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      Bartlett presents her second supernatural mystery featuring Jeff Resnick, a down-and-out insurance investigator who acquired hard-to-control psychic powers after sustaining brain injuries in a mugging. Jeff is now living with his brother, Richard, in Buffalo. Better but still weak, Jeff is struggling to adjust to his strange new abilities. While minding his own business in a local bar, he’s asked by the bartender to look into the murder of his cousin. Jeff instantly gets a flash of a red, rhinestone-studded high-heeled shoe. Add to that the visions of bloody hands, and he knows he must take the case. Richard insists on helping him, and Jeff acquiesces even though he remains mired in guilt over putting Richard in the line of fire yet again. Their investigation leads them into a world of fetishes and drag queens. Jeff risks his health and possibly his life, but knows he must continue, or someone he cares about will be in danger. Bartlett’s hero is complicated and mesmerizing, making for a gripping and energizing mystery.  -- Booklist
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      My footsteps echoed on the pavement that cold night in early March. Huddled in my old bomber jacket, I dodged the mini skating rinks that had once been puddles on the cracked pavement. Preoccupied. By the creepy thing I’d experienced only minutes earlier. By thoughts of a new job. Of the fifty bucks I’d just won playing pool at the little watering hole near my apartment. Five months of unemployment had cleaned me out. I was on a roll and determined not to let anything spoil it.

      Then two imposing figures stepped out of the darkness, demanded money. I gave them what I had. It wasn’t enough. One of them grabbed me, decided to teach me a lesson.

      Not if I could help it. I yanked my arm back, kicked one of them in the balls—and paid for it.

      Backlit by a streetlamp, I saw the baseball bat come at me, slam into my forearm, delivering a compound fracture that sent skyrockets of pain to obliterate my senses.

      Couldn’t think, too stunned to move as the bat slammed into my shoulder, knocking me to my knees.

      The bat came at me from the left, crashed into my temple, sent me sprawling. My vision doubled as I raised my head and the bat walloped me again.

      “My cousin’s dead.”

      The voice brought me out of my reverie, or rather the nightmare memory that claimed me at inopportune moments.

      Tom Link’s bottom lip quivered and he looked away. Heavyset, with a barroom bouncer’s countenance, I hadn’t expected him to reveal any trace of what I was sure he would call weakness.

      My fingers tightened around the cold pilsner glass as something flashed through my mind’s eyes: The image of a sparkling red, woman’s high-heeled shoe.

      I tilted the glass to my lips to take a gulp of beer. Bursts of insight—if that’s what they are—bring with them a certain creep factor, something I doubted I’d ever get used to.

      I concentrated on breathing evenly as I sipped my beer and waited for Tom to continue. It isn’t often a bartender confides to a customer. I know. Years before I’d spent time on that side of the counter, listening to the stories of lonely men—and women—who had no other confidants.

      Tom wasn’t just a bartender at the little neighborhood sports bar that teetered on the verge of going under—he was also the owner of The Whole Nine Yards. I’d been patronizing the unassuming place for the past couple of months, getting the feel of it, a part of me hoping I could one day be a part of it.

      I’d heard about but hadn’t known the murdered man—Walt Kaplan. He’d opened the bar early in the day, whereas I’d never been there before eight p.m.

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      Tom’s gaze shifted to take in a group of regulars crowded around the large-screen TV bolted to the wall, before turning back to me. “You said you used to be an investigator—”

      “Before I got my head caved in,” I said, referring to the mugging I’d suffered some three months before. I’d read about Walt’s murder in the paper, but Tom probably knew more about it than the news had reported. “What happened?”

      Lips pursed, Tom ran a damp linen cloth over the old scarred oak bar. “Walt worked here part-time. He left here on Saturday afternoon and never came back.” His worried brown eyes met mine. “Your name’s Resnick. We’re landsman, Jeff. Would you be willing to look into it? I’ll pay you.”

