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        To my amazing girl, with thanks for never putting me through the whole pole dancing thing. Thank you for proving that grace, intelligence, and kindness can come in the most beautiful of packages.
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      It was just what the world needed: topless dancers who were sisters. And dwarfs. Who knew? Certainly not me. Yet there I was—in Raleigh, North Carolina, mind you—wading through West Street on a steamy Friday evening in September, shoving my way past hundreds of shame-faced men sheepishly waiting in line to take a peek at the Tinajero sisters, otherwise known from coast-to-coast as the “Tiny Dancers.” This was somewhat of a misnomer if you took into account their enormous breasts. Those babies were even bigger than mine and I can go entire weeks without a single man looking at my face when I talk. Of course, I was willing to bet their breasts were at least half plastic. Mine are au natural.

      I don’t think the men in line cared how the Tinajero sisters came to sport boobs the size of a toddler’s head. They were paying twenty dollars apiece for a fantasy I did not want to fathom.

      I pushed through the crowd, taking comfort in the fact that my own sex had better things to do. Only a handful of women, at most, waited for a chance to storm the doors of The Pink Pussycat and gawk at the Tiny Dancers. Otherwise, it was wall-to-wall men: truck drivers, bikers, restaurant workers, students, lawyers, cops, my dentist—hey, it could have been worse, it could have been my gynecologist—an entire battalion from nearby Fort Bragg plus enough white collar workers to jumpstart the Carolina economy. I resisted the urge to explain to the waiting men that their penises would not be any bigger, just because the dancers were smaller, and headed for the backstage door.

      The man guarding it was the size of a grizzly bear. He took one look at me and opened the sacred portal. I didn’t want to ask how he had recognized me. When you’re a big blonde with black roots, you don’t ask those kinds of questions.

      The owner of The Pink Pussycat, Sammy Templeton, was standing in the hallway, though he still had one foot inside the Ladies Room. He saw me and wiggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marx. Which was fitting since he was smoking a cigar that smelled like a wet dog drying in front of a dung fire.

      “Rats,” I greeted him, using the nickname he had long ago accepted as his fate. “What’s shaking?”

      “Same as always. Pink, firm, female flesh.”

      “Does it have to be pink?” I asked. “It’s way past time you diversified.”

      “It’s just an expression,” Rats explained. “I am an equal opportunity employer.”

      “Don’t you mean equal opportunity exploiter?”

      “That, too,” he admitted cheerfully.

      I liked that about Rats. He was in a sleazy business but he retained the relentless optimism of a religious cult member on Prozac.

      “Lead me to these tiny dancers you speak of,” I said. “The last dwarf I met was a guy who came up to my boobs and he was having such a good time I never did get a look at his face.”

      “They like to be called ‘little people’ these days,” Rats said with an air of superiority.

      “Really?” I asked. “Because I was planning to call them by their names.”

      I got a closer look at the new suit Rats was wearing and whistled. “Expensive threads, Rats. You moving up in the world?”

      He touched the tips of his pencil thin mustache. I could practically see the whiskers sprouting from each side of his nose. Sammy Templeton looked disturbingly like his rodent namesake from Charlotte’s Web and so had been called “Rats” ever since he’d made his first squeak in the world. When your own father is first with a nickname worthy of middle-school, you know you’re in for a bumpy ride so you may as well embrace it. Rats didn’t just embrace it, he owned it. He even had a gold tie clip in the shape of a piece of cheese that was studded with tiny diamonds and he sometimes stuck a giant rubber tail in the back of his pants so that it dangled below the bottom of his jacket when he walked through a crowd. Rats was a rakish, good-natured fellow.

      “Business is booming,” he told me proudly. “I’m opening up a club in Garner and the one outside Charlotte is raking it in. The Pink Pussycat is going to be big one day. I may even franchise the clubs.”

      Oh lord. Just what those shopping centers full of Wendy’s, Burger Kings, Walmarts, and Home Depots needed: a blinking neon pink sign that announced “ALL GIRLS, ALL DAY LONG!” beneath a leering cartoon tomcat. Move over, Mr. Peanut. There’s a new cat in town.

      “I’m getting a divorce, you know,” Rats added hopefully as we reached the end of the hall.

      “Another one? Good lord, Rats. You need to stop putting a ring on it. It’s so yesterday.”

      Rats took advantage of better lighting to assess me from top to toe, clearly finding my current 180 pounds a bit more than his standards of “Shake it, baby, shake it,” tolerated. He was not being lewd, though Rats was admittedly an idiot savant of lewdness. He just viewed the female form in the same way a horse trainer might view a promising colt. He knew every nuance of every inch. He had high standards. One tiny flaw could take you out of the running. I had once been trapped with him in a basement for two hours while the cops raided an after-hours club above us. During that time, I had been subjected to a tediously-specific history on the Southern exotic dancer. The gist of his spiel—which would have earned him a Master’s degree at one of those goofy northern liberal arts colleges—was that the early 1980’s had changed the world of strip clubs forever. Once the money got serious, the professional workout artists arrived. No longer was it enough to be naked, enthusiastic, and desperate for cash. These days, you had to have a perfect body and incredible stamina to make it in most flesh joints. And I was now not only too heavy for such a career, I was a good twenty years over the hill.

      “If you were younger, the extra meat on those bones of yours might be acceptable. At least in the mornings, when the men are less picky,” he said reassuringly, as if there was a snowball’s chance in hell I’d take such a comment as a compliment. Realizing I might be offended, he added, “Not that it doesn’t look good on you, of course. You’re still a beautiful woman I wouldn’t dare cross.”

      I tried not to let his observation about my weight nick my ego. But I did press against him as I squeezed past to meet my two newest clients. “Excuse me,” I said sweetly, as if I had no idea my breasts had whumped him in the face like we were having a pillow fight.

      Apparently, I still had the fire. Rats grinned at me, flicked his cigar ashes on the floor, and wiggled his eyebrows again. Let no man say that Sammy Templeton did not appreciate little ole me.

      Inside the dressing room, my entrance was less appreciated. For a pair of women facing vicious death threats, the Tiny Dancers looked supremely unconcerned. They also didn’t look all that different from me. At least not sitting down. Together, we were a trio of cheap blondes in varying sizes. Yes, their arms were a little shorter, their torsos a bit thicker proportionately—but when your arms are long enough to reach your cocktail and your torso is obliterated by 44 DDD breasts, such distinctions are immaterial.

      “Girls,” Rats announced. “The cavalry is here.”

      I whinnied and the two women looked at me with double doses of disdain. They were not impressed with my appearance. With a single glance, they managed to let me know that I was no competition for them.

      “Her?” one of the sisters said scornfully. She turned her back on me and finished applying eyeliner heavy enough to make Cleopatra look positively dewy-eyed.

      The other sister was more polite. “I’m Candy,” she said, rising from her chair.

      For the first time, it was clear I towered over the sisters. But their fashion sense left me in the dust. Candy Tinajero was dressed in a fringed buckskin outfit reminiscent of Tiger Lily in Peter Pan—if Tiger Lily had been a slut intend on deflowering the Lost Boys. The neckline on her faux doeskin dress would have emptied an entire Baptist Church within seconds. Or maybe filled one, the way things were going for the Southern Baptists these days.

      “I’m Casey Jones,” I told her. We shook hands. Candy’s handshake was firm, not at all like the lifeless carp a lot of women offer.

      “This is Roxy,” she said, nodding toward her sister.

      Roxy slid her eyes at me but said nothing. She was dressed in a purple sequined blouse, tight white hot pants, white leather boots that reached hallway up her thighs, and a purple cowboy hat. Well, wee doggies. In addition to satisfying the public’s fetishes for short women and big breasts, all the cowgirl fans in the audience were in for a big treat tonight.

      Strangely, I found myself intrigued by their cowgirl and Indian motif. What the hell were they planning to do on that stage anyway? So long as it didn’t involve donkeys, I thought I could take it.

      “Rats tells me that you’ve been receiving some pretty ugly letters,” I said. “He says they’re very specific in their threats. Can I take a look?”

      “Be my guest.” Roxy poked an envelope on her dressing table with a carefully manicured fingertip.

      “How long until you go on?” I asked as I retrieved the thick envelope. I was wondering when their attention would wander to the dollar bills being tucked into their G-strings instead of their own safety.

      “At least an hour,” Candy chirped. She plunged her hands into her bra and hoisted up her breasts until the nipples peeked halfway up beyond her buckskin top. They quivered and bounced like two puppies at play, pink noses and all.

      “You two must have a lot of fans,” I said, opening the envelope. “Did you see the line outside? It’s the longest I’ve ever seen at this club.”

      “I bet you say that to all the guys,” Roxy cooed. Her eyes slid over my body. I was into black stretch fabrics at the moment, since I couldn’t fit into anything else in my wardrobe, anchored by black boots. It was an overweight Emma Peel look. Roxy’s gaze lingered in all the wrong places for a strictly heterosexual female. But when I checked to see if her sister had noticed, Candy met my eyes in the mirror and smiled a little too coyly. Was she cruising me, too, or just checking out the competition? Good god, if the Tinajero sisters were also lesbians, and word got out, the line of panting men outside would stretch all the way to Kentucky.

      Rats took a final puff on his cigar and managed to fill the dressing room with his exhalation before he left to make sure the lighting had been adjusted to accommodate the Tinajero sister’s unique height requirements on stage. I fanned the air with the envelope full of threat-filled letters, which at least succeeded in pushing the smoke away from me. Able to breathe again, I read the letters inside while the sisters finished putting on ten more pounds of makeup apiece.

      Death threats did not begin to describe what was inside those envelopes. The sicko who had written the letters had a serious mutilation fantasy going on about the Tinajero sisters. He wanted to chop ‘em, grind ‘em, slice ‘em, dice ‘em, cube ‘em, and shred ‘em. Which made my job easy. I just had to find a sociopathic Veg-O-Matic salesmen and I’d have the bastard for sure.

      “The cops didn’t take these seriously?” I asked, holding one aloft.

      Roxy snorted as loudly as a stallion, but I didn’t point out the similarity for fear they’d find a way to incorporate it into their Western act. “It’s not like we’ve stayed in one place long enough for any of the cops to care,” she said.

      “I don’t suppose I could convince you that you need to take a break from dancing?” I suggested. “Just until this gets resolved? There’s a lot of men out there waiting to get close to you. It’s going to be tough to protect you.”

      The chorus of no’s that met this suggestion shut that idea down fast.

      “Me and Roxy have been on the road nonstop for going on two years now,” Candy explained. “We’ve got to make money while the hay shines, know what I mean?” She rose and shook her money maker speculatively in front of the mirror, checking the bounce of her breasts. They bounced just fine. In fact, if she got too close to any of the customers, there was a good chance she would knock someone out cold.

      “Then how did you receive the letters?” I asked. None had addresses on them, just “TO THE TINY DANCERS” computer-printed on the outside. That narrowed the suspect pool down somewhat, I decided. How many people knew how to feed an envelope through a computer printer without leaving it looking wrinkled, ink-streaked, and as if it had been dropped in a garbage disposal? Probably three in the entire world.

      “The letters have been waiting for us at some of the clubs we’ve gone to over the last six months,” Roxy answered as she applied yet another layer of pink frosted lipstick to her pouty little mouth.

      “So these letters were sent by someone who knew your itinerary?” I asked.

      Candy shrugged. “It’s no big secret. We have a website.”

      Of course they had a website. Everyone had a website. My Aunt Minnie had a website. Only what Aunt Minnie was showing on hers probably did not compare with what the Tinajero sisters were showing on theirs.

      “And the whole itinerary is online?” I said.

      Roxy stared at me like I was a particularly stupid pet she was thinking about taking back to the pound. “How do you think our fans could find us otherwise?” she asked.

      “Look for a really long line of idiotic men and fall in with the crowd?” I suggested.

      “Now, now,” Candy said. “My sister and I work hard and we’re good at what we do. We’re artists.”

      “Of course you are,” I agreed. “And you’re performing a valuable service, too.”

      I did not add that, in my opinion, their valuable service was the big fat cash fee they were handing over to me and my boss, Bobby D., for investigating the death threats.

      They stared at me suspiciously and returned to their preparations. “Do you know anyone—” I started to ask, but Candy cut me off.

      “We have no idea who is sending the threats. We don’t have any vindictive ex-boyfriends. We have the same sweet old manager we’ve had our entire lives and he has no reason to resent us.”

      Their entire lives? Good god, just how long had they been stripping anyway?

      “Are you his only clients?” I asked.

      “No.” Roxy reached under her skirt and adjusted something that required hopping on one foot. I did not ask what it was. “He has a whole stable of performers. He works out of Naples, mostly with retired circus performers. Need his name?”

      “I already have it,” I said, somewhat smugly.

      Roxy gave me a look I could not interpret. And did not want to.

      “So you have no idea who might be doing this?” I asked.

      “We have no idea,” Candy said. “At all.”

      “That’s not a lot to work with,” I pointed out.

      “Just keep us safe,” Roxy said crossly. One of her false eyelashes had fallen off and lay on the countertop like a tarantula in distress. “That’s why we’re paying you.”

      “I’ll need to talk to your family,” I announced, heading for the door. Time to claim a good seat outside before the Mongol hordes overran the “dance emporium” as Rats liked to call his converted whorehouse. Oops, I mean warehouse.

      “Our family?” Candy asked, sounding apprehensive.

      “You do have a family?” I said. “You weren’t hatched or anything?” Or maybe dropped by flying monkeys instead of the stork? I thought to myself.

      “Hey, we crawled out just like everyone else,” Roxy snapped.

      I bet she had.

      “Do your parents know that you strip?” I asked.

      “We dance,” they sang out in unison, so loudly I took an involuntary step back.

      “How old are you anyway?” I finally thought to ask.

      “Twenty-three and twenty-four,” they answered, again in unison. Stereo dwarfs. Excuse me, stereo little people.

      “And, yes, our parents know we’re in show business,” Candy added. “How else would we be able to send a bunch of cash home every month?”

      Well, I had one idea on that score. But I couldn’t just flat out ask them about it. I’d have to find out on my own whether or not they entertained any customers privately on the side.

      Roxy was watching me very carefully. I have to admit, it made me nervous. She had this way of looking at you like she was about to savage you for dinner and just needed to find a tender spot to get started.

      “Our parents know what we do for a living,” Candy explained. “They just don’t like to be reminded of it. My mother, in particular, is very religious.”

      “I’ll be discreet,” I promised. Since they did not know me, they did not laugh at that particular phrase coming out of my mouth.

      As I reached the door, it opened to reveal a resigned-looking Mexican man holding a Shetland pony by a red leather halter.

      “Oh no,” I said. “Please do not tell me.”

      Man, that Roxy was a little bitch. She actually threw a shoe at me. It bounced off the top of my head.

      “What was that for?” I complained, rubbing my scalp. No blood, at least.

      “We ride the pony on stage. That’s all. Got it?” She glared at me.

      “Did I imply anything else?” I asked indignantly.

      “You were thinking it,” she accused me.

      Well, well, well—they had some pride after all.

      I smiled at Roxy with the sincerity of a ventriloquist’s dummy. She started to throw another shoe at me as I squeezed past the pony and fled.

      
        ●

      

      Though Rats had raised the already-inflated drink prices by two bucks just for the occasion, that wasn’t stopping the well-oiled crowd from ordering round after round from underdressed waitresses. After surveying the room for any wild-eyed maniacs carrying axes and body bags—which was the least I could do for the sisters, given that they were paying me to keep them safe—I stood to the side of the chaos and surveyed my choices, ignoring the deafening heavy metal music setting the mood for even more chaos. I wanted to be close to the stage, but my choices were limited. I could sit with several groups of professional men who would no doubt be deeply embarrassed to be caught ogling strippers by a woman and so would resent my presence. I could sit with the plowed frat boys and get beer spilled in my lap. I could risk my honor and park my butt down with the Fort Bragg boys—which was tempting—but there was someone in every military crowd who got out of control very quickly and it had been a long time since my basic training days. I could hunker down among the farm boys and remind myself not to moo. Or, I could sit with the sweet grandfatherly types taking up the two front tables. I was heading their way when closer inspection of the name tags they wore revealed they were likely the entire membership of the Newberry, NC Rotary Club and, judging by their behavior, had probably imbibed the entire contents of the Newberry, NC liquor store before arriving. Since every woman on the planet knows that the single demographic group most prone to ass-squeezing consists of drunken men over sixty five, I threw in the towel and headed to the back bar where Rats was basking in the sweet music of his cash registers ringing up drink after drink after drink.

      “Raking in it, aren’t you, buddy?” I remarked as I bumped him with my hip to make room for me and a double Jack. On the rocks.

      “Ouch, Casey,” he said, rubbing one of his scrawny hip bones. “You ought to register that ass of yours. It’s a deadly weapon.”

      “Don’t make me sit on you,” I warned him. “By the way, do the Tinajero sisters always draw this big a crowd?” I asked.

      “They did last time they were here. Biggest night of the decade for me. I’m hoping to top it tonight.” He rubbed his hands together like a rat contemplating a particularly ripe piece of cheese.

      “What’s the story on them anyway?” I asked.

      “Who? Candy and Roxy?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “The good witch and the bad witch.”

      “That’s pretty much the story.” Rats adjusted his tie and smiled. “Candy is the good witch, even prays and shit. She’s sweet, like her name. Roxy is the bad witch or, more accurately, the bitch. Hope the gin holds out. If she sobers up, she turns mean on the customers. If they cheap out on their tips, she’s got a look that’ll freeze their nuts off and she ain’t shy about using it, either.”

      “You know them well?”

      He shrugged. “Well enough.”

      “It’s going to be tough guarding those two,” I said.

      “Guarding them?” Rats laughed. “I’d never do that to you, darlin’. The two of them would eat you alive for breakfast. They didn’t hire you to keep them safe. They hired you to find out who was sending them the letters. Believe me, they can take care of themselves.”

      “Seriously?” Suddenly, their big fat fee seemed even sweeter. “That’s a plum job, Rats. Thanks for the referral.”

      “Do I take good care of my girl or what?” he asked, smiling. I smiled back at him. That Rats. He was always looking out for me, so much so that sometimes I felt unworthy of his devotion.

      “So tell me, just how big of a bitch is Roxy?” I asked. “Maybe she pissed someone off and that triggered the death threats.”

      “She’s a hothead,” Rats admitted. “Real spitfire. Likes to throw things.”

      “I noticed. I got a shoe upside of my noggin.”

      “You were lucky. She threw an ashtray at my lighting man last time and almost put his eye out. Then, during the show, some drunk got carried away and started to unzip his pants. She picked up a highball glass from another table and dropped him on the first try. From a good twenty-five yards away. Girl should be pitching for the Braves.”

      “Ouch. Sounds like it hurt.”

      Rats shrugged. “Dude was so drunk he probably didn’t remember a thing. We kept telling him he’d hit his head on the urinal. Plus, we bought his friends free drinks all night and they never said a word about what really happened. Thank god.”

      “Quick thinking there,” I said in admiration.

      “I heard she threw a toaster at her sister once.”

      “Yeah?” That interested me. “Anyone know why?”

      Rats shrugged. “Those two are like Vegas. What goes on between them stays between them. The point is that Candy is sweet and Roxy is...”

      “... the spawn of Satan?” I finished.

      Rats nodded.

      “Interesting,” I said. “Does she walk on the wild side?”

      Rats snorted. “Doubt it. Half the girls who come through here say they do, but they’re just trying to keep the guys off them. Like it slows any of this crowd down.” He waved a hand toward the audience and his diamond pinky ring glittered in the revolving lights from the disco ball above.

      “When are you planning to get rid of that thing?” I asked, pointing to the disco ball. “It’s gonna trigger a seizure in someone one night if you’re not careful.”

      “Call me sentimental. It means a lot to me. I asked my first wife to marry me beneath it and my third wife to divorce me under it.” The house lights blinked off and then came back on again. “Okay, that’s the signal. Here we go: show time.” He stood up proudly, a master of his world.

      The lights in the room dimmed, except for the stage area, and the crowd grew still. All eyes turned to the T-shaped runway that protruded into the room. To the strains of The Old Chisholm Trail, a classic cowboy melody that didn’t deserve this indignity, the spotlight illuminated a figure balanced on the sturdy back of a Shetland pony standing placidly at the far end of the stage: Roxy Tinajero twirling a lasso above her head. She wore a ten-gallon hat about as tall as she was. I could hear Will Rogers rolling over in his grave, clawing to get out and stop this travesty. Still, I had to admit, Roxy had perfect balance as that damn beast plodded forward before it ran out of steam about halfway down the runway. The music stopped and Roxy looped the lasso perfectly around some beam above her, then hopped up on the rope and swung forward just as the speakers exploded with a blazing hot hillbilly punk guitar solo courtesy of Jason and the Scorchers. She landed straight in the center of the stage’s T-section before taking off her hat and flinging it into the crowd, igniting a melee that ended when a octogenarian Rotarian emerged victorious with the prize. She then ripped her top off with one quick tug, threw it to a waiting stage hand behind her, and began to shimmy. By then, she was wearing nothing more than a fringed cowgirl skirt and a pair of pasties shaped like stars. The crowd went wild. You could hardly hear the music over the cheering—and all because some shorter-than-normal woman was shaking her larger-than-normal breasts.

      The music took on a heavy drum beat just as the lights dimmed and a second spotlight blazed on, highlighting a fake boulder that had been rolled onto the stage while the yahoos were ogling Roxy’s breasts. Candy stood on top of the boulder, dancing in her buckskin outfit, shaking every inch of her flesh and then some. The fringe on her clothing bounced wildly as the music swelled into a frantic tom-tom beat.

      Ladies and gentlemen, an Indian was in the house. Or, at least, a very small stripper dressed as one.

      Roxy froze as she feigned catching sight of her buckskin-clad sister. She stomped her feet angrily, pulled two little pistols out of her holsters, twirled them perfectly, and aimed for the ceiling. Eat that, Pecos Pete. She pulled the trigger and the guns went off—one, two, three shots that made my heart stop. The crowd just about crapped in their pants. I think I saw two tables worth of the Fort Bragg soldiers hit the ground, but Roxy’s gunslinging was just part of the act: the cowgirl was challenging the Indian princess to a topless dancing duel.

      Good god. It was about the dumbest interpretation of the American West I had seen since Dances with Wolves. Although, perhaps I was being too harsh. For all I know, the wild frontier was crawling with cowgirls who wandered the prairie in push-up bras in search of Indian women they could challenge to a strip-a-thon.

      No matter. What it lacked in historical accuracy, it damn sure gained in crowd appeal. The place erupted in cheers and catcalls. Grown men leapt to their feet, pumping their hips, until the guys behind them pushed the gyrators back down into their chairs with testosterone-fueled urgency.

      Was it too late for me to change species?

      I gestured for another double on the rocks and watched, mesmerized, as Roxy and Candy took turns ripping off articles of clothing, imitating each other’s undulations, swinging their body parts and, finally, coming together in a perfectly synchronized rendition of the Pony, combined with the Jerk, and maybe just a little of the Mashed Potato. I gave them credit for the retro touch. And whatever the hell it was they were supposed to be representing, the crowd was on its feet by the time they were done.

      I had to admit it, they really were dancers. They were damn near naked dancers, mind you, and the premise was pure buffalo bullocks, but they sure could shake it.

      “I’m speechless,” I mumbled as the action slowed to allow Roxy and Candy to collect handfuls of cash from the men nearest them. The glum-looking Mexican guy reappeared at the rear of the stage, silently leading the bored Shetland pony forward.

      The pony wandered up behind the girls and Roxy helped Candy on board, then she hopped up behind her sister and they made a complete circle of the stage, wearing nothing but G-strings, to collect more cash from the men surrounding the runway. I could only hope they sprayed the pony down each night. The Shetland had no saddle, only a blanket thrown over its back, but it had a pair of leather postal bags slung over its haunches. The girls were stuffing those bags with cash like squirrels stuffing tree holes with acorns in November. I watched the men shove each other to be the first to give over their money. What could I do but shake my head in admiration at the opportunistic genius of it all?

      And that was when I saw him.

      It was as if the heavens had opened up, casting down a golden glow as angels sang a glorious choir. The spotlight had illuminated the face of the bastard I once loved—maybe the only man I had ever truly loved. Burly. There he sat, at the front of the far right stage, his wheelchair pulled up close to a table crowded with bikers, probably the ones he’d ridden with before his accident.

      I gripped the bar for balance. What the hell was Burly doing at the show?

      That man had stomped on my heart without warning—even if he’d had good reason—and I had spent a long time, more than two years, trying to get over him. No matter how hard I tried, it seemed impossible to get him out of my life. He always reappeared in one form or another and I often wondered if I was doomed to go through the rest of my years feeling as if fate was filleting my heart every time I saw him. I sighed.

      “What’s up, Casey?” Rats said. “You look a little green around the gills.”

      I gulped down a watery slug of what was left of my drink. “What’s on next?” I asked weakly.

      “Oh, their next act is a doozie,” Rats promised. “It involves mud and a wading pool.”

      “How long before they come out again?”

      “Oh, it’ll be at least half an hour. I need to sell another round and they need to catch their breath after that show. Wild, huh?”

      I did not really hear him. I was drifting toward the beautiful man with the jet black hair sitting ramrod straight in his wheelchair, surrounded by his biker buddies.

      He saw me coming and met my eyes. Burly had an innate sense of dignity undimmed by being caught gawking at a pair of topless dancing dwarfs. Through the smoke and the shadows, his wide grin parted and he beamed at me. His smile had the ability to pulverize my heart into a thousand, bleeding pieces. Such is the power of blowing it, and knowing it, every damn day of your life.

      “Casey,” he said, pulling me to him. I landed in his lap, and I figured that the one bright spot of this meeting was that my hips still fit in between the arms of his wheelchair. “You’re looking good.”

      “You’ve been drinking,” I said, astonished. “Since when do you drink?”

      It wasn’t that Burly couldn’t drink, or wouldn’t drink, or didn’t need to drink. He just preferred not to drink and had ever since one too many cocktails had caused him to wrap his motorcycle around a tree, nearly killing a woman in the process, and landing him in a wheelchair for life.

      “Since I got together with these guys for old times sake.” He gestured at the men surrounding him. “I don’t think you’ve ever met the guys in my old club. Guys, this is Casey Jones. She used to be my girlfriend.”

      He sounded confident and breezy when he told them that I was his ex. I hated him for it. It didn’t hurt him at all to remember. But I had to put on a good show. My pride would not let me do otherwise.

      I leaned over for a better look at the motley crew that Burly had once ridden with, my eyelashes batting so hard it’s a wonder the wind didn’t knock someone over.

      And that was when the heavens parted again. Only this time, surely, to cast down a dark angel. The gods above had sent me a craven idol in the flesh, one that I, in all my heathen glory, could worship: all six-foot something of him. And he had “trouble” written on every inch. Just. My. Type.

      “Well, hello there,” I said, bending over so that the long, cool drink of water sitting across the table could get a good look down my top. Thank god I was wearing my black lace push-up bra. Eat that, you little vixens backstage. Your 44-DDD’s have nothing on me.

      I am pretty sure there were other men sitting around the table, but I only noticed one. His name turned out to be Cody Sherrill. Tall. Dark. Handsome. Thick, silvered black hair sweeping down to well-muscled shoulders that stood out beneath his black tee shirt. Oh, dear god, those shoulders. And he had a face that was almost too pretty for a macho man biker. Dark eyes and a quick smile, too. Some lovely laugh lines and high cheekbones. His hands held mine just a little too long and I could feel the electrical charge shoot all the way down to the center of my pelvis. I had the urge to reproduce right then and there, on the table top, and claim the alpha dog as my own.

      “Ex-girlfriend, you said?” he asked in an incredible baritone, his eyes never leaving mine. I could feel myself swept away in a tsunami of estrogen.

      “Yeah, we stuck it out for a year. That’s a long time for Casey.” Burly announced in a tone of voice I had never heard from him before. I could not see him, because I could not take my eyes off Cody Sherrill, but I could feel Burly as surely as if I was watching him. I could feel him pick up his glass, drain it, and slam it back down on the table top.

      Holy shit, was Burly jealous?

      Oh, the wave of satisfaction that swept through me, inspiring a sudden euphoria.

      “Better eat your Wheaties before you take on that one,” Burly announced across the table. His voice had a definite edge and a couple of the other bikers glanced at each other. Fighting over an old lady was not cool.

      “I love Wheaties,” Cody Sherrill said. He smiled. I smiled back. “You work here?” he asked.

      Burly began to laugh. I resisted the temptation to whirl around and slap him into submission.

      “No,” I cooed. “It’s a long story. Or maybe a short story,” I added, thinking of Roxy and Candy. Suddenly, the world was a very funny place.

      Bless his heart, he roared with laughter. Oh my. He even liked bad jokes.

      The rest of the table took one last look at us drooling over each other and decided it was none of their business. They called for more beer chasers and ignored us. I got the feeling Cody Sherrill always won the honey sweepstakes in this crowd. I also got the feeling that I didn’t really care. Not so long as I was the prize.

      “You need a seat for the second half of the show?” he asked. “I can always make room.” He patted his lap.

      I could think of a lot of places where I wanted that man to make room for me. And vice versa. His lap was a good start.

      But then I thought of watching two naked women wrestling in a kiddie pool full of mud with him, and, well, the possibilities for small talk seemed painful. How in god’s name could you possibly get something good going when your relationship started with that?

      “I really need to get back to the office,” I made myself say, sounding as reluctant as I could. But all the while I was simultaneously beaming him my superheated Venusian mind-ray that translates in Earth talk to “I’m in heat. Let’s mate.”

      Cody Sherrill was a genius. He read my mind. “Let me walk you to the door,” he said. Not the best choice of words, given Burly was in a wheelchair. But, hey, Burly had definitely had his chance and he had dumped me. It was time for me to move on.

      “That would be nice,” I told him.

      “Save my seat, boys,” Cody commanded his friends. He was around the table in two steps. I got the feeling he didn’t really have to ask them to save his seat. He was definitely the undisputed leader of the pack. Woof. Woof.

      “Are you having fun?” I asked as we threaded our way through the crowd. His hand rested lightly on my elbow as he expertly guided me around drunks.

      “It’s great to see Burly again,” he said. “We don’t get together much.”

      “Why here and now?” I asked. “This doesn’t really seem like Burly’s speed.”

      “It’s not really my speed, either. But one of our buddies used to date one of the strippers. She dumped him for some guy from another club. She’s got a thing for bikers.”

      “Lots of women do,” I offered hopefully and smiled.

      “We thought we’d come and see if Johnny was telling the truth,” he said. “They are pretty hot.”

      “Which one did he used to date?” I asked, my mind struggling to focus on my work.

      Cody Sherrill shrugged. “Can’t remember. But she once threw a boot at him and nearly put out his eye.”

      “Oh,” I said, “In that case, he was dating Roxy.”

      He nodded. “That’s it.” We reached the outer doors. “Sure you’ve got to go?” he asked. “Because those girls are good dancers and all, but I prefer my women tall. And clothed.” He waited a beat. “At least at first.”

      “A sense of humor,” I said. “I like that in a man.”

      “Got a number?”

      I gave it to him.

      “Want to get together?”

      This time, I really gave it to him. With all I had. Sometimes you just have to let your lips do the talking.

      It was a good enough answer for him. When we came up for air, he grinned. “Please tell me this is all cool with Burly,” he said.

      I grinned back. “I’m sure it is,” I told him, hoping with all of my might that Burly had seen us swapping spit and was seething with jealousy.

      “See you soon?” he asked hopefully.

      “Soon,” I promised.

      As I turned to go, reluctantly leaving the lovely chemical sphere of one Cody Sherrill behind, the lights dimmed in anticipation of round two of the Tinajero sisters. The crowd sent up a huge roar and the boys from Fort Bragg started a chant. Even though they were so drunk they were propping each other up, I was pretty sure they were chanting, “I like it little! I like it little!”

      Cody and I burst out laughing and I took the opportunity to flee on a high note.

      As I emerged into the cool night air, free from the smoke and the madness, I knew only one thing for certain: men can be absolute idiots sometimes, but I love them anyway.
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      I spent my evening doing all those things women do when they suspect they’re about to take their clothes off in front of a new man. I dug my lace underwear out of the bottom of the hamper, where they had long ago fused to the wicker, washed them and hung them up to dry. I bought two pounds of cottage cheese and vowed to eat nothing until the extra weight was gone. I shaved my legs for the first time in three months and hoped the hair in the drain would not clog the entire Durham County sewer system. And I actually dusted under my bed in case Cody Sherrill fell off it in the middle of hijinks and landed with a birds-eye view of the dust bunnies beneath it. Then I foraged for my high heels in the back of my closet. Watching the Tinajero sisters had left me with a yearning to be as tall as possible.

      I went to bed feeling good. I rose a solid eight hours of hot dreams later, intent on eating nothing but cottage cheese and coffee for breakfast. I had a new man in my life.

      I lasted until eight thirty, when I passed Krispy Kreme on the way into the office.

      The “HOT” sign was on.

      Oh well, it’s a scientific fact that the calories do not count if the Krispy Kremes are still warm.

      I was finishing my fourth doughnut and contemplating an insulin chaser when I reached my office in downtown Raleigh and discovered both Tinajero sisters perched on Bobby D.’s lap, cooing into his delighted ears. There was plenty of room on his lap for them both, by the way. Hell, my boss has enough room for adult quintuplets on that lap of his.

      “Good morning, Ms. Jones,” Bobby rumbled as I pushed through the door. “How nice of you to join us. Look what the cat dragged in this morning. Two delectable morsels, fresh from The Pink Pussycat.”

      The Tinajero sisters giggled at his compliment. Even Roxy had traded her rage for what looked to me like mindless delight at his absurd compliments. How does he do it?

      Now, I love my boss, all 360 pounds of him. I love every inch of his gleaming metallic polyester shirts... the gold medallions... the bad toupee... the leisure suits left over from 1979. I even love him when he’s wearing his breakfast and lunch, which is often. I wasn’t sure, however, that it was possible to love Bobby D. when he was wearing two tiny topless dancers. Especially since they were dressed in miniskirts, low-cut body skimmers, and sexy do-me pumps. They were as cute as cute can be. I looked like the Incredible Hulk next to those two.

      “I see you’ve met Roxy and Candy,” I said, brushing past them all, leaving them to drink in the inimitable vanilla and lard scent of my Krispy Kreme essence.

      “You got doughnuts?” Bobby asked, recognizing the smell like a coon dog on the trail of a possum. The one thing that will make Bobby forget women is food. Especially Krispy Kremes.

      “Ate ‘em all.” I threw my knapsack on a chair and walked back to the front room. “Next!” I announced dramatically as I gestured toward my office door.

      The Tinajero sisters hopped off Bobby D. with a flurry of cheek pats and rumpling of his plastic hair, causing his toupee to slide to one side. As Bobby adjusted it back in place, he looked disappointed that the show was over.

      “Maybe if you’d tipped them?” I suggested.

      Roxy retaliated by grinding her high heel into the top of my foot as she flounced past. The little bitch. I had to admire her for it. She was the Energizer Bunny of hostility.

      “What can I do for you ladies?” I inquired pleasantly, rubbing the top of my foot in cheerful defeat.

      “We got this late last night,” Candy said, eyes wide. She did a good lady in distress. It might make for a good act, I thought, especially if they got some bare man flesh on that stage with them, a little something for the women in the audience. Maybe a couple of male strippers who looked just like Cody Sherrill?

      “Casey,” Roxy demanded. “Are you paying attention?”

      “Sure I am,” I lied. I pulled the letter across the table to me.

      I read it with a growing sense of foreboding. The author meant business. “This is pretty harsh.” Which was putting it mildly. The letter threatened to kill both sisters, dismember them, stuff them in a barrel, set them on fire, and roll them down the railroad tracks in front of an oncoming freight train. Talk about overkill.

      I turned the envelope over, searching for a return address. Nothing. Damn crooks these days. They were always so uncooperative.

      “Was this hand-delivered?” I asked.

      Candy shrugged. “I guess. Someone left it leaning against the stage door late last night. It’s just horrible.”

      The stage door was hard to find. That meant the kook was local. Or knew the club well. Or, possibly, was very close to the sisters.

      “I need both of you to lay low,” I said. “I want to bring the cops in on this.”

      “No cops,” they answered in unison.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s bad for business,” Candy explained apologetically.

      “I thought all publicity was good?”

      “It’s what the sicko wants,” she pointed out. “Attention.”

      “I have to bring the cops in,” I said firmly. “I’ll call in a favor. They’ll keep it quiet. But you need someone to watch over you and I have a few things to do today.”

      “Like what?” Roxy demanded.

      “Like talk to your parents.”

      The girls paled.

      “They do know what you do?” I asked again, pretty sure I had covered this last night.

      “Yes,” Candy said. “It’s just... they hate being reminded.”

      “But they tolerate it?” I asked.

      “They have no choice,” Roxy said. “They need our money.”

      “Why do you have to talk to them at all?” Candy asked.

      “Because this situation is very, very personal,” I explained. “And correct me if I am wrong, but you have pretty much spent your adult lives going from town to town, taking off your clothes, shaking your booty, and moving on. Am I right?”

      They nodded.

      “Not too many roots being put down anywhere. Am I right?”

      They nodded again.

      “Okay, then. Maybe all this is stemming from when you did have some roots, when things were more personal. From your past, ladies. Capiche?”

      They stared at me blankly.

      “Let me just eliminate all the possibilities we know about,” I said crossly, “before we go pursuing the unknown. Bobby is following up with your manager. I’ll cover your parents. After that, we’ll think of something else.”

      “Whatever,” Roxy said and I resisted the urge to backhand her across the office. “Whatever” is my single least favorite response in the world.

      “Where are you going to be today?” I asked them.

      “I have a date this afternoon,” Roxy said. “With my boyfriend. He’s riding back early from a rally in South Carolina to see me.”

      “I have a date, too,” Candy said primly. “With an acquaintance. I just need to make some costume repairs first.”

      Well, weren’t they just a hell of a lot more popular than me?

      “Fine. Stay in your hotel rooms until it’s time for your dates.” I looked them over. “Stay in your hotel rooms for the dates, too, if that’s an option.” Roxy looked like it definitely might be an option. “Then go straight to the club tonight. I’ll meet you there.”

      They hopped off my visitor’s chairs and headed out. I watched them go, amazed that they stopped to shower Bobby D. with more attention on the way. He basked in the glory of their superficial sexuality. I don’t know how that man does it. I suspect he has identified some sort of previously unknown catnip-like substance that works on female humans and bathes in it each morning.

      “They seem like nice girls,” Bobby D. offered as we watched them sashay down the sidewalk in their twin miniskirts and high heels, turning heads all the way down the block. Of course, Bobby D. applies the term “nice girl” to any woman who isn’t actually holding a knife on him at the time.

      “Is that why you were fondling them on your knee?” I asked.

      Bobby D. looked offended. “They’re the ones who hopped on me.”

      “Maybe you should think about getting some office furniture?” I suggested.

      He grunted and unwrapped a package of Hostess Sno Balls. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re a spoilsport, Casey?”

      “All the time,” I admitted. “All the damn time.”

      
        ●

      

      It didn’t take me long to track down Ma and Pa Tinajero. The girls had given me the address and I took a back highway out of Raleigh, soon leaving the suburbs behind. Nothing but acres of flat and often barren fields surrounded me as I sped through the heart of eastern North Carolina, a place that has managed to resist modern times far longer than most. It can be a desolate place, with red clay and sand, instead of the rich loam of the Piedmont, and it has a disturbing propensity for drought. It’s a wonder soybeans, tobacco, and cotton were still being grown on the farms I zoomed past. I knew how much work even a small farm took—I had grown up on one—and it was amazing to me that there were still people willing to put in all of those long hours for so little reward.

      I reached the Tinajero childhood home in the early afternoon. It wasn’t much to look at. The sisters had been raised in a modular house about eighty miles east of Raleigh, surrounded by drab fields that looked too tired to grow anything except weeds. It was a step up from a trailer, the kind of prefab wooden home that hardworking rural people live in without apology. The kind of home young people flee in droves.

      No wonder the girls had stripped their way out of town. This was rural North Carolina at its most mind-numbing. The only nightlife appeared to be a Bojangles fried chicken franchise two miles down the road, just past a crossroads anchored by a tired-looking convenience store and two gas pumps. I could only imagine what being different had been like for them, surrounded by strapping farm boys and the tough country girls who married them. I’d once fled a similar patch of country myself, deep in the Panhandle of Florida. Like the Tinajero sisters, I wasn’t big on going back.

      I parked my battered old Porsche by a silver Crown Victoria that was at least fifteen years old. A license plate screaming “conservative parents” could not have done a better job of explaining why Roxy and Candy were reluctant to have me drop their dirty laundry off at this particular doorstep.

      The front door was decorated with a dried flower arrangement that had faded in the Carolina sun to the same drab gray as the surrounding fields. I knocked. Within seconds, it opened mysteriously—no one was there.

      Remembering my clients, I looked down. Aha. Mom was even shorter than her daughters. She looked like someone had thrown Church Lady in the dryer and forgotten about her until it was too late. She was wearing a prim flowered dress, heavy stockings with sensible shoes, and her hair was sprayed into a respectable bubble so brittle you could have bounced quarters off that fine Christian helmet right into the Sunday collection plate. I didn’t need the painting of a giant Jesus in the front hallway to tell me that I was entering god’s country. The woman reeked of religion.

      As always, when in the presence of fundamentalists, I suddenly felt very slutty, as if I were poised on the very precipice of Hell itself. I was wearing a low cut red tank top under an oversized men’s shirt and Mamma Tinajero was staring at my boobs like they were Satan’s minions struggling to escape so that they could get at her and drag her down into the unholy fires.

      “Can I help you?” she asked in a disapproving voice, still staring at my chest. She had some nerve ogling my boobs. Her own breasts were enormous in proportion to the rest of her and she wore a high-necked flowered dress straight out of the 1930’s that did nothing to minimize their size.

      I explained who I was and why I was there. Her eyes widened at the mention of the threats against her daughters but she opened the door and let me in.

      “I need to go get my husband,” she apologized. “He’s out back. I think he should hear this.”

      “You mean Roxy and Candy have told you nothing about what’s going on?”

      She clutched the cross that hung around her neck and stared at me, frightened. “Only that they... dance.” She looked with longing toward a distant back door. “Why don’t you have a seat? I’ll be right back.”

      She did not offer me anything to eat or drink, which told me she was flustered indeed. No respectable Southern woman would have let such an opportunity go by otherwise.

      The living room was pink and white, with bad reproductions of Baroque religious paintings, a pair of huge overstuffed armchairs, and a sofa that swallowed me up in its very pinkness the instant I sat on it, sending wafts of spray-on fabric freshener up my nose, no doubt filling me with enough chemicals to shrink what was left of my ovaries. It was like being trapped in a douche commercial with no way out.

      Firm footsteps signaled the approach of Mr. Tinajero. He was not what I had expected. Dad was a strapping six footer plus, and a rather handsome dude to boot, if you liked short dark hair slicked back, piercing blue eyes, and polyester pants pulled high over a knit golf shirt. The eyes I liked. A lot. But the rest of his look fit him badly.

      “I’m Robert Tinajero,” he said, extending a hand. “This is my wife, Lavonia.”

      Lavonia Tinajero bobbed in a weird half-curtsy, the kind of thing subservient women do to signal their presence even though they’ve just ceded the entire responsibility for communication to their husbands and are basically standing there like obedient dogs. I had stumbled onto the Little House on the Prairie, Twin Peaks-style.

      I wondered how this pair of stiffs had spawned the topless dancing Tinajero sisters. The genetics I got—mom was clearly a little person—but what about their willingness to take off their clothes in front of strange men? Where had that come from?

