took the choice jobs—she being the boss of things—and scattered the rest my way. She was currently at a party, no doubt reveling in champagne and caviar and warmth.

Trey folded his arms, not to keep warm. “The subject is expecting you. You don’t need the card.”

“Nevertheless.” I spotted my ID at the bottom of the bag. “Aha! Found it! Go ahead and—”

Trey knocked, four sharp raps. A cop’s knock. Even though he was only a volunteer now, in the predictive analytics unit of the Atlanta PD’s major crimes task force, he still approached front doors like the SWAT team captain he’d once been.

The door opened almost instantaneously. The man who stood inside was lean and dark-skinned. He wore a red flannel shirt and jeans, heavy work boots. Fresh sawdust flecked his hair, long locs pulled back at the nape of his neck, and his expression was both wary and weary. He also smelled faintly of bourbon. 

“Y’all the detectives?” he said.

Trey started to correct him, but I stepped forward.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I’m Tai. This is Trey. May we come in?”

The man huffed a laugh. “Not my place, so do whatever you like.” He jabbed his chin toward the far end of the living room. “The scene of the crime is right through there.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m Joe, by the way.”

I shook his hand—a firm grip, with a map of scarring across his knuckles. He led us through a living room packed with heavy wooden furniture from the seventies, the chocolate browns and deep oranges faded now. Dust hung like a gauzy curtain in the winter sunlight, giving the room a soft-focus haze. The kitchen was preserved in the same time capsule: an avocado green stove with matching countertops, dark wood cabinets, and faux terracotta flooring.

I’d learned that the owner had died seven days previous, one day short of her ninetieth birthday. A stroke, Finn had said. There had been no funeral, as per her wishes, and now her only child—a son—was flying in from Los Angeles to claim the ashes and oversee arrangements to put the house on the market. Those arrangements included removing the contents to a storage facility, followed by massive interior renovations, followed by a complete restaging.

None of this could begin until a home inspection pronounced the space sound. Which it hadn’t. Hence the carpenter.

He sat at the kitchen table now, drink in hand. A silver flask stood at his elbow, and he made no move to hide it.

“You already talked to Mr. Goldman?” he said. “About what happened?”

I pulled out a chair and sat opposite him. “Not to him directly, no. We wanted to get the story from you first.”

I said “we” as if Trey were included, and he didn’t correct me. This meant he was there for reasons beyond bodyguard duty, that his interest was piqued. He didn’t sit at the table with its crocheted tablecloth and plastic topper, though. He stood in the corner where he had a direct line of sight to the front and back exits.

Joe rattled the ice cubes in his glass. “My story, huh? Sure. Mr. Goldman hired me right after the home inspection, to shore up the flooring joists.”

“Just you?”

“For today, yes. This is a one-man job in tight quarters. Once the renovation starts, I’ll bring in a crew.”

He kept his eyes on mine the whole time he talked. Nervous? Hiding something? I spotted a slick brochure on the counter, its featured cabinets a bland shade of taupe. Serviceable. Characterless.

Joe noticed my noticing. “The real estate agent brought that yesterday. It’s gonna be stainless steel and mass-produced granite slab in here. Bathrooms too.”

“Oh well. You can’t buy taste.”

The carpenter nodded, but I knew what I’d said wasn’t true. Trey absolutely bought taste, and he bought it at Lenox Mall. I’d seen photos before his transformation. Broken-in blue jeans. Shirts with alligators on the pockets. Now he wore Armani suits and leather lace-ups cobbled by Italian cobblers in some Italian grotto.

As if on cue, he checked his watch again. The Armani Emporium closed at six on Christmas Eve. We had an appointment with his personal shopper at five, so that I could pick out my Christmas present. No parties, no gatherings. All our loved ones were out of town for the holiday—Garrity heading to Alabama to be with his son, my brother on a cruise ship, Gabriella in Provence with her family, and Rico visiting his boyfriend’s parents for the very first time. Since we were having Christmas by ourselves, Trey seemed hyper-focused on doing it right, and in his mind, that meant having me choose the exact thing I wanted so that he could buy it for me.

What I’d wanted was to be surprised—not with a thing necessarily, just with something beyond our everyday non-holiday existence—but Trey wanted to be reassured. So I’d decided my concession to his plan and a quiet Christmas Eve together would be my Christmas gift to him.

Well, one of the gifts.

I refocused on the task at hand. “How long had you been here when you were attacked?”

The carpenter shrugged. “That depends on how you count. I was here four hours, then I left for home. But I forgot my phone in the studio.”

“Studio?”

“Mary’s art room.” He pointed down the hall. “She works in there—worked, I mean. I came back to get the phone, and that’s when it happened. Less than two minutes after I got in the door. Bag on my head from behind, dude saying he’d blow my brains out if I didn’t do exactly what he said. Then he shoved me in the closet.”

“He?”

“I didn’t see him, but I heard him. Man’s voice. Muffled and weird though, like under a mask. I stayed put until I was sure he’d gone. Then I called Mr. Goldman, who said to sit tight, that he’d send somebody. Which he did.”

I wrote down this bit of info. “He had a weapon?”

“He said he had one. Good enough for me.”

“One robber?”

“That I could tell. I only heard one set of feet. Only one voice. When I got out of the closet, the patio doors in the studio were wide open. I closed them. Locked them. Double-checked the rest of the doors—kitchen door, garage door, front door—to make sure they were locked. They were. Then I sat myself in this here chair and called Mr. Goldman.”

“Did you check the security system?”

“No. I didn’t mess with that. But somebody did. The front panel was open, and it wasn’t that way when I left. You can see for yourself. It’s in the hallway right outside the studio. I haven’t touched it.”

Trey cocked his head, curious and curiouser. I’d watched him take note of every piece of security equipment
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