      We weren’t “landsman.” I was a lapsed Catholic, not Jewish, but now wasn’t the time to dispute that. Besides, the idea intrigued me. I’d been hanging out at the little neighborhood tavern with the idea of eventually asking Tom for a part-time job, and now he was offering an employment opportunity far different than what I’d anticipated.

      “What about the cops? Don’t you trust them?”

      “I’ve been robbed four times in the last twelve years. Did they ever catch the guys? No.”

      Part of me—the smart part—knew if I accepted his offer I’d be sorry. Another part of me wanted to jump at the chance to feel useful again. I tried to keep my eagerness in check. “Tell me more about Walt.”

      Tom’s jowls sagged. “You woulda liked him. He was a lot like you.”

      My stomach twisted. “How so?”

      A small smile twitched Tom’s mouth. “Quiet. A loner. He wasn’t one to talk about himself. You’ve been coming here for a couple months now and I know your name and what you used to do before your accident, but that’s all.”

      He had me pegged there. Spilling my guts to strangers wasn’t in my program. At one time I’d been a top insurance investigator, but office politics weren’t my forte. I screwed myself one time too many and ended up on the unemployment line. On the eve of starting a new job, I’d been mugged by a couple of street thugs. The resulting brain injury had changed my life forever.

      “The newspaper said Walt was found by the Old Red Mill. That he was stabbed and had apparently been robbed.”

      Tom nodded. “His wallet was missing. So was a big diamond ring he always wore. His father gave it to him when he graduated from high school. I went to the mill. Nothin’ much to see but some crime tape.” His gaze met mine, hardened. “But you’ll get more than I did.”

      Get more? The words made my insides freeze. How did he know? I could count on one hand the people who knew I was—that I could . . .

      Cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck. The word “psychic” didn’t really apply to me. Since the mugging, I’d been able to sense strong emotions. Not from everyone I met—but sometimes from those who were no longer alive. Sometimes I just knew things—but not always. It was pretty much haphazard and damned disconcerting when it happened. And often these feelings and knowledge brought on migraines that so far drugs hadn’t been able to quell.

      Tom’s gaze bore into mine.

      “Get more?” I prompted, afraid to hear his answer.

      “Being a trained investigator, I mean.”

      I heaved a mental sigh of relief. “Yeah.”

      “When can you start?”

      As a teenager I’d ridden my ten-speed all around Snyder and Williamsville and could still recall some of my old routes. The area behind the Old Red Mill had always been weedy, with a steep embankment that loomed near a rushing stream. No way would I risk my neck to take a look in the dark. “Tomorrow morning.”

      Tom nodded. “It wouldn’t hurt for the regulars to get to know you. Dave”—he indicated the other bartender drawing a beer at the brass taps across the way—”doesn’t want Walt’s early shift. You up to working here at the bar three or four afternoons a week?”

      I looked at my reflection in the mirrored backbar. My hair had grown back from where some ER nurse had shaved it, but the shadows under my eyes and the gaunt look and sickly pallor were taking a lot longer to fade. I'd been living with my physician brother for the past three months. While I was grateful he'd rescued me, allowing me to recover at his home, I was tired of the enforced inactivity he’d insisted upon. The idea of actually having something to do and somewhere to go appealed to me.

      “I’d like to try.”

      “Okay. Show up here about eleven tomorrow and I’ll give you a run down on how we operate.” He turned, took a cracked ballpoint out of a jar and grabbed a clean paper napkin, on which he scribbled a few lines. “This is what you have to do. I don’t need workers’ comp or the IRS breathing down my neck.”

      My hand trembled as I reached for the napkin. Who would have thought that a part-time job in a neighborhood bar would make me so nervous? A warm river of relief flooded through me as I read the short list. “I can do this. Thanks, Tom.”

      [image: ]

      “A bartender?” My half-brother, Richard Alpert, looked up from his morning coffee, his expression skeptical. His significant other, Brenda Stanley, lowered a section of newspaper to peer at me. The three of us sat at the maple kitchen table in the home Richard’s grandparents had built decades before in Buffalo’s tony suburb of Amherst, the egg-stained breakfast dishes still sitting before us.