      “Lavonia tells me Roxy and Candy might be in trouble,” Mr. Tinajero said. He had perfected the art of perching on the very edge of a pink-flowered armchair to avoid being swallowed in chintz as I had been.

      I explained about the threatening letters as best I could, downplaying their seriousness and lying my ass off when I promised them that the police were watching every move their beloved daughters made. In truth, my friend Bill Butler on the Raleigh Police Department had not yet called me back in response to my message on the subject—and I wondered if he ever would. He and I had never been serious, but he’d been rather abruptly dumped from my bed when Burly appeared in it. That I had, in turn, been dumped by Burly, and Bill had even married someone else since, had not softened Bill’s aloofness toward me. He held a grudge longer than I did. Each time I ran into him, he’d been as cold as an Eskimo pissing outside on Christmas. It would be a bummer if that was why I’d not heard back from him. Bill was the best. In so many ways.

      “I have begged and pleaded with my girls to find a better way to channel their talents,” Mrs. Tinajero said faintly. She sat on a hassock the size of Mount Fuji. The furniture was so immensely out of proportion to her body that her feet barely touched the floor. “The girls are quite intelligent. They would benefit from college.”

      “Lavonia,” Mr. Tinajero said. It was only one word, but it held the weight of all Ten Commandments. I suspected years of conflict was behind that single word.

      Mrs. Tinajero clamped her lips shut and remained silent, her Christian suffering permeating the room like a thick fog.

      She was good, I had to give her that. She had not said a word in reply and, yet, her martyrdom would have made Joan of Arc feel unworthy.

      “Lavonia and I are both devoted to doing God’s work,” Mr. Tinajero explained. “She runs a modest Christian charity administering to the spiritually lost and I help lost lambs find their way back to the land of the living.” I didn’t think he was referring to farming, but he offered no other details. “We do a great deal of good,” he continued, “but our salaries are small. What Roxy and Candy contribute to the family is significant. We could not get by without them. We have certain large expenses that must be met.”

      I wondered what those large expenses could be. It was a modest house and clearly, mega-furniture aside, they were not materialistic.

      Mr. Tinajero answered my unspoken question. “We have a son with special needs,” he added stiffly. “It became impossible to meet his needs at home as he grew older. He’s been living at special schools since he turned sixteen. Roxy and Candy are the only way we can afford the fees.”

      That explained a lot of things, except for the fact that Roxy and Candy actually had hearts. Candy, maybe, but to hear that Roxy was a generous contributor to her brother’s well-being took me by surprise.

      “Isn’t he a handsome boy?” Mrs. Tinajero hopped down and took a photo from a side table cluttered with framed family images and handed it to me. Now that was one striking family portrait: all the men were very tall; all the women were very short. Everyone looked pretty much like they did now, which told me the portrait was fairly recent. The Tinajero boy was nearly as tall as his father, but he stared at the camera with a wholly uninterested expression, as if smiling had not occurred to him.

      “His name is Robert, Jr. but we call him Robbie,” Mrs. Tinajero explained. “Isn’t he handsome? He looks just like his father.”

      I did not know how to broach the subject of his special needs. Instead, I asked, “Does Robbie stay in contact with his sisters?”

      Mr. Tinajero was no slouch. He knew at once what I was getting at. “They visit him regularly. His facility is near Asheville. But Robbie is not capable of sustaining a correspondence. Certainly not one along the lines of what you have described to us. He could not have sent those threatening letters.”

      Mrs. Tinajero looked offended. “Now, dear, I am sure she never thought our Robbie would ever do such a thing.”

      “I have to cover all the bases,” I explained gently. “And that includes looking at family. Which is why I need to ask you some questions about Roxy and Candy’s past. The language used in the letters, the kinds of threats— it’s very personal. I’m not a psychologist, but it seems to me the threats are coming from someone who might know them quite well. Someone very emotionally invested in their lives.”

      The Tinajeros exchanged a glance I could not read. “What is it?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Mrs. Tinajero insisted. “Honestly. I was just... alarmed.”

      I let it go, but I did not hold back on more questions. I asked about old boyfriends, church members who might condemn the girls for their dancing, former neighbors, teachers, rejected suitors, everything I could think of. I went over just about every era in their lives and, by the time I was done, I had learned that, for a pair of little people raised in rural North Carolina, Candy and Roxy had been given an upbringing that was pretty damn normal. They had not exactly been cheerleaders, but they had attended public schools, gone to church with their parents, joined a youth group at that church, volunteered to help the elderly, pulled down okay grades, and never been arrested. At least not that their parents knew of.

      Neither girl had dated anyone seriously until they left home. Much to their mother’s distress, they had then drifted toward men from the fringes of society.

      “Because those kinds of people accept them for who they are,” Mr. Tinajero explained. I suspected it was more for his wife’s benefit than mine. His tone told me he had his doubts about why his daughters were so popular. “Yes, the men they date look a little rough around the edges. But they see Roxanne and Candace for who they are, not what they are.”

      “Well, you would say that, dear,” Mrs. Tinajero interjected. They exchanged another secret glance. What was up with these two?

      “Am I missing something?” I asked loudly.

      Mr. Tinajero looked startled. “Lavonia is referring to my work counseling drug addicts. It requires me to come into contact with unsavory people sometimes. My wife may blame me for putting the girls in contact with unsuitable suitors.”

      Mrs. Tinajero opened her mouth in protest, then clamped it shut, letting her pious silence speak for her.

      I did not state the obvious: that it was the topless dancing that brought the girls in touch with “unsuitable suitors.” Instead I asked, “When do they see your clients? Do you meet with them here?”

      “Oh, no. I work at a recovery facility down the road a bit. I just meant that might be a connection.”

      It seemed a tenuous connection, but I let it go. “Any problems in the past with boyfriends?” I asked.

      The Tinajeros looked at me expressionless, shaking their heads.

      “I did not approve of the smoking and drinking, of course,” Mrs. Tinajero said in a faint voice as she fondled her gold cross. “The girls were not raised that way.”

      No, they were raised to rip their clothes off and grab fistfuls of cash from drunken yahoos anxious to ogle their tits. But this was getting me nowhere. Like so many parents, the Tinajeros lived in a different world from their offspring and were unlikely to be much help.

      “Okay, thanks,” I said as I rose to go. “I’ll let you know if we find out anything. In the meantime, please know that Candy and Roxy are in good hands.”

      “Will you give them our love?” their mother asked, clutching the gold cross at her throat again. I had noticed she grabbed that cross every time she spoke of her girls and I wondered just how much she really accepted their exotic dancing. Talk about a bargain from hell. To provide for one child, you had to risk the mortal souls of two others? They must really love their son. Or, they had found an unimpeachable way to justify an awkward moral situation.

      “Thank you for coming,” Mr. Tinajero said with the same formality that had characterized his demeanor since I entered his home. “I will certainly call you if we think of anything else.” He tucked my card into his shirt pocket then unexpectedly beamed at me. There was something about that grin that intrigued me, some innate playfulness that hinted at long forgotten wild times. I tried to imagine him with long hair, his face relaxed and his mood rakish, but I failed. It was just too hard. I could not imagine this stiff Poindexter in black glasses and polyester high waters who was standing in front of me ever being carefree.

      They walked me to the door and waved a goodbye duet, two utterly respectable people, one tall, one very short, holding down the fort of a modest prefab home in the middle of barren Eastern North Carolina fields. Benign. Respectable. United.

      Too respectable, maybe? Atoning for something?

      It was hard to say.

      
        ●

      

      I was sitting in the parking lot of the Bojangles down the road, still wondering just how long the Tinajeros had been living their good Christian life, when my cell phone rang. The moment I saw it was Bobby D., I knew it had to be trouble. My stomach sank and I put down the chicken biscuit I was eating. Bobby never called unless it was an emergency.

      “Candy Tinajero is missing,” Bobby barked into the phone. “Looks like the threats were real. You need to get over here now. I’m at the club. Her dressing room is trashed and her sister just arrived. It doesn’t look good. Candy said she was coming in to work on costumes before the show tonight, but there’s no sign of her anywhere. Her tote bag and keys are on the counter in the dressing room, which, I’m telling you, someone tore apart good.”

      “Did you call the cops?”

      “Oh, yes. And they’re calling her parents now. But there’s more.”

      The way he said it made me hesitate. “What else is going on?” I asked.

      “It’s bad, Casey. It’s real bad. You need to get down here now. Your buddy Bill Butler is here and he’s not too happy. We need you. Right now.”

      Bill? Bill worked Homicide.

      “Who is it?” I asked. He told me. My heart sank.

      “I’ll be there in an hour,” I promised.

      When it had to, my old Porsche could fly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rats was dead. Dear, sweet, loyal, sleazy Rats was dead. His meager dream of a Pink Pussycat empire was over.

      I stared down at his body, curled in on itself, his hands clutching his stomach, trying to stem the bleeding from the gunshot wound that had killed him. He was lying in a pool of blood in the hallway, his eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling above. He seemed so small in death. His skin was grey and his eyes were frozen open in pain. Those eyes. I could not look away.

      “Is that him?” Bill Butler asked me. His voice was soft. He’d put his hand on the small of my back to steady me after letting me into the club. I guess he was used to the dead, at least more than I was.

      “Yes,” I said, staring at the body. “That’s Sammy Templeton. He was my friend.” My voice cracked and I looked away. I've seen a lot of crime scenes, but only a few that involved people I knew, much less friends. Rats looked so insignificant and helpless in death. That got to me. I clamped my lips together and tried to hold back my tears. The hallway started to move and I had to steady myself against a wall to keep from going down. Bill put a hand on each of my shoulders and I took a deep breath. Poor Rats. There was a lot he had hidden from the world and only confided in those of us who understood, those of us who’d had similar struggles. He had come from nothing, had spent his childhood watching his father struggle against addiction and his mother fight the poverty it brought with it. Rats had dropped out of school in tenth grade so he could go to work and keep his mother from having to depend on his abusive, cocaine-dealing father. Yet, despite the odds, Rats had never stopped working toward something better for himself and his family. And, eventually, he’d done it. He’d given his mother a new life, and the free time to enjoy it, and he’d done well for himself. He’d brought honor to the sleazy world he lived in and he had worked so hard to get there.

      Who had taken it all away from him?

      “This is ugly,” Bill said as a team of crime scene techs swarmed about us. “This man bled to death in extreme agony.” He glanced at me, anger rising in his voice. “I’ve seen a lot of murder scenes, but this man’s suffering is deliberate. The gunshots that killed him were planned. He couldn’t call for help because someone shot him in the throat and then in the gut to make his bleeding out as slow and painful as possible. What the hell do you know about it? I got your earlier call and something tells me this is not a coincidence. I don’t want you holding back on me this time. I mean it.”

      “I tried to tell you,” I said, backing away, suddenly afraid I had not been invited in as a professional guest, as I’d thought, but maybe even as a suspect. “I called you about the threats to the Tinajero sisters. You never called me back.”

      “I’ve been up all night. A pair of peckerwoods shot each other down on Saunders Street and took out a pedestrian in the process. But this?” Bill shook his head. “This pisses me off. Where the hell is the other sister? The one who didn’t get grabbed?”

      “Out back with Bobby D.,” I said. “I passed them on the way in. Her name is Roxy. She’s pretty broken up, so you might want to cut her some slack. She wasn’t even here when it happened. She was in her hotel room. Her sister is missing, you know.”

      Bill glared at me some more. “I know. But that’s not my case. You will have the pleasure of working with the state boys on that one. But this murder? This is my case.” He smiled deliberately and his teeth seemed as ominous as a shark’s.

      “They’re the same case,” I said hesitantly. “I know they are. What do you want me to do? Just tell me what to do.”

      “I want every threatening letter they received. Today.”

      “Done. What else do you want me to do?”

      The techs were starting to stare at us. Perhaps it was time to take it private.

      “I want to talk to the sister,” Bill said grimly. “But she’s refusing to talk to me. Set it up.”

      I promised to try.

      
        ●

      

      Roxy Tinajero was huddled in Bobby D.’s car, unwilling to even go back inside the club where Rats lay dead.

      Bobby D. had been eating a hoagie in the front seat as I approached, but he silently decamped when he saw me coming, leaving a trail of shredded lettuce behind him. He knew how much Rats’ death had upset me and he also knew what I got like when I was really upset. He wanted to be out of the line of fire.

      “You’ve got to talk to the detective,” I explained as I climbed into the back seat with Roxy. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “What about my act?” Roxy asked. “I have to think up something solo now.”

      I knew she was on auto-pilot and not as callous as her comment made her sound. People say weird things when they’re in shock. But her self-absorption still angered me.

      “Forget the act,” I said loudly. “The club is not opening up tonight, got it? Your sister is missing. Rats is dead. And he was my friend. Got it? And as much as you may want to find your sister, I want to find out who killed Rats more.” My voice broke and I fought back tears.

      Roxy had no such control. She burst into tears. Tough-as-nails Roxy burst into huge, wailing sobs that filled the interior of Bobby’s Cadillac.

      I didn’t know what to say or do. I’m not much good at comforting people. My forte is pissing them off. But right now, I was pissed off royally myself. Rats was dead. Who was this woman laying claim to tears over her sister, a sister who might still be alive and could even have had something to do the death of my friend? I was the one who had the right to be upset.

      “She doesn’t deserve this,” Roxy choked out through her sobs. “Candy is really sweet. She’s the good one. They should have taken me.”

      So she had some self-awareness after all. I imagined someone trying to kidnap Roxy. “I guess they figured she’d be a lot less trouble than you,” I said unkindly.

      “It’s all my fault,” Roxy sobbed.

      No, it wasn’t. It was probably my fault for not taking the threats seriously enough, for being so slack that I was willing to take their money and run around half-assedly investigating without arranging for their safety first. But I was never one to sit around feeling sorry for myself and I didn’t have the patience to go through the whole “it’s not your fault” routine. It’s not that I lack empathy. It’s just I am way more focused on actually getting shit done, especially when I was needed to make things right. I had not taken the threats against the Tinajero sisters seriously enough. I owed it to them both to get Candy back intact and I had no time to waste. More than that, if I found out who had taken Candy, I was pretty sure I’d have whoever had killed Rats, too.

      I fumbled around for something that would help Roxy stem the saltwater tide. I had no handkerchief, because who the hell under the age of ninety-five carries one these days? I found nothing on the seat to help me. I finally climbed into the front and opened the glove compartment in desperation. It was stuffed with lady’s underwear.

      Seriously? Apparently, Bobby D. kept his love souvenirs in his car. I sorted through the collection and recognized at least four decades worth of different lingerie styles, from one enormous pair that made granny panties look downright racy in comparison all the way to a thong big enough to fit Rush Limbaugh.

      I thought I knew what was going on: these were relics of a bygone era, when he’d actually fit into the back seat of his land boat, well before he’d landed the sweet but rotund rich girlfriend he now had. His girlfriend Fanny never rode with him. She always picked him up in her chauffeured town car. They practiced a ritualistic courtship consisting of dinners out and jazz concerts and who knows what afterward. This was the safest place for his collection of past conquests to be stored. Fanny would never find his hoard of trophy panties here.

      Me? I was not so lucky. I’d found the motherlode.

      I pawed through a pile of black and red silk, finally locating a pair of white cotton bloomers. They looked an awful lot like a handkerchief. Did I dare?

      Naw. Even I have my standards.

      I put them back in the glove compartment and clicked it shut. “Look,” I said loudly. “You’ll just have to put a cork in it.”

      That tough Tinajero cookie stopped on a dime.

      “Why?” she asked in a trembling voice.

      “Because we need to find your sister and you need to help me out. The cops will want to talk to you very, very soon. You need to talk to me first.”

      “Why?” she asked again.

      “Because this whole mess is my fault, not yours. I should have taken the letters more seriously. I should have done a lot of things differently.”

      Roxy stared at me, possibly even with respect. “What do you need to know?”

      “What’s the story on your sister’s, um, close personal friends?”

      “She doesn’t have any,” Roxy offered, getting right to the point.

      “What?” I asked. “None?”

      “She has trouble finding someone who doesn’t see her as a freak. So she doesn’t really seem to get involved with anyone. My parents think we both date bikers, but Candy only lets them think that to take some pressure off of me. The truth is she never goes out with anyone. She's afraid people just want to be with her because they want to prove how accepting they are or something. Or for the freak effect. She feels different all the time around normal-sized people. She can’t handle it like I can.”

      I sighed. We humans are a judgmental lot, especially when it comes to ourselves. We go through life feeling we are too fat, too short, too tall, too smart, too stupid, too poor, too weak, too old, too something. It was contagious. And if so-called normal-looking people felt that way, I couldn't imagine how bad it must be for Candy and Roxy. No wonder Roxy was as touchy and unpredictable as a tiger cub.

      “She doesn’t have any friends?” I asked skeptically.

      Roxy shrugged. “She only has one friend I know of. A girl she went to high school with. Or at least they were friends back then, but the girl turned out to be a lesbian or something and moved away from our town. Can’t say I blame her. You can imagine how that went over with the church crowd.”

      “Is your sister gay?”

      “She says she’s not.” Roxy sounded noncommittal.

      “What’s this girlfriend’s name?” I asked. “Where’s she live?”

      “Frieda,” Roxy said in a small voice. “Frieda Salem.”

      “Where does she live?” I asked again.

      Roxy stared at me.

      “Come on. Candy’s your sister. And you’re a nosy little bitch. So spill it.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that your interrogation techniques lack finesse?”

      “Just tell me,” I said. “I’m not going to tell your parents. You might want to call them, by the way. They’re probably pretty frantic. The cops will have contacted them by now. They’ll need to know that at least you’re okay.”

      She evaded my eyes. “Frieda lives in a house over in Durham off Duke Street.”

      Of course she did. We locals called that area “Lavender Heights.” Gay women called it “heaven.”

      I got the specific address out of Roxy and then stared at her until she broke. “What?” she asked defensively.

      “The cops are going to put you through the wringer,” I warned her. “If I were you, I’d refuse to talk to anyone but a detective named Bill Butler.”

      There: that would get me in good with Bill again. Call me crazy. Like a fox.

      “Bill Butler,” she repeated.

      “Yes, and only agree to talk to him if he gives you police protection. Tell him everything you know, don’t hold back. Except...” I hesitated.

      “Except what?”

      “Except don’t tell them about Frieda until the very end. I need a head start.”

      “Okay,” Roxy promised, without hesitation.

      For the first time ever, I actually liked her.

      
        ●

      

      Frieda lived in a bungalow on a street full of bungalows, which is what Southerners call old mill houses once they’ve had to pay more than $200k for them. At this time of year, the yard still bloomed with climbing flowers and foliage that wound up and down the network of trellises that led visitors to her front door. Frieda Salem had more statuary lurking on the lawn than a cemetery. There were gnomes, happy rabbits, birdbaths, and enough St. Francis of Assisi statues to open up a monastery. The house itself was painted a cheery yellow with white trim and the front door was a bright blue.

      I felt like I had been transported to Munchkinland, no pun intended.

      I should have invested in Kleenex when I had the chance: Frieda Salem opened the front door sobbing. She had short dark hair spiked on top and a stocky build. She was also gripping a huge wad of mangled tissues. Her eyes were swollen from heavy duty weeping. It had been a day full of tears. I wondered when my turn would come.

      “I’m Casey Jones. I’m a private investigator working for Roxy and Candy Tinajero,” I explained. “I was wondering when the last time you saw Candy was?”

      Instead of answering me or demanding to see my identification, like any sensible person would have, she grabbed my hand in a panicked vise and asked in a rush: “Have you seen Candy today? She was supposed to be here four hours ago. I made us lunch and everything.”

      Oh, shit. I’d misunderstood why she was crying. No one had told her that Candy was missing yet. Could the tears really be about Candy not showing up for lunch? Maybe Candy didn’t have romantic feelings for her, but this one definitely seemed to have the warm and fuzzies for Candy.

      I peered beyond Frieda, postponing the bad news, and saw a table set for two, with china that I guessed had been passed down from grandmother to mother to daughter. Cloth napkins and matching placemats added a touch of blue to the white tablecloth, matching the flowers in a vase anchoring the center. She had really gone all out for Candy. It was a lunch setting fit for the Washington Duke Inn, only without the $17 gin-and-tonics.

      I hated my job sometimes. I asked if I could come in and explained as best I could that Candy was missing. Before I could elaborate, Frieda had thrown herself on the couch and was sobbing even more loudly. But I had misinterpreted her priorities. Turns out she was crying from relief.

      “I knew she wouldn’t stand me up,” she said through her tears. “Candy would never do something like that. Not after she promised me it would never happen again.”

      Hoo boy. People, we needed to focus.

      “Frieda, get a grip.” I said loudly. She froze, perplexed at my hostility. “We have to find Candy. Did you know about the threatening letters?”

      She nodded, eyes wide. “Candy let me see some of them.”

      “This is the real thing. A man is dead. A friend of mine.”

      She paled and fell back against the cushions. “What man is dead?” she whispered.

      “The man who owned the club where they were dancing.”

      She looked relieved. Something was off. Then I got it. “Who did you think was dead?” I asked.

      Her right hand went to her throat and rested there, as if she needed the support just to get the words out. “I was afraid it might be my brother,” she whispered.

      “Your brother?”

      “Yes. Didn’t Roxy tell you about him?”

      “Tell me what?” I had a feeling that there was a lot that Roxy had failed to tell me.

      “Roxy goes out with my brother Rodney. I introduced them. I was afraid... I was afraid that, somehow, it might have been him who was killed.”

      “No, it was a friend of mine,” I said bitterly. “A good guy who worked hard and supported his entire family and who didn’t deserve to be shot in the stomach then left to bleed to death slowly, alone and in great pain.”

      She flinched at that, which gave me a little satisfaction.

      “But where is Candy?” Frieda asked. “She was supposed to come over today.”

      “That’s what I’m asking you,” I said sharply. “Do you know?” She was in shock. Or stupid. Or both.

      I went into the kitchen and got her a glass of water and watched while she drank it down. “Take some deep breaths,” I ordered and she obeyed. “The police will probably be here to talk to you soon,” I explained. “But I’m working on my own to find Candy as soon as possible and I need you to tell me everything you know.”

      “Like what?” she asked in a defeated voice.

      “Like who would want to kidnap Candy? If she didn't have something to do with killing my friend, and I'm not convinced yet that she didn’t, than somebody forced her to go with them after they killed him."

      Frieda shook her head. “Candy would never be involved in hurting someone and I can't think of anyone who would want to hurt her. She was really sweet. We’ve been friends forever and I never knew anyone not to like her, not after they got to know her. Kids made fun of her growing up, but that wasn’t a problem for long. She had me.”

      I looked at Candy Tinajero’s self-appointed guardian angel and wondered if the poor woman understood her own feelings for Candy. Was she in love with her, were they just old friends with a history no one else could match, or was Candy some sort of living doll that Frieda worshipped?

      The thought stopped me short. Frieda was definitely obsessed with their friendship. For all I knew, Candy was trussed up in this woman’s attic, being forced to perform private lap dances on demand for her captor.

      “How did Roxy meet your brother?” I asked, in part because I wanted to stall for time and get a better feel for Frieda, and her home, and in part because I thought it odd that Roxy had not mentioned Rodney when she told me about Frieda.

      “I invited him along to see Candy and Roxy dance one night. They were appearing here in Durham at Satin Dolls. I’d...” Her voice faltered. “I’d just broken up with my girlfriend. We’d been together since college. I’d been doing nothing except sitting in my house and crying for a month. I just had to get out and do something or I knew I’d go crazy. So Candy convinced me to come and see her dance and left me two passes at the door. I brought my brother along because I was a little scared. I’d never been to a place like that before. I didn’t really want to go, but Candy was so proud of her new show. I wanted to see it, but…” Frieda’s voice faltered. “I didn’t exactly feel at home there. I was the only woman in the audience.”

      “You asked your brother to go to a topless bar with you?” I said, perhaps skeptically, since Frieda sounded defensive when she answered.

      “I don’t have a lot of friends and my brother has always been there for me. Rodney is a good guy. He’s older than me but people were still talking about him by the time I got to high school. He was legendary. He once beat up three bullies who were picking on this autistic kid. He didn’t even get in trouble for it because the teachers found out why it had happened and they knew Rodney was a good guy. He’s just that way. People who are different don’t scare him. He likes different. What he doesn’t like are bullies.”

      “I imagine that came in handy for you when you were growing up?” I guessed. Being gay was no big deal in the university towns but it can’t have been easy in a small rural town in North Carolina where the fact that you were gay would be offered as an addendum every time people mentioned your name, the social equivalent of a PhD.

      She nodded. “I had to hide it from my parents. They still don’t know. But I always had Rodney. And if anyone hassled me, he’d have a word with them and they’d stop.”

      “So when Rodney met Roxy, he didn’t care that she came up to his pecs?”

      Frieda nodded. “I took Rodney backstage after the show and Roxy started hitting on him and I told him he should go for it. I mean, Candy had always told me Roxy went for bad boys and I thought it might be nice for her to have a decent boyfriend for a change. My brother is a great guy.”

      “What’s this great guy do for a living?” I asked.

      “He was in the Marines for a while and now he works as a car mechanic at my uncle’s garage in Greensboro. Runs the place for him, really. But we lead different lives. I have a Master’s in biology and work as a researcher for a pharmaceutical firm. My friends are all gay women, his are all homophobic bikers. So we don’t get a lot of chances to see each other. That’s another reason why, when Candy asked me to come see her dance, I invited him. Okay by you?”

      “Okay. Sorry I asked.” Geez. People got so damn touchy about their families. It made me glad I barely had one.

      My stomach started to grumble and I realized I had not eaten a thing since my chicken biscuit breakfast hours earlier. It was now late afternoon. “Look, I don’t mean to be indelicate,” I said. “But since Candy didn’t show for lunch, you still have some food left, right?”

      She hopped up like a Stepford Wife with new batteries. “Of course. Have a seat. I’ll serve you.”

      “Good god, no. Just bring in the plate and step back so you don’t lose a hand. And thanks.” I smiled. She looked alarmed and dashed for the kitchen.

      
        ●

      

      She’d made chicken salad. Good chicken salad. The kind with apples and raisins and walnuts. I packed it away while I asked her more questions. She sat, not eating, wearing the same deer caught in the headlights look she’d been wearing since I first entered her house. I didn’t think for a moment she’d had anything to do with it, but she still seemed unable to quite grasp that Candy had been kidnapped and was in danger. She sure as shit didn’t get that my friend Rats was dead and I wanted to find out who had killed him. All of my questions seemed to befuddle her and she took a long time to process each one. Within half an hour of trying to pry information out of her, I needed a break. When I went to use her bathroom, and just happened to open her medicine chest to snoop around, I found out why she was so out of it—she was doped to the gills. And, apparently, searching for a cure for depression. The cabinet was crammed with half-used prescription pill bottles: Zoloft. Wellbutrin. Bottles of Effexor and Celexa behind some toiletries. Plus thyroid and migraine medications and a bunch of other stuff I didn’t recognize. Not that I was looking for painkillers or anything fun. No, not me. I examined the line-up of mood elevators more closely. Whichever of the antidepressants Frieda was currently on, she was living the emotional equivalent of being underwater.

      I resolved to speak just a little more slowly and clearly when I questioned her again. “Look, Frieda,” I explained as I helped her wash the dishes I had used, “When I first came in, you mentioned that Candy had a habit of standing you up?”

      She didn’t like my choice of words at all. “Candy did not ‘have a habit’ of standing me up,” Frieda said angrily. “She’s my best friend. She’s been my best friend since high school. It’s just that something came up that one time and she couldn’t get to a phone.”

      Okay, in this cell phone day and age, if people wanted to delude themselves that someone could not get to a phone—never mind that we have them grafted to our fingertips and walk around with calluses on our ears—then I was not going to be the one to disabuse them of their rationalizations. “When was this?” I asked.

      “Earlier this month,” Frieda said. She dabbed at her eyes. “I overreacted. It’s not like Candy is my girlfriend or anything. But that was how it had started when my old girlfriend Shelly lost interest in me. She started to show up late, and then not at all, so I freaked out a little. I’m a total loser in love, as it turns out, and while I’m used to losing girlfriends, I just couldn’t stand the thought of losing my best friend, too.”

      Apparently not. She was crying again. Even I was starting to feel depressed—and I’d just scarfed down a boatload of homemade chicken salad for lunch.

      “How did Candy take your reaction?” I asked.

      “She understood. Candy always understands me.”

      “And she swore it would never happen again?” I said.

      Frieda nodded. “She kept her word. At least until today.”

      “Where is your brother Rodney right now?” I asked abruptly, changing directions to keep her off balance.

      She looked puzzled. “With Roxy, I guess. They usually spend Saturdays together. That’s about the only time they have together because, you know, the girls travel a lot and work nights and he usually has to ride pretty far to see her.”

      I damn sure knew her brother was not with Roxy, because I had just left her in Bobby D.’s car and she’d made no mention whatsoever of Frieda even having a brother, much less having been with him. Which, on reflection, was interesting in and of itself.

      “When was the last time you heard from Candy?”

      “About four days ago.” Frieda’s voice was apologetic. “She’s been busy.”

      “With what?”

      “I don’t know. She’s just been really busy. I haven’t seen her much this month.”

      “What did she say when you last talked to her? Did she sound normal?”

      “Sure. She said she’d see me for lunch around 1:00 PM today, because she had to do something first, and I told her I was really looking forward to it and that was it.”

      I looked at her and she looked at me. The silence built. “Would you like a piece of chocolate cake?” she finally asked. “I made it myself.”

      Things were looking up.

      I was on my second piece—I swear to god that cake was baked from scratch—when I saw a silver car pull up in front of Frieda’s house.

      “Uh, oh,“ I said, hastily wiping my mouth. “State boys are here. I’ve gotta go.”

      “Who’s here?” she asked blankly.

      “The State Bureau of Investigation. They’re here about Candy’s disappearance. Tell them everything you told me. Only tell them very slowly. They tend to view my attempts to help them as less than helpful. I need time to get away.”

      The back door was unlocked. I was out it and into the backyard before poor Frieda could even grasp what was happening. As doped up as she was, I wondered if she’d decide my entire visit had been a hallucination.

      
        ●

      

      Stan the Man Humphries, a career patrolman who embraced his fate with marginal competence, was sitting in a chair outside of Roxy’s hotel room. He was reading the latest issue of Esquire and looked bored. “Hi, Casey,” he said. “Butler said to humor you, so go right in.”

      “Humor me?” I stopped to glare but my effort was wasted. He was too busy looking at a photo of a male model wearing pants that were too tight and too short for actual human beings to wear. We used to call them Li’l Abner britches in the patch of Florida poverty I’d grown up in. Now they were all the rage with hipsters, at least until eating pork belly caught up with them and they had to switch to sweatpants.

      “That would be a good look on you,” I suggested as I grabbed the door handle.

      “I’d rather be a nudist,” he said without even bothering to look up.

      Roxy was lying across her bed in a semi-catatonic state, her mascara running down her face in ugly rivulets. Very Alice Cooper.

      Bobby D. was being very Barry White. He had a room service cart pulled up in front of him, a white napkin tucked fastidiously under his chin, and a giant porterhouse steak sizzling on a platter in the middle of the cart.

      “You still hanging around?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said, gnawing on a piece of meat. “Where she goes, I go, from here on out.” Which meant he felt responsible for this mess, too.

      Roxy did not look impressed to see me nor did she seem inclined to burst into song at the thought of always loving her bodyguard. In fact, she refused to acknowledge our existence.

      “What’s with her?” I asked Bobby.

      He shrugged. “Maybe she’s concerned about her sister?”

      I doubted that. I located a tiny bottle of tequila in the mini-bar and unscrewed the top before handing it to Roxy. “Chug this,” I said. “Don’t argue.”

      She sat up, grabbed the bottle, and tipped it back, slurping the tequila down obediently.

      “Need another?” I asked.

      She shook her head and wiped her mouth with the back of her arm.

      I eyed the table of food parked in front of Bobby. “Any of that for you?” I asked.

      Roxy nodded.

      “Start eating,” I ordered her. “You’re going to need your strength.”

      She didn’t argue. I handed her a plate of grilled chicken with Caesar salad and she began to nibble at the lettuce. I grabbed the desk chair and sat across it backwards so I could look her straight in the eye.

      “Tell me about Rodney,” I said.

      She looked up, surprised. “Rodney?”

      “Yes, Rodney Salem. Your boyfriend.”

      “Why?” she said glumly. “What’s this got to do with him?”

      “When’s the last time you saw him?” I asked.

      She would not meet my eyes and stared at the blank television screen instead. I waited her out.

      “I had a date with him this afternoon,” she finally admitted.

      “That isn’t what I asked.”

      “He was supposed to meet me here, in the hotel.” She looked around the room, as if suspecting Rodney was hiding in a closet somewhere.

      “He didn’t show, did he?” When she didn’t answer, I lost my shit and yelled, “Look at me! Did he show or not?”

      Bobby D. almost choked on his steak. “Down, girl,” he mumbled.

      I glanced at Bobby. “It’s the boyfriend,” I predicted. “He’s the one who took Candy and killed Rats. Sure as shit. And she needs to come clean.”

      “Rodney would never do something like that,” Roxy suddenly screamed. It scared the crap out of me. I jumped up in alarm as she hopped up on the bed, sending salad spilling onto the covers. She got right up in my grill, teetering on the overstuffed mattress. She was like an angry badger who could talk. “Rodney is a good guy and he loves me. He would never do something like this.”

      “Did you see him this afternoon?” I asked calmly. That girl’s temper went from zero to sixty in a heartbeat.

      She sat back down, defeated. “No. He didn’t show.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Do you like telling people you’ve been stood up?” she asked.

      “What’s his affiliation?” I demanded.

      “What do you mean?” Roxy looked down at her bare feet. Her toenails were painted hot pink. Her big toes had tiny red hearts affixed to the center of each nail.

      “You know exactly what I mean. Who does he ride with?”

      “The Renegades,” she said. I could barely hear her. “Out of Greensboro.”

      I shook my head, disgusted. The Renegades were an outlier club. Not known for playing well with others. If Rodney liked people who were different, as his sister claimed, he’d found a whole bunch of them to ride with—but more than a few had rap sheets as long as my housekeeping To Do list. They were mostly low level criminals who almost always got caught due to their exceptional stupidity and drug-addled brains.

      “Rodney would never hurt Candy,” Roxy insisted.

      “He might for $1.3 million,” Bobby interrupted as he dabbed daintily at his mouth with a cloth napkin.

      “A ransom note came in?” I asked. Why was I always the last to know?

      “It was waiting for Roxy at the front desk when we got back here,” he explained.

      “Where is it now?”

      “Where do you think?” Bobby said. “The cops have it. I’m not letting you get into any more trouble with them. You’ve got a bad habit of withholding evidence. My job is to break you of that habit.”

      I glared at him, but he was too busy chasing down peas to notice.

      “$1.3 million?” I said to Roxy. “That’s a lot of money. Why $1.3 million? Does your family have that kind of dough?”

      Bobby D. coughed softly.

      “You have that much money?!” I asked Roxy.

      She was offended by my skepticism. “Candy and me, we only have a few good years left in us and then we’ll be too old to dance. We have to make all we can, while we can, so that we know Robert Jr. will be okay for the rest of his life. He could live to be ninety years old.” She looked away. “Chances are Candy and me won’t last that long. We don’t live as long as normal-sized people.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing it was completely inadequate under the circumstances.

      “And we need to put some away for ourselves,” she added, defiant once again. “It’s not like we can be exotic dancers forever.”

      I thought of the crowd of yahoos that had packed their last gig and was not so sure that boobs hanging below their waists would be a deal breaker. But I kept my opinion to myself. Instead, I stared at Bobby pointedly. He knew what I was thinking. He raised his eyebrows and shrugged in silent agreement.

      “What?” Roxy demanded.

      “Exactly how much money do you have saved up in total?” I asked.

      “About that much,” she said softly. “A million and a half, actually. I have an account no one else knows about but me. That adds a little.”

      A little? It was more money than I’d earned in my entire life.

      “Did Rodney know that you and Candy had saved that much money?”

      She did not answer.

      “Did Rodney know that?” I asked more loudly.

      She nodded her head grudgingly and I let out a sigh. “Look, Roxy. The supposed kidnappers left a note at the hotel desk. That’s means they’re close to you. They knew where you and Candy were staying. My money is on either Rodney or Candy—or both.”

      “It’s not either one of them,” she suddenly screamed with the frustration and fury of a thwarted weightlifter high on steroids. “I’m sick of saying this, so could everyone please get this through your big fat heads so we can all save a lot of time? Candy had nothing to do with this. Rodney had nothing to do with this. Neither one of them would ever hurt anyone. And the fact that no one will believe me? Do you know what that means? Do you? Do you?” She delivered the last few sentences inches from me, at full volume, her face contorted and red with anger.

      “What does it mean?” I asked calmly, gently pushing her away. She was dangerously close to abandoning all control. This was how people went postal.

      She dropped to the bed abruptly, defeated, and began to sob. “It means no one is really looking for Candy. It means no one believes someone took her. It means that they aren’t really going to look for her, not if they think she is behind this. Which means whoever took her can do whatever they want to her, for as long as they want. Because it means that no one is coming to her rescue.”

      The breakdown that followed this realization was epic. Roxy threw herself across the bed and began to sob, her whole body shaking with anguish and fear.

      I stared at Booby, paralyzed. He nodded toward the door. He knew I needed to go. He’d take care of what he had to in the meantime.

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently to Roxy. I’m not sure she even heard me. “I believe you. I will look for her. I promise. Someone will come to her rescue.”

      Roxy ignored me and I turned back to Bobby. “I’ll be back in a little while,” I told him. “But we need to move her. Obviously, the kidnappers know where to find her. I doubt one guy on the door is going to stop them if they come for Roxy.”

      “Where are you going?” Bobby asked me.

      “To tell Bill Butler and his detective buddies about the boyfriend. And to bring Bill the threatening letters they got. But don’t get too comfortable. I will be back eventually for more answers.”

      “Answers from me?” Roxy asked between sobs.

      “I’ve got to start somewhere, sweetheart. It might as well be with you.”

      I couldn’t afford to be kind if I hoped to find Candy before it was too late.

      
        ●

      

      I was barely through the door of the Raleigh Police Department when the desk sergeant looked up from his phone call, saw me, and said, "Butler is at the Hole. He said to meet him there."

      God, but it was annoying the way that man knew what I was going to do next.

      The Hole in the Wall was a couple blocks down Hillsborough Street. If you didn't know it was there, you’d walk right past it. Which was probably why so many cops liked to hang out there.

      Bill was at the bar, sitting alone like he was waiting for me.

      "How did you know I'd come looking for you?" I demanded.

      He patted the seat of the barstool next to him and I claimed my spot. It was where we used to sit when we were dating, a million years ago.

      "Because I know you,” Bill said. “And I know you'll be obsessing about this case until one of us solves it. Because I know that instead of letting yourself feel bad about your friend, you’re going to dive into non-stop, act-before-thinking, frantic, and possibly reckless action, until you end up dead yourself or you get your answer. I also know that you're holding something back from me and that your conscience is starting to bother you." He took a rather self-satisfied sip of his own whiskey and gave me another smile. "Besides, you just can't bear to stay away from me."

      The sound I made at that pronouncement could most accurately be described as a snarl, but it was the best I could do under the circumstances.

      “Got the letters?” he asked, holding out a hand.

      I gave him the envelope full of typed threats and he glanced at them briefly, frowning, then read a couple of them more carefully.

      “What?” I said. “I’m not holding anything back.”

      “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s the letters themselves.” He held one up. “Don’t they seem a little too perfect to you? There’s not a typo or misspelled word in the bunch.”

      “So, it’s a stalker with high standards,” I suggested.

      Bill rolled his eyes and handed the letters over to a waiting patrolman who had been standing by the pool tables. The guy grabbed the envelope and took off for the door.

      “Impressive,” I said. “You appear to have minions.”

      “Minions? Why does everyone use that word these days?” Bill asked as he waved the bartender over and pointed at me. “Never mind. I don’t really want to know. It’s one of those cultural references I never get, right?”

      “That’s right, Gramps.” I smiled at him. “Want to stuff ourselves into a phone booth and swallow live goldfish?”

      Bill ignored me.

      The bartender—who looked like he lobbed bombs for the IRA and didn't care who knew it— put a generous portion of Jack Daniels in front of me without having to be told what I wanted. I didn’t exactly remember him but, apparently, he remembered me.

      The whiskey burned a line down my throat and into my stomach. It was scary, sometimes, how much I needed that feeling. I knew the fire would bloom into a lovely, growing sense of calm that would snake its way into my bloodstream and take the edge off my grief and anxiety. I'd never needed it more. I had overlooked clients in danger, become lost in my own grief, and then had made a promise to rescue Candy that I wasn’t at all confident I could keep. The truth was that I did need time to mourn my friend’s death, but Roxy was probably right. Who knew what was happening to Candy or what might happen if no one got to her in time? But I needed help if I was going to be any help myself. "How much do you know already?" I finally asked Bill, once I trusted myself to be able to speak without giving away how close I was to tears. I had staved them off with frantic action all afternoon and into the evening, but I could feel the salt tide starting to rise.

      “What do I know? I know that you and Rats were good friends and that his death has really gotten to you,” he answered, pretending not to notice when I quickly wiped the corner of my eyes with a soggy bar napkin.

      “Do you know what I’m willing to do to find out who did it and make sure they pay for killing him?” I asked, falling prey, as so many people do, to the age old trap of disguising my grief with a self-righteous thirst for revenge.

      Bill shrugged. “I don’t think I want to know.” He lifted his glass. The bartender was there in seconds, pouring a double shot without a word being exchanged between them. I wondered why Bill was drinking so heavily. Maybe there was trouble at home with his wife? God, I hoped so. People who live happily ever after while you flounder through life are incredibly annoying.

      "Well?" I prompted. "What else have you got? I'll show you mine if you'll show me yours."

      Bill nodded. He knew I’d find out anyway. "The state boys talked to Frieda Salem,” he said. “And they know you hauled ass out her back door, so you can stop pretending to be so innocent. They also know that her brother Rodney is dating Roxy. But get this: Rodney was at the club around noon today, only he was there with Candy, not Roxy."

      That surprised me. Candy had told me she needed to be there to mend a costume, not meet Rodney. "How do you know?"

      "Mr. Lopez," Bill explained. He took another sip and waited for me to beg for details.

      "And who exactly is Mr. Lopez? Please." Hey, if I had to beg, I would.

      "Mr. Lopez is the sad-looking Mexican man who takes care of the Shetland pony for them and acts as an all-around roadie," Bill explained smugly.

      "I didn't realize you spoke Spanish," I shot back.

      "I don't. But Mr. Lopez speaks very good English." He smiled at me.

      "Just tell me what the hell he said," I complained. "If you’re going to make me beg for every scrap of intel, I might not tell you what I know."

      "Sorry. Force of habit. Truth be told—you don't look like you're in a joking mood. And you looked pretty rattled at the crime scene earlier. I guess you knew our deceased Mr. Templeton pretty well?" He was fishing.

      "I did. But I'm not ready to talk about it."

      "Fair enough." Bill stared at me for a second and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew what I was going through better than I did.

      “Well?” I prompted him.

      "According to Mr. Lopez, who sleeps in the trailer with the pony—"

      "With the pony?" I interrupted.

      "Yes. The Tinajero sisters pay him well but he takes his responsibilities seriously. He has a large family to support and sends most of his paycheck back to them in Mexico. He sleeps in the trailer wherever the sisters go, to save money and to make sure no drunken yokels bother the pony. I get the impression he often has more than a few bottles of Corona to keep him company. Nonetheless, according to him, he heard nothing all that unusual, at least not for the back of a topless bar on a Saturday afternoon. He heard a truck pulling up to make deliveries, a couple cars, some men going in and out of the club—according to him they were talking in Spanish about having to double mop the floors—and then a motorcycle pulled in sometime around noon. He didn't hear the shots that killed Rats and he doesn't remember when any of the vehicles left. The motorcycle was in the gravel parking lot out back when we got there, by the way. We’re processing it now."