      “I need a job.”

      “Okay, but why a bartender?” Richard asked.

      I’d been rehearsing my answer for an hour. Now to make it sound convincing.

      “I’ve done it before. It’s pretty much a no-brainer, which is something I can handle right now.”

      Richard scowled, studied my face. Being twelve years older than me, he’s felt the need to look after me since the day our mother died some twenty-one years earlier. Back then I was an orphaned kid of fourteen and he’d been an intern with generations of old money behind him. “Have you thought about the consequences of this kind of social interaction?” he asked.

      I frowned. Consequences?

      “Touching peoples’ glasses, taking their money. What if you get vibes about them? Stuff you don’t want to know.”

      I knew what he was getting at. Truth was, I hadn’t thought about that aspect of the job, although I had been counting on the somewhat erratic empathic ability I’d developed after the mugging to help me look into Walt Kaplan’s death. I couldn’t read everyone I encountered—Richard was a prime example. We were brothers—okay, only half-brothers—but he was a total blank to me, yet I could often read Brenda like an open book.

      I met his gaze, didn’t back down. “I guess I’ll have to deal with it.”

      He nodded, still scrutinizing my face. “And what’s the rest of it?”

      “Rest of it?”

      “Whole Nine Yards—isn’t that where the bartender who was murdered last week worked?”

      My half-filled coffee mug called for my attention. “Uh. Yeah. I think so.”

      “You know so.”

      “Okay, I’m taking his job.”

      “And . . . ?”

      Talk about relentless. “And the owner asked me to look into things. Nothing official. The guy was his cousin.”

      Richard’s mug thunked onto the table. “Jeff, don’t get involved.”

      “I’m not.”

      Richard’s gaze hardened. “Yes, you are. The question is why?”

      Brenda folded the newspaper, all her attention now focused on me, too.

      How much of a shit did it make me to admit I wanted the dead man’s job? And that I was willing to endure a certain amount of unpleasantness to get it probably said even more. It’s just as well that Richard’s MD wasn’t in psychiatry, not that I was about to admit any of this to him.

      “Okay, as you won’t answer that question, then when do you start?”

      “Today. Afternoon shift.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “You’d better tell me if you’ll be late for dinner—not that you eat enough to keep a sparrow alive,” Brenda said.

      “How long a shift will you work?” Richard asked.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      His other eyebrow went up. “How much will you make an hour?”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You didn’t ask,” he said, glowering.

      I got up from the table, cup in hand. “You want a warm-up?”

      He shook his head. “I’m worried about you, Jeff. You’re not ready for this.”

      I poured my coffee, my back stiffening in annoyance. “Is that a medical opinion?”

      “Yes. You’ve made tremendous progress, but your recovery is by no means complete.”

      He was one to talk—Mr. Short-of-Breath. I wasn’t about to argue with him though, as I felt responsible for him being that way. He’d been shot trying to protect me not ten weeks before. Walking up stairs or any distance was still a chore for him. I didn’t want to cause him undue concern, and yet . . .

      “You’re about to start a new job,” I said, more an accusation than a statement.

      “It’s only a volunteer position. It’s not full time, and doesn’t start for almost another month. By then I’ll be fully recovered. Head injuries like yours don’t heal on that kind of timeline.”

      Somehow I resisted the urge to say, “Oh yeah?” Instead I turned to Brenda. “What do you think?”

      “As your friend or a nurse?”

      “Take your pick.” Why did I have to sound so damned defensive?

      She sighed and reached for Richard’s hand, her cocoa-brown skin a contrast to his still pasty complexion. “As a nurse, I agree with Richard.”

      He smirked at her, his mustache twitching.

      “As your friend.” She turned to face me. “You’re driving me nuts—the two of you, because you’re both going stir-crazy.”

      Richard’s smile faded. He sat up straighter, removed his hand from hers.

      Brenda pushed herself up from the table, and headed out of the kitchen. “You’re going to do what you want anyway, so—get on with it.”