      "Was Mr. Lopez the one who found Rats?"

      "He was indeed. He went into the club to look for a missing halter and found Mr. Templeton dead in the hallway. He wasted no time. He called us right away. The guy is clean, green card and all."

      I needed to know one thing right away and I knew Bill would have the answer by now. “Are the girls really just dancers?”

      Bill nodded. “It appears they are earning their money on their feet, not on their backs. At least according to Mr. Lopez. And the half dozen sheriffs in the various counties I checked with, just to make sure, agree with him.”

      That was some good news. It narrowed down the suspect pool a little.

      “What else?” I asked, knowing I was pushing my luck.

      "Oh, no," Bill said, shaking his head. "Your turn."

      "Well, you already know about Rodney Salem dating Roxy,” I said. “And I’m assuming that you know the ransom request is pretty much exactly what the girls have in the bank, minus a secret stash Roxy has.”

      Bill nodded. "Yes, we know. That was interesting indeed."

      “Did you talk to the hotel front desk clerk?”

      He nodded. “He didn’t see the guy who dropped off the ransom note. Says it was left on the front counter sometime during the afternoon and no one even noticed it until he came on duty at 4:00 PM.”

      "You think Rodney and Candy planned it together, don't you?" I guessed. "You think that while he was dating Roxy, Rodney also spent time with Candy and decided he liked the sweeter sister better? You think he and Candy ran off together and they’re trying to extort the whole nest egg from the family so they can take off and live on a beach somewhere for the rest of their lives."

      Bill shrugged. "As theories go, it's not a bad one."

      “I'm not buying it.” I told him what Frieda had said about her brother, about him being a good guy. I told him what I knew about Candy and her sister’s unshakable belief she could not be involved. Bill was not impressed.

      "Just about every killer on the planet has neighbors who are shocked, absolutely shocked, to hear he likes to chop people up into little pieces and feed them to his dogs. Besides, the brother belongs to the Renegades. Those are not bikers who play well with others. If there is such a thing.”

      “The Renegades are like the gang that couldn’t ride straight. I don’t think it’s him,” I said firmly. “Which doesn’t mean it isn’t bikers. The girls both knew a lot of them.”

      “Speaking of bikers,” Bill said, “I heard you have an eye on a new one.”

      “Who told you that?” I demanded.

      He gave me a smug smile but did not answer.

      I wondered how he knew so much about my personal life. I’d only met Cody Sherrill last night. My drool was practically still fresh on his leather jacket. Was someone keeping an eye on me for Bill?

      "I’m still not sold on Rodney being a killer,” I said. “Apparently, he's been a good guy his whole life. A really good guy. People don't change that much. How do you go from being someone who beats up bullies in high school for making fun of a special kid to killing someone the way poor Rats was killed?"

      I guess something in my voice must've given me away. Bill could hear it. "You really liked Rats, didn't you? I don't think I've ever seen you so upset at a crime scene. You barely said a word and I don’t think you made a single joke. It’s not like you to be that quiet. No offense."

      I shrugged, trying to hide the grief I felt for Rats from Bill, though I didn't quite understand why. "Yeah, I liked Rats. We were kindred spirits, I guess." I stared into my whiskey, remembering all the nights that Rats and I had sat in his bar, long after the club closed, swapping stories about our hardscrabble youths, each trying to outdo each other with tales of the pitiful poverty we had grown up with and talking about how hard it had been to escape.

      I especially remembered the night—not long after I’d come to North Carolina, having left a short stretch in a Florida prison and a lousy ex-husband behind—when Rats had seen me flirting with a red-boned man in a black hat outside my favorite bar at the time, a bar I liked mostly because drinks had only been a buck back then and I barely had enough money to survive. Rats had lingered to watch our exchange and then approached me the moment the man in the black hat got into a town car and drove away. Rats was fearless and determined in his directness toward me. “You don’t want to have anything to do with that man, Casey,” he said, taking the man’s business card out of my hand and shredding it into little pieces that he threw into a trashcan waiting by the curb for pick-up. He guided me into the bar, not giving me a chance to protest. He was, quite literally, taking me off the streets for the night—but then he made sure I did not return to them in search of a living. “He’s not a very nice man,” he explained. “Trust me on this one.”

      “He seems like a pretty good guy to me,” I had protested. “He offered me a smoke and a place to stay.” I balked at telling him more. I didn’t know Rats all that well at the time, he was just a skinny little guy who hung out at the same bars I did. But then I’d decided to tell him the truth. “I’m running out of options. And money. I don’t want to go back to Florida, but I can’t find a job. Leon said he might be able to help me out.”

      “Yeah,” Rats had agreed, gesturing for the bartender to bring us a round of drinks. “He’ll give you a job all right. But it’s not exactly a job with Social Security benefits and an office, if you know what I mean. You’re too smart for his kind of work, Casey. I’ve been around you enough to know you deserve better. Just because your ex-husband was a jerk doesn’t mean you deserve what he did to you. You’re just in a rough patch, that’s all. Starting over and finding your self-esteem again is always hard. You’ll find your way out if you steer clear of people like him. Leon Baptiste is not your friend. Hear me? He wants to be your employer.”

      I’d flushed at my own stupidity. Prison had made me stale. It had been a long time since I’d had to recognize a pimp.

      Rats had ignored my discomfort. Instead, he gently took each of my arms and turned them over, searching the skin for puncture marks. When he saw that I was clean, he pulled a wad of cash out of his pants pocket and peeled off $500, then insisted I take it. “I know a woman who will give you a room off Blount Street for a hundred a week,” he told me. “And there’s a bail bondsman I know near the courthouse who says there’s a PI in his building looking for help. Says the guy’s too fat and conspicuous for tailing people anymore. Smart as you are, you’d be perfect for the job.”

      And he’d been right. The bail bondsman introduced me to Bobby D. and my life had finally found a direction. I owed Rats everything and, yet, he had never once called in the marker and demanded more, not even when it took me a good year to pay him back his money. And he’d never told anyone about the incident nor spoken of it again.

      Just the memory of his decency brought tears to my eyes. Bill pretended not to notice.

      “Tell me about Rats,” he said instead. I couldn’t tell if his intention was professional or personal. I wasn’t sure it mattered. It was what I needed.

      "He never really knew his father,” I told Bill, instead of sharing my personal history with Rats. That was something I could not bear for anyone else to know. “I don’t quite know the details, but I got the feeling that it was for the best. Rats grew up in a tiny little mill house outside of Goldsboro and never made it past the tenth grade. He had to drop out of school to support his mother and sisters. He never knew anything but hard work his whole life. Sure, he went through a lot of women, but there were reasons for that. He lost someone he really loved and spent the rest of his life trying to replace her. And, yes, he could be sleazy. But he had his heart in the right place and he was a friend of mine."

      "Then he was a lucky man," Bill said quietly.

      I stared at him. "Are you making fun of me?”

      "Not at all. I understand why you liked him so much. Does it make you feel better to know that he died with enough money to take care of his family for a long time to come?"

      I looked up, surprised. "Really? I thought he was plowing all his profits into opening new clubs. I'm surprised."

      "So are we." Bill took a long sip of his whiskey and stared at me over the rim of his glass. “You wouldn't happen to know why a hundred thousand dollars was flowing through his club each week, do you?"

      "No way," I said. "Rats was doing well, but not that well. He doesn’t have the capacity to pull in that kind of money."

      "We’ve already accessed his bank accounts and they tell us he had a hell of a lot of money going through that club. We're just getting started, but it was either the strongest performing topless club in the state or he was up to something dirty. Was Rats running drugs out of there?”

      "No way," I said firmly. "No way in hell. Rats hated drugs. Everyone knows he was crazy in love with a redheaded stripper who overdosed on heroin about twenty years ago. After that, he wouldn't let drug dealers in the door of his clubs. He wouldn't hire performers who did drugs. And if he caught you doing drugs in his clubs, you were out the door whether you were dressed or not. He hired me more than once to follow people he was about to hire, to find out whether they were using or not. He would not do business with anyone involved in drugs. There's no way he was selling them himself. I’m telling you, Bill, when it came to drugs, Rats made everyone else look like a liberal."

      Bill seemed to accept my answer. "Okay. But something was going on there and we need to know what. Will you tell me if you find out?"

      I nodded. "Did you get in touch with his ex-wife?" I knew Rats and his wife had just divorced, but someone had to claim his body.

      Bill shook his head. "Every time we call, she hangs up the instant she hears it's the cops and she refused to come to the door when I sent a squad car for her. She thinks Rats is in trouble and she doesn't want to be a part of it. I may have to start calling his other ex-wives.”

      I looked up, horrified. "You mean to tell me that there's no one to claim his body? That poor, sweet Rats is lying there in the morgue and there's no one to come and get him?" To my great horror, I began to cry. I'm not quite sure why the tears came then exactly, but they did. In rivers. I was mortified but helpless to stop them.

      Bill handed me a wad of bar napkins and waited silently while I sobbed.

      It's hard to say why it hit me like that, the thought of no one claiming Rats. I kept thinking about how hard he had worked, and how he had come from nowhere and clawed his way up to success. I thought of how much he had loved that redheaded stripper and how all the wives since had not even come close to her, of how he’d eventually let them go, even though it always cost him, because they didn't come close to her. I cried for Rats and the chances he’d never have to find love again or realize his dream of a Pink Pussycat empire. He had lived his life the best way he could and someone had shot him in the gut and left him to die like a dog. It didn’t seem fair.

      I don't remember how long I sobbed. All I remember is that shot glasses full of Jack Daniels started to line up in front of me, like tiny planes waiting on a runway. Bill was patting my back and, every now and then, he picked up a shot glass and offered it to me. I’d slam it back and bang it back down on the bar, then cry some more.

      Somewhere along the way, I remember Bill gesturing for one of the nearby dart players to come over. The guy was there in seconds. Bill had rank.

      "You live in Durham, right, Jacob?"

      The kid nodded.

      "I want you to let this woman drink as long as she needs to. And when she's ready to go, I want you to drop her off at home and make sure she gets inside and in bed safely, without anyone hassling her and without her getting anywhere near the wheel of a car. Got it?"

      The young cop nodded, eyeing me uneasily.

      “And if you do that for me, you get to pick your shifts for a month,” Bill promised. “I’ll make sure that happens.”

      I hiccoughed and sobbed at the same time, then slammed down another shot. The kid evaluated me some more and looked back at Bill. “Three months, sir, and it’s a deal.”

      “Done.”

      "Here's where she lives." Bill scribbled my address on a napkin and handed it to him. I went back to crying and Bill patted me on the back some more. "Sometimes you just have to drink it out, Casey. Sometimes it doesn't make sense."

      "Can you stay with me?" I asked between tears. I was turning into a useless mess.

      "I wish I could," Bill said and something in his voice made me believe him. "But I've got to get back to work. There’s something I need to check on. I want you to be careful on this one, Casey. I want you to keep me informed on everything you find out. We’re missing a big piece of the puzzle. Be careful."

      "I'm always careful," I said defensively as I contradicted my own words by picking up another shot glass and throwing the whiskey back. "To Rats," I said out loud, holding the empty shot glass up. "May you be reunited with your redhead in heaven."

      "Maybe I'd better call Shep," Bill said quietly.

      "Shep?" I asked as I stared at him defiantly. Shep was a sheriff I’d met in the mountains on a case about a year before. I guess when you live in a drug-ravaged mountain county fill of meth heads with no teeth, someone like me looks pretty good. We saw each other whenever we could, which wasn't much. But when we were together, it was amazing. Maybe too amazing. Last time, it felt like I was falling off a cliff into territory I did not recognize. It had scared me and I still didn’t understand why.

      Through my drunken haze, I realized I had not called Shep in a month. Maybe I was a coward. I knew what to do when things went wrong, but I was adrift when things were going well. I was avoiding Shep and I didn’t quite know why.

      "I hate that the two of you are friends," was all I could manage to say to Bill. I stared glumly at the three shots of whiskey remaining on my runway.

      "Casey, far be it from me to tell you what to do," Bill said. "Not that it would do any good anyway. But in my experience, you either go for a bad guy, sometimes a really bad guy, or you go for a really good guy. I like to think I was one of the good ones. But in the end, no one ever seems to stick, good or bad. Maybe you need to leave the bad guys alone and realize that you deserve a good guy. A guy like Shep. You really do. Why don't you just let yourself have it?"

      In my mind, two images simultaneously emerged—one of Shep, clean and smiling in his always immaculately pressed sheriff uniform, and another of Cody Sherrill, black tee shirt stretched tight across his biker shoulders and a too-confident smile that told everyone he always got the woman in the end.

      It wasn’t even a close contest and I didn’t understand why.

      "Thanks for the advice," I mumbled rudely. I reached for another shot. Tomorrow, I would jump back into the case and lose myself in action again, but it was late, and I was drunk, and all the frantic activity of the day had not staved off the inevitable: Rats was dead. Worse, there was no one to claim his body. Who would claim my body if I died? I thought to myself, which only triggered more tears.

      "If you want to make his arrangements," Bill said quietly. "I can probably make that happen." He knew what I had been thinking.

      I nodded mutely, the tears threatening to start again. Bill patted me on the back one last time before he turned to go. I didn’t particularly want to be alone, which was unusual for me. But I knew his friend Jacob would look after me and get me home safely and that gave me some small comfort.

      I waved to the bartender for more whiskey and settled in for my own private wake. It was time to do some serious drinking in memory of my friend Rats.
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      I crawled back to consciousness hours later, fighting to escape a dream of black rats swarming over dead bodies, including the lifeless body of Sammy Templeton. Miraculously, I was in my own bed when I woke, but my head was pounding like a tom-tom and my mouth tasted like I had licked a stable floor. When I moved, my stomach roiled. It was going to be a doozy of a hangover and I knew I deserved every single stab of pain it brought me.

      I could not move for a good fifteen minutes. My entire body felt like it had been pummeled with a meat tenderizing mallet. All I could do was lie very, very quietly and pray for death to release me.

      Noises in the kitchen finally permeated my alcohol-soaked brain. I reluctantly acknowledged that there were two realities I could not escape, no matter how much alcohol I consumed: Rats was still dead and I was still alive. The pity party was over. It was time to do more than mourn him. I had to find out who killed him.

      I remembered virtually nothing of the night before beyond the point when Bill Butler had arranged for some wet-behind-the-ears patrolman to take me home. What was his name? As I struggled to remember those dark, Jack Daniels-drenched hours, the smell of coffee infiltrated my agony. At least the kid had gotten me home intact and knew his way around a kitchen.

      But it was not the young patrolman who entered my bedroom, bearing a mug of coffee topped with steamed milk, just the way I liked it. It was Bill Butler himself. He had clearly gotten a better night’s sleep than I had. In fact, he looked downright sharp in his creased black chinos and a fresh golf shirt. I hated him for it.

      "Drink this," Bill ordered as he dragged a chair across the carpet and took a seat beside my bed. "I have a lot to tell you."

      I struggled to sit upright. A thousand poison darts careened around the inside of my skull and I winced. My hands were shaking as I gripped the mug and managed a few sips. "What time is it?" I mumbled.

      "Almost noon."

      I looked up in alarm. Damn it. I had lost an entire morning.

      "Down girl," Bill said. "You needed to work it out. And, remember, you're not the only one who's trying to find out who killed Sammy Templeton.”

      “Rats,” I said stubbornly. “His name was ‘Rats.’”

      “I’m not calling the man that,” Bill said calmly. “He’s dead and he deserves more respect than that.”

      "What happened to that kid you bribed to babysit me?"

      "He's waiting outside to take me back to Raleigh. I drove your car over this morning. Didn’t see me palm the keys, did you? You need a new clutch, by the way."

      "I know. I just can't afford one." I stared at him resentfully. "What the hell gives you the right to look so good this early in the day?"

      "Like I said, it's almost noon." His smile reeked superiority. "Before I get started reaming you out, I want you to know a few things. We found your friend’s family. Rats has a mother, a couple sisters, and a whole bunch of nieces and nephews. They’re going to take care of his service and burial, but I don't think they have a whole lot of money. We have to freeze his assets for now, but I was going to see if there was a way they could get enough to bury him properly."

      “Was going to?” I asked.

      “Bobby took care of it before I could,”

      “What?”

      “Your boss, Bobby D., took care of covering the cost of the service before I could. He found out where the family wanted his body sent, called the funeral home, and covered the cost. Anonymously. I had to pull rank to find out it had been him.”

      My eyes filled with tears. I didn’t deserve such friends. The thought made me cry harder.

      Bill got up without a word and disappeared into the bathroom. When he returned, he handed me a wad of toilet paper.

      "Thank you," I managed through my hiccoughs and tears. "As good news goes, that kind of sucked. What's the bad news?"

      "Burly called me."

      I choked on my coffee.

      "He was worried about you," Bill said. "He heard about the murder and called me. He said you were all over a guy named Cody Sherrill the night before and said he was definitely bad news. He didn't come right out and say he might be involved with what had happened to Mr. Templeton, but it seemed like he was hinting at it."

      "What the hell could Cody Sherrill have to do with Rats getting killed? Burly is just jealous. He dumped me and he’s sorry he did it. Now he doesn't want me to move on."

      Bill was smart enough not to respond to that one. Instead, he opened up a case file he had been holding in his lap. My stomach roiled again. This time it wasn't the liquor.

      “You’ve made a lot of progress," I said, staring at the file. It was an inch thick.

      “This isn't your friend’s murder," he said. "If it was, I wouldn't be showing it to you. This is an old case file I want you to see.”

      The thickness of the file meant it probably went back to pre-computer days. If that was a file on Cody Sherrill, it was not good news for my love life.

      “Is that what I think it is?" I asked.

      "Yes. And Burly is right. Cody Sherrill is not one of the good guys. Where do you want me to start? These are only the things we suspect him of, mind you. We’ve never been able to even bring charges against him.”

      "Is this some sort of special intervention techniques only cops get to practice?"

      "I just want to make sure you stay out of trouble," Bill said. I hated the way he could keep his temper. "I think we can both agree that you often let yourself get carried away by a pretty face." He smiled at me. "I am, of course, a case in point."

      "You wish," I mumbled. Who was he to tell me who I could and could not sleep with?

      But what if Cody did have something to do with Rats being dead and Candy disappearing? I had to know. I liked bad boys, that much was true. But murderers? Not so much.

      "Do you really think he's involved?"

      "I don’t know yet," Bill said. "But I'm not ruling it out. The thing that worries me the most about this guy is that we’ve never been able to get him. He’s smart and he’s lucky." Bill flipped through the file, lingering on a page. "Here's one that concerns me. It’s an oldie but a goodie. This was before my time, but the detective who caught the case knew what he was doing. He looked hard at your friend Cody for years about the disappearance of a rival motorcycle club leader named Firewalker Coombs.”

      "Never heard of him," I said rudely, as if that would make a difference. And it wouldn’t, if what Bill was saying about Cody Sherrill was true. I do not date criminals. Not even the good-looking ones.

      "It happened twenty-three years ago," Bill explained. "But the case was never solved. Firewalker Coombs was the leader of the Renegades at the time. They may be seen as screw-ups now but, apparently, that club mattered back then. Firewalker Coombs was the reason why.”

      I had to ask the obvious question. "Why was he called Firewalker?" I said. There are two groups of people in the South unable to resist dumb nicknames—rich people and bikers. And I always wanted to know the stories behind them. It was a compulsion I could not resist.

      Bill looked embarrassed at knowing the answer. "I asked around. The old guys knew. Turns out Coombs was kind of a legend. They say he walked away from a wreck on I-85 about three years before he disappeared, literally through a wall of fire. Three men riding alongside him were killed instantly by a truck that switched lanes without looking. The driver freaked when he realized he’d hit a couple of bikers and lost control. He overcorrected and the rig flipped. There were bike parts and body parts scattered across all four lanes. But Coombs survived somehow. Witnesses say he was walking straight down the middle of the highway with his back on fire, looking as if he didn’t feel a thing."

      "He probably didn't, if he was in shock."

      "Nonetheless, that incident elevated him to the top of the Renegades food chain. The rest of their officers were dead, so Coombs took over. He stayed at the top until he vanished. But what I find most interesting about the whole thing is that Cody Sherrill was the last person seen with Firewalker Coombs before he vanished.”

      “They never found his body?” I asked.

      "Nope. The two of them were last seen arguing at a biker rally that was being held outside the racetrack in Statesville. Their disagreement led to an altercation between their clubs. Just about everyone got hauled in because of that fight, but when the dust had settled, Firewalker Coombs was missing. He hadn’t been arrested and he hadn’t been booked. He had disappeared during the fight and no one ever saw him again.”

      "That doesn't mean Cody Sherrill killed him."

      "Maybe not," Bill acknowledged. "But your Mr. Sherrill is still definitely not one of the good guys." He closed the folder and tapped it with his finger. "That was twenty-three years ago, Casey. Cody Sherrill was only twenty-two years old at the time, but he was already suspected of being the lead on an East Coast drugs and gunrunning operation. Things haven't changed much since then. We've never been able to nail him, but the gang division thinks he's the brains behind a major meth operation that stretches from New York City to Miami. They've nabbed some of the lower-level people, but they've never been able to go higher. And they think your man Cody Sherrill is at the top of the pyramid."

      "Or he's just the leader of a half-assed motorcycle gang that isn't good enough to be in the Hell’s Angels," I suggested stubbornly.

      "I wouldn't stake your reputation on that, Casey."

      “What does this have to do with what happened to Rats and Candy?” I asked.

      “Rodney Salem,” he said. “It was his bike we found abandoned outside the strip club yesterday. Where is he?”

      “He’s missing.” I shrugged. “That doesn’t mean he did it. He might be a victim, too.”

      “He’s the common denominator,” Bill explained. “He’s a Renegade now, but he started off in the Panthers. That’s the connection. And he left the Panthers just as your friend Cody Sherrill was taking over.”

      "Why are you telling me all this?" I asked. He was usually stingy as hell when it came to intel on my cases.

      "I want you to stay away from Cody Sherrill. That guy is bad news.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, Bill was right. But I pouted anyway. I felt like he had snatched my shiny new toy away before I could play with it.

      “What about the letters?” I asked. “And all those threats? Don’t they tell you anything?”

      “They sure do,” he said. “They tell me that the person who wrote those letters is not the same person who wrote the ransom note left at the hotel yesterday.”

      “So? That just means multiple people are involved.”

      Bill shook his head. “They’re not related. We’ve got a guy from Chapel Hill examining them now, but he’s already certain that whoever wrote those letters was all talk and no action. You’re going to have to trust me on this one.”

      “They did seem a little over-the-top,” I admitted grudgingly.

      “Exactly. Like someone’s been watching too much TV.” His phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen. “Gotta go. Get some more sleep. At the very least, it’ll keep you out of trouble.”

      And with that, Bill was gone, not even asking if he could top off my cup of coffee first. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I can't say I blamed him. I looked like an extra in The Walking Dead. My hair stuck out in wild clumps and mascara rimmed my eyes, making me look like a demented raccoon. Every wrinkle on my face seemed etched in stone. God, I was getting old. Too old to waste an entire night drinking myself into oblivion and the next day recovering from it.

      After twenty minutes of heaving up coffee and milk, plus stomach bile mixed with enough residual alcohol content to pass as jet fuel, I came to one clear conclusion: there was no way in hell I was staying in bed and sleeping the day away. I had wasted enough time already.

      
        ●

      

      I have been called pigheaded, willful, and more stubborn than a Mexican mule on a cold morning. I plead guilty on all counts. The truth is pretty simple: I do not like to be told what to do. I raised myself, then I clawed my way up to where I am today, and I did most of it without help from anyone else. So I don't really appreciate people acting like I don't know what I’m doing. Especially ex-boyfriends who have no business poking into my personal life.

      At least, that was what I told myself as I began the painful process of looking and feeling human again so that I could track down and question Cody Sherrill.

      Maybe I was looking for an excuse to see him, or maybe I just wanted to piss Bill Butler off. Maybe I was even working on the case. I don't know. I just knew that I was going to need a heavy-duty concealer to hide the bags under my eyes and the scratches on my cheek, wounds that I dimly associated with trying to find the door to the Ladies Room at the bar the night before. While spackling would not have been out of order, given what I was up against, I contented myself with a solid hour’s worth of painful bathroom preparations—finishing the tail end of a concealer stick and a tube of liquid foundation in the process—before I managed to make myself look like something the cat drug in, rather than something the cat had first mauled and then pissed all over. After that, I made myself eat buttered egg noodles and drink a Coca-Cola while standing over the sink in case it all came back up. It was touch-and-go there for a moment, but in the end it stayed down. My home remedy had not failed me. Trust me, when it comes to hangover remedies, this one works. I’ve perfected it over decades.

      Ten minutes later, I was in my battered Porsche and heading toward the outskirts of Garner, where the Panthers liked to hang out. Burly had not told me a lot about his club days, but I knew that their territory stretched from the eastern edge of Wake County through Johnston County towards Goldsboro. He had often talked about a bar called The Oasis on Highway 70, and I was pretty sure I would find at least some of the Panthers there in mid-afternoon. Find one, I knew, and you’d likely find them all.

      It was close to 4:00 PM by the time I found the bar, though recognizing it in the first place was something of a miracle. From the highway, it looked like little more than a one-story shack that sprawled across an asphalt acre abutting the highway. The Oasis was painted a pale green that was flaking off in the afternoon sun. The screen door sagged from its hinges and looked as tired as I felt. I climbed the concrete block steps to the entrance and stepped gratefully into the artificially-cooled atmosphere of a roadside bar on a hot Indian summer Carolina afternoon. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the lighting, but when they did I understood why the Panthers liked to hang out there. The place was immense, despite its misleading exterior, but shallow so that you could keep an eye on the doors and get out quickly if trouble started.

      A scarred wooden bar ran the length of the room, except for two rooms that had been built on either end of the main building, like barbells on the end of a lift bar. The two end areas accommodated what looked to be world-class pool tables. All together, there was enough room in the Oasis for two hundred people to belly up to the bar while another thirty played pool. In other words, paradise.

      A couple of old men sat at the bar. Neighborhood regulars who were tolerated, I guessed, or maybe just really, really, old bikers. Who knew? Old bikers had to go somewhere, just like everyone else, and a nursing home seemed an unlikely fit. The rest of the place was nearly empty, except for one group of men who sat at an oval table near the front door. I thought I recognized a couple of the guys from the strip club show a few days before. One of them recognized me back.

      "Hey," he said, pushing an empty chair toward me with his foot. "You're Burly's old lady, right? Have a seat.”

      "I was his girlfriend," I corrected him, joining them at the table. The smell of their beer welled up in a cloud. I inhaled the dusky odor of stale hops and unwashed floors and thought I would puke right then and there. I managed to keep it down with Herculean willpower. Vomiting all over their leather jackets would not help my stature with these guys. But man, I was not going to last unless I took drastic measures.

      "Be right back," I mumbled and fled to the bar. A bartender with a nasty cheek scar silently served me a double Jack on the rocks. I drained it and ordered a Coca-Cola chaser. He slid it across the bar with a look of pity and I wondered how many alcoholics he served this way each day. I took the Coke back to the table and reclaimed my seat. The men stopped talking the instant I rejoined them. I was too hung-over to pick up on what they had been talking about, but I was pretty sure it was either something illegal or an in-depth discussion about the size of my ass.

      "What brings you here?" the meanest-looking of the bunch asked. His voice was curiously high-pitched for such a mountain of a man. He was over six feet tall and weighed close to three hundred pounds, with a weird Japanese warrior-like topknot that sprouted from his head in a tangle, as if daring anyone to make fun of him.

      I could not take my eyes off his ridiculous whale spout of hair. He was overcompensating for sounding like Minnie Mouse, no doubt. I could only imagine what his girlfriend looked like. Probably a water buffalo.

      I realized then that I was the only woman in the bar. I thought I knew why: most of the women who hung out with the Panthers had day jobs as administrative assistants, nurses, or dental hygienists. They worked hard all week, earning the money to pay the rent, while their men were hard at work doing everything they could to escape having day jobs. Sunday afternoon was probably the only time those  women had to themselves and they chose to spend that free time sober and elsewhere. This realization affirmed at least one life choice of mine: I lacked the temperament to be a biker chick. I would have had to fight the urge to give my old man a kick in the ass each morning until he manned up and got a damn job.

      "I'm looking for Cody Sherrill," I told my tablemates. I did not appreciate the knowing looks that passed between them. "But not for that reason," I felt compelled to add.

      Man, that bunch gave nothing away. And what a motley crew they were, even without the Samurai biker dude. If any of them had ever been young and hot, it didn't show. They were all between forty and sixty years old and every single one of them had clearly led a hard drinking life. Their bellies hung over their belts like they were carrying twins and they had more wrinkles than Willie Nelson. And for a bunch of supposedly nonconventional guys, they sure did dress alike. Black tee shirts with various insignias on them, ranging from the ubiquitous Harley logo to one fearless guy wearing—ironically, I hoped—a Justin Bieber tee shirt. Their greasy jeans looked as if they could walk across the bar and order a drink all on their own. Each man also wore heavy boots draped in chains and spurs and, of course, they wore black leather jackets with the Panther insignia that marked them as members of their club. The only thing that distinguished them from each other was the degree of their obesity and the amount of hair they had, which ranged from Mr. Topknot to another big dude with a shaved, bullet-shaped head to a skinny guy with long graying hair he'd pulled back in a ponytail, an ill-advised look given his eroding hairline. None of the bikers seemed the least bit interested in me, not that I could blame them. I looked like Tara Reid after a bender. One of the bikers, a guy in his forties with dirty blond hair, had slipped away to a spot by the bar and was talking into his cell phone. I was pretty sure I knew why.

      Twenty minutes of unenthusiastic small talk later—and, trust me, small talk with bikers is about as easy as teaching a hound dog to dance—my hunch was confirmed when Cody Sherrill strode through the front door of the bar. He came barging in like the sheriff of a Western town who has spotted a bank robber in the local saloon. Every eye turned to him and his boots jangled with each long stride toward me.

      The heavens should have opened up for me at the sight of him. After all, that was exactly what had happened at the strip club. But all I felt was curiosity. Maybe my estrogen was too diluted by Jack Daniels from the night before. He looked a lot older than I remembered, and the cocky walk I’d found sexy a few days before now seemed a little too forced. Yeah, he was still a lean, mean sex machine. But for the first time, I wondered if maybe his weight was maintained with methamphetamine and if the glint in his eye was chemically induced.

      I, of course, had no room to throw stones. I looked like I belonged on a slab in the morgue. But Cody Sherrill was enough of a gentleman, or perhaps enough of a businessman, to pretend not to notice. As he approached, the bikers at my table stood up silently and headed toward the pool tables to shoot a few games. That left me and Cody alone to talk.

      The trouble was, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say. Mostly, I just wanted to get a feel for who he was. I didn’t want to take anyone else’s word for it. I wanted to decide who and what he was for myself. I wanted to know if he was a killer.

      He sat as close as possible to me without actually being in my lap. I expected a tingle but all I got was the recognition that he smelled slightly musty, as if he had worn the same clothes one day too many. Was the bloom off the rose? Maybe. He’d seemed ruggedly handsome a few days ago, but now I noticed the damage that a lifetime of hard partying and hard riding had done to his face. His skin was sallow in some patches and ruddy in others. Worse, he needed to go to the dentist. Up close, his teeth had so much plaque they looked like they had tiny little yellow sweaters on them.

      Damn, but I hated it when my illusions were busted. Just give me a dream I can hold on to.

      When he leaned toward me and smiled, I smelled mint. At least he had bothered to pop in a stick of gum for me. I'll take my compliments where I can find them.

      The bartender brought him a beer without being asked. I was amused to see he drank Bud Light. Had to protect his girlish figure, I guess.

      "Not drinking today," Cody asked as he eyed my Coke. My double Jack, at least, had remained a mystery to him.

      "Massive hangover," I explained. I was pretty sure my appearance told him the rest.

      "Yeah, I heard about Rats. I was sorry to hear that. He was a good guy."

      "Yes, he was," I said, more fiercely than I had intended. "He didn't deserve what happened to him." Unexpected anger welled in me and I had a brief mental image of what I would do to Cody Sherrill if he turned out to have had anything to do with Rats being killed. My mental image involved lots of his body parts being rearranged in impossible anatomical combinations. I was surprised by my own ferocity.

      "No, Rats didn't deserve it," Cody agreed. “But then, people seldom  deserve what happens to them. Haven’t you noticed?”

      He was eyeing me like a butcher evaluating a carcass for prime cuts. It unnerved me. Normally, I would have liked it. But I had the uneasy feeling that, quite suddenly, he had become the predator and I was the prey. A disjointed mood surrounded us, as if the situation might turn from cordial to raw violence in an instant. Given my current condition, that meant I was in over my head.

      I do not second-guess myself often but I suddenly wondered if this trip had been a good idea.

      "Is that why you're here to see me?" Cody asked. "You wanted to talk about Rats? Or could you just not stay away from me any longer?"

      God help me, I laughed. It was a terrible line. "Maybe a little bit of both," I actually said, although I had the decency to be ashamed of myself. "Mostly I'm here to see what you know about Rodney Salem. The cops think he had something to do with what happened to Rats. You know about Candy Tinajero going missing, right?"

      Cody nodded. "Word went out. Everyone's been keeping an eye out. I haven't heard anything that might help."

      I could not tell if he was telling the truth or if it was all lies. Something told me he did not distinguish between the two. I leaned back, needing to put distance between us.  It was as if my body was trying to warn my brain. It's usually the other way around.

      "But you knew Rodney?" I pressed him, aware that he was now inching away from me in return. This was becoming a Cold War.

      "I knew him a little," he admitted.

      "But he was in your club once?" I said.

      "He was. Sort of."

      "What's that supposed to mean?”

      "Why do you want to know?"

      “His sister is a friend of mine,” I said. It was only a little white lie. Frieda Salem had served me homemade chicken salad. That pretty much made her a friend for life, in my book. “She's worried about her brother. She thinks something happened to him."

      "And the cops think that it's more likely that Rodney happened to Rats and then ran off with the missing stripper?" Cody guessed.

      I nodded. "Yes, I think he's their number one suspect."

      "But you disagree?"

      I nodded again. "It doesn't feel right. His record is clean and it would be way out of character for him to do something like that."

      "You sure about that?" Cody made it sound like a challenge.

      "What do you mean? Why did he leave your club?"

      "Let's just say we had different visions for our business ventures. Rodney wanted to go down one road and I wanted to go down another. I won. He left. Case closed." He nodded toward the men playing pool. "I don't think anyone was all that sorry to see him go. A couple years later, he popped up as a member of the Renegades. We didn't care. The day we start worrying about the Renegades is the day I hang up my boots."

      He had said a mouthful and, yet, he'd told me nothing. And I didn't think I was going to get more out of him. His mood had settled on glacial.

      "Rodney’s sister seems to think he's one of the good guys,” I said. “Someone who stands up for other people in a clutch. Would you agree?"

      "I would agree that people like that can be a real pain in the ass sometimes. You know what I mean? People who always want to do the right thing can screw it up for the rest of us."

      I was positive there was a threat beneath his words. "So you haven't heard from Rodney at all lately?” I asked.

      "Not in years." He raised his beer in the air so that the bartender would bring him a replacement. "I didn't even know he was dating one of those midget strippers."

      "They’re not midgets. They’re little people.”

      “Whatever,” he mumbled.

      “You’re saying you didn't know that Rodney Salem was dating Roxy Tinajero? I thought you told me one of the sisters had an ex-boyfriend in your club and that’s why you went to see them in the first place."

      If I thought I had him, I was disappointed.

      "From what I hear, that chick goes out with a new biker every other week.” He shrugged. “If I kept track of everyone she banged, I wouldn't have time to lead my club, now would I?" He smiled at me again, but this time it lacked the power to distract me. I was pretty sure it was all an act on his part. But was his constant hitting on me the lifelong habit of someone too good-looking for his own good or was he hiding something worse and trying to distract me? I could not tell.

      "If I wanted to find Rodney, just to make sure he was okay and not involved with what happened to Candy Tinajero, where would I go about finding him?" I asked.

      He looked bored. "If it were me, I'd check out the bars outside of Greensboro. That's where the Renegades hang out. They can't afford their own clubhouse.”

      "Whereas you can?" I asked.

      He smiled. "Maybe." His beer had arrived and he gulped down a good third of it. "We like to keep a low profile."

      That was when I decided that Bill Butler was right—Cody Sherrill was one of the bad guys. He probably had a good reason for keeping a low profile. What was he hiding?

      "But there was a time when you knew the Renegades pretty well, wasn’t there?” I asked. I had a sudden desire to wipe that confident grin off his face, to let him know he had not fooled me.

      He looked startled at my question. "That was a long time ago. Before they turned into a bunch of screw-ups. We steer clear of them now. We may have done some business together in the past. Not any longer, I assure you."

      "I heard you were once pretty good buddies with their leader."

      "Firewalker." He just said the one name and it hung in the air between us. For a moment, neither one of us said a word.

      "You were the last one to see him alive," I finally said, trying hard to keep my voice from shaking. He had grown instantly hostile and now radiated danger—and it scared me. His energy had changed in a heartbeat at the mention of Firewalker Coombs. I had touched a nerve.

      "Yes, I was the last one to see him alive." He took another gulp of beer. "Firewalker and I were friends. Real friends. I had his back and he had mine. That's rare when you're from different clubs. I would never have hurt him. Never. He was a better man than I will ever be."

      It was a surprising burst of self-awareness coming from a man like Cody Sherrill. And I knew I wouldn't get any more from him that day because of it. Men like him panic once they’re honest and always feel the need to clam up afterward.

      “So, are we going to make this happen or what?” he asked me suddenly, staring into my eyes with a look that I feel certain made most women who frequented the Oasis rip off their clothes and fall at his feet.

      “Make what happen?" I said, annoyed at his businesslike approach to our possible coupling—not to mention his assumption that the tactic would work. Geeze, I’d heard more romantic proposals from carnies at the state fair and they weren't exactly known for their subtlety.

      "You and me," he said, sounding as if the whole deal was inevitable. "It would be awesome. Like two big cats going at it."

      I thought that was taking his club’s Panther motif a little far and counted myself lucky he hadn't made some goofy meowing sound to accompany his proposal.

      "I've got to get back to town," I said, suddenly weary of his battered handsomeness and his belief that good looks alone might protect him if he’d had anything to do with what had happened. "My friend Rats is dead and I'm going to find out who did it."

      He looked at me for a moment in silence, surveying me from head to toe. This time it had nothing to do with sex. I couldn't tell if he was admiring me or getting ready to challenge me.

      "I bet you’ll find out who did it," he finally said. "I just bet you will.”

      
        ●

      

      I was on my way home, puking Jack and Coke out by the side of Highway 70, when Bobby D. called to give me the bad news. I wanted to thank him for what he had done for Rats, paying for the funeral and all, but since he had done it anonymously, I wasn’t sure how to bring it up. Especially when he started in without even saying hello first.

      "I heard you tied one on last night," he said. I strained to hear him. I was hunched over, trying not to dry heave while attempting to avoid the exhaust fumes of the trucks roaring by at the same time. I was in no mood for chitchat about my private life.

      "Does everyone in this town know my business?" I asked sourly as I wiped my mouth with the back of a hand.

      "I'm not sure about everyone," he said, way too cheerfully. "But I sure do."

      "Why are you calling?" I demanded, feeling another wave of nausea welling up.

      "I've got bad news and worse news," he said. "But what it all boils down to is that you need to get your ass in here quick."

      There was a lull in the traffic and I could hear background noises behind Bobby's voice. It did not sound good. There was a crash, followed by a female voice rising in anger. That gave way to a few thunks and a deep cry of outrage.

      "What the hell is going on?" I asked.

      "Your friend Bill Butler sent some guys over to the hotel today to question Roxy. When they tried yesterday, she pretended to be too upset, so they came back today. When she refused to talk to them again, they tried to take her downtown. She didn't take kindly to their treatment. She's about to get herself arrested for assault."

      "Are you shitting me?" I asked in disbelief.

      "Ouch! I wish I was. Hey—quit throwing things, you crazy little bitch."

      Wow. I’d never heard Bobby D. insult a woman before. "What the hell is going on?" I asked.

      "They asked her a few questions about Rodney Salem. You know, since he’s her boyfriend and, apparently, he's missing, too. And she went crazy. She's throwing things at them right now—"

      All I could hear after that was more shouting and a multitude of voices cursing, followed by more crashes and thunks.

      "Bobby?" I asked tentatively, after a long silence on the other end of the phone line. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah, I'm okay. But don't bother coming to the hotel. If I were you, I'd go straight to the jail. They're taking her in. I've got to be honest with you: I don't blame them. I'm starting to think this is one gal who's got a screw loose."

      A truck roared past and I had to wait it out, willing myself not to puke. My stomach muscles were actually sore from throwing up and somewhere, deep inside, I knew I had a lesson to learn from the night before.

      "I'll be there soon," I promised. "Tell her not to say anything to the cops and, for godsakes, get her a good lawyer. Apparently, she’s got the money for one."

      Her money wouldn't last long, though, if the cops thought she was involved in Candy’s disappearance or in what had happened to Rats. Hell, a couple hundred thousand would barely cover her retainer if the charges amounted to murder.

      
        ●

      

      I knew it would take at least an hour to book and process Roxy. I also knew I would need every minute of that time to find out what the hell was going on. Bill Butler wouldn't answer his cell phone and I was pretty sure I knew why: it was me calling. I had once glimpsed his contact list—okay, maybe I was snooping—only to discover he had listed me as “Pain in the Ass” in his directory. And that was when we were still sleeping together. Bill clearly was not going to willingly involve me on this case beyond what he had already shared with me.

      I finally resorted to calling my friend Marcus Dupree, who is a computer whiz with the Durham Police Department. Marcus has the ability to hack into any law enforcement network in the country and probably knew more about the Raleigh Police Department system than the company who had built it. I begged Marcus to find out what was happening with Roxy. I got a call back from him just a few minutes before I was about to walk into the jail and demand a visit with her.

      "You're not going to like this," Marcus told me. "The cops were contacted by an anonymous caller saying that Roxy and her boyfriend Rodney took the other sister for the ransom money. They think your friend Rats was killed trying to stop them.”

      "An anonymous phone call from who?" I asked.

      "From whom,” Marcus corrected me primly. "And I don't know. Hence the term, ‘anonymous caller.’”

      "And they arrested her based on that?" I asked incredulously.

      "No, they arrested her because she attacked three police officers, scratching one, kicking another one in his family jewels, and throwing a room service tray at the other. That is called assault on a police officer, times three. As in a whole lot of men pissed off because they had guns but were not allowed to use them. And that is why she is sitting in a jail cell."

      I groaned.

      "A client of yours, I presume," Marcus said coolly. "You must really rake in the big bucks from that high-class clientele of yours."

      "Oh, shut up," I said crossly. "I'm too hungover to deal with your sarcasm and, besides, they're just using the assault charges to keep her while they look into whether she had anything to do with Rats. I don't think she's involved. Her fear for her sister is genuine.”

      "Then you better get busy proving it," Marcus suggested. "By the way, I’d help you cure the hangover you obviously have, but I feel it is my duty to point out that it's your own damn fault you feel this way and you must live with the consequences."

      "I hate you," I said automatically.

      Marcus laughed and hung up.

      
        ●

      

      I thought they would hassle me more about wanting to see Roxy, but they were suspiciously accommodating. Not being a fool, I checked the private room they gave us thoroughly for bugs while I waited for Roxy to be brought in. I didn’t find one, but that didn't mean it wasn't there.