      I avoided Richard’s accusing stare, added milk to my coffee and stirred it. Stir-crazy, huh? Too often, Brenda could read me, too. Still . . .

      I faced my brother. “You want to come with me?”

      Richard blinked. “To work?”

      “No, to check out where the guy got stabbed.”

      “I thought you weren’t getting involved in this?”

      “I’m not. I’m just curious.”

      “And curiosity killed the cat.”

      I sipped my coffee. “I figure I’ve got at least eight lives left.”

      “Don’t kid yourself, Jeff. You could’ve died from that mugging.”

      “And I could get hit by a bus going to the grocery store. Are you coming or not?”

      Richard drained his cup, pushed back his chair and rose. “I’ll come.”

      [image: ]

      The vibrant green grass down the steep grade stood out in chunky tufts, belligerent in the wake of someone’s weed whacker. It had probably been cropped a week before, but already looked long and lanky and ready to defy another swipe by a plastic whip cord. A six-foot remnant of yellow crime tape fluttered in the breeze. Twenty or thirty feet below and a hundred yards further on, Ellicott Creek rushed past.

      Ignoring the “Danger—No Trespassing” signs, Richard craned his neck to gaze down the hill. “So where was the dead guy found?”

      “I’m not sure.” I glanced over my shoulder at the scarlet-painted barn of a building that hugged the embankment. As in years before, a huge stone wheel once again milled corn, wheat and rye, but was the end product more for show than commerce? Pallets of ground grains in sacks sealed in plastic were stacked on the mill’s back porch. The north end of the building housed a little café and bakery. Could they really use that much flour?

      “Tell me about the murdered man,” Richard said.

      I repeated what Tom had told me the night before.

      “You get any impressions yet?”

      “That depends on your definition of impressions. So far, not here. But I did flash onto something weird that relates to the dead guy last night at the bar. Probably because he spent so much time there. I don’t know what it means.” And I wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      Richard did not look pleased, but he didn’t push. He understood what I’d said—that I was already caught up in the guy’s death, and that something beyond my usual senses was going to feed me information about it until . . . well, corny as it sounds . . . until justice was done. One way or another.

      Goat-footed, I tramped down the rocky slope, over flattened grass and weeds to where the crime tape flapped. As Tom said, there was nothing much to see. No blood marred the spot. The ground hadn’t been dug up for evidence. Had Walt been killed elsewhere and just dumped here?

      I closed my eyes and the flash of what I’d seen the night before came back to me. A sparkling—sequins?—woman’s stiletto-heeled shoe. I tried to tap into that memory once again, opening myself up, but it was someone else’s experience that assaulted me. Walt’s face, chalk white—his body drained of blood. Milky eyes open, staring up at the sky.

      Nausea erupted within me, doubling me over. I grabbed onto a sapling to keep from falling down the hill, retching, choking, until the inevitable. Then Richard was beside me, his hand on my shoulder until my stomach had finished expelling my breakfast.

      “What the hell happened?” he demanded.

      I coughed, gasping, trying to catch my breath. “Not me. I got caught in someone’s reaction to seeing Walt. I dunno. Maybe some rookie cop’s first time seeing a body.”

      “Good Lord,” Richard muttered.

      I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. Poor Walt had been dumped here like so much garbage.

      “Excuse me, but what are you doing here?”

      We both turned. A tall, buxom blonde stood between the sacks of grain stacked on the porch. The morning sun highlighted the fine lines around her eyes, but the overall effect was not detrimental. Dressed in a denim skirt and peasant blouse, she was the epitome of Southwest fashion from her silver-and-turquoise squash-blossom necklace to her tooled leather boots.

      “Just looking around,” I said lamely, and staggered back up the hillock, with Richard following me.

      “This is not public property. I’m the owner, and unless you’re a mill customer, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

      “Cyn Taggert—is that you?” Richard asked.

      The blonde squinted at him. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

      “Richard Alpert. We were friends when you were at Nardin and I was at Canisus High.”

      The anger dissolved from her features and a mix of astonishment and delight lit her face. “Richard?” She lurched forward, capturing him in an awkward embrace.