      Roxy was wearing the same miniskirt and blouse she'd been arrested in. They’d taken away her three-inch heels, for plenty of good reason. Those babies were dangerous weapons in her hands. She was wearing ratty grey slippers instead and she didn't look too happy about it. She kept glaring back and forth between the two guards escorting her, as if she was trying to decide which one to bite first.

      "You can just leave her," I told the guards. "I'll vouch for her. If she gets out of line, I’ll kick her ass for you."

      They looked a little dubious at my offer, but they knew me and were anxious to get on with their jobs. They left us with a few last curious looks at my client. It’s not every day they process a four-foot stripper with a ten-foot mouth.

      “Sit down and behave,” I suggested firmly.

      Roxy parked herself in the chair across from me and shot me a few killer glares. I waited her out.

      "Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?" she finally said.

      I had to smile. She didn't like that one bit.

      "What's so damn funny?"

      "That sounds like something I'd say," I admitted. "What the ever-loving hell is going on with you? Why would you attack three police officers instead of just answering their questions? I thought I was a hothead, but you make me look like Gandhi. What is the matter with you?"

      She snarled at me. For real. It wasn't quite as intimidating as a dog, but it was close. "They acted like they thought I had something to do with Candy’s disappearance," she said. "Like they thought me and Rodney planned it together."

      "Well, did you?" Hey, I had to ask. It was my job.

      She looked down, searching for a stiletto heel to throw at me. Thank god for jail slippers.

      "You're my client," I explained to her. "Everything you tell me is confidential. But I need to know the truth if I'm going to help you."

      "Like you're going to help me," she said sarcastically.

      That pissed me off. I take my job seriously. If I take money from a client then, by god, I deliver. "You got a better plan?" I asked. "Because from where I'm sitting, you don’t look like you're going to be able to help yourself. So if I were you, I would shut the hell up and cooperate. I may be your only hope."

      "You don't like me very much, do you?" she said and, honest to god, she was pouting like she really cared what I thought of her.

      "Isn't that the whole point of you being a total bitch? To alienate everyone? To break up with them before they break up with you?”

      She stuck out her lower lip and refused to answer.

      “Look—let me be honest with you,” I said. “You're hiding something and I can tell. It’s something to do with Rodney. Don't shine me on because I know you’re holding out. Just tell me what it is, or I cannot help you."

      We sat in silence for another minute and, trust me, sitting in silence in a jail is no picnic. Each tick of the clock takes minutes to pass. I felt about three years older by the time she finally answered me.

      "I didn't have anything to do with what happened to your friend Rats or my sister going missing. If it seems like I'm hiding something, it's because I was getting ready to dump Rodney, okay?" she said. "He was getting serious on me, and all clingy, so I was going to pull the plug. So maybe I feel a little guilty that he came up to see me and got pulled into this whole mess somehow. He may be dead for all I know."

      "So you don't think he's involved with the disappearance of your sister?" Maybe if I kept asking her that, she’d tell me the truth.

      "God, no," she said. She sounded almost scornful. "I told you already. Rodney wouldn't have the balls to do something like that. He's too nice of a guy."

      "You sound like that's a problem. What do you have against good guys?" I was uncomfortably aware I may as well have been talking about myself.

      "Look, I like to go out with bikers. That's not a secret. Specifically, I like to go out with bikers because they don't follow the rules. So having a really, really nice guy who follows the rules for a biker boyfriend is sort of beside the point, wouldn't you say?"

      "I'm really ashamed of myself when I say this but, yes, I understand. But may I point out that your supposedly really, really nice boyfriend met your sister a couple of hours before he was due to see you. That had to have been for a reason. Do you know why Rodney was there with Candy so early in the day?"

      Roxy shook her head. "I don't know."

      “Is it possible she was having an affair with him?”

      “Hah!” Her confident disbelief told me what I already suspected: Rodney would never dared to have cheated on her. Not with her temper.

      "Did he have any idea you were about to break up with him?" I asked.

      "No way. I never tell anyone else when I'm about to cut someone loose. I like to be the one to tell them. Only seems fair that they hear it from me."

      Well, wasn't she just the humanitarian of the century?

      "What if I told you that the cops got an anonymous phone call saying you had something to do with your sister's disappearance?" I said.

      "I would say that someone I dumped in the past is pissed off at me and trying to set me up."

      An occupational hazard of going out with the bad guys, I thought to myself. She had a point, though.

      "I'm no expert, but I can tell you that it's very likely the cops are going to say that you discovered Rodney was having an affair with your sister and killed them both."

      Candy looked scornful. "That's ridiculous. I barely weigh a hundred pounds. They're saying I killed three people and then managed to drag two of them away and hide the bodies somewhere?"

      She had another good point.

      “Okay, then they'll say that you and Rodney conspired to kidnap Candy so that you could have all of the money you had saved together.”

      She just looked bored with that theory. “That makes no sense, either. Candy and I have a joint banking account. I could get my hands on our money any time I wanted. I wouldn’t have to kill her for it.”

      I was still hung over and lost my temper. "Well, they will come up with a theory that allows them to hold you. And you know why? Because you're such a hothead. What were you thinking when you attacked three police officers?"

      "I was thinking that they were a bunch of jerks hassling me and wasting my time when they ought to be out there looking for my sister."

      "I'm hearing you hung out with more bikers than Dennis Hopper," I said, rather nastily, I admit.

      "So what if I do?" she challenged me. “You jealous?”

      "Every single one of those guys could have done this. Don't you see? Any of them could have gotten it through their pea brains to kidnap either you or your sister for the money. Did any of them besides Rodney know how much you had stashed away?"

      She was silent, thinking it over. "I don't talk about it," she finally said. "But they may have guessed how much we were paid per appearance, and they saw how much we were raking it in when it came to tips. Unless they were idiots, and I don't go out with idiots, they would have been able to do the math. It's obvious Candy and I don't spend a lot of what we earn. For one thing, we don't have the time."

      "So money could have been the motive and it could have been one of your ex- boyfriends?" I suggested.

      For the first time, I saw a crack in her facade. Her face crumpled briefly before she regained control.

      "I suppose,” she admitted. “I wish I could help more. But I don't know. I don't think Rodney is involved. And I know Candy would never do something like this. She's too nice for her own good and always has been. She probably just trusted the wrong person. You've got to help get her back." She actually sounded close to tears.

      “I will get her back,” I promised, unable to stop myself. I only wished I was as confident as I sounded.

      "Why do you really go out with bikers?” I asked her. "Just to piss your parents off?"

      "Why would you say that?” she asked.

      "When I went to see them, it seemed like a sore point."

      "That's rich," she mumbled.

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "My parents seem all religious on the surface, but I'm pretty sure they weren’t always that way. I mean, think about it. Take my father. If you look beyond the hopeless clothes and dorky hair, he's a good-looking guy. Tell me you didn't notice."

      "I noticed. What of it?"

      "Look at my mom. Did you notice she was half his height?"

      "Of course I noticed. What kind of question is that?"

      "Well, did you ever ask yourself how a tall, good-looking guy like my father ended up with a runty, judgmental prig like my mother?”

      "Religion," I said. "I just assumed they shared the same religious beliefs and that this allowed him to…" My voice faltered. "To see beyond how she was different."

      "Yeah," Roxy said sarcastically. "Because fundamentalists are so accepting of others who are different from them." She rolled her eyes. I bet she had been a handful to raise. I wanted to smack the smirk right off her face at least once a conversation.

      "What's your point?” I asked.

      "My parents are hiding something," she told me. "They’ve been hiding secrets from us our whole lives. I'm telling you, they have no right to judge the kind of life I lead. Not when theirs is a sham. What if it caught up with them? What if they’re why Candy was taken?"

      I sat in silence, thinking over what she had said. "You really think they might be the reason for Candy being taken?"

      "I don't know," Roxy said. "But you’re the one who said that the threatening letters were personal, that we didn't have any other roots. So maybe they are the reason. All I know for sure is that my parents have spent their whole lives pretending to be two people that they aren't. And if it had anything to do with what's happened to my sister, I want to find out. Because I want my sister back. I miss her and I want her back."

      I believed her. "Is that why you're not with your parents right now?" I asked. "When a family member is taken, the family usually closes ranks. Yet you never drove out to see how they were handling it. They’re probably insane with worry."

      "I didn't go out to see them because I knew that they would be on their knees praying, asking that God’s will be done, instead of doing something that might actually bring Candy back. That's how they deal with everything. They get on their knees and they pray, and while they're on their knees praying, life passes by just behind them. Yes, I could have gone out there and listened to my mother moan about how our sinful lifestyle brought this on Candy, or wasted my time trying to get them to actually take action, but you know what? If you thought I lost my temper in that hotel room than you have a small taste of what would've happened if I had gone home."

      "How can you be so sure Candy isn’t behind this?” I asked.

      "Because I know her.”

      “What if I told you the cops got an anonymous phone call saying you and Rodney took your sister?”

      “I’d say it was bullshit.” Roxy leaned across the table and examined my face. “What the hell happened to you anyway?" she asked. "You look like the biker chick who gets passed around at a party until she's found alone in a corner the next morning."

      Ouch.

      "I had a rough night,” I explained through clenched teeth, resisting the urge to deck her. “I was holding my own private wake for my friend. Remember him? Rats? My friend who basically died because he booked you and your sister at his club?"

      It was a mean thing to say, but Roxy was no fool. She knew that I was hurting. She let it go and said in a surprisingly kind voice, "I'm really sorry about your friend."

      If I didn't know better, I'd say that the Ice Queen was capable of melting.

      "I just want to know one more thing," I asked her, barely aware that I was asking for myself. "Why are you so hellbent on going out with guys who don’t follow the rules? Look around you. People can be idiots. We need rules."

      “I don’t give a shit about the rules,” she said. “And you know why?”

      “Why?”

      "The rules say you have to be tall and thin and blonde and beautiful and not very smart and never want anything that you can't get from a man. So why the hell would I want to follow the rules?"

      I’d never heard it put that way before. But, you know what? Once again, I thought Roxy had made a good point.
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      I felt ashamed of myself for losing the rest of Sunday night sleeping off a hangover. But there was little else I could do after visiting Roxy except crawl back into bed and pray I felt better in the morning. It worked. I woke feeling like a whole new woman.

      My good mood lasted until I checked my phone messages. Three from Bobby D., demanding to know what progress I had made on the case. One from Marcus, who was wondering if I had learned my lesson about imbibing too much. And then the one that mattered: a message from Burly, the man who had stomped on my heart and wheeled away from our future together. He wanted to see me. Right away. I ignored all the other messages and called him back.

      "I found out some stuff that I think will help you," he said. “I know you can, well, do things the cops can’t.”

      "Why are you helping me?" I asked, suspicious to the end—even though I knew the clock was ticking and that every hour that passed without finding a lead was bad news for Candy.

      "I know you loved Rats. Isn't that a good enough reason for you?"

      In other words, he wasn’t doing it because he still cared about me. Fine. I had a job to do and I was desperate for new information. I arranged to meet him at Johnny’s Gone Fishing, a coffee shop just outside of Chapel Hill. It was close to his home in Chatham County and there would be room for his wheelchair.

      I couldn't wait that long for my caffeine fix and got there early. By the time Burly arrived, I had gone through about two quarts of coffee and visited the bathroom twice. Talk about a vicious cycle.

      As always, my heart stopped when I saw him. Burly had always been a handsome man, but the last few years without me had made him even more attractive.

      "You look good," I said. "It was hard to tell in the club the other day."

      "That's because you were too busy drooling over Cody Sherrill," he pointed out.

      I ignored his comment. "You must be happy. How‘s the other half?"

      "I don't want to talk about her," he said immediately. He noticed my face. "I'm sorry. It's just too hard for me to talk to you about my new life."

      "Okay," I said, not knowing how to respond to that one. He felt a need to protect his new life from me. That hurt. It’s not like I went around boiling rabbits on his stove to terrorize his new girlfriend. I only wanted good things for him. “Why did you want to meet?”

      His answer was simple. “Because I know you. I know how much Rats meant to you. I know the cops aren’t letting you in on their investigation and it’s driving you crazy. I know one of the stripper sisters is missing. And I know you don’t have a lead. I may have one for you. I owe you.”

      “What did you hear?” I asked. Everything he had said was all too true and I didn’t want to dwell on it.

      “I asked around, figuring someone had to have heard something about Rats that might explain what happened. I know a lot of the guys who ride with the clubs around here. None of them are totally clean, and most of them keep an eye on everyone else's game.”

      "It's hard to imagine you were ever part of that world," I said, meaning it with all of my heart. Burly truly was one of the most honest people I knew.

      His world-class grin rose like the sun. "I was only in it for the bikes and the chicks."

      "And you were very good with both."

      For just a moment, the old spark was there. It made me feel better.

      “So what did you find out?" I finally asked when the silence grew too long.

      "I don't know if it's true, but I’m friends with a guy Rats used as muscle when he needed extra security. He says Rats was desperate for capital to open up a new club. The banks turned him down. And based on some regular visitors Rats had, word is that he started laundering money for an operation up north a couple months ago."

      "What kind of operation up north?" I asked, my heart dropping into my size ten feet. If Rats had gotten tangled up with low rent loan sharks, it would have been one thing. But if he had been stupid enough to get in bed with organized crime, and then stolen from them, he had signed his own death certificate.

      "One of the lesser families," Burly said. "At least that's the word on the street. He got turned on to them through a couple of guys who were running drugs for them. He says the family was bringing heroin in from Mexico going one way and exporting crank from West Virginia going the other way. When they started raking in too much cash to run through their legit businesses up north, they decided to keep the cash down south and send it to Rats. He ran it through his club in exchange for a percentage.”

      "How did they get the money back from Rats after he ran it through the club?" I asked. Rats must have wanted his empire desperately to get in bed with the devil like that. He hated having to answer to someone else more than he hated drugs. He had steered clear of bringing in any sort of partners up until now. I guess he had wanted his dream so much that he’d broken his own rules. Oh, god. That made my heart ache.

      Burly shrugged. "I don't know how he paid the money out. Maybe they came on board as investors and he paid them in dividends? Set them up as a dummy contractor? Maybe he marked some of the money as loans and paid them back with interest? All I know is that the word on the street is that Rats was laundering money.”

      "Do you know which family?" I asked.

      "The Lopresti’s. They’re from New Jersey by way of Attica.”

      "I never heard of them," I said. But that didn't mean anything. The Mob’s local involvement was limited in this part of North Carolina. They had a few restaurants scattered across the Triangle that they ran their Yankee drug money through, but not much else. Most of them knew better than to muscle in on someone else’s action, especially good ole boys. Southern bad guys were just as corrupt as the Mob, but they were definitely better shots. And they liked to skin their kill. Only a dead man messed with the Dixie mob.

      "Apparently, the Lopresti’s are pretty new around here," Burly explained. "I heard they got into the crank trade early and helped bring it in from the other side of the Mississippi. They've been raking in the dough ever since.”

      "And I'm guessing that they brought in the violence that comes with it?"

      Burly shrugged. "These are not good guys, Casey. If Rats worked for them, it's not a good sign."

      "But they don't have anyone running the local show that you know about?" I asked.

      Burly shook his head. "Not that I know of.”

      “Then who did they send after Rats? Who picked up the money from him?”

      “Maybe local freelancers? I don't know if they were affiliated with any local biker clubs or not, but I can tell you it was not the Panthers."

      "How can you be so sure?"

      "Cody Sherrill won't do business with anyone unless they can trace their roots back to a North or South Carolina founding family."

      "Seriously?" I asked. "You're telling me he's like a one-man Sons of the Confederacy of Crime?”

      "I'm just telling you that Cody doesn't trust anyone unless they're from around here. If that seems less than visionary to you, keep in mind the guy has never done a day of time in his life. He does a pretty good job deciding who to trust. And he does not trust Yankees."

      I believed Burly. From what I heard about the Panthers, they didn't like to work for anyone else anyway. They had their own business interests to protect.

      "Thanks,” I said. “We need to tell Bill about this. It changes everything."

      "I know. But Bill Butler is your department. I'll leave that to you."

      It was all I could do not to mention the phone call he had made to Bill Butler, ratting me out about drooling over Cody Sherrill. But I knew it would lead to an argument, and I hated fighting with Burly, so I let it go.

      "Do you have anything else for me?" I asked. “Not that I’m ungrateful. It’s the only lead I’ve got.”

      "Everything else I have is just rumor." Burly had barely touched his coffee and I realized that something about this case was making him anxious.

      "I'll take rumor," I pointed out.

      "Well, for starters, I heard you were out in Garner yesterday and talked to a couple of Panthers."

      That pissed me off. "I knew one of them would tell you."

      "Of course they told me," he said, his voice rising. "What did you expect? I used to be one of them."

      "And they called you to see if you could reign me in?" If they had, it would mean they were involved somehow in what was going on.

      "No," Burly insisted. "They just wanted me to know that you've been out there talking to Cody."

      "You really don't like that guy, do you?"

      Burly did not feel the need to apologize. "No, I do not. And I never have. He doesn’t give a shit about anyone but himself. Not even his club brothers."

      "That’s a harsh statement."

      "It’s also true. He's one of those guys that acts like he's entitled to the whole world on a plate. The rest of us are just there to do what he says. If he has an idea, the whole club has to go along. And trust me, his ideas always mean pain for someone."

      "Like you said, he's never done time. Maybe he's cleaner than you think."

      "He's not. And if you ask me, his not doing time should scare you. A lot. It means he's better at hiding the bodies. Trust me on this one, Casey. He looks good on the surface, but he is dirty underneath."

      “He doesn’t look that good,” I said—and I could have sworn that Burly relaxed to hear me say it. "Do you think he's involved with what happened to Rats?"

      Burly shrugged. "Maybe. I don't think so, though. Not his style. What happened to Rats was sloppy. Cody is efficient. When you cross Cody, you just disappear.”

      "Did you know Rodney Salem when he was a Panther?"

      Burly shook his head. "Not really. He didn't last long. I think he disagreed with Cody’s vision for earning money, if you know what I mean. I had problems with it, too. I heard Rodney dropped out of the life for a couple of years and, when he resurfaced, he had joined the Renegades."

      "Kind of a step down, don't you think?" I asked. "Do you know why?"

      "I have no idea. No one really knows where he was when he dropped out of sight. Some guys got it in their heads that he became a narc. But then he started riding with the Renegades and I don't know why the cops would waste a narc on them. They’re such losers to begin with. But they do know how to ride. In fact, that's the only thing they do know how to do. Maybe Rodney felt he could steer clear of drugs and guns with the Renegades and just go along for the rides."

      "Maybe." I was skeptical. "Do you know if Cody Sherrill was friends with Rodney back when he was a Panther?"

      "Cody Sherrill isn't friends with anyone unless they are important enough to do him some good. Then he pretends to be their friend. Kind of like a shark offering to hold your hand."

      "Were they at all close?" I asked. Maybe Rodney had known too much about Cody Sherrill’s business. Maybe this whole thing was about him and Rats was just collateral damage.

      "I don't think so," Burly said. “I heard Rodney was a straight-up guy. He’d steer clear of someone like Cody and, like I said, he left the Panthers because of him.”

      "Have you ever heard of someone named Firewalker Coombs?"

      "Firewalker? Sure. Every biker on the East Coast has heard of him. He's a legend. Like Bigfoot. Except Bigfoot has his own reality TV show and Firewalker never did like the spotlight."

      "Did you know Cody Sherrill was the last person to see Firewalker alive?"

      Burly shrugged. "That's not surprising. I heard Cody and Firewalker were friends. Or at least as much friends as Cody is capable of being."

      "Isn't it kind of unusual for guys in two different clubs to be good friends?"

      "Yes. But there’s a reason why. Firewalker saved Cody’s life. Someone threw a fire bomb into a biker bar over by Goldsboro one night and Cody was trapped in the bathroom. The door wouldn’t open. A couple guys thought maybe that was on purpose, that someone had shimmied the lock to trap Cody inside. The guys who saw it happen say that Firewalker threw himself against the bathroom door until it splintered and then he carried Cody outside through a wall of flames. Gave him mouth-to-mouth until the fire trucks arrived and the paramedics took over. Stone cold saved his life. It’s a legendary story."

      "You sure? I heard Firewalker got his name because he survived this huge wreck on I-85."

      "Look, Casey—I don't really know. People say it’s a true story. Like I said, Firewalker is like Bigfoot. Lots of people claim they saw him walking through fire. Maybe the story about him saving Cody Sherrill’s life is true. Maybe not. I've heard the wreck story, too, so maybe they're both true. I just know Firewalker and Cody were really tight."

      "Close enough that Cody would never have killed him?" I asked.

      "Since when is being close to someone a reason not to kill them?" Burly asked. "Seems to me that most people are killed by people close to them."

      “Good point,” I admitted.

      "Why are you so interested in Cody Sherrill anyway?" Burly asked. "I told you he was bad news."

      "You did. More to the point, Bill Butler showed me his file after you ratted me out and told him I was interested in Cody. So now I'm convinced. Cody Sherrill is bad news.”

      I guess I sounded resentful.

      "You can do what you want," Burly said. “I’ve never tried to stop you from doing what you wanted, ever. Not that it would have done any good if I had. I did call Bill. So what? I thought he should know. You get distracted, let's just put it that way. I want you to be safe. Is that a crime?" He looked at his phone. “I’ve got to go. Try not to get killed.”

      Burly wanted me to be safe. It wasn't much, but I clung to it, even as we said our goodbyes. As I watched him drive out of my life yet again, I realized he had left me with fresh regrets. And more. The older I get, the more I see myself clearly. And what I was starting to realize was that, apparently, I was one of those people who never really appreciates someone until they are gone. I was going to lead a lonely life if I kept that up.

      
        ●

      

      An hour and a half later, I was standing in front of the strip club where poor Rats had been killed and Candy Tinajero had been taken. I'd been telling the truth when I told the cops that Rats wouldn't tolerate drugs in his clubs. At least not willingly. He could hardly search every customer. That would have killed his business. But he did insist his employees be clean. Sometimes, he’d brought me in to make sure that was the case. He’d asked me to check the club out more than once in the wee hours of the morning, after the last countertop had been wiped and the cleaning crew had polished the dance poles until they sparkled once again. My job was to go through the lockers that staff used to store their personal belongings and get back to him if I found out anyone was using. It was a dirty job, but someone had to be paid to do it.

      On those occasions, Rats always left me a key to a side door that no one but him ever used. The door led directly into his office so that he could come and go without anyone in the club noticing. If I could find that key, I’d snoop around the place. I knew Rats better than just about anyone else. If the cops had missed something in their search of the club, I would find it. I wanted to know if what Burly had told me was true. I needed to know if Rats had been laundering money for the wrong guys.

      Unfortunately, Rats always hid the key for me inside one of those fake plaster rocks with a secret compartment, piling the fake rock in with a bunch of real rocks that surrounded a tree in an alleyway beside his club. The trouble was, thanks to the passage of time and weather, there was zero difference between the fake rock and the real rocks, even under the closest of scrutiny. Only the lighter weight would give it away. It took me a good twenty minutes to find the fake rock—but the key was inside it once I did. The real miracle was that no one had looked twice at me as I stacked rocks in the dirt by the side of the alley. Raleigh was becoming a bigger city by the minute and it took a lot to surprise the downtown locals these days.

      The cops had taped off the club, of course. They had been working the crime scene for days, but, judging by the silence, appeared to be done. I slipped inside the side door cautiously. The office was deserted and I heard no one else in the club’s interior. Just to be sure, I crept out into the hallway and tiptoed toward the bar area. I passed the spot in the hallway where Rats had been killed and his blood had soaked into the carpet. A long rectangle had been cut from the carpet and was probably being processed. I tried not to think about it and kept going.

      Fortunately, the club was deserted, so far as I could tell, so I returned to the office and began to search.

      I'd known Rats for over a decade and had spent hours sitting in this very office, listening to the stories of his dirt poor upbringing and the empire he intended to build as a way to leave his memories of poverty behind once and for all. He had no illusions about who he was. In fact, Rats had been ruthlessly honest about himself and where he had come from, which made him as endearing as a runty, rat-faced man with a fondness for augmented breasts can be.

      Rats had also been an organized man. The relentless order of his office had been preserved by the crime scene crew, making my job a little easier. I worked quickly and quietly, aware that I might be busted at any moment. The last thing I needed was to be caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

      I started with the filing cabinets and paged through employee records quickly, then moved on to tedious files about medical insurance and payroll. I briefly wondered what the dozen or so people who worked at the club would do for jobs now, then continued searching. His filing cabinet drawers turned up nothing. A careful examination of the shelves lining one wall of the office turned up nothing as well. But I knew Rats—and I knew he was as resourceful and sly as his namesake. I was not about to give up.

      I got down on my hands and knees and ran my fingers over the carpet, searching for a bump beneath the pile. Nada. Then I checked out the private bathroom, even taking the paper towel dispenser apart and inspecting the toilet’s flush tank to see if anything was taped inside. No luck at all.

      About an hour into the search—did I mention I was stubborn?—I found what I was looking for. It was inside a gilded Buddha statue the size of a cat that sat on a stool below the office window. I'd never known Rats to be a particularly spiritual person, and figured the Buddha had been a good luck gift from a customer when he’d first opened the club. But when I lifted it, it was very light and I realized the statue was hollow. I turned it over to examine the bottom and discovered an opening just big enough to hold a small package taped inside. At first, I thought I had found a packet of drugs. That would have turned my whole worldview of Rats upside down. Then I realized it was a plastic bag containing a computer zip drive no bigger than a box of matches. I pulled it out and stuck it in my pocket. If Rats had gone to the trouble of hiding it, there was something important on that drive.

      I kept searching for another ten minutes but found nothing else. Before I left, I had to scoot into the Ladies Room for a quick pee—that happens a lot when you mainline coffee—and for just a moment, I imagined my sweet Rats the last time I had seen him alive, stepping out of the Ladies Room into the hallway, looking up at me in surprise.

      The image stopped me in my tracks. It seemed as real as the day it had happened. I wanted to reach out and touch his face. But, of course, it was just my memory playing tricks on me. Rats was gone.

      Just as I was leaving the Ladies Room, I heard a bang inside the main area. Someone was coming in the front door. I was out the side door in seconds, locking it behind me and pocketing the key. Who knew when I might need to come back in?

      By then, it was mid-afternoon and the streets were nearly deserted. As I walked back to my office, I passed a handful of bums, two cops examining an abandoned car, and a bored-looking prostitute with orange hair. The sun shone brightly in the sky and I was sweating. Just another autumn afternoon in the new South.

      Bobby D. rents space for us above a bail bondsman who set up shop across from the new courthouse. We share the building with a couple of quick-buck lawyers and a court-mandated alcohol treatment center plus a company that monitors ankle bracelets. We were like a one-stop shop for the flotsam and jetsam that regularly got ground up by the justice system and spit out into the streets again.

      My plan was to check out the zip drive first, to see if I could figure out what Rats was up to that needed hiding. Unfortunately, Frieda Salem had other ideas. She was waiting for me in the closet I call my office. She took up a good quarter of the room and was as weepy as when I first saw her at her house in Durham and broke the news to her about Candy and her brother. She was methodically pulling Kleenex from the box I keep on my desk for when I deliver bad news about cheating spouses and drug-addicted children who fail to stay clean.

      I took a seat across from Frieda and waited for her to gain control. I had a bad feeling. What if she had heard something I didn't know yet? Had they found her brother and Candy dead?

      After a moment, she blew her nose with a gusto that could have dropped a Canada goose from the sky, looked up at me tearfully, and apologized for intruding on my workday. People who apologize their way through life annoy me, but I tried hard to hide it. "You're not intruding," I said tersely. "This is what I do."

      "I want to hire you to find my brother Rodney," she said, sensing my impatience. Poor Frieda. I needed to be kinder.

      "How do you know he's not the one who killed Rats?" I asked quietly. "If I find him, I have to let the cops know.”

      "Something bad has happened to him," she said. "I can feel it. Please. He's the only family I have left. I haven't spoken to my parents in years. Rodney is all I have."

      Oh, man. I am a sucker for people trying to hold on to what little family they have. I know exactly what it feels like.

      "Have you heard from him?" I asked.

      "No. And that's why I think something bad has happened to him. I'm sure he'd be in touch with me if he could."

      I wished I knew whether Frieda saw her brother realistically. It seemed unlikely he was the good guy she claimed he was. On the other hand, Roxy had wanted to dump Rodney for being too much of a nice guy. Maybe I was just a cynical bitch and Frieda was right—her brother was in trouble.

      "Have you heard from the cops again?" I asked.

      She shook her head again. "They questioned me for a long time after you came to my house. But I haven't heard from them since."

      "Then you should know that your phone line is probably tapped and they’re waiting for him to call you," I warned her. "He's their number one suspect. They probably think you're lying and know where he is. It's a good thing he hasn't been in contact with you."

      She wasn't buying any of it. "No. I know my brother. He wouldn't do something like this and he wouldn't let me worry. Something bad has happened to him. Can you help? I will pay you anything you ask. I have money. I can pay."

      As much as the thought of a second fee was appealing, I had a conflict of interest. "I'm already looking for Candy Tinajero,” I explained. "Technically, she is still my client, and her sister wants me to find her. Chances are good that when I do find Candy, your brother will be with her. But chances are also good that when I find your brother, he could turn out to be the one who killed Sammy Templeton. You have to be prepared for that possibility."

      “Then I want to pay you to find Candy, too. That’s not a conflict of interest, is it?” She put a stack of bills neatly wrapped with a paper band on my desk. It was hard to tell whether I was looking at fifties or hundreds, and it seemed tacky to lean over and check, so I just pulled the money toward me and swept it into a drawer. “Okay, I’ll use that for expenses,” I murmured, though mentally I was envisioning the overdue utility bills and credit card payments I’d be able to take care of by Friday. I was never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially when it involved cold hard cash. Besides, Frieda's faith in her brother was unwavering and I needed a little faith just then.

      Frieda accepted what little hope she could glean from my offer to keep her posted on my progress and rose to go. Though not before she thanked me effusively, and for way too long, then apologized for taking up my time—leaving me wondering if the world was so unkind to her that she felt the need to show gratitude for common decency, or if Frieda Salem was simply one of those lost souls who is unequipped to deal with life's realities. No matter. Whoever Frieda Salem was, I had, for all practical purposes, somehow promised to find her brother for her and I would do my best to keep that promise.

      
        ●

      

      The moment Frieda left, I pulled a chair up to Bobby D.'s desk, ready to ask him for a favor. He was deep into a foot-long meatball sandwich from Jersey Mike's and it was a wonder he could hear me over all the chomping and groans of satisfaction he emitted. I've often thought restaurants should hire Bobby D. to sit at an outside table and eat their food. His rapturous noises would attract customers in droves.

      "Let me guess," he said through a mouthful of meat and tomato sauce. "I detected a distinct Sappho vibe. That girl walks on the wild side, right?"

      "That girl mostly seems to wander in the wilderness. Nonetheless, I have promised to find both Candy Tinajero and her brother for her."

      Bobby swallowed hard and belched, then leaned back in his chair. Sometimes he comes up for air. "You're doing a lot of promising on this case, aren't you, Babe?"

      "Don’t call me ‘Babe.’” I reminded him. "I’m not a little pig you need to pat on the head. And I need your help. Remember, we are still on the Tinajero payroll. That’s two payrolls we’re on now. We’re going to have to get some results, so focus."

      "Hey, I'm not the one who got roaring drunk, then lost an entire day and night recovering from it.”

      I ignored him. That's not usually possible with Bobby, so I take the opportunity to do so when I can.

      "Still no word from the kidnappers?" I asked.

      Bobby shook his head. "Nothing since the ransom note and some bullshit anonymous call.”

      “I heard. So the cops still think Rodney did it?"

      Bobby shrugged. "I am pretty sure they have absolutely no idea who did it. I can tell you that there was no one else’s blood at the scene, other than what Rats lost. So if anyone was taken, they went willingly. Or at least didn't put up a fight."

      The mention of Rats reminded me of Bobby’s kindness, of how he had paid for his burial and service. I stared at him, not sure how to put it.

      “What?” he asked, dabbing at his chin with a napkin. “Do I have food on my face?”

      The real question was, when did Bobby not have food on his face? But I passed on the chance to point that out and instead simply said, “Thank you.”

      “For what?” he demanded.

      “For paying for the funeral service for Rats. I know it was you.”

      Bobby pretended to be interested in the clock on the wall, which had read 3:33 for as long as I had worked there. “It was no big deal,” he mumbled. “I called in a favor.”

      “You did a favor for me,” I said. “Rats really was a good man beneath all that sleaze. You did a good thing.”

      Bobby looked embarrassed so I moved on. “You sure about no signs of a struggle?” I asked. It was a strike against Candy and Rodney, if it was true.

      “That was what I was told,” he said. “Can’t guarantee it. Cost me a hundred bucks.”

      "I have a lead," I said, not sounding hopeful. "I have a source who says Rats was laundering money for a Mob family up north. I'm looking into that now."

      Bobby's eyebrows rose to within a few inches of his trademark toupee. "Do not drag me into this," he said. "I have not lived to the ripe old age of sixty-four by taking on cases that involve the Mob."

      "I'll try my best not to make you a target," I promised sarcastically. But the truth was that I knew Bobby would be there for me, no matter what. He was that kind of a friend—and that's why I forgave him his terrible wardrobe. "And I may or may not have found proof of the money laundering.”

      "You're going to get yourself in a lot of trouble one day if you keep rooting around crime scenes without your cop buddies knowing it."

      Damn. That man knew me too well. It was time to put him to work and distract him. "I need you to track down the girls’ manager and talk to him and also follow up with the guy who takes care of the pony. Most of all, I need you to look into the background of Roxy and Candy's parents," I said.

      His eyebrows did a little dance. "Why?"

      “Roxy is convinced that her parents have been hiding things from her and her sister. It could be related. It could be why Candy was taken."

      "If she was taken," Bobby interrupted. "I’m putting my money on her being the person who set this whole thing up."

      "If she was taken,” I conceded. “But there is something a little off about the parents. I noticed it, too. Everything just seems so by the book. By the Good Book, to be specific. The father’s like a super-religious Ken doll and mom, well, mom is like a Bratz doll ready to follow Jim Jones into Guyana. Can you run a background check on both of them for me?" I asked. "I'll owe you one."

      "No you won't," Bobby promised. "I'm taking my cut of the fee, remember?"

      "If they have any money left to pay our fee," I pointed out. “Remember the ransom note? Someone’s going to get a call sometime about that money. That much I know.”

      “I may need to spread some cash around on this one. How much did your new client slip you?” Bobby asked.

      I was astonished. “How did you know that?”

      “I can hear money sliding across a desktop at four hundred paces,” he said.

      I was impressed. “Spend what you need to. I’ll cover it,” I promised.

      
        ●

      

      By the time I had poked around the zip drive I’d taken from The Pink Pussycat, it was late afternoon and I knew one thing for sure: Rats have been funneling a hell of a lot of money through his club. I knew it could not possibly be from legitimate operations. The zip drive was filled with six month’s worth of meticulous daily records, cash in by the barrel and out by the book. The Mob story had legs. I would have to find a way to let Bill Butler know about it.

      It took me another half hour to copy the information onto my own computer, then sneak into the strip club again and put the zip drive back where I had found it. This time, I was in and out within three minutes. This was long enough to wipe my fingerprints off everything I had touched, which was conspicuous in its own right, but I didn’t want to risk being busted if they decided to process the office for a second time once they found the drive.

      Safely back in my office again, I called Bill Butler and did my best to sound casual. It was a dismal performance for all concerned.

      "Why are you calling?" Bill asked. "Need a ride to Alcoholics Anonymous?"

      "Very funny. I’m calling to help you with your case. I've remembered something."

      "Oh, have you now?” he said. “Why is the hair on the back of my neck standing up?"

      There were a lot of nasty retorts I could have made, but I needed him to follow my lead. "I'm going to give you a pass on that one and just tell you that, as you know, I have done a lot of work for Rats in the past. I've been thinking hard about the last time I was with him, looking for clues as to who might have killed him."

      There was a silence. Bill had clearly not learned his lines for this charade and was simply going to wait me out. "And…?" he finally said.

      "I just remembered that there is a gold plaster Buddha statue in his office," I said, as casually as any other skilled liar would. "He used to hide things inside it. I think I saw him next to it the day before he died."

      "What kind of things? Guns? Drugs? Small children?"

      "No children, no guns, and no drugs." I said, irritated. "I told you, Rats hated drugs."

      "Then what could be in the Buddha I would give a shit about?" Bill asked patiently.

      "Maybe a separate set of books?" I suggested. "The real set of books for his business? You told me that Rats had a lot of money going through his club and you didn’t know where it was coming from. Maybe he kept track?”

      "Aha, the plot thickens. Tell me everything you know that you haven't told me until now, a good forty-eight hours into my investigation, and remind me to wring your neck next time I see you."

      "I only just remembered about the statue," I maintained, adding in desperation: “And I only just heard a rumor that might explain what happened to him. It’s what reminded me of the statue."

      "I'm going to take a wild guess and say that, drugs or not, your friend Rats was involved with some very bad men."

      "I heard he might have been laundering money for a Mob family up north."

      "What family?" Bill asked, his voice taking on a hard edge.

      "The Lopresti family."

      "They're not a family ‘up north,’ Casey," Bill said quietly. His voice took on a hard edge. "They're a family trying to infiltrate our state. We've been after them for a very long time."

      I felt ashamed for my friend Rats, and I hated myself for that. It felt disloyal. "He may have been desperate. I know he wanted to open up a line of clubs. He may have turned to them for financing."

      "Or to launder their cash and take a big fat fee off the top," Bill suggested. "I'm sending some guys over to check out the statue now. After that, you and I need to have another little chat about these rumors you’re hearing."

      "Any time," I said weakly. I knew I was skating on very thin ice.

      The news did not get any better once I hung up the phone. Bobby delivered it to me over dinner at an Italian restaurant a few blocks away at the City Market. We liked it because even Bobby could walk a couple of blocks, sparing us having to move our cars. Everyone knew it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than a rich man to find a parking spot in downtown Raleigh. Besides, the restaurant had great food and we were sitting outside at a metal cafe table overlooking a cobblestoned street while enjoying the fine night air. Unfortunately, this reminded me of Little Italy, which in turn brought me back to thoughts of the Mob—and that made me nervous.

      Bobby was apparently having the same thoughts, since he kept scanning the sidewalks as he plowed through a plate of spaghetti that had meatballs the size of baseballs piled on top of a mountain of pasta. The foot long meatball sub he’d had for lunch, it turns out, had been little more than an appetizer.

      “Expecting the kidnappers to pop up with dessert?” I asked him. “Perhaps cannoli dusted with gun powder?”

      “Don’t joke,” Bobby said, eyeing the street. “Do not ever joke about the Mob.”

      “You really think this is about organized crime?” I asked.

      "Not really. And you're not gonna like what I found out about the parents," he told me. "I’ve got nothing."

      "You had to have found out something," I said. I was shoveling fettuccine alfredo in as fast as I could, knowing I had only minutes before Bobby’s fork attacked my plate.

      "It's what I didn't find out that matters," Bobby explained. "The Tinajero father has no history to speak of. I can't find any records of a Robert Tinajero in North Carolina before 1998. That’s the year he enrolled in Catawba Community College and got his degree in substance abuse counseling. He's been working at an Anson County rehab center ever since, he pays his taxes on time, and he has an absolutely squeaky clean record. I even checked the property rolls. They’re living on a parcel of land that was once part of the Otis Poole family farm, which goes back hundreds of years. It was divided up about fifty years ago. One or the other of the Tinajeros must have inherited a share through marriage. But I can’t find the connection.”

      "You found nothing else on him?" I asked, incredulous. Most people these days left footprints all over the Internet. It was impossible to escape being tracked. That is, unless you put an awful lot of effort into staying off the grid.

      “That's all.”

      "What about the mother?" I asked.

      “Looks like those nice round apples didn't fall far from the tree,” he said, referring, I knew, to the Tinajero sisters’ biggest assets.

      “Gross, Bobby. I’m trying to eat here. Besides, they’re more like freaking watermelons and they don’t grow on trees.”

      He ignored me. “I outsourced the search to Marcus and he found a Lavonia Allen with a long record in Maryland for drug possession, a handful of DUIs, and the usual crap associated with a career stripping in clubs."

      I was incredulous. "The mother was a stripper, too?"

      Bobby D. nodded. “I think so. The age and height fit on her DMV records and it’s an unusual first name.  And get this: apparently, there's a whole family up in Maryland and Delaware consisting of women who don't top four feet but who make a pretty good living stripping. It seems to be a family business. It's passed down from grandmother to mother to daughter. There is even a three generation strip act. I swear to god, I'm not making this up."

      "And the Tinajero mother was one of them?" I asked, suspecting Bobby had already booked a train to Baltimore to catch the granny-to-granddaughter stripper act.

      "She was until about twenty-five years ago. Her record has been clean since then. Well, except for a long line of speeding tickets. Momma’s got a hot foot.”

      "So this could be someone from her past coming around for payback?" I asked him. "Someone snatched her daughter because of an old debt or grudge?”

      Bobby shrugged. "Could be. But I could come up with a dozen other theories by the time I finish my dinner. All I know is that our hot-headed little vixen, Roxy, is right. Her parents are not what they seem. Their backgrounds are too empty. They’ve changed their names, or something, and we can’t find out how or where or why."

      “Witness protection?” I suggested. “Are we back to a Mob connection?”

      “You tell me,” Bobby said as he eyed my plate. “You going to finish that alfredo?”

      I pushed my plate over to him. I had lost my appetite anyway.
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      People say that addicts lie. And, in my experience, that's true. God knows, my ex-husband proved that theory every day I was with his sorry ass. But I've also found that recovering addicts have an almost pathological need to tell the truth, as if they want to make up for all the sins of their past. What I needed now was the truth about the Tinajero parents and I did not think that I could get it from them. But maybe I could learn something new from the people Robert Tinajero worked with—or at least get an idea of whether he truly was the saint that other people said he was.

      I was mulling all of these things over as I sped down the highway the next morning, jumbo latte in hand, heading back into the North Carolina flatlands on another sunny Indian Summer day. I had spent the rest of the evening before hunched over my computer, trying to find out more about the Tinajeros and ignoring calls from Bill Butler. His voice messages made it plain that he wanted to know more about the zip drive with the strip club’s real books on it and I had nothing else to give him that I was willing to share. But in the end, my online searching proved fruitless. I’d found out nothing I didn’t already know, which was little, and the number of calls from Bill had suggested it might be a good idea to get the hell out of Dodge, hence the impromptu road trip.

      The rehab center where Robert Tinajero was employed as a counselor had once been a working farm, if you could believe their website. It had been converted in the late 1990s into an addiction treatment in-patient facility called, creatively enough, The Farm. Alcohol and drug addicts worked the land and tended to the livestock as a way to return to normalcy, learn discipline, and supplement their counseling. As someone who had grown up breaking her back and shredding her fingers picking cotton and tilling soybean fields as a child, desperately trying to earn my keep even though my grandfather did not demand it, it was hard for me to find the idea of working a farm therapeutic. But if it helped the poor bastards who were paying $7,000 a month for the opportunity to milk cows and shovel manure, than I was all for it.

      I wondered how much its location had to do with The Farm’s success. It was located in the center of a vast ocean of green landscape that was far enough away from everywhere else to give family members a plausible excuse as to why they could not visit more often. It was also far from trouble and a great place to hide from the world.

      Security was nonexistent. I drove right through a gate that could have been locked, but was not, and there was no one to greet me when I mounted the front porch steps and poked my head inside the front screen door. “Hello! I’m here with my moving truck. It’s pulled up outside, ready for me to empty out the house of all possessions and drive away!” I called out. No one answered. I stepped inside.