      I got another flash—so fast it almost didn’t register: Hands. Blood.

      She pulled back, the movement startling me, and examined Richard’s face. “How many years has it been?”

      He laughed. “Too many.”

      The two of them stood there, staring at one another, oblivious of what I’d just experienced. Then the woman gave a nervous laugh. “I’m Cynthia Lennox now. I was married for twenty years to Dennis. He passed away last fall.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Richard murmured.

      Her smile was wistful. “So am I.”

      I looked away, realizing my fingers were clenched so tight they’d gone white. Flexing them, I noticed half-moon indentations in my palm. That latest burst of insight had affected me more than the sparkling red shoe or the vision of Walt Kaplan’s body.

      The woman took Richard’s hand. “What happened to you? Last I heard you were in medical school.”

      “A lot of years ago,” Richard admitted, smiling. “I got my MD and moved to California for eighteen years. I’m back now.”

      I waited for him to say something like, “about to get married to the most marvelous woman in the universe,” but he kept looking at this stranger with a vacant, sappy grin. Ex-girlfriend, I mused? So what. Why not tell her about Brenda?

      I cleared my throat.

      Richard seemed to surface from the past. “Cyn, this is my brother, Jeff Resnick.”

      “Brother?” she asked, puzzled.

      Richard hadn’t even known about me when he was in high school. “It’s kind of a long story.”

      She didn’t look interested in learning it. I was too far away to shake hands—not that I wanted to—so I nodded at her. She did likewise. No love lost there.

      “Well, come on in,” Cyn told Richard, gesturing toward the mill. “We’ve got the best coffee in Williamsville, and a wonderful apple strudel.” She looked at him with eyes half focused on the past. I wondered if I should just slink back to the car and disappear. Then again, it had been someone from the mill who’d found Walt Kaplan, and I wanted to know about it. Uninvited, I trotted along behind them.

      We followed Cyn up the stairs and into the mill’s side entrance, stepping into the dim interior of what looked to be a storage barn. Crates and more pallets of grain and flour were stacked so that there was only a narrow path between this and a larger room with bright lights to the left: the bakery and storefront.

      Cyn stopped dead ahead of us and like two of the Three Stooges, Richard and I bumped into one another. Richard’s at least six inches taller than me, so it was difficult to see around him.

      “Tigger,” Cyn chided. A fat tabby leaped onto the stack of crates, giving a lusty yowl and looking self-satisfied. “Stay there,” Cyn told us. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Richard stared down at his shoes—no, just beyond them, at a gray, furry lump. Either a very large mouse or a small rat.

      Cyn returned with a worn and stained gardener’s glove on her right hand. She picked up the limp creature and inspected it. “Good work, Tigger.” Cyn started off again, paused to take aim at a trash barrel with a black plastic bag folded over its rim, and tossed the body in. Two points!

      Richard followed, his gaze straight ahead as he passed the barrel. I had a quick look inside and grimaced.

      Cyn ditched the glove.

      We entered the café, taking in the mingled aromas of fresh-ground coffees, vanilla, and baking that filled the upscale bakery’s storefront. Only one of the white-painted bistro tables stood empty. At the rest, customers sat lingering over conversations with cappuccinos, lattes, and decadent pastries. Not a bad mid-morning weekday crowd. Had business been this good before the dead man had been found on the property?

      Cyn sailed across the room to a door marked “Private,” ushering us in. “Gene, bring us some coffee and strudel, will you?” she called over her shoulder.

      “Sure thing, Cyn,” said a thin, balding, enthusiastic young man behind the café’s main counter.

      “That’s not necessary,” Richard said.

      “Nonsense. It’s the least I can do for an old friend.” Cyn closed the door behind her.

      Like the storefront, the brightly lit office was immaculate. No stray papers marred the desktop or hung out of the four-drawer file cabinet in the corner. Unlike the country charm outside this small room, Southwest accents of hanging ristras and a stenciled border of coyotes were cheerful against pale turquoise walls. Behind the desk was a large-framed photograph of a younger, happier Cyn arm-in-arm with a sandy-haired man—the now deceased Dennis?—in front of a low adobe building with the legend “Santa Fe Café au lait.”

      “Sit,” Cyn urged and took her own seat.

      We complied, taking the two upholstered office chairs before her antique wooden table of a desk.

      Cyn folded her hands and leaned forward. “It’s wonderful seeing you again, Richard, but what on Earth were you doing behind my café?”

      “Curiosity,” he said with a touch of embarrassment. “Murder isn’t an everyday occurrence in Williamsville.”

      “Who found the dead man?” I asked.

      Cyn turned hard eyes on me, her mouth tightening. “Our miller, Ted Hanson.”

      “Is he in today? Can I talk to him?”

      “No.” Her rebuke was adamant.

      “Excuse me?” I pushed.

      “No, Ted isn’t here today. In fact, he’s out of town on a buying trip.”

      “When will he be back?”

      “In a few days. Why are you so interested?”

      “Morbid curiosity,” I said, echoing Richard’s words. “Last night I was hired to take Walt Kaplan’s job at a bar down the street.”

      She gaped at me, unprepared for honesty; sudden fear shadowed her eyes.

      A sharp knock preceded the door opening. Gene held a loaded tray in one hand and bustled inside. He set cardboard cups before Richard and me, placing frosted rectangles of strudel on baker’s tissue next to them. His smile was genuine. “Enjoy.” He eased the door closed behind him.

      The awkward silence lengthened.

      Richard cleared his throat. “Do you ever see any of the old crowd, Cyn?”

      Cyn seemed grateful for a change of subject. “Since I came back to the area nine months ago, I’ve only caught up with Cathy Makarchuk. She married Barry Garner. They have five children—can you believe it?”

      Nothing on Earth is more boring than listening to old school chums reminisce. I reached for my coffee, eager to rid my mouth of the lingering sour taste of vomit, and my hand brushed the edge of the desk. The image of a smiling man burst upon my mind. Heart pounding, I snatched up my cup with a shaking hand and took a sloppy gulp.

      At some time before his death, Walt Kaplan had sat on the edge of that desk.
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      “Fill the beer cooler, and later we’ll talk,” Tom said, and slapped me on the back, nearly knocking me off my feet.

      “Sure thing,” I said and faked a smile.

      He left me standing by the bar’s back door, where a Molson truck had just made its weekly delivery. Thirty cases of beer sat stacked against the wall. I found a dolly behind the door, so at least I wouldn’t have to kill myself dragging the beer into the cooler. Then again, I wondered how much stress my recently broken arm could take. I’d only been out of the brace about seven weeks.

      The first five cases proved easy to lift. By the time I’d hauled the rest of them in I’d worked up a sweat and had rethought my ambition to work as a bartender. I much preferred cutting up fruit garnishes and washing glasses to actual physical labor.

      Four construction workers sat at the bar nursing beers, picking at bowls of pretzels while they watched ESPN on the TV bolted to the wall. Since Tom didn't serve food, I wondered if liquid bread—aka beer—constituted their midday meal. Tom had already given me the cut-off lecture. Nobody left drunk from his establishment unless they had a designated driver. In the twenty years he’d owned the tavern, he’d never been sued and wanted to keep it that way.

      I hadn’t worked behind a bar in at least twelve years, but it all came back within minutes as I waited on my first few customers, rang up the sales, and collected my first paltry tips. No doubt about it, I wasn’t going to get rich working here. Still, it felt good to be among the employed once again. For as long as it would last. Tom hadn’t mentioned this being a permanent arrangement.

      Luckily I wasn’t picking up too many disquieting vibes, either. One of the guys was behind in his truck payments, sweating the repo man. Another hadn’t been laid in three weeks and wondered if his old lady was boffing someone else. Just the usual errant signals I picked up on shopping carts, door handles and money. Inconvenient at times, but I’d learned to ignore most of it. I knew when to pay attention, too.