      It was cool and quiet in the old farmhouse and I could hear the clatter of lunch being prepared in a nearby kitchen. From the outside, it had looked like home to an exceptionally large family. But the exterior had been misleading. Numerous additions had been added on discreetly to the back of the main farmhouse, housing more and more patients as the years had passed by. I wondered how many people returned to The Farm. I also wondered how many came here and never wanted to leave. The rest of the world, with all of its sound and fury, suddenly seemed a universe or two away.

      “Can I help you?" A small wiry woman, who had passed age fifty at least two decades ago, emerged from a nearby doorway, wiping her hands on an apron tied around her tiny waist. She had Eastern North Carolina written all over her weather-beaten face and, without saying a single other word, she managed to let me know that she was in no mood for nonsense and I'd better tell the truth fast.

      I had no intention of doing that.

      "I hope so,” I said. “One of the counselors who works here is up for an award by the state. I've been asked to look into his background and see if he as worthy as the nomination says. His name is Robert Tinajero.”

      The woman looked like she did not quite believe me, but she did not challenge my cover story, either. Her button nose crinkled, adding to the fine map of wrinkles that crisscrossed her face. It was clear that she had once worked in the fields. Her skin was permanently baked to the texture of dried mud.

      "Do I smell peach cobbler?" I asked, unable to stop myself.

      "Yes ma’am," the woman said. Her face brightened. "It's my specialty. Would you like a bowl?"

      It was turning into a very good day.

      I sat across the table from the cook, whose name turned out to be Shirley, and dug into my unexpected bounty. The crust was flaky and buttery, the filling thick with stewed peaches and not so much sugar that it made you reach for the insulin. It was all I could do not to lick the bowl when I was done.

      "I gather you don't get a lot of home cooking?" Shirley asked as she watched me shovel in the last of the deliciously soggy bottom crust.

      I won't admit to being embarrassed, but I did give a nervous laugh. "No ma'am," I said. "I hope I left enough for everyone else." I looked around the kitchen, my unspoken questions hanging in the air.

      She ignored my hint for another helping. "I doubt anyone will be back for at least another hour," she explained. "The schedule here is pretty tight. Mornings are devoted to assigned chores. You won't find anyone lollygagging around the house. They’re either out in the fields or down by the barn. They don't mess around here, you know. If you don't do your work, then you're out. Most people who come here want to stay here. There's something about this place that soothes your soul."

      I got that. I had grown up on a hardscrabble farm in the Panhandle of Florida, raised by my grandfather on his meager earnings from growing cotton and soybeans. We’d had a truck garden that augmented what little he could earn in the fields. We never went hungry, but we never had extras, either. But despite what others may have seen as deprivation, and the hard work involved, the truth was that I had seen the farm as a sanctuary and had been acutely aware that I had nowhere else to go. I’d sometimes stood on the front lawn of our tiny clapboard house and looked around me, marveling that the seven acres surrounding our home belonged to us and us alone. There was a beauty in owning your own little patch of the planet and a peace that came with working the land, even if the hours were long and the work backbreaking. It was as if tilling the soil and welcoming the rain was a way to honor the Earth. If the addicts who came here to The Farm felt even a fraction of what I had felt as a child, then it was no surprise they wanted to stay.

      "What's Robert's role here?" I asked, knowing he would not be at The Farm and so could not overhear. He took Wednesdays off and I had driven by his house first to make sure his car was still in the driveway.

      "Robert is special," the cook said simply. She was rolling out dough for chicken-and-pastry with an automatic grace that comes from decades of repeating the same action over and over, mixing the flour, salt, and water into small dough balls then flattening them out with a rolling pin and cutting the dough into thin strips that would be dropped into boiling water seasoned with chicken parts, celery, carrots, and maybe a little onion. My mouth was  watering just watching her. I wondered if Shirley’s cooking was another reason why no one ever wanted to leave The Farm.

      "What do you mean he’s special?" I asked her.

      "A lot of the counselors who work here are former addicts themselves," Shirley explained. "They mean well, but, well… to tell you the truth, a lot of addicts can be very self-centered. I guess they have to be that way to survive the bad days. But even when they kick their habits and are clean enough to help out, a trace of that self-centeredness can remain. Their idea of helping others is to talk about how they beat their own addictions. They talk about inner strength and making the right choices and lots of times about God. But, mostly, they talk about themselves."

      She paused and surveyed me, as if wondering if I would be offended at what she had to say next. Apparently, I passed the test. I was pagan enough for her tastes. "Don't get me wrong," she said, wiping a smudge of flour off her nose. "I've gone to church every Sunday of my life. But God alone is not going to be able to help some meth-addicted woman who has abandoned her children and is doing god knows what to get enough money to buy her poison. You know what I mean?"

      I nodded. I knew what she meant. People who hit rock bottom have already faced the coldest of realities. Telling them that a benevolent man who lived in the sky could rescue them wasn't going to fly. At least not with the down-and-outs I knew.

      "Are you telling me that Robert is not religious?" That surprised me. He had given the impression that he was every bit as pious as his wife.

      "Oh, no. I think he's truly a righteous man. In his private life. But he keeps that to himself. When it comes to helping the patients here, Robert is different from the other counselors."

      "Different how?" I asked.

      "Well, if you will excuse my French, he doesn't try to bullshit them."

      "Probably a good idea," I said. "Every addict I know is a world-class bullshitter themselves. You're probably not going to get far trying to bullshit a bullshitter."

      I had never said the word "bullshit" so many times in a single sentence in my life, but Shirley nodded her head in agreement. "Exactly,” she said. “Robert does not mince words. He lays out what's going to happen to them if they don't straighten up. He lets them know how hard it is going to be to find their way back if they delay making the changes they need to make. And because he's telling them the truth, however hard it is to hear, they believe him. When they decide to follow his advice, or come to him when they are faced with temptation, they know that Robert understands what they're going through. They trust him."

      "Is he speaking from experience?" I asked, aware that my cover story about giving him an award absolutely sucked. If this was how they vetted for statewide honors, I was a monkey's uncle and needed to ask for a banana. But, again, Shirley did not seem to notice. I think she liked the company. I watched her lift the long strips of pastry into the air and drop them into the bubbling water while she thought her answer over. Despite the peach cobbler, I could feel my stomach stirring. Chicken-and-pastry was one of my favorite dishes. I could eat a vat of it in a single sitting and had come close to doing just that on more than a few occasions. Just ask the waitresses at the Toot-and-Tell Diner in Garner.

      "I can't say for certain,” Shirley finally said. “But I think he has had some experience with drug addiction, if not himself than someone close to him. But you can’t really tell much about him when he speaks, you know? He's very unassuming. He's definitely not holier than thou. I don't know how to explain it, except to say that he considers himself one of them, connected to our residents, and they can tell. Sometimes I think he's the only one who can reach them. That he's the only thing tethering them to a clean life. You don't know how many people he's helped just by being himself and telling the truth."

      "He does sound like a special man," I said.

      "He is. He's not doing what he does to feel better about himself. I think he really wants to make the world a better place. How many people can you say that about?"

      “Not enough,” I agreed.

      “Whatever award he was nominated for, he deserves it,” Shirley said as she shook salt and pepper into the pot. She glanced at me. "What award is it, anyway?"

      Was it my imagination or had a trace of suspicion flickered across her face?

      "Oh, the Order of the Longleaf Pine," I improvised, repeating the name of the only statewide award I could think of at that moment. It was highly improbable that an addiction counselor would win such a vaunted award, which was usually reserved for politicians and poets who had brought North Carolina glory. But Shirley did not think it odd.

      "Well, you just tell that Governor Barnes that I said no one deserves it more than Robert. And while you’re at it, could you also tell the Governor that his wife looks trashy with all that blonde hair? She’s not fooling anyone. She’s at least as old as I am.”

      "I will," I lied. I sniffed conspicuously at the smells coming from the boiling pot, but Shirley was done feeding me for the day.

      "I can't let you talk to any of the residents, you know,” she said. “Their identities are confidential. You're lucky I felt like talking to you, because that’s all you're going to get."

      It was a uniquely Eastern North Carolina dismissal. I was disappointed I could not talk to the residents, but trying to get around Shirley felt disrespectful—and that mattered to me more than the rules. She’d been generous with her time and her thoughts about Robert Tinajero. It would have to be enough.

      This left me no choice but to stand and head for the door, reluctantly leaving my would-be lunch behind. I paused at the kitchen door and looked back at Shirley. "Thanks for talking to me today. Any chance…?" My voice trailed off as I stared at the chicken-and-pastry bubbling away on the stove, emitting a delicious-smelling steam that screamed rich broth and wet carbs.

      Shirley looked me up and down with a critical eye. "I think maybe after all that peach cobbler, a salad might do you some good. I recommend the Dine-and-Dash. It’s about three miles down the road and dining and dashing seems to be your speed. They have an all-you-can-eat salad bar."

      Wow. Everyone's a critic. I took my slightly bigger ass out the front door and down the driveway, pondering the mystery of Robert Tinajero. I did not know what he had once been, most likely in addition to being an addict, but what he was today appeared to be absolutely genuine. And if he was that caring and that good, why would any of the residents of The Farm try to get back at him by kidnapping one of his daughters? I had found out what I come to discover, that he was who he said he was, but I had not found out much more. Perhaps it was time to pay him and his wife another visit.

      
        ●

      

      Robert Tinajero was in his front yard methodically riding a lawnmower back and forth, leaving fresh strips of close-cropped grass behind him. It was hypnotic watching his progress—but I knew that this might be my only chance to speak to him without his wife standing guard. I stopped my car at the end of their driveway near a corner of the field where he was maneuvering the mower around a mound of rocks. The sun was hot on the back of my neck which, contrary to popular opinion, was not already red.

      “You again,” he said, cutting off the mower and staring down at me.

      Wow. He could fit equal parts disdain, suspicion, and curiosity in two simple words like nobody I had ever met.

      "Roxy hired me to help find Candy,” I said, trying not to sound apologetic.

      “I know. She told me. Are you getting anywhere?”

      “Not really,” I admitted reluctantly.

      He climbed down from the mower and stood close to me, his muscled frame blocking the sun. Sunbeams seemed to radiate off him like lightning. His expression softened. “I heard the club owner who got killed was your friend.”

      “Good friend,” I explained.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Real friends are hard to come by.”

      “They are indeed.” We stared at each other for a moment. He had an intense gaze that pulled you in rather than intimidating you.

      "I need to talk to you without your wife present,” I said.

      “Well then, you better talk fast. Soon as she sees you, she’ll go full throttle, guaranteed. I don’t think she likes you much.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “I’m reserving judgment.” He grinned.

      “Roxy’s in jail. She went Full Metal Jacket on some police officers.”

      “I know.” He shook his head. “She’s a hothead. Nobody’s going to argue with that.”

      “You’re not going to go see her?”

      He stared at his house. “I don’t want to stray far from here.”

      I understood. He was waiting for the kidnappers to call with instructions and he wanted to be ready.

      “What about your wife? She’s not planning to go see her?”

      “My wife thinks Roxy needs to learn a lesson and that a night or two in jail might do her some good. I don’t agree but, to be honest, Lavonia and Roxy aren’t that different in temperament and I’m not anxious to provoke my wife.” He was silent for a moment, then asked, “Have you uncovered anything to lead us closer to finding Candy? Roxy said you were working on it and I’ll be honest—I don’t have a lot of faith in what law enforcement has done so far.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I haven’t. But I’m going to keep trying. That’s why I’m here. I think you’re hiding something from me and I need to know what it is. I can’t find Candy without knowing the whole truth."

      He was silent, looking me up and down, as if trying to gauge whether I was worthy of the truth. Normally, I have no problem being judged. I can take or leave just about anyone. But this time I found myself hoping with all my might that I would pass his muster. It took less than ten seconds for him to decide he could trust me, but it felt more like half an hour. "The girls aren’t mine," he said softly.

      The afternoon stopped in its tracks. The air hung heavy with heat and the calls of song birds from the nearby forest chimed along the edge of the cleared field. It felt as if the whole case could hang on his next few words.

      "When I first met Lavonia, she’d been left by Candy’s father, some drunk who chose her for the shock effect then abandoned her once the hard work of being a parent kicked in."

      So Robert Tinajero was a rescuer. That was a shame. Rescuers are never attracted to me. I’m too damn stubborn to admit I need help.

      "Who was the father?" I asked. "Could he be involved in Candy's kidnapping?"

      Robert shook his head. "He's dead. No surprise there. Lavonia met him at a bar where she danced and he worked as a bouncer. She knew when she moved in with him that he was a bad bet and she'd be lucky to get a couple years out of him. He disappeared after a year and a half, and the next she heard, he was serving a ten-year term at the federal penitentiary in Atlanta. He died about eight years ago. But don't tell her I told you about him," he warned me. "She'll kill me if she knows I told you."

      I stood under the burning sun, trying to do the math.

      “They were together for a year and a half?" I asked. "How did they have two kids in a year and a half? I thought Roxy was older than Candy?"

      "She is," Robert said, evading my eyes. "She's not actually Candy’s sister. She's Candy's first cousin. Lavonia has a sister in St. Pete drinking herself to death. She gave up Roxy a few months after she was born. My wife could not stand the thought of Roxy being handed over to strangers, or the state, so she took her in. She raised Roxy as her own daughter, even when she had no help.” He was silent for a moment. "I think maybe that's why her first husband left her. I think he figured that was too much exotic for him.”

      “Is Roxy’s birth mother a little person, too?”

      “Yes. And before you ask, I have no idea who Roxy's father is or what he looked like. The girls don’t know about anything about their real fathers. They look at me as their father and that's that."

      “Don’t you think you ought to tell them?” I asked.

      “Do you know what it might do to Roxy if she found out her own mother gave her away and Candy’s not her sister? That would take away the only thing she has in this world that softens her edges. We’re all she’s got. Don’t you think she’s angry enough as it is?”

      “Yes, I do.” I had no appetite to argue that point. Besides, I had an even more difficult question to ask him. "What did you mean when you said that Lavonia met her first husband at a club where she worked?" If he was saying what I thought he was saying, it confirmed what Bobby D. had said about Lavonia Tinajero having once been a stripper.

      His face flushed a deep red underneath his autumn tan. "I can't tell you the answer to that."

      A sharp crack echoed over the field. I knew that sound well: it was a screen door slamming because someone was in a hurry. Lavonia had spotted us and roared out the front door of her house like a heat-seeking missile, ready to intervene in our conversation. Either she had a jealous streak or she was not in the mood to air their secrets. I had to work fast. "You don't have to tell me," I told him. "I figured it out myself. She used to dance for a living, too. That's why she’s so ashamed of what the girls are doing. She never wanted them to follow in her footsteps. Why did she let them?”

      "We had no choice," he answered, sounding angry. "People who have it easy have no idea what it's like to have nowhere else to turn. Lavonia began dancing because she was young and that's what the women in her family did. It was the only way they could make decent money. About eight years ago, when Robert Jr. was diagnosed as schizophrenic on top of everything else, we knew medication alone would not do the trick. We couldn’t control his outbursts once he got older. We had to find a place that would take him, that could keep him from hurting himself or others, but still give him a life with some freedom in it. And when we heard how much that would cost? Well, the girls had cousins up north dancing who were making serious money and they insisted on following in their footsteps. We could not stop them." His voice dropped. "We did not try to stop them. Because the truth is that none of us had any other way to pay for what Robbie’s care costs us."

      "I'm not judging you," I said. "And believe me when I tell you that I know what it's like to have no other choices. I wasn't exactly raised at the Ritz."

      Lavonia was halfway down the driveway, her expression furious. She trundled toward us like an angry groundhog. I only had another thirty seconds alone with Robert.

      “Do the girls know your wife used to dance?”

      “No.”

      “You sure?”

      “No. But if they do, they hide it from us.”

      I didn’t think they knew. But I was not about to be the one to tell them.

      "When did your wife get religion?" I asked him.

      "A few years after we married. My wife needs something to believe in. When she sets her mind to something, she doesn't give up. She made her mind to believe and that was that."

      "And when did she make you join her?" I asked, guessing that she had been the driving force behind his conversion to fundamentalism.

      He looked away, his face impassive as he watched his wife draw closer. "I believe what I believe because I choose to," he said. "Either you understand that or you don’t. I don't have to justify my beliefs to you."

      "Fair enough," I said.

      And then Lavonia was upon us.

      "What are you doing back here?" she demanded. For such a short woman, she had a big presence. She was taking me on, toe-to-toe. I pitied anyone who got on her bad side. But I also knew that her antagonism came from a lifetime of being judged by others for what she looked like and I was not going to condemn her for it.

      "I'm trying to do my job and find out who took your daughter," I told her. “And if you really wanted to find Candy, you would tell me the truth. Otherwise, you're just going through the motions. God help you if that’s the case. I can't imagine a mother abandoning a daughter to her fate simply to keep the world from knowing a few secrets no one cares about anyway."

      I was just getting started, but Lavonia's face stopped me from going further. She had heard what I said.

      "I'm sorry," I told them both. "But I do want to solve this case and it's not fair for you to ask me to do so and then not tell me what I need to know."

      A look passed between them. I could not quite figure out what it meant. Then Robert gave his wife a slight nod. "She's been asking about the girls," he told her. "I let her know who Candy’s real father was and that Roxy was your niece. I had to."

      Lavonia turned away from me, hiding her expression. "Come on in, then," she said over her shoulder. "Lunch is ready. I made chicken-and-pastry. You might as well join us. I'll tell you everything you need to know about the girls."

      The truth plus the chicken-and-pastry I had been denied earlier? Sometimes, the Universe rewards you for stubbornness.

      
        ●

      

      An hour later, belly full, I left the Tinajeros behind and headed back toward Durham, wondering if I had learned anything that might possibly help me and whether I had, in fact, been given the whole truth and nothing but the truth. I doubted it. Lavonia had told me the same story her husband had revealed and then gone a step further, offering me the details that he had left unsaid. Lavonia admitted she’d had Candy with a worthless piece of shit, though she referred to him as her first husband and made it sound as if he was simply some sort of romantic troubadour who could not settle down. Soon after giving birth to Candy, and disgusted with her sister’s lack of maternal instincts, she had adopted Roxy. Not long after that, Candy’s father, aka the worthless piece of shit she had supported, in addition to her two daughters, left her high and dry for a cocktail waitress who worked at a bar down at the coast near the Cherry Point Marine base. When Lavonia met Robert soon after, he had challenges of his own—an ex-girlfriend who had died of a drug overdose, leaving behind a very young son, a son who had been fathered by Robert in a moment of carelessness. The boy had come to live with his father out of necessity. After that, I had to read between the lines a little but I thought I now understood what had brought them together. Robert had taken his responsibilities as a father so seriously that Lavonia had started to fall in love with him for it. Soon after, height differences aside, they had discovered that they had much in common. They shared the same hopes and fears for their children, and it had seemed natural for them to join forces. Though they did not say so outright, it also sounded as if the religion had kicked in about that time in their lives. The inflexible beliefs of their church had led them to marry and to blend their families into one.

      Which meant, I realized, that Robert Jr. was not Lavonia’s son. Nor was he a blood relative of the girls. Yet Candy and Roxy clearly loved their stepbrother so much that they were willing to put up with drunks and the sleazy world of strip clubs to make sure he was safe and well-cared for. They had big hearts under their sequined push-up bras.

      Yet for all I had learned from the Tinajeros, I could not shake the feeling that something had been left unspoken. Part of this feeling came from Robert’s jumpiness during lunch. Lavonia had seemed calm, if frosty, but Robert had constantly looked out the windows, at the telephone, or at the clock on the dining room wall, as if he were waiting for something. Had the kidnappers called again? He and his wife both denied this suggestion vociferously. But fear hung in the air like an apparition, fed by still more secrets left unsaid, and I had not been able to learn more. When I pressed them on who might have taken Candy and suggested it might have been someone connected to their lives, Lavonia grew impatient with me, repeating what Robert had told me in a snippy voice: her ex-husband was dead, her sister too drunk and disorganized to be a threat, and she knew of no one else in her past who might be seeking revenge by kidnapping her daughter. What little family she had left from her generation was supportive and had never mentioned her past to Candy and Roxy. No one else from her past even knew she had moved to North Carolina after leaving dancing behind.

      If she felt shame at the hypocrisy of having once been an exotic dancer while judging her own daughters for following in her footsteps, she did not show it. Lavonia Tinajero appeared to possess the ability to ignore what she did not want to acknowledge while feeling justified in pushing her sanitized reality onto others.

      I thought of Robert Tinajero as I drove back toward Raleigh. His wedding vows to Lavonia had no doubt changed his life forever. He had gone from being a single man to having to support four other human beings virtually overnight. Yet I could feel no resentment from him. He’d said little during our lunch conversation, methodically demolishing a plate of chicken-and-pastry. I tried to match him fork-for-fork, but in the end, like the slow but steady tortoise, he’d left me behind. He had to do an awful lot of physical work, I thought to myself, to stay in shape while eating like that.

      As I drove toward home, my mind wandered back to the lunch Lavonia had served, a preoccupation of mine born from those periods of hunger I had gone through as a child. Consumed with memories of her cooking, at first I did not notice the motorcycle following me down the country road that led me to I-64. It was only when I slowed down at a crossroads that I realized I was being followed. Doubling back, I returned to the convenience store I had just passed and parked, heading inside to buy a Red Bull to revive myself from my caloric overload. The motorcycle that had been following me slowed as it passed the store, but did not stop. Then it accelerated as it made a quick U-turn and roared past again on the way back toward the Tinajero’s house. It was a stripped-down ape hanger, handlebars stretching absurdly toward the sky, with a biker of considerable girth perched on the seat leaning low and back, a minimalist leather helmet covering his head like half of a deflated basketball. It was impossible to see little more than that he was heavyset with a dark Fu Manchu mustache before he was gone in a thunderous roar. I was left standing on the front porch of the country store, wondering why there were bikers watching the Tinajeros and why this one had decided to follow me—and then given up. As I took a seat in a rocking chair to enjoy my Red Bull and think it over, my phone rang. I did not recognize the number, but I was desperate enough for a lead to answer.

      “Hello,” I said warily, sure I was about to hear a pitch about affordable healthcare options.

      “Is this Casey?” a confident male voice asked. It sounded familiar.

      “Yeah. Who’s this?” I was trying to place that voice.

      “This is Cody. Cody Sherrill.”

      I was silent for a moment. “How you’d get my number?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?” he countered and managed to make it sound as if he was asking me to take off my clothes.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I need to see you,” he said.

      “About what? I’m on a case here.”

      “It’s about the case. I’ve got some information for you. Meet me outside on the patio of the Blue Note Grill tonight at 8:00. Come alone.”

      “Come alone?” I asked, keeping my voice neutral.

      “I want to talk to you alone. It’s confidential.”

      “And you’ll be alone as well?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said.

      I thought about it. I didn’t trust the guy any further than I could throw him and his ego, but it wasn’t like I had a whole lot of leads. And the patio of the Blue Note Grill was about as public as you could get. At this time of year, there was likely to be a North Carolina Central baseball game being played across the street at the old Durham Bulls stadium, which meant there’d be dozens of witnesses looking on in addition to all the old hippies drinking their pints of microbrewery beer under the stars of a Carolina night.

      “Fine,” I said, ignoring the voice inside my head that was telling me I was playing with fire.

      He answered me with a confidence that made me suspect he had been absolutely certain I could not resist his charms, saying, “Good girl.”

      I resisted the temptation to bark and ask if I should roll over and beg, hanging up on him instead. A cocky bastard is still a cocky bastard, no matter how good-looking he is on the outside—and the same goes for killers, too.
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      Over the past five years, while Durham’s supposedly progressive city council was busy issuing proclamations and tweeting their outrage over human rights violations half a world away, the city had been sold to real estate developers block-by-gentrified block, pricing out many of Durham’s oldest residents. As a result, there were four different luxury skyscrapers going up within a six-block radius surrounding the Blue Note Grill, where I was slated to meet Cody Sherrill. One day soon, 10-story balconies would tower over the ballpark that had been made famous in the movie Bull Durham and, soon after,  the mom-and-pop shops would disappear in favor of hipster coffee shops and bars where you could throw axes for fun while sipping overpriced lagers. But for the moment, downtown Durham resembled Aleppo more than a blue collar southern town on its way up the economic ladder. It was a war zone and Durham’s citizens were the casualties. Bulldozers and cranes blocked nearly every intersection and winding your way to a downtown destination required a minimum of three different detours. Frustrated, I finally gave up, parked my car three blocks away, and hightailed it over to the Blue Note on foot.

      The walk was creepier than I had expected. The old Durham Bulls stadium was empty and the lights were off. Construction machinery clogged the roads and sidewalks around it, creating deep shadows that, at least to my fevered imagination, could hold entire gangs of muggers. Or worse, I thought to myself: bikers. Because, as I passed by a sewage pipe bigger around than I was tall, I saw the tail end of a chopper poking out from behind an industrial-sized dumpster that was wedged in between Stone Brothers Nursery and King’s Sandwich Shop. It was on odd place to park a motorcycle. But half a block later, I saw another one hidden in a narrow space between the fencing of the old ballpark and a bulldozer.

      This was not good. Cody Sherrill had said he was going to be alone. But the cheery lights of the Blue Note Grill across the street beckoned and I continued onward.

      As I reached the Blue Note, I was hit with a wave of nostalgia when someone opened the side door that led to the patio and the music of my long-forgotten youth poured out into the night. It was a Wednesday and I knew that the R&B jam was about to kick into high gear. Once a week, Durham’s black community stopped everything to gather at the Blue Note Grill and worship the soul songs of decades long gone. Some in the crowd were touring musicians stopping by home while on a break. Others were professors, business owners, government employees, and staff from nearby Duke University hoping to relive their glory days by taking their turn on stage belting out what had inexplicably become golden oldies to the rest of the world. I'd been there several times for the jam and there had been nights when I was only one of a handful of white people enjoying the show.

      Come to think of it, it was an odd choice for a white boy like Cody Sherrill to pick for our meeting. Did the wasteland surrounding us have anything to do with his choice? Was I walking into an ambush?

      A family of four was sitting at the far end of the patio, enjoying a basket of fried pickles while playing cornhole. The adults had pints of beer while the kids were enjoying ill-advised sodas, given the time of night. They had a little girl who looked to be about eight years old who was kicking all of their asses at cornhole, sinking one beanbag after another dead center in the middle of the board’s opening. Oh, to have the hand and eye coordination of youth back again. And the speed. The moment her parents’ backs were turned, the little girl grabbed the nearest glass of beer and took a healthy swig. Well played, you little rascal. Well played.

      Cody Sherrill sat alone at a picnic table as far away from the family fun as he could get. He cut a handsome silhouette in the gathering September twilight, his muscular frame, thick hair, and leather jacket a stark contrast to the tubby hipster chic of the nearby family.

      "I was beginning to think you weren’t going to come," he said.

      "So was I." I sat down next to him, careful to leave plenty of room between us, and stared up at the stars starting to glow in the pale azure sky. "It's funny. I saw a couple of motorcycles hidden behind construction equipment on my way over. But I don't actually see any bikers here."

      Cody shrugged, unconcerned. "I may lead the Panthers, but I'm not exactly the Grand Poohbah of every biker in the Triangle."

      A waiter approached us. He was a slender man with light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and an intelligent, kind face. "Get you anything?" he asked. I resisted the urge to order back-up and a Colt .44, not the malt liquor kind, but settled for a White Street Kolsch instead. No hard stuff for me tonight. Cody shook his head when the waiter looked at him. His bottle of Bud Light was still three-quarters full.

      Nursing his drink? I made a mental note to make sure I stayed sober as well.

      "What you want?" I asked him, cutting to the chase.

      "Well, aren't you all about business tonight?” he said, trying out his wolfish grin.

      "Cut the crap. You're in this up to your neck. I just can't figure out how."

      "Now, now. There's no need to get ugly. After all, I’m here to help you."

      "Are you now?" I said, sounding as unconvinced as I felt.

      "Did you know that Rodney Salem was a snitch?"

      I paused to think about it. "I don't believe that," I finally decided.

      "Suit yourself." He shrugged and took a sip of his whiskey. "But your Mr. Salem has been a narc from way back when. That's why he's bounced around. When people start to catch onto him, he moves to another club. He's been turning people into the cops all the way up and down the East Coast for decades, I’d estimate."

      "You seem to be staying out of jail just fine," I pointed out.

      His smile was enigmatic. "Maybe I'm not in jail because I don't break the law."

      "And maybe if we sit out here long enough, pigs will fly overhead and drop bags of pork rinds into our laps?” I suggested.

      When my beer arrived, I resisted the urge to drain it in a single gulp. Somehow, my hormones had taken a left turn. What once had excited me about Cody Sherrill now irritated me. Because I realized that every time I saw him, he was playing a part. He was being who I wanted him to be. Was there even anyone real underneath all that macho swagger?

      Maybe. He was clearly irritated at my lack of enthusiasm. "If you don't want my help, just say so,” he said in an abruptly aggressive tone of voice.

      "What do you really want from me?" I asked, aware we were attracting attention. I glanced around to see if anyone could overhear us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cody nod ever so slightly at a behemoth dressed in a white T-shirt and black leather vest hovering near a side entrance. The man turned and was gone before I could see his face. But all of a sudden, I could feel it in every cell of my body: I was a lamb surrounded by wolves. I knew with absolute certainty that there were a half dozen of Cody Sherrill's buddies, just like that one, circling me in the darkness, using the shadows of the construction equipment and abandoned railway trestle that cut through the parking lot of the club to conceal their hiding spots.

      I was a fool to have trusted Cody Sherrill, even for a public meeting. And with the music pounding away inside toward a deafening crescendo, no one would hear me call out for help if they grabbed me and dragged me into the darkness. If I didn't do something quick, I'd be erased off the mean streets of Durham faster than a nun cleaning a chalkboard.

      "I need to shake the dew off my lily," I told Cody, standing up abruptly and placing my beer on the picnic table. He stared at me blankly.

      "I need to pee," I explained. He nodded. "I guess you just have that effect on women," I added, deciding that pathetic flirting might divert him from realizing that I was on to what he had in mind.

      "Don't keep me waiting," he said. “Once you get that bee out of your bonnet, my guess is that we’ll have plenty to talk about. Or not talk at all.” He flashed a hopeful grin at me again.

      Good grief. The clumsy flirting had worked. I had bought myself a short reprieve.

      I walked away as calmly as I could, pretending not to notice a third biker nursing a beer on the side porch. I pushed through the door into the music hall and Just My Imagination by The Temptations washed over me in a tidal wave of pathos. My heart was beating so fast I could barely appreciate the amazing falsetto of a light-skinned black man who was standing center stage, surrounded by the kick-ass house band, crooning an impeccable version of the R&B classic. Irony, indeed. But imagination was one thing and my gut instincts were another. I knew I’d put myself in danger.

      As I walked toward the far end of the bar, another biker slipped away from a table on the main floor and began to follow me. I had to do something fast. I spotted a friendly face at the far end of the bar. It was a pleasant-looking man in his fifties named Vincent who always sat alone near the service area nursing a Diet Coke and bourbon. He was wearing his signature windbreaker jacket and a Durham Bulls baseball hat. Choice of drinks aside, I’d talked to Vincent on a few occasions and knew him to be, at the very least, someone who was not a killer. Whether he’d understand what I was about to do was another matter, but I couldn’t afford to be much pickier than that.

      “Vincent,” I cried in a burst of what I hoped was drunken exuberance as I came up behind him and draped my body over his shoulders, making sure my boobs were parked firmly by his face. He froze, unable to believe his good fortune.

      “Listen,” I whispered furiously into his ear, “I don’t have much time here. There’s a bunch of bikers after me and I need to get out of here. Can you help me out?”

      He looked up at me startled, his eyes reflecting both confusion and a reluctance to take his mind off my breasts. Two bikers moved closer to us. “I haven’t seen you in ages,” I cried out loudly before leaning in closer to his ear. “Did you understand what I said?” I asked in a low voice. “Just nod your head and smile.”

      Vincent pasted a smile on his face and gave me a slow, cartoon nod. “I have no effing idea what’s going on,” he said through a grin so desperate it made him look like the Joker on Quaaludes.

      “Me, either. But I’m not kidding. Act like you’re happy to see me.”

      No one could ever call Vincent a slow learner. He stood up, threw his arms in the air dramatically, then grabbed me and pulled me to him. He put his right paw right on my ass and I had no choice but to let him. “What’s your name again?” he asked quietly through clenched teeth.

      “Casey.”

      “Casey!” he cried out so loudly that most of the bar crowd could hear him above the pounding beat. They turned to watch us carefully and I could practically hear them thinking, Leave it to the white people to ruin a good song.

      “I haven’t seen you in ages!” Vincent added. He started to put his other hand on my ass as well, but I kneed him ever-so-slightly in the groin and he released me and stepped back, mumbling “What next?” in my ear.

      “I have no idea,” I admitted. My smile was starting to hurt my face. I laughed uproariously, as if he had said something clever.

      “Okay, now you’re scaring me,” Vincent admitted.

      “You are so funny,” I cried, playfully pushing him away. Behind him, I saw the behemoth biker in the black leather vest enter the music hall. He was heading straight for where we were standing.

      I admit it. I panicked. I grabbed Vincent by the hand and shouted, “Come on worm, let’s wiggle!” as I dragged him toward the crowded dance floor.

      But this time, Vincent balked. “I can’t dance,” he protested. “I don’t like to dance. I’m sorry. I can’t help you out.”

      “Dance,” I ordered him like I was waving a pistol and about to take potshots at his boots and accuse him of being a tenderfoot. “There’s safety in numbers and I need to buy some time to think.”

      The big biker had stopped uncertainly at the edge of the dance floor, glancing around him at all the witnesses he’d have to wade through in order to get to us. There’d be a flat-out war if he tried to grab me in this crowd.

      People were starting to stare at us and I figured they had sensed something was wrong,. But it turned out that Vincent had been right: he really couldn’t dance. Not at all. While a sea of black people bobbed around us, Vincent stood whimpering in the center of the dance floor, a terrified look on his face, lamely bouncing up and down on his knees like the worn-out springs of a cheap mattress. He tried snapping his fingers to the music but that only made it painfully obvious the man had absolutely no sense of rhythm. If the goal had been to be inconspicuous, I was failing miserably. A couple patrons at one of the long communal tables that edged the dance floor were actually standing up to get a better look at Vincent’s attempts to dance.

      I needed a Plan B. Fast.

      “You see those bikers?” I asked a group of men who were sitting inches from the dance floor with a tower of empty shot glasses stacked in front of them. “They’re out on the patio hassling a bunch of coeds from Central. I’m serious. It’s starting to get ugly out there.”

      Central was North Carolina Central University, a historically black college where young ladies of color trained to become lawyers, doctors, and teachers. Being hassled by a bunch of white bikers was not part of the curriculum—and this crowd was not going to stand for such disrespect of their sisters. The words were barely out of my mouth before the table of men raced toward the patio. Predictably, most of the men at the other tables followed suit, stampeding after them, ready for a fight and not stopping to find out what they were fighting about. Pandemonium erupted. Most of the noncombatants hopped up on their chairs to get a better look at the action, an ill-advised strategy given the size of most of them. They teetered and swayed like Confederate statues being toppled by an angry mob and I began to wonder uneasily just how large the Blue Note’s liability insurance policy was.

      Unsure what to do, the house band segued into the next song in the their set, Jungle Boogie. Now, this was a tune that had never been the most evolved of songs, even forty years ago, and it now had the capacity to pitch the white progressives of Durham into the deepest of moral quandaries. Do you dance to it and look insensitive or do you take the opportunity to sit at your table looking disapproving while trying to hide your glass of expensive white wine? Usually, the Wednesday night crowd, being black, had no such compunctions. They were too busy having fun. But this time, as a small, well-built black man hopped on the stage and took the microphone for his turn to sing, “Jungle boogie, get it on,” people began to melt away from the dance floor, pushing toward the patio doors to see what the commotion outside was about. It wasn’t everyday you saw the entire local chapter of the NAACP take on a bunch of white bikers too stupid to know when they were outmanned.

      By now, Vincent was absolutely terrified. “I can’t dance to this song,” he shouted above the music. “This is Durham. Someone’s going to take my picture and call me a racist on Twitter.”

      “At least you’ll still be alive,” I yelled back.

      My Plan B worked. Unable to stand by and let Cody Sherrill face an angry mob alone, the bikers hovering around the dance floor finally took off toward the patio, leaving us an escape route out the front.

      “Come on,” I shouted, grabbing Vincent by the hand. “Let’s go.” I had to take him with me. I could not be responsible for what might happen to him if I left him behind. Once the melee erupting outside subsided, I knew the bikers would likely take their frustration at finding me gone out on him.

      “Where are we going?” Vincent asked as I dragged him off the dance floor and headed for the front entrance. We almost got bowled over by the Blue Note’s owner, Bill, when he flung open the kitchen doors and began racing toward the patio, bar towel slung over his shoulder and a baseball bat in hand.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Except that we are getting the hell out of here.” I’d figure it out once we hit the streets.

      The front door opened onto a sidewalk half a block up from the patio. I could see a churning mob of alcohol-fueled men throwing punches. They took turns tumbling over a low brick wall and landing in the front garden border before jumping up to dive back into the fray in a spectacular display of adrenaline-fueled testosterone.

      “Let’s not go that way,” Vincent suggested, pointing toward the brawl.

      “Agreed,” I said and turned toward the other corner.

      The beefy biker wearing the black leather vest was waiting for us about twenty feet ahead, his huge biceps bulging beneath a tight white tee shirt. “Remember me?” he asked with a satisfied smile.

      “Oh, shit,” Vincent and I said simultaneously.

      “What do we do now?” Vincent asked me. His voice sounded like he’d been sucking helium and I knew he was about ten seconds away from a full-blown panic attack.

      “I have no effing idea, but—” The rest of my words were drowned out by deep honking. A white panel van squealed to a halt in front of the Blue Note Grill and the doors slid open. “Get in,” an angry voice shouted.

      Could it be? I knew that van. A handicapped parking permit dangled from the front mirror.

      “Get your stubborn ass in this van now,” the unseen driver screamed at me.

      Yup. It was my ex-boyfriend, Burly.

      “Get in the van,” I shouted at Vincent, pushing him through the doors and jumping on top of him just as the van tore away from the curb. Burly took the next corner hard and barely missed hitting a mound of gravel blocking a side street. Vincent slid out from under me and started rolling toward the open doors. I grabbed him by the collar of his windbreaker and pulled him back in, then scrambled toward the side door on all fours and activated the closing mechanism. The last thing I saw before the van door slid shut was the beefy biker running furiously after us, his face contorted with rage as he realized he was in a losing race.

      We bumped and careened down a side street, hitting potholes, tearing through construction debris, and barely missing parked equipment sturdy enough to smash us as flat as IHOP all-you-can-eat pancakes.

      “Hang on,” Burly yelled as he swung left on Foster Street and tore through a red light.

      “What’s happening?” Vincent called out, terrified, from a spot on the floor near the back doors.

      “Shut up!” Burly and I roared back at him in unison.

      Vincent began to whimper in fear as Burly lit into me with a fury I had never, but never, seen him display. “What the hell is the matter with you?” he started his tirade off with. “Is it always going to be this way? I tell you to do something and you do the exact opposite?” Without waiting for my reply, he kept piling it on. “I told you Cody Sherrill was bad news. I warned you he was dangerous. But, no. You’ve got to be in as much contact as possible with him, come hell or high water, because you’re stubborn as a mule and twice as stupid and you just can’t help dropping those drawers of yours at the first bad idea who comes along.”

      “That’s not fair,” I protested, trying to interrupt his furious lecture. It was starting to sting.

      “I think he might have a point,” Vincent offered from behind me.

      “Shut up!” Burly and I yelled at him again. I scrambled forward and took a seat on the passenger side. I could not meet Burly’s eyes. We rode in uncomfortable silence, none of us knowing or caring where we might be headed so long as we were moving away from the Blue Note. I could practically feel the steam radiating off Burly. I had never seen him so angry before.

      We were all the way to Duke Street before Burly broke the silence. “You are going to get yourself killed one day. Seriously. Why do you insist on being so damn pigheaded?”

      I opened my mouth to speak but Vincent interrupted, desperate but determined. “Look, whatever the two of you want to work out is just fine with me. But I want out of this van now. I don’t even know who you are.”

      “Where do you live?” I demanded.

      “Why? Are you going to rob me?” Vincent asked, a look of terror crossing his face. “Because I don’t have much. Maybe a couple of cats and a—”

      “Oh, shut up,” I said, irritated. “We’re going to give you a ride home to save your ass from retribution by a bunch of angry bikers. Is that okay by you?” I glared at him and he shrank back against the wall of the van.

      “My car is at the Blue Note,” he explained in a tiny voice. “How am I going to get it back?”

      “Uber it tomorrow,” I suggested abruptly and turned back to Burly. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought I’d be safe in a public place. I just wanted information.”

      “And he just wanted to make sure you didn’t get any closer to the truth.”

      “What is the truth?” I asked.

      “If I knew that, I’d go to the cops,” Burly shouted at me. “I damn sure wouldn’t let you know. I’m done helping you because you will not listen. If I didn’t have a buddy left in the Panthers willing to tell me what Cody had planned for tonight, you’d be at the bottom of Sugar Lake by morning. Don’t ever think these guys are amateurs. There’s a reason they’ve never been caught.”

      “What did he have planned?” I asked, angry at myself now.

      “I don’t know. Use your brain. If you still have one. He either wanted to scare you off the case or feed you some line to send you in the wrong direction. Or kill you. My money’s on the killing.”

      “Y'all are scaring me now,” Vincent chimed in from the back of the van. “I live just off the corner of Duke Street and Stadium Drive, by the way.”

      Without a word, Burley swerved into the fast lane and began speeding down Duke Street. I sat fuming in the front seat until we reached Vincent’s corner. The van slid to a halt by the side of the road.

      “For a moment there, I thought you were just going to slow down and I’d have to jump,” Vincent said, attempting to joke.

      “Just get out of my van,” Burly ordered him.

      He didn’t wait to be asked twice. Vincent tumbled out the side door, hopped up from the dusty road, brushed himself off with as much dignity as possible, and began to walk with the exaggerated posture of a drunk into the darkness. If he had any dignity left after the last half hour, by god he was going to claim it.  “Remind me to never buy you a drink,” he shot back over his shoulder at me.

      Before I could reply, Burly had pulled away from the curb and we were roaring across Duke Street again.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, shrinking back into my seat. He was really, truly, deeply, madly, and absolutely furious with me. And I had no idea what to do about it.

      “I’m taking you home and then you’re on your own,” he said. “And that’s the last time I ever save your sorry ass.”

      We rode in silence until we reached the entrance to my apartment complex. It felt so wrong. Like we were strangers. And that just about broke my heart. “I left my car on Geer Street,” I said meekly. “Can you give me a—”

      “Uber it tomorrow,” he suggested curtly and drove away, leaving me standing by the side of the road, watching the wheelchair bolted to the back of his van bounce out of sight. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see Burly again and I knew I had no one to blame but myself.