      The lunchtime crowd had emptied out when Richard ambled through the side entrance. He’d never been to The Whole Nine Yards before, and I guess he wanted to see for himself what I’d gotten myself into.

      He paused at the end of the bar, taking in the dark bead board that went halfway up the walls, the chair rail, and stucco above it decorated with sports posters and memorabilia. He took the first stool, rested his forearms on the bar. Dressed in a golf shirt and freshly ironed Dockers, he looked out of place in this working-class establishment.

      I strolled down and halted before him. “What can I get you, sir?”

      He looked up at me with no show of recognition. “Got any Canadian on tap?”

      “Labatts.”

      He nodded.

      I drew him a beer and set a fresh bowl of pretzels down in front of him. “What about those Bisons,” he said, setting a ten spot on the bar.

      I didn’t follow minor-league baseball, but I guessed I’d have to while working in a sports bar. Bummer. “Uh, yeah. What about ’em?”

      Richard’s mustache quirked as he reached for his glass.

      I rang up the sale and gave him his change. Tom was stooped over the other end of the bar, watching TV. I wandered over to him. “I’ve got some questions I wanted to ask about Walt.”

      Tom tore his gaze away from the tube. “Sure thing.”

      “You said he was a loner. No best friends?”

      Tom shook his head, then looked thoughtful. “Well, maybe me. But we didn’t talk all that much. I gave him the job because he’d been hurt working construction and couldn’t go back to it. He got some kind of disability payments, which is why he only had to work here part-time.”

      “What kind of disability?”

      “Bad hip. Had a limp. Sometimes he used a cane.”

      “What did he do with his free time?”

      Tom shrugged. “He never really spoke about it.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Richard was looking down the bar beyond us, gazing intently at the TV. He’d never shown a burning desire to watch waterskiing before and was no doubt eavesdropping.

      I turned back to Tom. “Did Walt ever mention women or describe his ideal girl?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “He wasn’t gay, was he?”

      Tom straightened, his eyes widening. “No!”

      “Just asking.” Where did the red stiletto heel fit in? “Did he go to strip joints?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Did he buy his sex?”

      Tom squirmed. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Walt was private. He didn’t talk about stuff like that. But he listened when the other guys would talk. Why’d you ask such a personal question?”

      “I didn’t know Walt. Maybe nobody—even his family—really did.”

      Tom’s brow wrinkled. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to know.

      “It would help if I could see where Walt lived. See how he lived.”

      “I got his keys from the cops. I’ll give them to you later.” Tom cleared his throat and glanced over his shoulder at the back room. “I’ve got some paperwork to take care of. Will you be okay out here alone for a while?”

      I gazed at our only customer, Richard, and nodded.

      Tom took off and I grabbed the damp rag by the sink. The bar didn’t need wiping down, but I did it anyway, ending up back in front of Richard.

      “How’s the job going?” he asked.

      “So far so good.”

      He nodded, but seemed to expect more of an answer. I didn’t have one.

      “I’m gonna check out Walt’s apartment later. Wanna come?”

      Richard drained the last of his beer. “Why not?” The words sounded bland, but the crinkle in his eyes and the set of his mouth betrayed his interest. Brenda was right. He’d been bored silly during his convalescence, but looking into Walt’s murder wasn’t a lark. Odds were we wouldn’t be in danger this early in the game. I had no desire to put myself or anyone else in harm’s way. But the last time I’d gotten caught up in the web of emotion surrounding a murder, it was Richard who’d nearly paid the ultimate price. Truth was, I wanted him to accompany me, and yet anxiety gnawed at my nerves. For all the insight I’d experienced while pursuing a murderer three months earlier, I’d never had a clue that Richard might be in danger. That he’d be so grievously injured.

      I didn’t like to revisit that guilt.

      Pawing through Walt’s possessions was another matter. We might not find anything that would give me answers. And if I did, well, I didn’t have to share it with Richard.

      “Want another?” I asked Richard, indicating his glass.

      He stood. “I’m all set. Give me a call later and I’ll meet you.”

      “Sure.”

      He headed for the door. Under his empty glass was a five-dollar tip.

      [image: ]

      The south side of Main Street near Eggert Road was already in shadow as Richard and I stood on the sidewalk looking up at the apartment windows over a dress boutique. The drapes were drawn. Good. I wasn’t interested in attracting the attention of the neighbors. Not that it mattered. I had permission to be there. Still, poking around a dead man’s possessions cranked up the creepiness factor a notch.

      Steep, narrow stairs led up to the second floor.

      “Did I hear your boss say the guy was disabled? Why didn’t he find first-floor digs?”

      I shrugged and pulled out the keys Tom had given me. Richard stooped to pick up newspapers that had accumulated. The shelf under a two-receptacle apartment mailbox overflowed with Walt’s junk mail. He grabbed that, too, and we trooped up the stairs.

      I picked out the key Tom said would open the door. It did. I stepped into the apartment’s dark interior, groping for the light switch just inside the door. I flicked it and wan yellow light illuminated the entryway. Walt had been dead only five days, but already the place smelled of disuse. Still, the air felt heavy with Walt’s presence. Not that I could take in the essence of his soul, but I could feel some residual part of what and who he was, and also the first tendrils of migraine stirring behind my eyes.

      Richard thrust the mail at me and shoved his hands into his pants pockets, gazing around the cramped place. The cops hadn’t made too big a mess, leading me to believe Walt kept his home meticulously clean. I sorted through the circulars, dumping them into the empty kitchen waste basket, then backtracked to open the entry’s closet door and found winter coats and boots. Nothing very interesting.

      Back in the tidy galley kitchen, the cabinets housed plain white Corelle dishes and Coke glasses from fast-food restaurant giveaways. In the closet pantry, cans were stacked in descending sizes, heavy on store-brand tomato soup and mac and cheese. I’m no gourmet, but when it came to dinner prep even I could do better than Walt.

      I wasn’t eager to touch everything, but already I understood a lot about Walt Kaplan, a man who listened and rarely gave much of himself to others. There was no sense of joy in his home. Nothing that mirrored the smile he had given someone in Cyn Lennox’s office.

      The spotless bathroom brandished much-washed, frayed brown towels on the racks by the sink and bathtub. I poked through the medicine cabinet and found mint mouthwash, toothpaste, dental floss and a prescription bottle of anisindione. “Rich?” He poked his head around the door and I handed it to him.

      He read the label, frowned. “It’s an anticoagulant. You might be more familiar with the commercial name, Coumadin.”

      “What do you think was wrong with Walt?”

      Richard shrugged. “Blood thinners treat deep vein thrombosis, pulmonary embolus, arterial fibrillation—any number of things.”

      “So what’s that mean?”

      “Prevents strokes.”

      He might’ve said so. Richard scrutinized the label again. “Being stabbed while on this dose would’ve greatly speeded up his death.”

      The thought made me shudder.

      Richard went back to the living room.

      The bedroom door was ajar; the place most people stored their secrets. Not a wrinkle marred the fiberfill burgundy quilt that lay across the full-sized bed. Like the living room, no reading material littered the flat surfaces of the dresser or nightstand. No dust, either.

      A dresser stowed underwear, socks, and golf shirts folded with expert precision, although the contents had been disturbed—probably by the cops. Suits, shirts and slacks hung in color-coordinated order stuffed the pokey little closet. A plastic shoe rack attached to the back of the door contained six pairs of Walt’s shoes, polished to a glow. A stack of nine identical, nondescript shoeboxes sat huddled on the closet floor. No manufacturer’s name graced the generic boxes. A couple of years’ worth of Victoria’s Secret catalogs sat beside them in a tidy pile. Pretty tame stuff. My gaze kept wandering to the stack of shoeboxes. I knelt and ran my right palm over the front of the boxes. It gravitated toward one in particular on the top left of the pile. I pulled it out to examine it.

      The wide box was standard gray cardboard, nothing out of the ordinary, and no different than the
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