      
        ●

      

      Still stinging from Burly’s rebukes of the night before, I’d had a restless night, tossing and turning while scenarios of what could be happening to Candy Tinajero at the hands of Mafia hitman and coked-out bikers played through my mind in an endless loop. I finally gave up and, with only a few hours sleep, rose at 5:30 AM to drink coffee while sitting on a bench in the courtyard outside my apartment. I had once lived a life that started at dawn every day, usually in a soybean field, and I still loved the sense of calm and the chance of starting fresh that came with the early morning hours. It was a very hopeful time to be up and alone with my thoughts. I needed that hope, too. Badly. I’d lost one of my best friends and this case was kicking my ass. I still had little to go on. I went through everything that had happened so far, trying to find something I had missed. I had been so certain that Rodney Salem had nothing to do with Candy’s kidnapping, but now I wasn’t so sure—and I also wasn’t sure how to find out if what Cody Sherrill had told me was true, either. Was Rodney Salem really a narc? Worse, the whole episode at the Blue Note now seemed like little more than my own paranoia. What had really happened? So a couple bikers had followed me into the bar. Maybe I had let my imagination get the best of me and panicked? Maybe Burly had treated me like a child and we’d made a big deal out of nothing?

      But I could not muster any outrage at being rescued by Burly. I should have known better and I should have followed my better instincts about Cody Sherrill.

      By the end of my latte, I felt better, thanks to the magic of the coffee shop that opened at the crack of dawn across the street—and the owner’s willingness to view my morning forays there, while dressed in a ratty bathrobe and bedroom slippers, as eccentric rather than signs of mental illness. I pulled out my cell phone and called my friend Marcus.

      He was not amused.

      “Are you out of your mind?” he said by way of a greeting. “It’s not even 7:00. You know I need my beauty sleep. Well, I don’t need it, per se, but I like it.”

      “Sorry,” I lied. “But I’ve taken your advice and embraced the whole early to bed and early to rise thing and I lost track of time.”

      He wasn’t sure what to make of that absurd claim but at least he didn’t laugh. “What do you want now?” he asked.

      “I heard something last night about Rodney Salem, the biker who disappeared at the same time Candy Tinajero was taken. I need to know if what I heard is true. But it’s kind of sensitive. I don’t know if you’ll be able to find out for me or not.”

      That got him, as it always did. You’d think he’d catch on after a while. “There is nothing I cannot find out,” he said in a clipped voice. “What is it?”

      I repeated what Cody Sherrill had said about Rodney being a narc.

      “You mean informant, right?” Marcus interrupted. “You’re not implying he was an actual undercover narcotics officer?”

      “I am not,” I said, annoyed at his constant demands for preciseness and his inability to read my mind, even though I knew it was unreasonable of me to expect it.

      “Informant for whom?” he asked. “Raleigh? Durham? Chapel Hill? The FBI? Interpol?”

      I stopped him before he went intergalactic. “I don’t know. But I suspect Raleigh or maybe Greensboro. His current club rides out of there.”

      Marcus was silent, running through his mental Rolodex of contacts. “I can try,” he finally promised.

      “Thank you,” I said and meant it. “If he was working for the cops, that’s one big ass rabbit hole. It could take me into parts unknown for months and I could end up getting nowhere.”

      “Perhaps that was the point of telling you he was an informant?” Marcus suggested drily.

      “Exactly.”

      “Since you’re clearly out of suspects and looking for a culprit, you might try looking closer to home,” he suggested. As he spoke, I could hear background sounds of coffee being made and pans clattering. I thought briefly about inviting myself over. Marcus made amazing homemade croissants. But I didn’t want to press my luck.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, staring forlornly into the bottom of my empty coffee cup. Why was it that I never had a doughnut when I really needed one?

      “I know you don’t think that hotheaded little stripper client of yours could have pulled off a murder and kidnapping, but yesterday she called Judge Morey something very naughty and was denied bail. Although, frankly, she’s lucky she did not get life without parole. She used the nuclear option.”

      “No,” I said.

      “Yes. The one word you should not call a female judge. Ironically, it rhymes with ‘runt.’”

      I groaned. “Roxy is her own worst enemy.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Marcus said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “At least she’s safe in jail. In case the same people who took her sister come after her. But the other inmates? I pity them.”

      I was silent, thinking through his words. Maybe Roxy’s aggression was a way to mask her fear? “I better go see her,” I said reluctantly.

      “Be sure to get your rabies booster first.”

      He hung up before I could ask what he was making for breakfast. Damnit. It would be ramen noodles for me again. The breakfast of down-and-out champions.

      
        ●

      

      I was waiting at the jail door when visiting hours opened, sustained by a quick run to Krispy Kreme. The head guard came out to calm me after I pitched a fit over not being able to see my client. He explained that Roxy was not there and had been taken to the station for more questioning. I was lucky to get even that out of him, but I had once followed his wife and discovered she was having an affair with their pastor, giving him leverage during the extremely unfriendly divorce that had followed. He owed me.

      "What else can you tell me?" I asked him.

      He shrugged. "A couple of uniforms came to get her. When Roxy lit into them, they kept their cool. One of them told your client to save it for Detective Butler.“

      “Bill Butler?" I asked.

      The guard shrugged again. "How would I know? I was rejected by the Academy, remember? You think I like working in this hellhole?"

      It wasn't really a hellhole. The Raleigh jail cells were more spacious than a lot of the high-priced apartments surrounding it. Plus, the guard jobs there paid more than a lot of other gigs around the Triangle, at least for people who lacked a college degree. But I guess that complaining is one of the few perks of being a prison guard.

      I thanked him and left, heading for downtown police headquarters a few blocks away, wondering why Bill Butler had decided to grill Roxy again.

      I knew a lot of the Raleigh cops well, and more than a few did not like to be reminded of that fact. Especially the married ones who had failed to tell me they were married when we first met. But everything has a silver lining. Their desire to avoid me worked to my advantage. No one stopped me when I entered the building until I reached the third floor, where a lot of the interview rooms were located. My luck ran out there. My way down the hall was suddenly blocked by a police officer who looked about fourteen years old, in a wholesome quarterback way.

      “Stop right there,” he ordered me.

      “Why? You going to frisk me?” I said.

      He looked horrified at the thought and I wondered if maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t getting a bit old for the whole flirting with a man in uniform thing.

      Bill Butler emerged from the Men's Room behind him and acted overly surprised to see me. I should have known then that something was up. I just knew the head guard at the jail had ratted me out and called to tell Bill I was on my way over.

      "I'll take it from here, Buddy," he told the young officer. He grabbed me by my elbow and guided me down the hallway, his grip like a vise.

      "Police brutality," I said loudly.

      "Shut up," he said. "I am about to do you a very big favor."

      "But only because you need my help," I guessed.

      I was right. "I'm going to put you in the observation room next to this one and I’m putting Roxy Tinajero in there with you," he told me. “But I don't want you say a word to her other than hello. Got it?"

      "What's going on?" I demanded, refusing to go further until he explained.

      He leaned in closer and I could smell his aftershave. It smelled faintly of cedar and long afternoons in a cabin bedroom, boffing away the hours, while the world disappeared in the distance. At least it  smelled that way to me. I tried to get my mind back on the case.

      "We've had an anonymous tip that bikers are behind this," Bill told me quietly.

      Marcus had already told me about the call, but of course I could not give him away. I acted surprised. “Which bikers?” I asked. “Are we talking your favorite usual suspect?”

      “I don’t know. But we can’t find Cody Sherrill. So we’re bringing in as many of the others as we can to question them.”

      “That’s a lot of bikers. Have you booked Guantanamo?”

      Bill stared at me, unamused. “Let me clarify. We’re bringing in the ones who have been associated with either Candy or Roxy Tinajero.”

      “That’s a lot of bikers,” I repeated. “Have you booked Guantanamo?”

      “Look,” Bill complained. “If you think this is funny…”

      “Okay. I’m sorry,” I apologized. “But what are you doing questioning them at this time of day? They’ll all still be asleep.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “It’s like shooting hungover fish in a barrel.”

      “What do you think you’re going to learn from them?” I asked.

      “Probably nothing. But we might learn something from her. We want Roxy looking on from the adjoining room, through the one-way glass. She’s going to let us know if anyone we talk to seems out of character to her.”

      I laughed. He ignored it.

      “Hear me out. I want you in there with her. And there will be two other officers in that room with you, so you better behave. I want you to watch Roxy's reactions while I question each of these guys one-by-one. You know her better than the rest of us. I need you to keep track of anyone she reacts more strongly to than others."

      "Seriously?" I asked. "You're going to bring in a string of ex-boyfriends and you expect that hothead to do anything but start throwing her shoes at the glass?"

      "She'll behave. I’m going to tell her that if she cooperates, we’ll talk to the judge about getting her bail. She's had enough of jail. And all she has to do is sit there, watch, and let me know if she thinks any of them are lying."

      "Depending on what you ask, I'd wager that all of them will be lying," I pointed out.

      "Put a cork in it," Bill told me bluntly. “Your job is to watch her, not second guess me.” He led me down to the end of the hallway and opened the door to one of the interview rooms. "Remember," he whispered in my ear. "I don't want you to say a word to her beyond hello."

      I did not even get the chance to say hello. When the two cops brought in Roxy, the glare she gave me did not exactly inspire hands across the waters of friendship. Nor did the curious looks from the two officers. But after a warning glance from Bill, they looked away as if I was not even there.

      What followed was like some sort of weird dating game audition, with one hostile biker after another brought into the main interview room where Bill Butler waited to ask them a series of questions about their associations with the Tinajero sisters and where they had been on the Saturday that Candy was taken. To say they were a motley bunch would be an understatement. It was as if a pirate ship that had recently hijacked a shipment of leather jackets had crashed onto the steps of the Raleigh Police Department and thrown its crew into the interview room. Big, small, skinny, fat, handsome, downright ugly, cheerful, surly, loads of hair and absolutely no hair—you name it. Every permutation of hard living known to mankind appeared in a parade of human flotsam and jetsam. The only thing they seemed to share in common were the colors they wore on their leather jackets, and even those differed at times. Roxy really had gotten around. I spotted the insignia of three different clubs. There had to be at least a dozen bikers in all paraded through the interrogation room and not a one of them wanted to be there. They were bleary-eyed to a man and I could practically see the waves of stale alcohol radiating off them.

      As the men were grilled, they mumbled answers to Bill’s questions in varying degrees of resentment. I kept a close eye on Roxy. I did not think that she was the kind of person who got along with her ex-boyfriends. I thought she was the kind of person who buried her ex-boyfriends. The only thing saving them from her wrath, I suspected, was the fact that Roxy could not keep track of all the men who had failed to meet her expectations. At least that’s what I thought. Then I realized she was mumbling a string of scornful pronouncements under her breath and keeping track of her exes just fine: “Mamma’s boy…. couldn’t get it up…. cheap as hell…. halitosis.… refused to shower…. acted like I was an inflatable doll in bed….”

      The list of failings went on and on. At first, the cops guarding us exchanged glances at each of Roxy’s comments, but then one of them actually pulled out a small notebook and began scribbling. Seriously? Were they planning to include “small dingaling” on their rap sheets?

      “Couldn’t cook worth a damn,” Roxy muttered sullenly about one amiable-looking fellow whose Santa Claus gut indicated that someone in his life could cook just fine.

      I lost it. “Seriously? Who can cook worth a damn these days? No wonder you’re single,” I said in disbelief.

      Startled, the cops stared at me like I was daft. Roxy ignored me. But she did tone it down. I saw her narrow her eyes. I heard her whisper multiple invectives. I think I even heard her groan once or twice, in disgust or desire I cannot say. But none of the bikers seemed to trigger anything more than her usual bad-tempered reaction to mankind in general after that.

      As for the bikers, Bill was getting absolutely nothing useful from them. What he was getting from them was a lot of attitude, a few creative insults, and more than one lecture about the rights the Constitution afforded citizens, even ones who slept all day, partied each night, and smelled like a combination of stale beer, dried piss, and smoke.

      About an hour and a half into this sullen parade of uncooperative men, all of whom clearly had absolutely nothing to do with the disappearance of Candy Tinajero, I felt my cell phone vibrating against my butt. I checked the caller ID, saw it was Marcus, and declined the call. A few minutes later, it happened again. And again. And again.

      I left the room quietly and walked down the hall before I finally answered it. “What?” I demanded rudely. “I’m on a case here.”

      “Oh, puhleeze,” Marcus said snidely. “I’ve got good news, weird news, and better news—and you need to know all of it immediately.”

      “What’s the good news?” I demanded.

      “Bill Butler has separated from his wife.”

      “What? Since when?”

      “About a month ago,” Marcus said, whispering into the phone on his end as if he were imparting state secrets. “He tried to keep it quiet, but my friend Damian found out from a dispatcher named Dee, who dates Bill’s cousin T.J., and T.J. overheard his sister telling her mother-in-law about the news at a Labor Day cookout, so of course he told me about it when I ran into him at Target. Rumor has it she left him for a woman.”

      I doubted that. She lacked the imagination. I thought of the skinny blonde Bill had abruptly married when I had failed to appreciate being tied down by him. She was the kind of woman who had watched her weight since fifth grade, subsisted on potato chips and cigarettes, changed her appearance, and her personality, depending on whatever man she was with, and was constantly complaining that Bill wasn’t following the right relationship rules, whatever the hell that means. She was perpetually insecure and a permanent victim who was also a master manipulator. But I was self-aware enough to realize I’d probably never like anyone who kept Bill from me.

      “That woman could no more walk on the wild side than I could star in the ballet,” I muttered. Marcus laughed with a heartiness that was more than a little insulting. I could dance. Perhaps not in a tutu, and not without a whole lot of tequila first, but I could dance. In fact, they were still talking about my 4th of July interpretive performance down at the Berkeley Café. Apparently, my patriotism had been surpassed only by my insistence that I needed a pole. My performance had happened three years ago but the owners still patted me down for sparklers each time I popped in for a drink.

      “I think that part about her leaving him for another woman is just some rumor people started as a joke,” Marcus admitted. “But the separation thing is real. I checked for you.”

      “He did not share that with me,” I admitted, my feelings hurt.

      “When’s the last time you saw him?” Marcus asked nosily.

      “About two minutes ago. He’s interviewing persons of interest in the Tinajero case and I’m supposed to be watching from the observation room.”

      “And, yet, you’re talking to me.”

      “Shut up. What’s the weird news?”

      “Rodney Salem is not and never has been an informant.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He was insulted. “Of course I’m sure. I hacked into his bank account, among other things. He’s not working for any local or state enforcement agencies and he’s not getting any money from anywhere except direct deposits from his employer. He’s clean.”

      “Why would Cody Sherrill mislead me like that?”

      “Why indeed?” Marcus murmured coolly.

      “What’s the better news?” I asked, desperate for a lead.

      “Rodney Salem may not be a police informant, but he is no longer missing.”

      “Way to bury the lead, Marcus. Where? How? When?”

      “Sometime Sunday afternoon, a church bus driver spotted him lying in a ditch off a back highway about half an hour west of Charlotte and called an ambulance. He’s in Charlotte General. He didn’t have ID on him and was in pretty bad shape. He couldn’t give them his name until this morning. When he did, one of the orderlies thought it sounded familiar. He checked the police bulletin and saw the alert I’d posted and called me.”

      “You put Rodney Salem out on the wire for little old me?”

      “I did. Now, let’s hope the Raleigh Police Department did not. Because you have a very small head start. You’d better get going if you want to beat them to the punch. Once they get there, you know what will happen. The blue wall will come down and you’ll never get to him.”

      “Can you stall making it official?”

      “For a couple hours, maybe.”

      “I get it,” I said quickly. “I’m on my way now. And, Marcus,” I began.

      “I know,” he interrupted. “You love me.”

      “Always,” I added, but he had already hung up.

      
        ●

      

      Charlotte was anywhere from an hour and a half to a four hour drive from Raleigh, depending on the extent of the never-ending highway construction on I-85. But I knew I could make it there in two hours, speeding, if I didn’t get stopped by a trooper. I had at least an hour head start on Bill Butler and crew, but I’d have to move fast. Bill was no fool. Once he learned I’d abruptly left the observation room, he’d know something was up. And I’d have to somehow talk my way into Rodney’s hospital room when I got there. That could be a real problem and I couldn’t chance failing. I had to get in and talk to him first—meaning there was only one way to play it.

      I called Frieda Salem as I zoomed down I-40 and told her to be ready at the front door of her office in twenty minutes. I hung up before she could ask any questions. We’d have plenty of time in the car to talk.

      I drove like a madwoman through the Research Triangle Park and made it in fifteen minutes. When I pulled up in front of a scary-looking, windowless concrete building that reeked of corporate secrets and high salaries, Frieda was waiting out front as ordered. She dashed to my car and hopped into the front seat. Her seat belt was on before I hit the gas pedal.

      “Damn, you’re good,” I admitted. “You’d make a hell of a wing man.”

      “Go,” she said with an authority I had not heard from her before.

      I peeled away from the curb and sped toward the interstate.

      "Rodney's been found, hasn’t he?" she asked.

      "Yes. He’s in a Charlotte hospital."

      "How bad is it?" she asked. She closed her eyes as if that would protect her from the answer.

      "He's alive," I said. "That's all I know."

      "Drive faster," Frieda demanded. Her voice faltered.

      "Take a deep breath," I suggested. "My source says he's not in danger of dying. He's just been beaten up pretty badly."

      "Did he have anything to do with Candy being kidnapped?" The uncertainty in her voice betrayed the fact that, over the last few days of worry and wondering, she had lost some faith in her brother.

      “I don’t know.” We reached the merge lane on the highway and I put the pedal to the metal, the wheels of my Porsche digging into the asphalt as we zoomed past the other cars. An engine light flickered on and then off again. I added “no engine trouble” to my list of prayers and pushed the car harder.

      “Well, what do you think?” Frieda demanded. “Was he involved?”

      "I can't say for certain, but the fact that he was found by the side of the road, beaten up, would indicate that he's probably another victim, not the perpetrator."

      "I knew it," Frieda said. "I told you he would never hurt anyone else."

      "I would not assume anything yet," I cautioned her. "At this point, anything is possible. He may be another victim. He may not remember anything. Who knows? All I really know for sure is that I'll need your help when we get there. They’re not going to let me see him unless I’m with a relative. You'll need to be calm but insistent at the hospital. Tell them you’re his sister and demand to see him. Don't take no for an answer. And don't introduce me. I'll just stand there, not say a word, and look pretty."

      She glanced at me like she had some serious doubts.

      "I can look pretty," I said defensively. She looked even more skeptical. "Fine. I'll just wait for you by the elevators while you find out his room number."

      “I can do that,” she assured me.

      "If he knows anything about what happened to Candy,” I warned her, “I need to find out. The cops got a tip that bikers are behind the killing and kidnapping. As soon as they hear Rodney has been found, they’re going to look at him as their number one suspect. I guarantee it. I need to get to him so I can pursue other avenues as quickly as possible, then get the hell out of there before the Raleigh cops arrive. The one thing we’ve got going for us is that they won’t let law enforcement in Charlotte know about it until the last possible minute. They’re too competitive and will want to be the ones to get to your brother first. That gives us a small window of time."

      “Got it,” she said. Her voice had taken on a new strength.

      I glanced at her and realized how tired she must be. Purple shadows underneath her eyes told me that she had not gotten much sleep in recent days. "He's going to be okay," I told her firmly. "Do you hear me? He's alive. Your brother is alive."

      She looked back at me, nodding. "Just drive faster," she said.

      
        ●

      

      We made it to Charlotte in early afternoon, neither one of us in the mood to talk. The silence had not been awkward. Frieda was lost in her fears, trusting me to take her to the brother she loved so much. That thought filled me with new energy and renewed determination. It was why I did what I did: so that people who had nowhere else to turn had someone they could turn to.

      Once we reached the hospital parking lot, Frieda was out the door before I even turned off the ignition. I was right behind her. We began to sprint across a labyrinth of one-way streets, pedestrian walkways, and carefully constructed flower beds. We plowed through them all, heading for the main entrance. She reached the front doors before me. A plump lady coming the other way saw me approaching and her eyes narrowed. She was prepared to guard her right to exit, before I could enter, with the focused determination of a shopper protecting her place in line for the opening of a Black Friday sale. By the time I had untangled myself from a mountain of outraged bosom and polyester, Frieda had obtained Rodney's room number from the visitor’s desk. That was a good sign. It meant the Raleigh cops did not know that he was here yet or, at least, they had not yet sealed off his room to visitors.

      An empty elevator waited for us, door open. We rode up to the fourth floor in silence, until I asked the question I’d been avoiding. "What wing did they say he was on?"

      "They said he was in the transitional care unit," Frieda told me as she anxiously watched the floors of the hospital tick past.

      "That's a good sign," I assured her. “He's not in intensive care."

      The doors opened and she did not bother to answer. She was down the hall, looking for Rodney's room, oblivious to the staff and visitors that stepped back and stared at her as she rushed by.

      We all needed someone to love us like that, I thought to myself. A brother. A sister. Hell, even a dog would do. Did I have anyone in my life who felt that way about me? If not, it was my own damn fault.

      I followed Frieda into the hospital room. Rodney was bandaged from head to toe, with just a small slit of eyes peeking out through a massive gauze turban that completely covered his head, making it look like a giant egg balanced on a pair of shoulders. There were more holes in the gauze for his nostrils and mouth. The Invisible Man. After he’d been hit by a truck. One leg was in traction and both arms were swaddled in plaster of Paris. He was clearly asleep and did not so much as twitch at my entrance. Frieda was standing by his side, looking down at him, her hand resting lightly on one of his encased arms. Tears were trickling down her cheeks.

      "Stop crying," I ordered her, all too mindful of her capacity for waterworks. "I'm sorry to be cold, but we don't have the time. I need you to wake him up."

      "If I wake him up, he'll be in pain," she protested.

      "Do it," I ordered her.

      Frieda bent over her brother and whispered into his ear, muttering, "Rodney, it's Frieda. I'm here," over and over until his eyes began to flutter and he opened them. It took a moment for him to recognize her. Agitated, he began to strain against his bandages. A tightly tucked sheet trapped him in the bed and I wondered if he was restrained beneath the linens.

      "Take it easy," I told him. "It can't be good for you to move."

      He looked from me to his sister and back again.

      "I don't have time to do much more than tell you this once," I said. "I'm a private investigator and your sister hired me to find you. Well, now I've found you. But I need to find Candy Tinajero next. She's been kidnapped. Did you have anything to do with it? If so, tell me now. I’m not a cop. I just want to find her before she gets hurt." I knew there was a 50/50 chance he’d have no memory of what had happened, but I had to try.

      He said something muffled in reply that I could not understand. I leaned as close as I could to hear better. He spoke with a strange half-gargle, half lisp. "I went by the club to see her," he mumbled, alleviating my fear that he would remember nothing of that day. "I wanted to ask her advice on which ring to give Roxy. I was going to ask her to marry me."

      Seriously? He wanted to marry Roxy Tinajero? I’d just as soon adopt a boa constrictor. "What time were you at the strip club?" I asked.

      "Around noon. I needed Candy’s advice about the ring because I wanted to take Roxy out in a rowboat at Pullen Park and propose to her later that afternoon."

      Again: seriously? No one had ever done anything even remotely that romantic for me and, unlike Roxy, I did not bite. "What happened when you got to the club?" I asked.

      "Candy said to meet her in the dressing room because she had to fix a couple of costumes that had torn the night before and we could talk while she sewed. But when I got to the club, it took a long time for the scrawny little dude who owns it to open the back door for me. He waved me back toward the dressing room without a word, like he’d been expecting me, and disappeared into the main room. But when I got to the dressing room, it was empty. I figured Candy had forgotten our meeting. Then I heard some shouting from the front room. When I went to see what was going on, someone hit me from behind, hard. I went down like a rock. I don't remember much after that."

      I tried not to let the disappointment show in my voice. “Do you remember anything else? Anything at all?"

      He shook his head as far as he was able. “I only remember the shouting right before I got hit. It sounded like someone was in trouble."

      "A man or woman?” I asked him. “Was it Candy?”

      "No," he whispered in a raspy voice. "I think it was a man. A man yelling something about how they better leave or he'd kill them. Then…” His voice trailed off.

      "Then what?" I asked quickly. "What did you hear?"

      "I heard some new voices shouting and they sounded nasally. Like, you know, like…" He struggled for the right words, unable to find the ones he needed.

      “Like Yankees?" I asked him, thinking of how strange the people who had come from New Jersey and New York had sounded to me when I’d first heard them down in Florida, before they started invading the Carolinas.

      "Yes," he said, his voice growing more confident. "Like that. And then I heard some popping sounds and I knew right away I was hearing gunshots but someone was using a silencer.” His voice broke. "I was afraid they’d killed Candy. But I don't know what happened next because right after I heard the gunshots, someone hit me from behind again. The next thing I knew, I was lying in a ditch and there were ants crawling up my legs, and I could hardly move. I tried to at least get an arm above the ditch, because I heard a car coming and I knew I had to make some sort of signal. The car passed by." He closed his eyes and grew still. I could not imagine how desperate he must have felt, lying on the edge of a field, unable to move, not knowing where he was or if anyone would stop to help him.

      "A couple more cars drove by, maybe more,” he said weakly. “I don't know. I lost track of time. Then I think I passed out. After that, I don’t remember anything until I felt someone shaking me and I looked up into a face." Rodney’s eyes darted around the room, as if searching for someone, and he smiled weakly when he saw his sister. “Oh, Freddie. You're here. You're here."

      "Yes, I'm here," she said fiercely. She leaned in, kissing him on his bandaged forehead. "I'm not going anywhere. I'll stay with you. I'll make sure that you’re okay."

      "I think it was an angel who saved me," Rodney told her. “He was huge, with golden skin and these big muscles, and he had this soft brown glow around his face. He was leaning over me and asking me if I was okay. Then he was telling me that I was going to be okay and that help was on the way."

      I did not have the heart to tell him that his angel had been a church bus driver and that his halo had probably been an afro. Besides, who was I to argue? It seemed to me that angels came in all shapes and sizes.

      "Can you tell me anything more about the voices you heard in the club?" I asked. "Like how many guys there were?"

      He thought for a moment. “More than one. Three or four, I think. Just guys. No girls."

      "Think hard. Did you recognize any of them?"

      "The first voice, maybe." He shut his eyes for a moment. "I think it was the dude who owns the club.“

      "Rats?" I asked. "Was it Rats? I mean, Sammy. Was it Sammy Templeton?"

      "If that's his name," Rodney said weakly. “I didn't know who the other guys were. I’m really sorry."

      My god. He had heard poor Rats being murdered. He’d heard shouting and the gunshots. Had Rats been killed trying to protect Candy? Had he been trying to keep the men from taking her with them?

      The thought of Rats dying a hero somehow made it worse. I'd never thought of him as being a hero. He was not the type. Had unexpected courage exceeded his natural cowardice? It seemed so sad, Rats finding the guts to stand up to armed men and then being snuffed out, erased, in a millisecond of gunfire. The silence that must have followed that gunshot. The lack of ceremony at his death. The mundaneness of it all. Poor Rats. Poor sweet, sweet Rats. He had deserved a far more noble death.

      I stood, lost in thought, trying to piece it together. A Yankee accent wasn't much to go on. "Did it sound like Rats knew the men?" I finally asked. "Could you tell?"

      Rodney looked up at Frieda as if she might know the answer, then back at me. "I think he did," he said uncertainly. "I think he said something like he was sick of them treating him like garbage. So he must have known them."

      That was something, at least.

      The door to his room flew open and I almost wet my pants. If it was Bill Butler, I was toast. Instead, a plump red-haired nurse entered with a brown paper bag. She took a long look at me and then glanced at Frieda, but said nothing. Finally, she walked over to Frieda and asked, "Are you his sister? The guard downstairs told us you were here." Frieda nodded. "These are his personal effects,” she said, handing over the paper bag. “I can get you a key if you want to store them in the locker by the bathroom door.”

      She pointed and Frieda nodded mutely as the nurse left to get her a key, leaving the paper bag behind on the floor by Rodney’s bed. Before the nurse could return, I began pawing through it.

      Frieda stared at me, appalled at my behavior. I didn't care. “Do you have two cell phones?" I asked Rodney, holding up an iPhone encrusted with pink sequins and a plain black Android I’d found in the bag.

      "The black one is mine," Rodney said. "I don't know who the pink one belongs to."

      But Frieda did. She was staring at the phone with wide eyes. When she looked up at me, she did not have to say a word. I knew. I was holding Candy Tinajero’s cell phone.

      “It was found with you in the ditch,” I explained to Rodney. “You don’t remember why you have it? Do you remember anyone giving it to you?”

      “No,” Rodney said in a weak voice. “Sorry.”

      "I've got to get back now,” I told them. Frieda looked alarmed. "I can't wait," I explained. "I'm sorry. I may have a lead and I need to follow it up. I’m taking Candy's phone with me. Her life may depend on it."

      "What's going on?" Rodney asked. He grew agitated and the monitors by his bed began to beep. "What did you mean when you asked if I remembered anything about Candy being taken?" he asked. "Where is Candy? Is she okay?"

      Frieda looked to me for help.

      "We don't know," I explained. “She's missing. I'm trying to find her. I think maybe the men you overheard took her. Do you have any idea why?"

      "No," Rodney whispered. His energy was failing. "If I had seen anyone trying to hurt her, I would have stepped in." He sounded stricken that he had failed her.

      "If you had, you might have ended up like Rats," I told him softly. “The gunshots you heard killed him. He was found lying in the hallway right outside the Ladies Room. I think he was trying to get away from them when they killed him.” I touched him on the arm. "I'm glad you're okay. Really, I am."

      He looked at his sister. She understood. "I'm not going anywhere, Rodney. I'm going to stay right here with you. You won't be alone. I promise."

      Taking care of him brought out the best in Frieda.

      "I'm sorry I can't stay,” I told her. “Will you be able to find your way back to Durham?"

      "Of course,” she said, not taking her eyes off her brother.

      "When the cops arrive, don't tell them I was here with you," I warned. “Just say the hospital called you and that's how you heard about him being here. And you better get him a lawyer quick. I’ll have a friend text you a couple recommendations."

      I don't know if either one of them heard me. They were lost in a private world. I took one last look at Rodney Salem, wrapped head-to-toe in tape and gauze like a mummy, and I wondered who was capable of that level of brutality. Then I began to sprint down the hallway. If I was going to find Candy, all my hopes lay in the pink-sequined phone I had hidden in my bra. That and a friend. But at least a friend I knew I could depend on.
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      I called Marcus on the way back to Durham and asked him to text Frieda the names of some good lawyers. “Not one of those grandstanding Raleigh white collar guys, either,” I warned him. “Her brother needs a criminal lawyer. Better make it one from Durham. They don’t mess around.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he said snidely. “By the way, hello to you, too.”

      “And thanks,” I added quickly.

      “Was the trip to Charlotte worth it?”

      When I told him that Rodney had overheard a bunch of Yankees arguing before he heard muffled gunshots the morning Candy was taken, Marcus was not impressed.

      “How’s that help?" he asked. “Want me to ask the Commander to round up all of Cary and check everyone for gunshot residue?”

      That Marcus. What would I do without him sitting in judgment of my every move? "Look, it’s not like I have a whole lot else to go on,” I said. “In fact, all I really have is Candy’s cell phone. Don’t ask how I got it. Do you think you can get into it for me?"

      There was a long silence. When Marcus finally answered, his tone reeked of disapproval. "You have a cell phone that belongs to a kidnapping victim and you're not giving it to the police and now you want me to try to break into it?"

      "That's pretty much it," I admitted. "Do you have a problem with that?"

      "Not if you're willing to pay me for it. A lot."

      "Triple your usual fee?" I suggested. When he did not answer, I knew he would do it for me. "I need to know who she was talking to in the days leading up to her disappearance. I have to know if she was in on it before I risk my life trying to find her."

      "Isn't she supposed to be the nice one?"

      "Yes. But isn't that what people always say when someone gets caught? That they never dreamed so-and-so could do such a thing because they were so damn nice?"

      "No one would ever say that about you," Marcus pointed out.

      "I'd never get caught," I said cheerfully. "If you do this for me, I promise I'll make sure Bill Butler gets the phone when you're done."

      "And how are you going to do that without incriminating one or both of us?"

      Oh, that Marcus. He was such a worrywart.

      "I'll mail it to him anonymously."

      There was another silence. "Is that all you've got?" Marcus finally said. “He’ll know right away that it came from you. Durham postmark? You live three blocks away from the main post office. If your face was on the stamp, it couldn’t be more obvious.”

      "I’ll think of something. And you're my only hope." I was starting to feel desperate. "You've got to get into it for me."

      "You know, Casey, you could be heading off on a wild goose chase. Have you thought about that? That maybe the answer is right here, closer to home, staring you in the face?"

      I realized that Marcus was not telling me something— something important to the case.

      "What is it?” My voice grew stern. "Marcus Dupree, if you don't spill the beans, I'm going to show up on your doorstep and I'm not going to leave until you tell me."

      And I would, too. In fact, I had. Twice. Each time Marcus had given in. But only because I threatened to keep showing up on his doorstep waving fistfuls of cash and he did not want his neighbors thinking he was a drug dealer.

      "There's no point in trying to keep it from you, is there?" He sounded resigned.

      "Nope. What did you find out? Don't tell me that sad parade of bikers Bill Butler brought in paid off?”

      “It did not. But your absence did not go unnoticed. You better have a really good excuse when you explain why you rushed off. One that does not involve me.”

      “Fine. What aren’t you telling me? Was there another anonymous phone call?"

      "No. But it was a phone call. Late last night. To the Tinajero parents. From the kidnappers.”

      "They have a trace on the line, right?" I asked.

      "Apparently. Because they were able to trace the call."

      "Why didn't you tell me this right away?" I demanded.

      "Since when have you ever let me get a word in?"

      "Who was it? Who did they trace the call to?"

      "Cody Sherrill."

      "I don't believe it." I said flatly.

      "Believe it. He didn’t even bother to use a burner. They're bringing him in now."

      "That man is smarter than that," I said. "That's why he's never been caught."

      "Well, he's been caught now. It looks like he had her kidnapped for the money."

      "I don't believe he did it. Something is wrong." I thought about the night before and the timing of a late night call. If it really had been Cody Sherrill calling, he had waited to call until after he had met me at The Blue Note Grill—and after he had failed in whatever he’d had in mind for me.

      "The only thing wrong is that you're barking up the wrong tree,” Marcus said.

      "No, I trust my instincts. I'm bringing you Candy’s phone and then…"

      "And then what?" Marcus interrupted. “Are you going to turn yourself in for withholding evidence and hope they throw you in the same cell as Cody Sherrill so you can cozy up to him?”

      “Definitely not,” I promised, ignoring his skepticism. Marcus always sounded apprehensive about my ideas. But the way I looked at it, it was okay if I rushed headlong into proving my theories. I had Marcus to do the second-guessing for me. “What about you? How are you going to get into her cell phone?”

      “I'm going to try the easy way in first and hope that she has a password I can guess."

      I thought about that and had an idea. "I'll give you some suggestions when I get to Durham." Candy’s password had to be in that life of hers somewhere. And I knew just who to call for help.

      After I hung up from taking to Marcus, I gave Frieda Salem a call. When she finally answered her cell phone, she sounded harried. "How's Rodney?" I asked.

      "He's okay. He's sleeping now."

      "The cops there yet?"

      "No, but I think they might be on their way. The nurse came back in and she was looking at Rodney like she wanted to pull every plug in the room. Then she asked me to give her his personal effects back."

      "You gave them back to her?" I asked anxiously.

      "Yes. But I did not tell her about you taking the pink cell phone. I don’t think she knew it was gone. She didn’t even check. I think she got the bag from someone else and brought it to us without looking in it."

      "Good. But I need your help some more. I want you to think hard. Go back to when you first met Candy in elementary school and all about her life since then. Can you tell me anything that might help us guess the password to her phone?"

      Frieda told me what she could remember. As she searched through her memories of Candy, I scribbled notes as I drove. It was a good thing that the highway was nearly empty since I was weaving back and forth over the line like a Saturday night drunk. I wrote down a litany of dead pets, a couple of early boyfriends, favorite foods and colors, plus birthdates, and anything else that Frieda could think of. By the time she was done, I was closer to Durham but not a whole lot closer toward guessing what Candy’s password might be. I needed Marcus to come through.

      
        ●

      

      “You expect me to be able to read this?" Marcus complained. He was standing in the shadow of a dumpster next to the Durham Police Department headquarters, staring at the pieces of paper I'd torn out of my notebook to give him.

      “For godsakes, Marcus. I’m in a hurry. It's easy enough to read."

      “Really?” He held a piece of paper up. “Because it looks to me like you had a series of strokes while writing this with your left foot.”

      I snatched the paper from him and began to decipher the handwriting. Marcus copied everything down in his own ridiculously perfect penmanship, using the stenographer’s notebook he carried everywhere with him.

      “Hurry up,” I said. “It literally stinks. Why are we skulking around the dumpster anyway?”

      “So everyone thinks you’re an informant and not a felon,” he said snidely. “Would you prefer to meet in the lobby, perhaps with a spotlight on you and a big blinking sign that says, ‘Withholding evidence!’ behind you?”

      I glared at him and continued reciting what Frieda had told me. When I was done, Marcus looked at me expectantly.

      "What?" I asked.

      "The phone," he said, sticking out a hand.

      "Sorry," I mumbled. I handed it over to him. “Call the second you have anything."

      "Of course," Marcus said. "Now go. I haven't heard anything about Cody Sherrill being taken into custody, but I know at least four local departments are looking for him now. I'll call you if I hear anything."

      On impulse, I gave him a big hug. Marcus looked startled. "What was that for?" he asked.

      "I don't know," I admitted. And I didn't. But I didn't have that many friends, and seeing Frieda with her brother? Well, I guess it made me want to make sure that the friends I did have knew that I appreciated them.

      "Go," Marcus demanded, shooing me away. "I need to take this upstairs and use my super secret special encryption software on it before the Russians ask for it back." He always talked about his inventions like he was about to present James Bond with yet another amazing secret weapon.

      “Can I see…?” I began.

      “No. Go.”

      
        ●

      

      I don’t do waiting very well. I’m more of an instant gratification kind of girl. But I knew it would be at least a couple of hours before Marcus worked his way through possible password combinations for Candy’s phone and probably more.

      My flickering engine light still worried me, so I passed the time buying quarts of oil and bottled water to store in my trunk. Five-pound bags of Peanut M&Ms were on sale so I bought ten pounds worth and added them to my emergency stash. You can never be too prepared. After that, I tried calling Burly but he was still angry at me for ignoring his warnings. I knew this because he not only would not talk to me, he made a point of promptly answering every time I called him, then hanging up without saying a word.

      I was afraid to go home for fear Bill Butler was looking for me, so I sought refuge at Cocoa Cinnamon for an hour, drinking coffee so good I was pretty sure they were putting Ecstasy in it to keep the customers coming back for more. Then I succumbed to the lure of the maple and bacon doughnuts at Monuts, whispering my apologies to the Krispy Kreme gods as I did so.

      I was going to be ten pounds heavier by the time Marcus got into Candy’s phone if he did not call soon. Fortunately, he worked his magic in near record time. By 5:00 PM, I was starting to crawl the walls of the Townhall bar, where I was working out my nervous energy with a game of pool while watching some Roxboro bikers at the bar chat with each other like a bunch of fifth grade girls. I half expected them to start braiding each other’s hair, at least those who had hair. About twenty minutes later, when I was thirty seconds away from succumbing to a craving for alcohol, Marcus finally called and threw me a lead.

      "I’m in," he said smugly. “It took a while. Her password turned out to be the name of the cat she had in grade school and her lucky number."

      "Whiskers66?" I asked.

      "Yup. Another six and she’d be conjuring up the devil."

      "I'm not so sure she hasn’t. What do you see?”

      "About a hundred calls from one particular number. Looks like a Durham number. Clearly, she has a stalker."

      I repeated Frieda's number from memory.

      "That's it," Marcus said with admiration. "How did you know?"

      "Don't ask. What else?"

      "Some texts back and forth between her and some guy she's calling Rodman. You don't suppose she actually knows Dennis Rodman, does she?" Marcus asked. “They’d make quite a pair.”

      "Oh, for godsakes. Of course not, Marcus. That's probably Rodney Salem. Remember him?" I added rather nastily.

      "No need to get snippy," Marcus informed me. "They're pretty tame texts. Something about getting together because he wants to pop the question. Were they dating? He wants her to check out some rings and help him pick out the right one. It doesn't seem very romantic to me. Picking out your own engagement ring."

      That was rich, coming from Marcus, who’d “accidentally” left his browser open on a web page displaying the ring he had wanted a dozen times until his German boyfriend got the hint and bought it.

      "That's because he wasn't going to give the ring to her,” I explained. “He was giving it to her sister. That's why they were there, at the club, the morning Candy was taken."

      "Okay, then. It looks like ‘Rodman’ was telling the truth about that. There's definitely nothing going on between them. Unless they have the least passionate relationship in the history of mankind.”

      “They don’t,” I said. “That title still belongs to me and Larry Ward.”

      “Captain Ward? Do tell.”

      “No. That’s the point. There’s nothing to tell.” I needed more. "What else? There must be something else.”

      “Maybe. What time did you say she disappeared?"

      "No one knows for sure, but it was around noon on Saturday."

      "Then I do have something," Marcus said. My heart began to beat faster. "There are a couple of texts to someone named Robbie and they may have been sent after she was taken. If you look at the timestamps, he was the last one she texted before she was taken. That was about 11:30 AM. Then she starts texting him again a few hours later.”

      I thought about it. "Robbie is her brother, Robert Jr. Take a look at all the texts between them. Go back as far as you need to. Does this Robbie seem a little, well, I don't know how to put it. Off? He’s mildly autistic but he’s also schizophrenic and has a couple of other problems as well. Can you confirm it’s him by reading his texts?"

      "Hold on," Marcus said. There was a long silence as he scrolled through Candy’s texts. Too much coffee and too little Zen made me want to zoom over to the police department and rip that damn pink phone from his hands so I could read it for myself, but I swallowed my impatience. At last, he came back online. "I think it is her brother. I went back a few weeks and he sounds like about six different people during that time period. One moment he's happy, the next he’s sad. Sometimes he sounds like a genius and, at other times, it looks as if he could barely type out a syllable. And there is one text that talks about electronic signals that are giving them headaches."

      "That's him," I said. "And you say she texted him after she was taken?"

      "Looks like it," Marcus said. "It was just before 2:00 PM. Although what she wrote doesn’t make much sense."

      "Read it to me," I asked, holding my breath. A way forward depended on what he had found.

      "Like I said, it doesn't make sense, but here goes: ‘shut your yap corn Ima goner pop you 1. If you think I goner listening to yeah why seeing yuts are nuts.’ It’s basically gibberish.”

      "Keep going," I ordered. I thought I knew what I was hearing but I needed to hear more. "Please," I added.

      I never said please, so Marcus knew it was important. He continued to read the text message. It seemed to go on and on and it made little sense. Until it got to the end. Suddenly, Marcus was reading coherent sentences. I made him stop and back up. I needed to hear that part again.

      "My father will take you apart," Marcus read. "You have no idea who you're dealing with he won't stop until he finds you and then you’re dead you hear me dead you better stop laughing because I mean it you are so wrong if you think he’s a push-over who’s just going to…." He paused. “The lack of punctuation is appalling. And I don’t think there’s a lot that makes sense after that.”

      “Go on,” I urged him.

      Marcus was silent as he read more, then he mumbled. “There’s another section of gibberish and then it says, ‘Why are we going there? I know that lake. My brother lives nearby. We went to camp there when we were kids. They had—‘” Marcus fell silent again, then added, "The text gets interrupted with more stuff that doesn’t make sense. Do you have any idea what the hell this is?"

      "I think so," I said. "I think she still had her cell phone at that point, that maybe they hadn’t noticed she had on her. I can think of at last one place she could have stashed it without them finding it. And I doubt they stopped to conduct a full body search. I think she was able to open up the top message thread on her phone and press the dictation button when she was in the car with them. I think all that gibberish is the dictation app picking up what the guys who took her were saying. I think the parts that make sense were Candy speaking closer to the phone.”

      “Wouldn’t they have tied her up?” Marcus asked. “How she’d get to her phone.”

      “If taking her was spur of the moment, they wouldn’t have rope with them. But neither one of those girls is a push-over. Whoever took her probably learned that eventually. My guess is she’s trussed up like a turkey by now, if I know my Tinajero sisters.”

      “What was she trying to do recording all that gibberish?”

      “She was trying to send her brother a message. He was the last one to text her and she couldn’t risk doing much more than pressing reply and the dictation app button without being noticed. She was trying to tell him where the kidnappers were taking her. She couldn’t call her brother and leave the line open because he’s not quite all there. He would never have known what was happening. He’d have started talking into the phone and would have given her away. And he might even have sounded crazy if he told anyone about it. She texted him because she knew it would leave a record. That eventually someone would think to check with him, or might find it on her phone if she could ditch it somewhere.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I once did something similar when I was desperate and those girls are as least as smart as me.”

      Marcus cleared his throat but passed on the opportunity to insult me. “And she did, literally, ditch it, right?” he asked instead. “When they tossed Rodney Salem into that ditch? She hid the phone on him and they never thought to look. They’d already found his phone and stomped it to hell so they thought he could not call for help when he came to,” Marcus guessed. “Am I right?”

      “Probably. But that begs the question of why they did not kill Rodney.”

      “Maybe they were bikers, too. Maybe you don’t kill another biker,” Marcus suggested. “Or maybe they thought they had killed him. And they didn’t shoot him because they didn’t want his death connected to whoever had killed Rats. They didn’t want to leave a bullet behind.”

      “You might be right,” I said. “It fits. But bikers brings us back to Cody Sherrill. Have they brought him in yet?”

      “Yup. He’s being questioned now. My source says they’ve been at him for over an hour and he’s not telling them anything.”

      “I bet he isn’t. No one is telling us anything, either.” I thought for a moment. Robert Tinajero had told me that his son was in a facility outside of Asheville. There were lots of summer camps for kids outside of Asheville.

      “Asheville,” I said out loud. “It’s got to be near there.”

      “What has to be?” Marcus asked.

      “Everything. Including Candy.” I though it over. “What’s the name of the facility where Robert Jr. lives?” I asked Marcus. “Can you access the file and find out?”

      I could hear the click-click-click of his computer keys before he announced, “Haven House, about fifteen miles south of Asheville.” He gave me the address and I punched it into my navigation app.

      “Is that it?” Marcus asked.

      “Don’t forget to send Frieda Salem some names of lawyers.”

      “On it,” he said.

      “Thanks. You did good,” I said. “Real good. You are my hero of the day.”

      “Of the day?” he asked, peeved.

      “For forever,” I promised “You are my forever hero.”

      We may have been on the verge of some breakthrough in our friendship, because it was pretty much the first honest, non-sarcastic personal thing I had ever said to Marcus. But I'll never know. I was so excited at having a direction for my next steps that I hung up on him just as he said, “Oh, Miss Casey, you are…"

      When I realized what I'd done, I felt like an asshole, but what else could I do?

      I could call Frieda, I realized. I could ask her where Candy had gone to camp. She would know. But when she picked up her phone on the first ring and said hello in a trembling voice, I knew immediately something was wrong.

      “The cops are there, aren’t they?” I asked her.

      “Yes,” she said quickly.

      “They think Rodney is involved, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Get him a lawyer now,” I told her. “Don’t let him talk to the cops without one. My friend Marcus is texting you with some names. And don’t tell them about...”

      I got no further because a deep, authoritative voice came on the line. “Who is this?” the voice demanded.

      “Who is this?” I countered.

      “This is Deputy Mauldin of the Mecklenburg County Sheriff’s Department. Now it’s your turn. Who are you and what do you want?”

      I hung up. Not elegant, I know. Especially since my phone rang immediately afterward. Frieda’s number. I ignored it. But Deputy Mauldin was a persistent bugger. He called eight more times before he gave up.

      If I wanted more information, Rodney and Frieda were no longer an option. There was nothing I could do other than to get my ass to Asheville and see if Robert Jr. could tell me where he and his sister had gone to camp as children. I had nowhere else to turn. The cops were monitoring Lavonia and Robert Sr.’s phones and Roxy was still in jail. I wouldn’t be able to talk to her until later tomorrow and, even then, I’d risk being questioned by Bill Butler if I showed my face anywhere in Raleigh. But was Robert Jr. even functional? How much would he be able to tell me? I’d just have to show up in person and find out for myself. I had no other options left.
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      I had a three-hour drive ahead of me, and I was tired as hell, but there was nothing I could do but go. With any luck, I’d get to Haven House before Robert Jr. went to bed. If I didn’t, I’d have to wait until morning and I was not willing to chance that.

      I stopped for fresh doughnuts from the original Krispy Kreme store in Winston-Salem. Now I knew how pilgrims felt when they finally reached Mecca. I had to resist the urge to genuflect upon entering.

      I cradled the warm box in my arms as I sat in the front seat of my car, two double lattes waiting for me in the cup holders. Seeing all those piping hot Krispy Kreme's reminded me of Bobby D. so I called him, hoping for any scrap of additional information that might help.

      "Bobby?" I asked through a mouthful of lard and sugar.

      "Casey? Is that you? We have a bad connection. I think there’s a Krispy Kreme on the line."

      Bobby is amazing. Not only can he divine food over the telephone lines, he never flags in his sarcasm when talking to me.

      “Yes, it's me," I managed to get out before I had to stop for a moment and finish my second doughnut. I could practically hear Bobby D. drooling on the other end of the line. That man could plow through a box of Krispy Kremes the way Sherman had marched through Atlanta.

      "Where are you, babe?" Bobby asked. “Butler has been calling here every half hour looking for you. Don’t you check your cell phone?"

      “I must have missed him,” I lied. But of course I checked my cell phone. That’s how I’d been able to ignore Bill Butler's calls for most of the day. Between him and Deputy Mauldin, I was starting to feel very popular with all the wrong people.

      "I'm on my way to talk to someone I think might be important when it comes to knowing where Candy is,” I told Bobby, knowing he was easily distracted.

      "That's a lot of detail," Bobby said dryly. “Shall I meet you in the middle of nowhere?”

      "I'll tell you when I can," I promised. "In the meantime, I need your help."

      "My help? Since when do you admit that?"

      "I learned a little bit about the men who were at the club Saturday morning, the men I think killed Rats. A very little bit. But I can't quite put my finger on why I think it's so important."

      "Lean on me," Bobby offered. "I'm the brains of this operation, remember?"

      God help us all if that was the case. But I told Bobby what Rodney Salem had remembered: the voices, the New Jersey accents, how he thought there had been three men plus Rats and that Rats had known them from somewhere.

      “I know it’s connected,” I said when I was done. “But I can’t quite make the leap. I’m sleep deprived, exhausted, and on a sugar high. It’s driving me crazy.”

      "The money laundering," Bobby said immediately. "You're thinking about the money laundering connection and that New Jersey mob family, the Lopresti's.”

      "That's it," I said. "I can’t believe I didn’t think of that right away.”

      “You’ve slept with too many Yankees,” Bobby explained. “It’s made you soft when it comes to those Northern invaders.”

      “What would I do without you?" I asked him.

      "Fail. Now, will you tell me where you are?"

      "I will," I said, mostly because I now knew that I needed Bobby more than ever. "But I need your help once I do. And you can't let anyone else know what I'm about to ask you. I think Candy's life may depend on it.”

      There was a silence. Bobby was my friend in addition to being my colleague. We made a good team, as improbable as that sounds. But he was devoted to his agency before all else—and keeping things from the Raleigh Police Department put it in jeopardy.

      "I mean it," I pleaded. "If the kidnappers get even a hint that they've been found out, it’s over."

      "The police are questioning Cody Sherrill about it now," Bobby said.

      "I know. But I think that's a deliberate distraction."

      "Why would Cody Sherrill distract the cops from the real kidnappers?"

      "I don't know," I said, getting annoyed. "Maybe he's working with them? Maybe he's in on the money laundering?"

      "I can't see Cody Sherrill sharing his ill-gotten gains," Bobby said.

      "Neither can I. But since I’m the only one who thinks Cody Sherrill had nothing to do with Candy’s kidnapping, and everyone else is off on a wild goose chase, I’m her only hope. Here's what I need you to do."

      I told him about discovering Candy's cell phone in Rodney's personal effects at the hospital and taking it. He did not like it anymore than Marcus had. But when I told them about the last text exchange she’d had with her brother Rodney, he started to get excited.

      "That gibberish is definitely the dictation app picking up background voices and trying to translate their accents,” he agreed. "Did you say it said something like ‘yutes’? That's ‘youths’, remember? You saw My Cousin Vinny, right?"

      That’s Bobby. His entire knowledge of life could be traced back to two great influences: food or movies, since neither required much physical exertion on his part.

      "That's what I thought," I told him. “But I don't know where they may have taken her. I’m pretty sure it’s near Asheville, since that’s probably close to where they went to camp as kids. And her brother lives in that facility near there now. Can you do a property search of the surrounding areas? Start with the Lopresti family and what they own. If you dig up anything more on other families associated with them, do a property search on those as well. If they took her up to the mountains, I think they had to be heading for a private home. I don't think they would chance keeping her at a rental property with other people snooping around. But I could be wrong."

      "I hope not," Bobby said. "If you are, then we’ve got nothing, right?"

      "Right," I admitted.

      "Okay, I'll order in some pizza for inspiration and work on this for you. I'll give you a call if I find out anything."

      “Thanks. I really need you to come through. But you’ll have to leave me a message," I told him. "I'm trying to get into the facility to talk to Robert Jr. and it's going to be late when I get there. I'm going to leave my phone and ID in the car. If I get caught, I’m going to say I’m someone else and lie my way out of it."

      "Will do," Bobby said. He paused before he added, "Be careful, Casey. These guys don't hesitate to kill. Remember Rats."

      "As if I could ever forget."

      
        ●

      

      By the time I got to Haven House, it was nearly 10:00 PM. The last of the day had faded from the sky. I was all alone on the road. I drove past the facility three times but saw no signs of life on the grounds or in the parking lot, though there were some brightly lit rooms on the third floor as evidence the patients were still awake.

      I knew what I was doing was foolish. I had no idea what kind of condition Robert Jr. was in. For all I knew, the place included a ward for the criminally insane. With my luck, once I managed to break in, I could be greeted by some maniac with an ax chanting, “Red rum.” That seemed unlikely, though, given that no fence of any kind encircled Haven House. I put the image out of my mind.

      Once I was satisfied that I was not being followed, I parked my car down the road, pulling it into a picnic area so it could not be spotted easily. I dd not want anyone knowing what I was about to do. I walked back to Haven House concealed by laurel bushes until I had to abandon my cover and run for it. I darted into a stand of trees that marked one side of the property line then crept through the woods until I was as close as I could get to the main building. By then, only two floors still had lights on that I could see, the second and the third. I backed up, staring at the building, trying to understand the layout and looking for a way in.

      It was an old-fashioned monstrosity of a building, a turn-of-the-century hotel mixed with a castle. It was all gingerbread trim, peaked roofs, and wings stuck on as if the house had been made out of giant blocks. The first floor was  dark, with narrow windows that I suspected meant office space. The second floor had bigger rooms, judging from the width of the windows facing into the night. Lights were blazing in one of the largest rooms and I could see the shadows of people walking back and forth. Probably a common area where the residents could enjoy a little free time and line up for their nightly medications from Nurse Ratchett before bed. The third floor seemed to be a compromise of the first and second. If, as I suspected, Haven House had once been a resort hotel, than the third floor had probably held guest rooms, now converted into bedrooms for the patients. But where would Robert Jr. be? Many of the third-floor windows were already dark, though a handful were cheerily lit, spilling fractured light onto the lawn below. I knew what that meant. The third floor windows were newer and wire had been embedded into the glass, ensuring that no one could break through and escape. They had the same windows in the Durham County jail, although at least those windows overlooked the ballpark nearby, giving some of the inmates a birds-eye view of the Durham Bulls games. The residents of Haven House were not so lucky. Even if they did manage to slip out of the building unseen, there was nothing around but miles and miles of undeveloped mountain land, thick with black bears, boars, coyote invaders, and other creatures guaranteed to scare the everloving crap out of you.

      Bears. I had not thought of bears until then. Just the thought of bears made me want to run. Or curl up in a ball and play dead. Or climb a tree and scream for help.

      Damnit. Why could I never remember what you’re supposed to do if you meet a bear nose-to-nose?

      I put my fears aside and kept thinking about the best way to sneak into Haven House. Facilities like this were built to keep the patients from being able to get out. I wanted to get in. I knew there was probably a way.

      I spotted a drainpipe nestled into a corner where two of the wings of the building met, but discarded the idea immediately. I had not shimmied up a drainpipe since about forty pounds ago and the last thing I needed was to end up on the ground, back broken, and paralyzed for life. They’d probably just drag me inside by my lifeless legs and never let me out again. And there was no way I could slip inside one of the doors. A few staff members had left while I was watching the building and the heavy thud of the doors shutting behind them made it plain that Haven House compensated for a lack of window bars and fences with serious door security. But I knew there was always a secret way in and out. Always.

      As the moon rose above the horizon of a valley in the distance, the glow caught the edge of something metal clinging to the building. I crept a little closer. A network of old-fashioned metal fire escapes snaked along one edge of the building, a reminder of long ago glory when it had been a hotel packed by wealthy Carolinians escaping the relentless heat of the lower lands. Did I dare? For all I knew I'd be stepping right into security guard headquarters if I found a way in.

      I had to try. I had no other options. I jogged back to my car and retrieved a crowbar from the trunk before returning to Haven House, grateful for the cover of darkness but trying hard not to think about how black bears would blend perfectly into the night. For one heart-stopping moment I heard leaves rustling and froze, but it was only a possum trundling through the forest. The creature saw me and stared back with rat-like eyes buried in a narrow, pinched face. It gave me a disdainful look, its butt arched in the air, making it plain how little it thought of me encroaching on its world.

      “God, but you’re ugly,” I told it.

      The possum ignored me and kept moving.

      Acutely aware I was not the only creature stirring that night, I followed the shadows of Haven House until I reached a far wall. The first fire escape I came to creaked alarmingly under my weight and I abandoned it in favor of finding a sturdier ladder. I was finally able to haul my fat ass up a series of rusty rungs onto a metal platform and peer into a second story window. The room was dark inside, but the door to it had been left ajar. I could see a thin sliver of light leaking into the room from the corridor beyond, enough for me to verify that no one was in the room. Beggars can't be choosers and I knew this was the best I could do.

      The window was locked, but it had not been modernized like the patient bedroom windows. It was an old-fashioned wooden sash window, secured by a metal clasp, and it had been painted so many times that the lock probably barely held the window shut. With enough power, I thought I could pop it. I started by working my Swiss Army knife along the bottom of the window until I broke the paint seal. Eventually, I pried it open enough to insert my crowbar tip. I moved the crowbar back and forth along the bottom of the window, putting pressure on it every few inches. When I was convinced that I would be able to force the bottom pane up, I jammed the crowbar into the middle of the window, right below the lock, and pushed down on it with all of my weight. The window shifted, strained, held, and then tore free with a groan that disturbed a few nearby owls. They answered the sound with an eerie series of owl screeches and chatter, no doubt alerting the bears that dinner was nearby should I make a mistake and fall. Snitches.

      I stuck my head inside the dimly lit room. It smelled like rubbing alcohol and coffee. A break or supply room, or both. I shimmied inside and dropped to the floor, landing in the middle of a small space surrounded by shelves on three sides. The shelves were stacked high with staff uniforms, adult diapers, cleaning supplies, and all the other accoutrements of a long-term care facility. I doubted I could conceal my identity for long, but it would be stupid not to take advantage of the long row of nicely folded scrubs that greeted me at eye level. I selected a pair with green and purple elephants dancing across the fabric, slipped the pants and shirt on over my jeans and T-shirt, then smoothed out my ponytail until it vaguely resembled one that a medical professional might actually wear, at least on a bad hair day.

      There was no one in the hallway. I knew from the lack of activity that either no patients lived on this wing or everyone was asleep. I walked quickly toward the opposite wing of the building, ducking into an alcove when I heard a stairwell door open. But it was only a man with a mop who stuck his head in, surveyed the hallway floor, and apparently deemed it clean enough for his standards. He left without entering any further. I waited for my heart rate to settle, then followed him into the stairwell. I could hear him clattering down the steps below. Fortunately, I was headed up to the third floor. That’s where Robert Jr. would be.

      Several dark hallways later, I found a stairwell that led to the resident’s wing. I could hear the noise of patients as I grew closer. Someone was laughing. Someone else was crying. I understood both impulses all too well at the moment. As I slipped quietly down the hall, checking the name tags on each door, I heard two male voices arguing in one of the rooms. Right after that, I passed a man with a remarkably sturdy pair of lungs shouting, "I want hot chocolate!" over and over without stopping. I knew I'd go crazy living with that kind of noise day after day, night after night. Finally, realizing that skulking was no way to blend in, I began walking briskly down the hall, trying to project an air of having somewhere important to go.

      I peered into each room I passed. Apparently, there was a rule at Haven House that everyone had to leave their door at least half open at all times. I saw many people already asleep, while others wrote in journals, and still others stared aimlessly out their windows. All of the patients on this hall were men, though I was certain I also heard female voices as I passed some of the rooms. I wondered if the staff allowed in-room visits from other patients or just looked the other way.

      A door opened at the far end of the hallway and I stepped quickly into the nearest room, praying it would belong to one of the early-to-bed patients. The room was dark and I could hear rhythmic snores rising and falling behind me. God bless tranquilizers. Efficient footsteps tap-tapped past and I risked peeking out to see the rear view of a woman in a white uniform walking toward a metal door at the opposite end of the hallway. She pushed through it and disappeared. Probably the entrance to the area where the female patients lived. I had about ten more rooms to check in my search for Robert Jr. and knew I needed to move fast, before the nurse returned.

      I found him in the next-to-last room. He was sitting on his bed talking to someone nearby, or at least I hoped he was. Who knew how far gone he might be?

      When I poked my head inside his room, I discovered an emaciated brunette who could not have been more than 15 years old sitting on the chair by Robert’s bed. She was unbuttoning her blouse.

      "Hold it right there," I said sternly. The girl looked up, startled, her hands reflexively crossing over her white bra.

      "I didn't ask her to do that," Robert Jr. said quickly. His voice had an odd, almost metallic tone to it, as if he were forcing it out with an effort the rest of us didn’t have to make. And he probably was. He was probably doped to the gills with god knows how many drugs.

      The girl had an unfocused look in her eyes, though she did not keep them on me for long. She returned to gazing at Robert with adoration. And, honestly, I could not blame her. Robert Jr. was a younger version of his father. I stared at him, acutely aware of his handsome face and flawless body, fractured on the inside in ways I could not fathom and yet so striking on the outside: strong jaw, wide mouth, aquiline nose, chiseled muscles, thick hair that fell across his forehead in an unintentionally dashing swoop. No wonder the young lady was enamored of him. He could have been a Roman god with a face and body like that.

      It is odd to me how some people can be so perfect on the outside, yet so broken on the inside, beset by missing chemicals and synapses that fail to fire, their reasoning impaired in ways I could not begin to understand. Why is it so hard to believe that beautiful people suffered from mental illness just like the rest of us? Why do we expect so much from them simply because their exterior matches our idea of the ideal?

      The thought made me think of Cody Sherrill and how I had instantly fallen for his seedy charm. Burly was right: I was an idiot. But at least I was smart enough to know when I was being played.

      “What do you want?” the young woman demanded of me. I realized I had been standing there, staring, for a creepily long period of time. Perhaps I had fallen asleep on my feet. It felt like days since I'd been able to truly rest.

      "You're supposed to be in your room," I told her sternly. "You know the rules."

      She stood up slowly and intentionally bumped me as she passed by, her jealousy kicking in. She had noticed me staring at Robert Jr. and was declaring war.

      Boy, was she lucky. If I had not been masquerading as a nurse’s aid, I would have clocked her one for that sullen maneuver.

      "I get to stay up until midnight," Robert Jr. told me, not caring that the girl had left. "I followed every single rule for a week, so I get to stay up until midnight."

      "That's cool," I said. I sat down in the chair the young girl had vacated. "Knock yourself out."

      He stared at me suspiciously. "Knock myself out?" he asked.

      "That's an expression. It means you get to stay up until midnight."

      "Excellent!" He sat up straighter, grinning at me with a smile hauntingly familiar. It was just like his father's and it pierced my heart to know that such a smile had to be confined to such a tiny corner of the world as this room.

      Without warning, his eyes narrowed and he stared at me with a coldness I could feel in my veins, waiting for me to speak. He showed no curiosity or suspicion, though. I guess a complete stranger barging into your bedroom was nothing unusual when you led an institutionalized life.

      "Listen,” I told him. “I’ll be straight with you. I’m not really a nurse’s aid.”

      “I know,” he said. “No one wears those stupid dancing elephant uniforms. And no wonder. You look terrible in them.”

      I looked down at my borrowed scrubs and couldn’t tell if he was trying to be funny or not. I let it go in favor of clarity. “I'm a friend of Candy and Roxy’s,” I explained. “I need to talk to you about them.”

      He did not react. I wondered just how much medication he was on. Too much, I decided. I’d need to be very clear about what I wanted.

      “Did you know that Candy was missing?" I asked him.

      It took a moment for this information to sink in. But he got it, no question. I saw panic and concern in his face. Heavily medicated or not, he was also functional.

      "Candy?" he asked. "Roxy told me that she had gone away for a little while. Like I used to go away whenever I felt like hurting someone. Is that what happened to her? Is she okay?"

      Felt like hurting someone? Fear snaked its way into my brain. I had to think fast. If Roxy had decided he was not ready to hear that Candy had been kidnapped, I did not want to be the one to send him over the edge. Especially since that might set him off, which would likely attract the attention of a nurse. I’d have a hard time explaining who I was.

      "I’m sure Candy is fine,” I said quickly. “She texted me to say she wanted to come home and needed me to pick her up. But her texts stopped before she told me where she was. I thought maybe you might know. Did she text you about it?"

      As cover stories go, it was ridiculous. But Robert Jr.’s thinking was not as organized as mine. He accepted the story without question and wrinkled his brow, trying to figure out how he could help.

      At that moment, I realized that we were sitting toe-to-toe, so close that we could have kissed. And I had a sudden feeling that this was exactly what Robert Jr. and his underage girlfriend had been doing a few minutes before. Until I had taken her place. It was a strange feeling, as if I had suddenly been ripped out of my life and transplanted into his world of relentless monotony and mandated order punctuated by the outbursts of strangers. Panic flared in me as I imagined being seized and admitted as a patient and not allowed to go home.

      I took a deep breath, trying to get a grip.

      "Who are you?" he asked. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “I know your sisters,” I repeated. "We’re friends. Like I said, Candy told me that she needed me to come pick her up. I forget the name of the place. But I remember she said that it was the camp where the two of you had gone when you were kids."

      He just stared at me blankly.

      I had an idea. "Give me your cell phone," I said.

      He fumbled in his pocket and handed it over. It was a simple phone-and-text model with no browser installed and, from his messaging history, it had been programmed to confine his outside world contact to family members only.

      I opened his text messages from Candy. "See?" I told him, scrolling down to the part where he could read what Candy had said about their attending a camp as children. "Do you know the camp she was talking about?"

      He smelled like Axe, that aftershave teenage boys everywhere shower themselves in these days. Another disconcertingly normal thing about him that made me all the sadder his life was confined to Haven House.

      "What does this part mean?" he asked, ignoring my question. He pointed to the gibberish. "I have been reading it over and over, looking for the code. I think maybe she found something valuable, like treasure. These are clues, see?" He pointed to some of the nonsensical phrases the dictation app had picked up. "I've been looking and looking at it, but I can't crack the code. I think it's an alphanumeric code. Did you know that most ciphers are based on…"

      I interrupted him before he went off on a tangent. "I think maybe this stuff is just people talking in the background," I explained. "You know how you can press that little microphone and it writes down what you say into it? I think there were people standing near your sister and the phone picked up their conversation."

      I could feel his disappointment. It was a very ordinary explanation for a situation that had seemed exciting and happily out of the ordinary for him. He looked doubtful. I had to try again. "Listen, Robbie, I don't want to make you worry, but I think Candy might be in trouble. Can you tell me where she might be? Do you know? Can you even remember the name of the camp where you went as a child?"

      Insulting him worked. "I guess she’s at Camp Tikkinaka. That's what she says right here. That they’re going there. But they aren’t going to let her stay. They make you leave after eighth grade. Someone should tell her."

      My pulse quickened. "So Tikkinaka is the name of the camp you both went to when you were kids?"

      He was quiet for a moment, and I had an uneasy feeling that I had, inadvertently, evoked some bad memories.

      “Candy went there," he explained. "I only got to go for part of one summer. They said I could not come back because there was this boy who went there with me and his parents said that if they let me come back they would sue the camp. So the camp told me to stay home. But Candy got to go back. And that wasn't fair. I liked it there, too."

      Oh, god. What had he done to the other boy? Tied him up with lanyards? Tortured him with popsicle sticks? Beat him with canoe paddles? Did I really want to know?

      “What happened?” I said, despite myself. “What did you do to the other boy?” Please don’t let it be something like he attacked the boy for sitting by his bed and asking annoying questions.

      “I pushed him off the dock,” Robert Jr. explained calmly. “Then I wouldn’t let him back on it because he was being mean to my sister. Everyone made a big deal out of it just because he couldn’t swim. Who goes to camp without knowing how to swim?”

      “Why exactly did you push him off the dock?” I asked.

      “He told Candy she should be in Munchkinland instead of at camp. It made her cry. So I pushed him in. Nobody cared but the counselors and his stupid parents. Nobody else liked him anyway. I was doing everyone a favor.”

      He explained this so matter-of-factly I was forced to rearrange my view of him as a benign and unlucky young man.

      “Did you have to stand up for your sisters often?” I said.

      He nodded. “I’m their brother. That’s what brothers do.”

      I wondered how much of his behavioral troubles stemmed from an overzealous sense of brotherhood. Had his father said that to him once, out of concern for his daughters, only to see his advice backfire horribly? If Robert Jr. was going to attack everyone who made snide comments about Candy and Roxy, he would be a danger to the world indeed.

      “You’re a good brother,” I told him. I took his hands in mine and they lay there, lifeless and clammy. His reactions had been drowned in chemicals.

      "That doesn't seem fair to me," I added. "You being sent home like that. Was that the only camp you and Candy ever went to?”

      Robert Jr was not impressed by my sympathy. He was starting at a shelf in the corner that held graphic novels and comic books. I got the hint and hurried up.

      “So you never went back to Camp Tikkinaka?” I asked.

      He grinned suddenly. “We used to call it ‘Camp Tittyknockers,’” he said proudly. “Me and the other boys.”

      “Do you remember where it was?”

      He shook his head. “I only got to go one summer. After that, I went to live in a special place all the time. A place like this, but everyone was younger than here. When I got older, mom and dad said I had to leave there and come here instead. That this was a school for people my age. I know it’s not really a school but if I tell them that, they’ll feel bad, so I pretend I think it’s a school.”

      That broke my heart, though I could not explain why.

      I heard loud voices in another room nearby. What if it was the real staff, making sure the residents were all tucked in for the night?

      "I have to go," I told Robert Jr. "I don't want you to get in trouble for talking to me."

      He shrugged. "I don't think there’s a rule that says I can’t let a friend of my sisters come into my room."

      "Just the same, don't tell anyone I was here. Okay? Not even your girlfriend."

      Robert shifted uncomfortably. "She's not my girlfriend and I don’t want to be her boyfriend. She is nice to me one moment and the next thing I know, she hits me. I don't think she can decide how she feels.”

      "Trust me, it's not that she doesn't know how she feels about you," I told him. "She probably doesn’t know how she feels about life. Don't take it personally."

      "I think I want a nicer girlfriend anyway."

      "I don't blame you," I assured him.

      “Can I ask you a favor before you go?” he said.

      Uh oh. “Sure,” I agreed with forced enthusiasm, wondering what was coming.

      “Can you show me how that button works that you can press and it writes down your words?”

      “Sure.” I took his phone and pressed the microphone symbol near his texting keyboard. The dictation app kicked in and recorded my voice as I explained how it worked.

      He started at the results, delighted. “This is fantastic,” he said. “Now I can send my sisters and my dad everything that I’m thinking. It takes me a really long time to text the other way.”

      Oh, boy. I could only imagine the seven foot texts in store for the Tinajero family now. But then I had a more alarming thought: the police were probably monitoring Robert Sr.’s phone. If Robert Jr. texted his father, and told him I had been there, the jig would be up.

      “Robbie,” I said solemnly as I deleted my sample text. “My visit is a secret, okay? You must promise not to tell anyone. You’ll get in big trouble for having visitors afterhours if you do.” It was mean, but necessary, to throw that last part in.

      “I promise,” he said, too busy testing the dictation app to pay me any more attention. Would he really keep my visit to himself? I doubted it.

      “By the way,” I told him. “If anyone asks, my name is Pamela Lee Anderson.”

      There. That ought to confuse anyone he told.

      Robert Jr. nodded absently as he poked at the keyboard on his phone. There was nothing else I could do but go.

      I stuck my head out of his door. The coast was clear. "Your sisters send their love, and your mother, too,” I said. “They all said to tell you that they are proud of you for staying here and doing well. They can't wait to see you again."

      Robert Jr. smiled. It was a beautiful sight. "They love me," he said.

      "Yes they do,” I agreed. I hesitated, not sure I wanted to know the answer, but finally had to ask. "Is there a secret way out? I don’t want anyone to see me."

      "Sure. Follow me," he said, delighted at assuming the role of protector. He walked quickly down the hallway, checking it in all directions to make sure no one saw us. "If you go out that door at the end of the hall, and down the steps to the very bottom, there's a door that takes you into the basement. There's a way out there. I use it sometimes." He stopped and stared at me with alarm, aware that he had divulged his secret.

      "I won't tell anyone,” I promised. “Thanks again."

      I walked quickly toward the stairwell door. As I pulled it open, I looked back over my shoulder. Robert Jr. was staring after me placidly, neither surprised at having seen me nor sad to see me go. I wondered if I had just starred in yet another strange moment in a life that did not make sense to him, but one he accepted because he had no other choice.

      There was a janitor poking around in the basement, knocking into buckets while pulling out a mop and complaining to himself. It was the same man I had seen earlier. I had to hide behind a stack of supply boxes while he wheeled his bucket past, muttering about how his back hurt and he was too old to be doing this crap. The moment he entered the main building, I ran toward the back of the basement and found a small exit door. It had been left open to let the fresh air clear out the smell of chemicals and oils. Thanking my lucky stars, I slipped outside and made my way back to the car underneath a night-sky blanket of actual stars that stretched as far as I could see. They outlined the dark silhouettes of the surrounding mountains with halos of sparkling diamonds. I stopped and stared at the glorious sight as I figured out what to do next, acutely aware that I was no more than a dust mote in a universe full of light and life. And somewhere in that vast universe, Candy waited to be rescued. But where?

      Camp TittyKnockers. At least I had a place to start looking.

      
        ●

      

      When I returned to my car, I stuffed the dancing elephant scrubs into the trunk and made a note to burn them first chance I got. Bobby D. had tried to reach me eight times. But the reception was so bad I couldn't return his calls or retrieve my messages. Exhausted and frustrated, I drove through hills and valleys until I found a place where I could get a decent signal. I pulled into the gravel parking lot of the Crossroads Primitive Baptist Church, wondering just how primitive its congregation members were when it came to trespassers. Gone were the days of Granny Clampett muzzleloaders. I’d more likely be looking down the barrel of an AR-15 these days.

      Of course, humans were the least of my worries. I had parked in the shadows and could barely see beyond the hood of my Porsche. The engine light had flickered again, but there was no way in hell I was getting out of the car to check the oil. All I could think of was how a bear would be invisible until it was inches from me. I was basically an appetizer waiting to happen.

      "It's about time," Bobby complained when I called him back.

      "It's good to talk to you, too," I said frostily.

      Bobby ignored my sarcasm. "I've found three houses in the name of a corporation owned by the Lopresti family in a subdivision called Laurel Mountain Homes. It's on a hill overlooking the shores of Lake Lure."

      "I knew it!" I said triumphantly. “I knew they had to be nearby.”

      "Don't forget who actually discovered that," Bobby said. "If not for me and my magic fingers, where would you be?" I could hear the click-click as his hands flew over the keyboards and tried not to think about Bobby D.’s so-called “magic fingers.”

      “It's really kind of interesting," he said after a moment. "Apparently, no one was supposed to build in that area, but some skeevy bail bondsman turned state senator pulled some strings and got a hefty consultant fee for obtaining a rezoning permit. The developer cashed in big and the land was snatched up by quite a few New Jersey families, if you know what I mean."

      "The Springsteens?" I asked innocently.

      Bobby snorted and I heard something wet hit the keyboard. I did not ask what.

      "How did you make the connection to the Lopresti family if the purchase was made through a holding corporation?" I asked.

      "They didn't disguise it very well. I only had to trace it back through three shell companies. Like I said, this is a low level crime family. I think it's safe to say they're not the sharpest spaghetti forks in the drawer."

      "That's incredibly offensive to Italian Americans," I told him. “May I remind you that they are a very important client base of ours, make it possible for you to gorge yourself several times a week, and always pay their invoices on time?”

      "My bad," he said. “Don’t make me sleep with the fishes.”

      With the whales, maybe, I thought to myself.

      "Can you do me a favor?” I asked him. “Look up Camp Tikkanaka and tell me what you find.” If the camp turned out to be near Lake Lure, then I’d know for sure that I was on the right track.

      "Camp Tittyknockers?" Bobby asked and roared with laughter.

      “Congratulations, I can now officially confirm that you have the maturity level of a 10-year-old boy."

      "Spell it for me, Babe.”

      I did and I could hear the clacking of the keyboard increase as Bobby searched the corners of the Internet. I will say this for him: Bobby is almost as good as my friend Marcus at uncovering information online, even if Bobby calls it “the Interweb.” And, as cheap as he is, Bobby also subscribes to a number of database services. No hacking required. It's scary how much he can dredge up on anyone and anything you name, all on a moment’s notice.

      "What did you find?" I asked into the silence.

      "There was a camp by that name in the general vicinity of Lake Lure, but it closed about six years ago.” He was silent for a moment. "Looks like they hauled the owner away for tax fraud and sexual abuse of minors."

      "A real double dipping asshat," I said. "But I don't think that helps our purposes."

      "Well, it looks like the camp was located about two miles away from the enclave where the Lopresti's own their property. Is that relevant?"

      "It helps. I think they’ve taken Candy to one of their houses around Lake Lure and that’s confirmation, so far as I’m concerned."

      There was a long silence that grew fraught with subtext as it stretched out. When Bobby finally spoke, his voice was insultingly polite. "Babe?"

      "Don't say it," I warned him.

      "Babe, as your friend…" He took a deep breath and dove in, knowing that what he was about to say would piss me off. "Don't try to do this alone. If you go up there and try to find her, you know what's going to happen. You're going to get caught. Because, let's face it, you can be a really great private investigator—but you are really lousy at surveillance. It's like you've got a neon sign blinking ‘See me!’ on your back. You know that you always get caught."

      "That is so not true," I protested angrily.

      Bobby stood firm. "It is and you know it. Let me call in some back-up.”

      "No," I said firmly. "Really, Bobby. Don't tell anyone. This is our only lead, and even if she's not there, I may be able to track her further along their route. We can't let anyone know that we’re onto them. If the kidnappers get a whiff of being found out, they'll pack up and leave. I can't afford to wait. I have to at least rule out the possibility that she was taken by these guys."

      Bobby knew better than to argue. "Suit yourself. But don't call me if they catch you. Because, one, I’m going to bed now and, two, I’m not paying a ransom for you. If they ask for so much as a nickel, I’m demanding change back.”

      I hung up, admitting to myself that Bobby was right. I wasn't very good at sneaking up on people. But all I needed to do was confirm whether or not Candy was being held at one of the Lopresti houses around Lake Lure. At most, that involved peeking in through a few windows. If it turned out Candy was there, I could call for back-up then. What could possibly go wrong?
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      I was exhausted. I had been on the road one way or the other for the entire day, my Red Bull and sugar highs were a distant memory, and I was badly in need of sleep. But more than that: I was stubborn. Sure, this got in the way of my personal life sometimes. But when it came to work? Being stubborn paid off.

      Half an hour later, I was slowly driving around in a maze of smooth asphalt roads that wound through a Lake Lure subdivision nestled into a mountainside forest. If there was a lake view, it was from the tops of the trees. Clearly, this was a neighborhood that valued privacy. But it also bordered a national park. The people who lived in Laurel Mountain Homes would never have to worry about overdevelopment clogging the roads of their Nirvana. In fact, they had won the lottery when they were allowed to build there. Was I surprised that an elected official had pulled strings to make that happen? No. Not with the current crowd occupying the statehouse. The only surprise, so far as I was concerned, was that only one politician had been involved.

      I noticed no private security, but who in their right mind would break into homes in a subdivision known to be occupied by crime families?

      The answer, of course, was me.

      I found the three houses that Bobby had told me were owned by the Lopresti family holding company at the back of the subdivision. Each had been built with broad bream pine in the style of a log cabin, the likes of which would have held enough pioneers to settle the entire state of Oklahoma. We’re talking five bedroom, two-story behemoths with massive environmental footprints. Half of the temperate forest land in North America had been sacrificed for their front porches alone. Two of the homes sat side-by-side at the end of a narrow road, and the third had been built at a right angle to the first two. Each cabin backed up onto a mountain slope and each had a back deck, making it possible to sit at dusk and sip drinks while plotting your next hit.

      I parked my car in the driveway of a deserted house where it could not be spotted from the road. I headed back toward the Lopresti properties on foot. As I crept through the woods, dried pine tree needles and laurel leaves crunching beneath my feet, I thought of the whole black bear situation again. There had been an article in the paper a few months before saying there was talk of extending bear hunting season in the North Carolina mountains because a growing number of really angry bears were getting bolder and more aggressive out of hunger. In fact, I suspected they were probably organizing and getting ready to reclaim their land. At least that had been my take-away from the article. Now, I only hoped I did not end up between two big black bears fighting over who got the first bite of my juicy thighs.

      This line of thought was a mistake. Every time I heard a rustle in the underbrush nearby, my insides lurched. Taking a deep breath, I crept closer to the first Lopresti house. It was shut down. Empty. Dark, except for a single safety light in the hallway. No cars out front and no signs of life. I crept around to the right side of the house and checked the electrical meter just in case. No needle movement. The proverbial lights were on, but no one was home. One down, two to go.

      The second house had an SUV parked out front and several kiddy scooters scattered across the top of a steep driveway. While I’ve never been mom material, that seemed like a singularly bad idea to me. Point your kid in the wrong direction on one of those suckers and they’d be zooming down the hill and sailing out over Lake Lure like an air-borne human torpedo within a minute. Which, considering how I felt about children, did not seem so bad upon reflection.

      I stepped over a pink plastic tricycle, almost slipped on a naked Barbie doll with chopped-off homemade punk hair, and inched my way toward a first floor window spilling a bright square of light onto the front yard. I peeked inside. A bored-looking woman with straight black hair sat flipping a magazine on the couch with a pink cocktail in hand. Some cheesy true crime show filled the giant television screen in front of her. Every now and then, she’d take a deep pull on her cigarette and slowly blow the smoke out of her nose like a dragon. Behind her, between the couch and wall, a young boy and girl were punching the shit out of each other like they were battling it out in a world title match. Seriously? It was midnight, and there were dead corpses flicking across the TV, and this woman was ignoring the battle cries of her offspring with practiced focus while she sucked down alcohol and blew secondhand smoke into their faces. I'm not exactly Mother of the Year, nor am I an expert on childrearing, to say the least, but both little lightweights looked to be first grade age, at most. They were definitely still in the sticky-fingered, mouthy stage. Meanwhile, Mom could have starred in half a dozen reality shows all on her own.

      Marveling at her ability to shut out the chaos she had brought into the world, and remaining judgmental about her parenting habits, I gave the house a wide berth and headed for the third Lopresti home.

      When I spotted a beefy man squirting lighter fluid onto hot coals piled in a grill on the back deck, adrenaline shot through me. I was instantly wide awake. The man was huge and hairy-armed, a human grizzly bear, with hands the size of catcher’s mitts and side patches of dark fuzz decorating an otherwise bald, bullet-shaped head. He wore black slacks and a shiny white shirt open at the collar, revealing a heavy gold medallion hanging from a chain big enough to anchor an ocean liner. He and Bobby D. clearly had the same stylist.

      Covert surveillance has its drawbacks. Oh, the things people do when they don't know they're being watched. As I found a hiding position near the back deck, concealed by a tangle of bushes and vines, the man reached down and started scratching his balls. I mean, he was really digging in there. God knows what he was excavating, or what mysteries he had discovered in his crotch, but he followed this up by casually grabbing a few fat sausages from a plate on a table nearby and tossing them onto the grill. I made a mental note not to accept a dinner invitation from him anytime soon.

      Behind him, the sliding patio door had been left open and I could see into a living room with wood paneled walls and boxy-looking furniture. Country knick-knacks lined wall shelves and filled the tabletops. It looked like a Cracker Barrel had exploded inside the house. Egads. Was this what New Jersey thought equaled North Carolina chic? Who had the last laugh now, Yankee dogs?

      The man at the grill suddenly turned toward the patio door and pointed a long metal fork at someone inside, shouting, "If you don't shut up, I swear to god, I'm going to come in there and stuff my undershorts down your throat. I’m tired of listening to your yammering, you pint-sized pain in the ass."

      "You touch me," an indignant voice piped up from inside the house, "and I'll bite the shit out of you like I did last time."

      My heart soared as the big man looked down at his sausages and glowered. Because I had done it. I had found her. The voice sounded like Roxy in the throes of PMS, but I knew it had to be Candy. Kidnapping had apparently turned her into her ill-tempered sister. And who could blame her?

      "You son of a bitch!" the high-pitched voice screamed out into the night. "When my father finds out what you did, he's going to kick your ass. He’ll kick your ass and then he'll shove your own head up it. Got it? When he finds you, you’re a dead man. You’re a dead man waddling. He’ll cut off that Vienna sausage of yours and throw it on your precious grill and serve it to you for breakfast. Just you wait, you big fat Jersey meathead.”

      Good lord. I might need to perform an exorcism after I rescued Candy. It appeared that she had learned a trick or two hanging off a pole next to Roxy for all those years. Worse, her words had infuriated the big guy. He waved his fork in the air then pointed it toward her again. "I'm starting to lose patience with you," he warned her. "Don't think I'm going to be Mr. Nice Guy forever."

      Too late, I heard the crunch of dried leaves behind me. I whirled around just as I was encircled by what felt like an anaconda. Damnit. Why had I even tried? I had been caught. I smelled cigars and stale beer, but was held so tightly I could not get a look at his face.

      "Don't move," a deep voice warned. The man spoke quietly into my ear but I found his whispering more malevolent than any shouted warning. I froze as ordered. "I'm going to reach down and find out if you're carrying,” he whispered. “If you move, I'll shoot you. Got it?"

      I said nothing. My mouth had gotten me into trouble before and I was too angry at having been caught to respond.

      He found my gun and tossed it into the underbrush. Dammit. Do you know how hard it is to get an unregistered handgun these days? I’d driven all the way to D.C. to get this one. That pissed me off even more.

      “If you don’t let me go right now, I’m going to scream bloody murder," I warned him.

      "Go ahead. There's no one around."

      "Sure about that? There's a woman next door with a couple of kids," I said. "I saw a landline on the hallway table."

      "Her?" He laughed. "That's Carmine Lopresti’s sister, Stella. Trust me when I say she's used to hearing people scream. And I’m not talking about those brats of hers.”

      I tried butting him in the groin with a knee, but he lifted me off the ground as easily as if I were a scarecrow. My foot bounced off his beefy shins without making a dent. As casually as if he had been dragging in a sling full of firewood, he pulled me into the backyard and up the side steps of the back deck, then threw me toward the sliding glass doors. "Get inside and sit next to the pain-in-the-ass already there," he ordered me. He looked up at the man who had been grilling sausages. “Nice work, Si. Were you going to wait until she crawled up your ass before you noticed her?”

      Si looked confused. “Who the hell is she?” he asked.

      "Get in there and tie her up," the second man ordered him in reply. "And don’t turn your back on her. This one's a lot bigger than the first one. Don't let her body type fool you. Beneath all that fat, she's got some muscle. I think she's a pro of some sort."

      Fat? Moi? And a pro of some sort? Well, that certainly left the door open to any number of interpretations. Worse, I could tell Si had the same idea. He sized me up like he was trying to decide which ribeye he wanted for dinner.

      "You're making a huge mistake," I told them angrily, aware I sounded like a B movie gun moll. Si pushed me inside anyway and shoved me toward a dining room area. Candy Tinajero sat against the wall, her feet bound with rope and her hands tied behind her back. She’d had a gag on but had managed to loosen it so that it hung around her neck like a bandana.

      Candy looked at me with astonishment that immediately turned into exasperation. "Great. So much for being rescued. Fat lot of good you’ve done me."

      "You're welcome," I said curtly. "I'm really glad I put my life on the line to find you."

      "I don't need rescuing from these bozos," she said angrily. "You're all a bunch of fat, ugly idiots!" she screamed at them through the open door. Jesus, she had some volume on her. Her lungs definitely went up to eleven.

      They’d had her for what, five days now? If they’d had to listen to that mouth for five straight days, no wonder they were on edge. If she did not calm down, they were going to kill us both just to get a few moment’s peace.

      "Put a cork in it," I whispered to her as Si bound my hands behind my back. I did not even try to kick when he tied my legs together. I knew when I was outmanned.

      "Who are these guys?" she asked me once we were alone. "I don't recognize any of them. How did they even know who I was?"

      "I don't think they did." I kept my voice low. Si had returned to the deck and his precious sausages, but the second bozo was lounging in the doorway glaring at us, his hand resting on his hip near his gun.

      I lowered my voice even more. "I think they came to the club to shake down my friend Rats. But when they saw you were there, I think they decided to go for it and make a little extra on the side by taking you. After seeing all those posters featuring you and Roxy hanging in front of the club, they figured you might be somebody and could be worth some money."

      "I am somebody," she hissed back indignantly. "And we've got plenty of money to pay them. Why isn't anyone coming for me?"

      "Because no one knows where you are," I said. "They think bikers did it and they’re too busy running down every leather jacket-wearing jackass in the state. And they’re asking for a lot of money, by the way. As in every penny you and your sister have. You told them how much you had, didn't you? And you told them which hotel to leave the ransom note at, didn’t you? Why would you do that?"

      "Because I thought they might keep me alive if they knew how much they could get for me," she shot back. “I saw Mr. Templeton lying dead in the hall. I knew they’d done it. So excuse me for wanting to live.” Her voice cracked and I realized that five days of captivity must have been terrifying for her. But when I saw the way she glaring at me, I had to amend my thoughts: if not terrifying for her, then certainly for the men who’d been holding her.

      "I don't think the cops know what's really going on," I explained to her. “There were a couple bullshit calls from the kidnappers and the cops traced one of them, but I think the calls are a diversion of some sort. If a real ransom call was made, I’m not aware of it. I’m the only one who knows you’re here.”

      She sat back, looking stricken. Without makeup on, she looked a lot younger than she had in the club. Young and small and vulnerable.

      “I thought my dad would come for me,” she said, sounding close to tears.

      “Your dad’s not Superman,” I told her. “Plus there’s two of them and only one of him.”

      “Three,” she said.

      “What?”

      “There’s three of them. These two aren’t the brains of the operation.”

      “Well, that much is obvious.”

      "These two are the minions," she added. “The guy calling the shots isn't here right now. He went into town for something. He said for mustard but I didn’t believe him. I was hoping he’d gone to pick up my ransom."

      “Mustard?" I asked.

      "You've no idea how seriously these men take their meals. They've been feeding me crap like packaged honey buns with expiration dates in the next century but they've been stuffing themselves. One guy took two days just to cook a pot of spaghetti. He put every kind of meat in there except maybe squirrel and kept calling it ‘gravy.’ And this is their second dinner tonight. They’re pigs in every way.”

      "I guess when you weigh 300 pounds each, it takes a lot of calories to keep going. How long have you been here?"

      "They brought me here right after they took me." Her face fell. "They grabbed me from behind in the dressing room and dragged me through the hallway, right over the body of Mr. Templeton. I saw blood, so I know they shot him, but I never heard any of the shots. I was listening to some music in the dressing room and I guess it was too loud.”

      “They used silencers to kill Rats,” I explained.

      “I think they killed Rodney, too. He came running down the hall and tried to save me, so they hit him in the head and then they started kicking and punching him. It was awful. They would have shot him, too, but our stagehand, Mr. Lopez, walked by outside, right past a window, and it spooked them. Two of them grabbed Rodney, he was bleeding bad, and threw him into the backseat of their car. Then they made me sit in the back with his body. I think they would have grabbed Mr. Templeton’s body and thrown him in, too, but they were afraid Mr. Lopez would see them, so they just took off. They made me sit on the floor and pointed a gun at me until we were out in the country. I kept really quiet at first, because I’d hidden my cell phone in my bra and didn’t want them to find it. I was so quiet, they kind of forgot about me and stopped holding a gun on me. I think they figured I was too small to be a problem. But then they started talking about getting rid of Rodney’s body and I knew I was in trouble. When they decided to push Rodney out onto a back road somewhere, I figured it was my only chance. So I put my cell phone in his pants, hoping someone would find him. Hoping someone would send help."

      "I know," I told her. "And Rodney is still alive. I got your phone from him. That's how I ended up here. I saw your text to Robert Jr. and figured it out."

      "I don't want anyone to hurt Robbie," she said. “But I had to push the first name I found on my phone. It was scary. They were watching me really closely and I was lucky they didn’t see I had it tucked in my bra."

      "Robbie is fine. No one even knows you texted him," I assured her. But even as I said it, my hopes fell. Because it was true. The only person who really knew what was going on was Bobby—and he’d been headed to bed after I made him swear to keep my plans for the night a secret. It would be hours before he surfaced. But I was not going to tell Candy that. "Are you okay” I asked her instead. “How are they treating you?"

      The real question lay between us, woman-to-woman. There was no need to spell it out.

      "They haven't touched me. One of them tried to get me the first day, I don’t know what for but I can guess, so every time he got near me I tried to bite him. And I kept it up. I've got two of them so far." She grinned at me and I noticed her teeth. They were small, white, and even. Except for her incisors. They gleamed like miniature ivory daggers. It was like having a cannibal size you up, that grin of hers. "My goal is to get all three," she said proudly.

      "My goal is to get out of here."

      "So what's your plan?" Candy asked, rather nastily, I thought. I wasn’t the only one tied up like a rib roast and parked against a wall.

      "I don't have a plan," I admitted. "Isn't that obvious?" I struggled against the ropes binding me but it was useless. Those men knew what they were doing. The knots they had used were seriously complicated and would have done a Greek fisherman proud. What were they? Former boy scouts gone bad? I was not going to get free easily. And probably not at all.

      "They have a reason to keep me alive,” Candy said, sounding more hopeful than convincing. "They’re probably only keeping you alive until the third guy gets back and tells them what to do. These two could not wipe their butts without someone explaining why and how and then showing them to where to find their asses.”

      "That reminds me," I said. "Turn down the sausages if they offer you any."

      “Does anyone know you’re here?” she asked me.

      “Sort of. The guy I work with will probably figure it out eventually, but who knows how long that will take? And I’ve never been a fan of depending on the kindness of strangers to rescue me.”

      Something I’d said made Candy stop and think. "I've got an idea," she whispered after a moment of silence.

      "Whatever it is, don't do it," I warned her. "There's never been a plan that worked out when it starts off with two people being tied hand and foot and one of them saying they have a plan.”

      "I'm sick of this," she hissed back. "And that sausage comment you made gave me an idea."

      "I'm not going to like this, am I?"

      "Just follow my lead. When I get out on the side porch, I'm going to knock a bunch of stuff over. Look for the knife. There has to be a knife out there. Look for the knife and cut us free."

      "What?” I whispered back. Oh, man. She was an amateur. She had no idea what people could do if they got mad or that you only had one chance to make your move, so you had to time it carefully. I tried to warn her. “What are you talking about—"

      Before I could finish the question, Candy called out to the man at the patio door, “You better not be burning my dinner. I smell burning meat. I'm sick and tired of the dog food you’re feeding me."

      "For the love of god, shut up," the man yelled back. "Do you ever just shut up? I'm seriously starting to wonder if this is worth it."

      "One million bucks," the guy named Si called out from the deck. "Trust me, it's going to be worth it."

      "Shut up," the second man said to the first. “You better not be burning my sausage." He left his post, disappearing onto the back deck to check on his food.

      That was when Candy launched herself. All that dancing had paid off in muscles like a genetically-engineered Russian gymnast. She did some kind of half roll to get in front of the couch, piston-kicked a chair out of her way, and then curled up and rolled herself like a human bowling ball toward the patio door. Did she seriously expect me to follow her? I could barely bend enough to tie my shoelaces. I started to call after her to stop, but knew it was useless. She was on her way and she'd need whatever backup I could give. I tried to turn myself into a human roly-poly bug, but I was neither small nor limber, and I didn’t swing from the rafters and ride ponies in my undies every night. I ended up hitting my head on the edge of the couch, then rolled into a chair and stopped in front of the patio doors just as I heard shouting from the back deck.

      "Look out!" one of the men yelled. I heard a crash, followed by cursing, and still more crashes.

      "You dumb bitch," one of the men shouted. "The back deck is wood. You’re going to burn the whole house down."

      “Burn it all down!” I yelled helpfully, painfully aware that, at that point, I was irrelevant.

      "Get the hose," the second men shouted. "Don't let it reach the…"

      It was too late. I saw a snake of liquid fire crawling toward me across the deck. Candy had managed to get to the lighter fluid. The dancing flames rose and I knew that if the fire reached the patio door curtains, I would, quite literally, be toast. Oh god. Had she even planned ahead? What were we supposed to do? Roll down the mountain to the safety of Lake Lure? What next?

      What was next was inglorious defeat. The second man came racing back into the house with Candy slung over his shoulders like a sack of potatoes. He threw her on the couch and stood over her, glowering. "You burn this house down and there will be hell to pay,” he told Candy. “This is my boss’s house. You know what he's going to do to you if he finds out what you did?"

      "You know what my father's going to do to you if he finds out what you did?" she screamed back at him.

      I groaned. "Maybe now would be a good time to be quiet?" I suggested.

      "Shut up!" the two of them shouted at me in unison.

      The smoke and flames were growing exponentially on the back deck. Shocked, I rolled back to my place against the wall, praying that Si could take his hands out of his pants long enough to find the garden hose. But Candy Tinajero was in prime fighting mode and I figured I only had two options: pray she calmed down and hope to god that someone got the fire on the back deck under control.

      The flames had grown higher and shadows danced in strangely undulating black shadows behind the patio door, inches from the curtains. I heard crashing in the yard and cursing as Si struggled to get the garden hose out.

      "This doesn't look very good," I warned them in a voice that sounded strangely like a school teacher’s.

      Candy was trying to kick Beefcake #2 in the balls. She had managed to pull both of her feet up to her chest, though they were still bound by rope, and was rhythmically kicking at his crotch. She was like a freaking piston on some early steam engine, powering a locomotive across the Western plains. Behind them, I saw the flames flare up, as if the fire had a mind of its own. What the hell had she kicked over when she slammed into the grill? It was hard to know what was going on, beyond the fact that the fire was inching closer and closer to the living room and, with it, black smoke that would fry my lungs within moments.

      "It might be a good idea to get out of here," I shouted at them. "If I could just point out the way to…"

      The flames reached something on the back deck that blew with a burst of smoke. Tongues of fire licked the patio door frame then found the curtains. They went up like tissue paper as the flames climbed higher, scorching everything in its path.

      "Oh, Jesus," I screamed at them. "Focus! Focus and get me out of here!"

      Candy had latched onto her captor with those even white teeth of hers, chomping down on the inside of his wrists with a ferocity that a rabid pit bull would have envied. The man was howling and trying to reach his gun.

      And that was when it happened.

      That was when the myth became legend.

      That was when I knew that I was seeing history.

      That was when it all started to make sense.

      A man burst through the wall of flames. He was tall, dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket, and he held a shotgun in his hands. The fire licked around him and cowered behind him, framing his silhouette with an orange glow.

      Firewalker. Firewalker Coombs. I knew that I was seeing the long missing Firewalker Coombs—and that he had been a man and not just a myth.

      "Get away from my daughter,” he ordered the man on the couch, who was still trying to detach Candy from his arm. "Let go of him, darlin’. I've got him covered."

      Candy rolled away to one side, blood smeared across her mouth, then tumbled to the floor. "I told you my father would come for me, you piece of crap,” she spat at the man. He was groaning and holding his wrist, looking up at Firewalker Coombs with terror in his eyes.

      And that was when I finally got a better look at his face: Robert Tinajero. Robert Tinajero was Firewalker Coombs. And Firewalker Coombs had come back from the dead to save his daughter.

      "Shut up," Firewalker told the big guy. "Or you get the same treatment I gave your friend out there."

      "What did you do with Si?" the second man asked angrily.

      "Don't worry. He’s alive. I need to leave something behind for the cops."

      "Can you get us out of here now?" I shouted. "Hello? I'm right over here. Just another piece of meat. Waiting in prime roasting position."

      Holding the shotgun against his hip, aiming it straight at his daughter's captor, Robert Tinajero pulled a huge hunting knife out of a sheath around his waist and cut Candy free with a few quick saws. He handed her the knife. By then, Candy and I were choking from the smoke, and the second guy looked like he was about to pass out. But Robert Tinajero did not seem the least bit bothered by the flames. "Cut her free," he told his daughter calmly as smoke swirled toward us. “Then I need you both to head outside while I take care of the situation in here."

      "Don't kill them," I said. "Please. It's one thing to rescue us, but if you kill either one of those guys, and I'm not saying they deserve to live, but if you kill them, the cops will never stop looking for you. They'll find out who you are and the life you've built over the last twenty years will be gone. They're not worth it. Please don't kill them."

      "I have no intention of killing them." he said. He brought the butt of his shotgun up high then cracked it against the skull of the big man on the couch. The man toppled to the floor and lay there motionless. "Don't worry. He's got a thick skull. You two go wait outside. I'm going to tie him up out back with his friend. We’ll leave them for the cops to find."

      I did not need to be told twice. Candy was sawing through the ropes that bound my arms and legs with a savage determination. "Take it easy," I told her. "It's not going to do me any good if I die of stab wounds in the process."

      "You just are never satisfied, are you?" she grumbled. She nicked me and I began to plead for mercy just as the thick cords fell away. "There." She looked at me with satisfaction. "Let's get the hell out of here."

      Choking and holding my hand over my mouth, I followed her out the front door. But just as Candy dashed down the steps into the darkness, behind me I saw the shadow of a man inside the house flicker across the hallway floor. Shit. Either Beefcake Si had revived or the third man was back. And Robert Tinajero had no idea. I could not leave him alone to face them all.

      I had no weapon. Dashing back into the house, I grabbed a cast-iron skillet that was hanging on the wall in the foyer as a rustic decoration and ran into the living room with it. The fire had spread and the couch was starting to smoke, sending black tendrils of burning plastic into the air. Firewalker was bending over the man he had hit with his shotgun butt, trying to fashion restraints out of the cut rope we had left behind. Just as I took a step forward, a figure burst through the curtain of flames blocking the patio door, aiming a gun at Firewalker. Screaming like a banshee, I rushed him, raising the cast-iron skillet as high as I could. I put all my weight into it as I brought it down hard on the gunman's head. It made a sound like someone hitting a watermelon with a mallet before the man crumpled to the ground.

      Firewalker whirled around and grinned at me. "Thanks," he said. “I knew you’d come in handy.”

      "Candy’s out front," I told him. "Let's get the hell out of here. The neighbors must have called the fire department by now. I vote we let the cops save these bozos.”

      Behind me, I heard coughing and realized that one of the men was fighting back to consciousness. Firewalker heard it as well. "With you," he said, reaching out a hand. I took it. It was strong and smooth and I held onto it for dear life as he pulled me through the smoke and out the front door. "Candy!" he called out into the darkness.

      His daughter coughed in reply. He found her on her hands and knees in the front yard, gulping at the fresh air. "It’s time to go," he told her. "Are you ready to ride?"

      She struggled to her feet, nodding. "Let's do it," her father said. He let go of my hand to take Candy’s. I hated to let go. Holding his hand had made me feel so safe, as if everything was going to be okay.

      “Meet me at the Red Roof Inn in Asheville. Look for my bike,” he shouted over his shoulder as he scooped his daughter up and began to sprint down the road, the moonlight catching the colors of the fiery phoenix stitched onto the back of his jacket. Firewalker Coombs had risen from the ashes yet again.

      I didn't need to be told to get out of there twice. But first I had something to do. I ran toward the back of the house, where the supporting beams of the back deck were burning merrily. I tried to remember where Beefcake #2 had thrown my gun. I plowed through the bushes and searched the undergrowth on my hands and knees but could find nothing. I’d give it another minute and then I had to bolt.

      “Looking for something?”

      I froze at the sound of a woman’s voice and heard the distinctive snick of an automatic pistol being racked.

      It was the woman from next door. Carmine Lopresti’s sister. She was standing over me calmly, gun in hand. “You have fifteen seconds to explain what you’re doing on my property.”

      “Three of your thugs kidnapped one of my clients who was a dwarf stripper and were holding her for ransom in the cabin that’s on fire.”

      Insane-sounding? Yes. But I thought it summed up the situation nicely, considering that most of my attention had been on trying not to crap my pants.

      ”Explain further,” she demanded.

      “I don’t know much more than that,” I said, hating that I sounded so desperate. “I think my friend Sammy Templeton was laundering money for them but they killed him and went rogue, kidnapping my client for some extra cash.”

      The woman stared down at me, considering what I had said.

      “We didn’t kill them,” I explained hastily.

      “Why not?” she asked. “Sounds to me like they deserve it.”

      With that, she turned her back on me and headed toward the cabin, which was now fully in flames. She held her gun held down at her side with both hands, like a Charlie’s Angel gone bad.

      Forget finding my gun. I would just have to be the only unarmed person in the neighborhood. I scrambled to my feet and began to sprint. It was time to get the hell out of there.

      As I ran through the woods, making my way back to where I had parked my car, I wondered why the woman had been carrying a gun instead of a cell phone. Had she even bothered to call the fire in? If she was the sister of someone high up in the Lopresti family, the men were probably her bodyguards. Had she known they were freelancing?

      I wondered. If those men had gone off the reservation, if they had taken Candy without prior permission from the boss? Well, then it would be better off for the three of them if the fire got them. I doubted their initiative would be appreciated. Every crime family has its rules. And woe be it to anyone who failed to follow them.
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      Under any other circumstances, sharing a motel room with Robert Tinajero, a.k.a Firewalker Coombs, would have been a dream come true. But that night? I was so exhausted I could hardly see by the time I found the right motel and knocked on the door in front of the only motorcycle in the parking lot. He opened it a crack with the chain still on, saw it was me, and unlocked it so I could step through.

      The first thing I spotted was Candy curled up in a ball on one of the two queen-sized beds. Her father had covered her with a light blanket and she was sleeping with a dedication that only comes when you know that there’s a loved one standing watch over you. It was all I could do not to throw myself down on the bed beside her and join her in oblivion.

      Her father was on his cell phone, speaking in low tones but not making much effort to conceal what he was saying. "I think the best thing is to drop her off somewhere in the morning," he was saying. "You'll be out by noon, bro."

      I grabbed the phone out of his hand before he could stop me, knowing who the caller had to be. "I guess you aren’t quite the asshole I thought you were," I told Cody Sherrill. "What I want to know is how you got your hands on a phone when you're supposed to be in jail and it's after midnight."

      There was a silence before Cody answered. "I'm guessing this is Casey," he finally said. “And I’m surprised you felt a need to ask me about the phone. You know I have my ways.”

      "Don't think for a moment the cops aren’t going to figure out that the so-called ransom call from your cell phone, so conveniently traced back to you, was anything but a distraction so that your friend could shake loose from their surveillance and meet the real kidnappers on his own.”

      "Are you arguing with that strategy?" he asked. "Are you unhappy with the outcome?"

      "No," I said. "I'm not. But you took a big risk. Even if they do find Candy safe and sound tomorrow, there's no guarantee they'll let you out.”

      "I've taken big risks for Firewalker before," he said. "That's what friends are for."

      I was silent. Cody misread my silence and defended his actions. "Look, Firewalker saved my life once and he’s been like a brother to me for twenty five years. I helped him disappear a long time ago, even though it put me dead center on the list of suspects, at least in the eyes of the law. I'm not going to stop watching his back now. He's spent his whole life trying to make up for any harm he did back in his old life. Do you know how many people he's helped since then? His journey may not be my journey, but I admire him for what he’s done with his life. And I'll protect him even if it means my own life."

      “That’s your land he lives on with his wife, isn’t it? It’s still part of your family’s holdings, making it a dead end for anyone trying to find him.”

      My theory was met with silence. A tornado of conflicting emotions swirled inside me. Cody Sherrill was still a misogynistic sleazeball, but apparently he was a misogynistic sleazeball with a code of honor. What was I supposed to do with that?

      “Look, I’ll do what I can to help," I finally told him.

      “Sorry about the other night at the Blue Note,” he mumbled in reply. “I would never have really hurt you, you know. But I thought you might be getting too close to the truth. When telling you Rodney was a narc didn’t seem to distract you, I was just trying to scare you off the case.”

      “Sure you were.”

      I handed the phone back to Firewalker and took another look at the slumbering Candy. Sleep was like a magnet I could not resist. I fell across the second double bed and was instantly asleep.

      Too few hours later, I felt a strong hand gripping my shoulder, shaking me awake. I was deep under, swimming in a dark and murky sea of sleep. Nothing was going to bring me to the surface. And maybe what happened then was all a dream anyway. Perhaps it did not really happen. But when I woke up alone in that hotel room ten hours later, I was left with a memory of a soft male voice, little more than a warm breath in my ear, whispering, "I'll never forget what you did for my daughter. If ever you need help, you call me. In another lifetime, I would have killed to have a woman like you by my side. Maybe next time around."

      Yes, I had probably dreamed it.

      I had fallen asleep so quickly that I had failed to phone Bobby D. to let him know that I was okay and that Candy had been found safe. He had left over a dozen messages by the time I called him back and he was irritated at me for my carelessness.

      "I see you're alive," he said sourly. "Do you know what I've been going through? The cops called me four hours ago. Candy Tinajero was found sitting calmly on a rocking chair on the porch of a Cracker Barrel just outside of Winston-Salem. She claims the kidnappers released her in the woods nearby and she found her way there. She was wearing a clean flannel shirt and a pair of blue jeans that looked freshly laundered. Curious how the kidnappers just happened to have her size and let her change into them before she escaped."

      "Curious indeed," I mumbled. "Listen, I'm really sorry I forgot to call you. I have a lot to tell you, but I don't want to go into it over the phone. I'll get back as soon as I can."

      "You better. The shit has hit the fan. Candy claims she never saw her kidnappers. That sounds a little far-fetched to me. Except… well, you know. She’s probably covering for you."

      “Probably,” I agreed. Some things I don’t even tell Bobby. “Have they released Cody Sherrill yet?"

      "Yes. He claims the ransom call was probably some other member of his club, trying to score some easy cash by pretending to be one of the kidnappers. He claims the guy must have taken his phone when he wasn't looking and he has no idea who it was."

      "And the cops believe him?" I said incredulously.

      "No. But they have no other evidence against him and she's back safe, so they have to let him go."

      "So Cody Sherrill keeps his squeaky clean record?"

      "Guys like him sometimes do."

      "Maybe he's not as bad as we think," I said mysteriously.

      "Maybe," Bobby said. "But I doubt it. Are you on your way back now?"

      "Yes. I need a half hour to download as many calories as possible, preferably ones involving sausage gravy and biscuits, and then I'll be back to fill you in."

      "Casey," Bobby started to say. He stopped, also unwilling to say much more over a cell phone. "I feel I should tell you that your friend Shep called."

      My stomach dropped. Shep was the sheriff  in a mountain county near Asheville who I’d been dating, and then alternately avoiding, for reasons not quite clear to myself. And I knew where Bobby was going. “What did he want?” I asked.

      "He wanted me to know that there had been a triple murder in a house near Lake Lure. Three guys associated with the Lopresti crime family, apparently. The house had been set on fire.”

      "Murder?" I asked. “You sure? Not smoke inhalation?”

      "All three of them were found with a gunshot in one leg and a bullet through the head. Executed. It was cold, Casey. Real cold."

      "It wasn't me," I assured him, just in case that was what he was thinking. “I promise.” I thought of the woman I had seen striding through the woods, gun at her side, and I had a pretty good idea about what had gone down.

      "They went off the reservation," I told Bobby. "You know what happens to people who do that."

      “I do,” he agreed.

      "What made Shep call you?" I asked slowly, afraid of the answer.

      "He said something about witnesses having seen a vintage Porsche driving around the lake before the murders. You really need to drive a less distinctive car. Shep's mind went straight to you."

      Perversely, in the midst of all I was going through, hearing Shep’s name filled me with a desire to see him again.

      "Casey?" Bobby's voice was louder.

      "Sorry," I mumbled. "A lot has happened. I'll see you soon and fill you in."

      I hung up, a dozen different emotions tumbling inside me. I was a regular washing machine full of regrets. But after a few seconds, regret was replaced by an overwhelming need to go home. I never look back. I’ve trained myself to only look at what’s ahead of me. Life’s a lot more bearable that way.

      Firewalker Coombs was waiting for me in the parking lot. “Your engine’s shot,” he said, wiping his hands clean with a bandana. “You ought to pay more attention to your engine lights. You were leaking oil pretty bad. Engine’s seized.”

      “You came all the way back from Winston-Salem for me?” I asked.

      He held out a helmet for me. “I owed you. Come on. Put this on. I’ll give you a ride back to Durham.”

      That ride was all I could have wanted and more, flying down the highway with my arms wrapped tightly around him, as if I was astride Pegasus himself. The wind was a roar in my ears and the tips of my hair whipped wildly beneath my helmet. Speed. Freedom. Pure, uncontrollable joy. I knew that both of us sensed that it would never happen again—me and him so close together as one—at least not this lifetime around.

      I could have ridden with him until my time on this earth was done. But moments like that never last. That’s why you remember them forever. I was home before I knew it. And there was no point in talking or even saying good-bye.

      We smiled at each other and he rode away, both of us knowing I would keep his secret. Firewalker Coombs would fade back into the darkness. Robert Tinajero, straight-arrow husband and devoted father, would take his place. And no one would have any regrets.

      
        ●

      

      I got away with it. At least on the surface. I'm not sure that Bill Butler believed I’d had nothing to do with the mysterious circumstances that had returned Candy Tinajero to her family. But, for whatever reason, he let it go. His interrogation of me was actually conducted at a bar, over straight Jack, and it was little more than a halfhearted attempt to find out the truth. About three drinks in, I started to wonder whether what he was really trying to accomplish was to let me know that he had separated from his wife and was on the market again. But those dreams were dashed when he stood up around midnight and tossed some bills on the bar to pay for both of our tabs.

      "I'm not going to bullshit you, Casey," he said, as always without a trace of alcohol in his voice. That man could drink any town drunk under the table and never show it. "I know you're at the heart of this, but I don't really care. All I care about is that the girl's home safe with her family and the world is minus three scumbags."

      "I would never shoot anyone in cold blood,” I said, not liking the implication. "Surely you can't…"

      "I don't think you had anything to do with the murders at Lake Lure. But whoever did it, did you a favor. Because your friend Rats? His death has been avenged. Got it? We traced the bullets that killed him to one of the guns on the three dead scumbags and I think it needs to end there. I don't want you chasing after anyone else. I think this time the good guys won and we both need to stop there."

      I nodded. “Rats was a good guy," I tried to explain. "Maybe not very educated. Maybe not very polished. But in his heart of hearts? He loved a lot of people and he took care of the people who loved him back. He did not deserve to die that way."

      "No, he didn't," Bill agreed. He was quiet for a moment, looking at me. His face was just a little bit sad. "You know that we found out about the bodies at Lake Lure and made the connection to Rats because of your friend Shep, right? "

      "So now he’s my friend Shep?" I asked.

      "Looks that way to me," Bill said. "Because he did you a very big favor. And that's why I'm going home now. If it were anyone else but Shep, I would not hesitate to do what I really want to do tonight. I know you’ve heard by now that my marriage is over."

      I nodded. "I heard."

      "You and me?” he said. “Our timing has always been terrible. But you do need a good guy or you’re going to go off the rails one time too many and not be able to find your way back.”

      I looked away, remembering what Burly had said to me the last time I had seen him.  That I was too stubborn for my own good. That I took too many risks. That I was determined to kill myself one way or another. That it got in the way of everything for the people who loved me.

      “You know what I think?” Bill asked.

      “I’m afraid to ask,” I admitted.

      “I think that Shep’s the guy for you. You did not ask for my advice, but there you have it."

      “Why?”

      “Because he seems to be the only one who can love you without being terrified for your safety when you’re out there on your own.”

      His words brought me close to tears. There had been such a long parade of worthless, shiftless, unworthy men who had marched through my life. But Bill and Shep? Not to mention Burly? They really were all good guys, and they had loved me, and I had pretty much screwed it up with every single one of them. But then it occurred to me that maybe, just maybe, I had turned a corner. That I had finally figured out I deserved better than what I’d been aiming for when I headed straight for the superficial charmers.

      For some reason, I thought of Leon Baptiste, the pimp Rats had warned me against, back when I was young and naive and more than a little desperate. It had been decades ago when Rats told me I deserved better. Maybe it was time I heeded his warning.

      "Don't cry on me now," Bill told me. "I know I have that effect on women when I turn them down."

      I rolled my eyes. "Seriously?" I asked him. "Seriously?"

      He smiled, then bent over and kissed the top of my head. “Twenty three skidoo, kiddo,” he said and was gone.

      I stared into my drink and knew that I had nothing to complain about. What had happened in that cabin in the mountains would never be known, nor would any part of my actions in it become official record. Bill was giving me a gift. Now he was trying to give me another. I also knew that people often do not occupy the role in our lives that we want them to, and I was old enough now to understand that just to have good people in your life, in whatever capacity, was enough. I needed to appreciate what I had.

      "Want another?" The bartender was standing in front of me, eyeing my empty glass. "There’s a man at the end of the bar who wants to buy you a drink."

      I did not even bother to see what the man looked like. "No, I think I'm done," I said. I stood up. "Discretion is the better part of valor."

      I have no idea why I added that last part. But it sounded good—and I like to think that the bartender watched me with admiration as I walked out and left the old Casey behind.

      
        ●

      

      A week later, Robert Tinajero called and invited me out to his house. "I want to talk to you," he said. "My wife is down in Florida for a few days and I'd like to talk alone. Candy will be here, but she's been working on some project in her bedroom for the last few days so we should be able to talk in private."

      "That's fine," I said. "I need to discuss something with Candy anyway."

      I’d had to pull the plug, so to speak, on my battered old bathtub Porsche and it had been towed away from the parking lot of the motel in Asheville to an ignominious death in a mountainside junkyard. But my joyless rental car was at least reliable and I reached the Tinajero’s home on time. The house in the middle of nowhere now seemed quieter, neater, and more lived-in than it ever had before. It was as if contentment had re-entered the home.

      He met me at the front door wearing a black tee shirt and blue jeans. He wasn't Firewalker Coombs again, but he also wasn't the nerdy rehabilitation counselor named Robert Tinajero, either. He was someone in between.

      "I need to get something out of the shed," he told me. "Give me a minute and I'll be right back in."

      I thought of all the outer buildings I had noticed on their property. “Is that where you keep your bike?” I asked him. “Isn’t that taking a big risk?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s pretty much the only risk I have left in my life at this point.” He flashed me a grin. “Wait here, okay? Promise me you won’t leave.”

      "No problem," I told him. As he strode across the yard, I went in search of Candy and found her in a back bedroom in front of a computer, scrutinizing lingerie online.

      "Choosing something frilly to wear during your next kidnapping?" I asked dryly.

      She looked up from the computer, startled to see me. "I'm starting a new business," she said defensively. "I think I've had enough of dancing. I’m going to start a line of lingerie. I’m going to call it ‘Eye Candy.’”

      “Not ‘Little Women?’” I asked.

      “Not enough market. I’ll have sizes for everyone, don’t get me wrong. But I’m setting my sights on a much bigger market. Big women are a dime a dozen in these parts and it seems to me like America just keeps getting fatter.” She looked at me like I ought to know. “If I can make fat women look good and feel good about themselves, I’m going to be a billionaire.”

      "I don't blame you for changing your life,” I told her gently. “You won't get any argument from me."

      “I hate dancing,” she said suddenly. “I hate the men looking at me and grabbing at me. I hate giving them a peek of my pink just to get some grubby cash. Roxy? She likes it. It makes her feel good. It doesn’t make me feel good. Not at all.”

      And that was when I knew, with certainty, who had sent the Tinajero sisters all those threatening letters.

      “You wrote those letters, didn’t you?” I asked, thinking of the vicious threats that had started this entire case. “That’s how the writer knew where you would be. You couldn’t face telling Roxy you wanted out, so you sent those letters hoping your parents would make you stop dancing.”

      She would not meet my eyes. “I didn’t want to look like I didn’t care about Robert Jr.” she said. “Because I do.”

      “Oh, honey,” I told her. “It’s got nothing to do with how much you love your brother. It’s got to do with how much you like yourself. You’ll find another way to help Robert Jr. I know you will.”

      “Yes, I will,” she said defiantly. “You just watch me. All those years shaking my booty? I know what men like. My lingerie is going to sell like hot cakes.”

      “I know it will.” I could sense something different in Candy, as if the extreme sweetness she had worn for so long had eroded away, exposing someone with a vein of healthy anger underneath. Which reminded me. "Where is Roxy?" I asked.

      "Visiting Rodney in the rehab center. I guess him almost dying caused her to reconsider breaking up with him. As if he doesn't have enough to deal with."

      "He ended up that way trying to save your life," I pointed out.

      "I know that. And I feel guilty enough about it without you reminding me.”

      "I know how you can pay him back," I suggested.

      She shot me a glance that made it plain I was the last person on earth she intended to listen to. I gave her my opinion anyway.

      "Set his sister free," I said. “Put on your little big girl pants and let Frieda know that the two of you will only ever be friends. Stop giving her hope and stop using her whenever you need to know someone loves you. Let her go, so she can find someone who will love her back the way she wants to be loved.”

      I thought she might argue with me, but Candy nodded her head. "I know," she said. "She just makes it so easy to…"

      "…take advantage of her?" I suggested.

      "Look, you don't have to lay it on any thicker. I will have that talk.”

      "Feel free to call if you need any advice on what to say. I have to break hearts all the time.”

      “I just bet you do,” a voice said from behind me. Robert Tinajero was standing in the doorway, his hands held behind his back, concealing something from me. He nodded his head and I followed him out of the room, Candy already back to being hard at work behind me.

      He led me to a den at the back of the house with wide windows that looked out over empty, desolate fields. But there was something calming in the view now and I thought, perhaps, that this was the happiest room in the house. At least I wasn’t in danger of being swallowed by chintz. We sat across from each other in two unremarkable blue armchairs and I waited for him to begin.

      "I have a present for you,” he said, handing over a mound of black leather. I held my breath as I unfolded it to find a weathered leather jacket, then turned it over to see the emblem of a phoenix rising above a wall of flames on the back. It was just my size.

      "Whose was this?” I asked, overwhelmed by too many emotions to count.

      "You don't need to know. Someone I should have saved, but didn’t."

      "Robert Junior's mother?" I guessed.

      He nodded. "You remind me of her a little, before I lost her to drugs. I’ve kept her jacket a long time, remembering her the way she was with me. But now it’s time to let it go. And I think you’ve earned it. I think you understand, more than most people, how much it takes to rise above. To start over again. To keep struggling to the sky even when life brings you down.”

      Tears came to my eyes. To receive a present from someone who understood me meant more than I could say. He was someone who had really gotten me. And he was someone who knew how bittersweet the knowledge of things that would never be could become, at least if you thought about them too much.

      "I don't know what to say,” I said. It was the most amazing gift anyone had ever given me. It meant all the more because it came from someone who got me, but did not judge. I knew then why Robert Tinajero was such a good counselor, why so many lost and broken people came to him and were healed. He truly saw the good in people and the beauty in being flawed.

      "Thank you for not telling the world who I am," he said quietly.

      "You do a lot of good in the world, Robert Tinajero," I said. "May you live to be one hundred and ten years old. At least."

      He laughed. "I don't think I really want to live that long. As much as I appreciate every day I have."

      “Are you going to tell Candy and Roxy the truth about Roxy’s parents?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t do it until my wife agrees and she’s not ready to hear the idea yet. Trust me on that one. I know my Lavonia well.”

      “Where’d you get the last name anyway?” I asked him. “Tinajero? Neither one of you looks Mexican to me. I should have realized it might be a cover.”

      He shrugged his apology. “You can’t tell that kind of thing about a person just by looking these days, anyway. My wife and I chose it together down in Florida a year after we met. We knew if we were going to make it, we needed a clean slate. And I knew that I needed to disappear even more. So we both had our last names changed legally. We used two different state court systems to make the records harder to find. Tinajero is the last name of a family that owns a traveling circus in Mexico. We thought it might throw people off.”

      “It worked. No one but me and your friend Cody Sherrill know who you really are. I plan to keep it that way.”

      He nodded his gratitude. “Cody will, too. He’s my friend. He’s proved that more than once. But I’d steer clear of him just the same if I was you.” His eyes twinkled.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve decided he’s not my type.”

      That was when I got my goodbye kiss after all. And it was definitely Firewalker Coombs who kissed me goodbye that day, not Robert Tinajero.

      I thought about that kiss all the way home, memorizing it, because I knew that I would likely never see him again. And that was okay. He was a man who made very deliberate moral choices, who saw the world for what it was and knew his place in it. He’d found his own peace and a way to make it better. I would never want to disturb that balance. Besides, I was lucky. For one brief, shining moment, I had seen Firewalker Coombs walk through the flames. And what a magnificent sight it had been.

      
        ●

      

      The Tiny Dancers would never again return to Raleigh, North Carolina, leaving a whole lot of men left with no other option except to ogle your garden-variety, silicone-enhanced dancing dolls. Bless their hearts. I tried not to weep for the death of their fantasies.

      It wasn’t very hard.

      The truth was, I was not unhappy to leave the land of strip clubs behind. I had seen the magic behind the curtain and it was way too cut-and-dried for me. However, I was not done with The Pink Pussycat yet. I had something I still needed to do, something for my friend Rats.

      That was why, a few weeks after Rats was buried, I slipped inside the club late one Sunday evening when all the world was asleep and only the crickets awake to watch me enter the darkened building. The hallway smelled of disinfectant. I knew it had been thoroughly cleaned by now, any signs of a crime scene erased, and the club prepared for some new buyer to come along. They’d probably renovate, and that was why I was there. I had to act before someone else found it.

      I'd never been able to get that image of Rats coming out of the women's bathroom out of my head. It kept returning to me, again and again, no matter how many days passed, no matter how many other, more distinctive, moments intervened. I could see him in my mind’s eye, just as clearly as the first time I had come to see the Tinajero sisters, the way Rats had looked up at me, a startled expression on his face, then plastered on a fake smile and hurried me down the hall. Then I thought of the rumors about the money laundering Rats had done for the Mob, the anger of the men who’d come to the club on the Saturday morning Candy was kidnapped—and it had all come together for me one night when I was soaking alone in the bathtub, wondering how much I should bill the Tinajeros. It was thinking about money that brought the realization to me. And that was why I was there again.

      Still, I hesitated in the hallway. If it was all wishful thinking, there’d be no harm done. But what if it wasn’t? Would I be strong enough to do the right thing?

      Something small and gray darted past, brushing against my foot. I stifled a scream. I had an issue with rodents, I admit it. I’d never been able to shake off the fact that they outnumber humans by the billions. I swept my flashlight beam across the hallway floor and saw either a large mouse or a small rat—I had no intention of getting close enough to verify which—disappear through a nearby door that had been left ajar. I inched closer. It was the Ladies Room.

      Definitely a rat, I thought to myself. Sammy Templeton had just sent me a sign and I knew then that he was depending on me.

      Although the club was clearly deserted, I was afraid to turn on a light. I would work by the glow of my flashlight. I’d brought two screwdrivers with me and thanked my lucky stars when the Phillips head did the trick. I carefully unscrewed the metal paper towel container bolted onto the wall and lifted it free. It was the only place in the bathroom where Rats could have hidden something. It was either that or the ceiling, and if it was the ceiling? I did not think I could hoist my fat ass up there without bringing the whole building down. Which meant I had to be right.

      I was. The wall behind the paper towel holder turned out to be cheap drywall that had been installed over the original brick of the tobacco warehouse that the building had once been. I tore off the drywall, then took my Swiss army knife out and slipped it between the exposed rows of brick, searching for an open seam. The third brick wobbled and I pried it loose, before easily pulling out three more beside it. Behind the brick was an open square about the size of an old-fashioned breadbox. I pointed my flashlight into the opening, illuminating piles of cold hard cash. Stacks and stacks of what turned out to be $100 bills bundled in neat piles and wrapped with paper bands stretched upward into the darkness.

      I was exalted. It was as if Rats had spoken to me from the grave. Yes, my friend, I thought, I heard you and now here we are.

      Moving quickly, I transferred the money into my knapsack, replaced the bricks and the paper towel holder, and hightailed it out of the club. My heart was racing and I was a good half hour out of town before my pulse slowed to a normal rhythm.

      It was 4:00 AM by the time I found the house outside of Goldsboro where Sammy Templeton’s mother lived. Bobby D. had found the address for me. I sat in my car staring at it. It was a mill house with a couple of haphazard additions tacked on. Rats had grown up in that house. He used to tell me about how he’d even had his own room, though it was a little bigger than a shoebox. But it had been his. That was where he’d read the books that made him smarter than most of his family, the books that had sparked in him an ambition that would not be satisfied until he had his own franchise of gentlemen clubs sprawled across the nation. He hadn’t reached his dream before he met death—but at least he had given it a shot.

      I leaned back in my seat and slept for a few hours until dawn woke me and the neighborhood started to show signs of life. The residents were early risers in that area, probably hardworking people up at dawn for their factory jobs or to retrieve the school buses they drove to get other people’s children to school. It was a blue collar neighborhood and his mother could probably have moved out a long time ago, but Rats said she'd resisted all attempts to buy her a bigger house. That was why I knew I could trust her. Money wasn't the most important thing in life to her.

      A light in the kitchen went on right at 7:00 AM. As soon as the street was empty and I knew I would not be seen, I grabbed my knapsack and walked quickly up the driveway and around to the rear of the house. I knocked softly on the back door and an old woman peered out from between yellow checkered curtains, her hair done up in those pink foam curlers that ladies walked around in fifty years ago. Idiotically, I waved at her, which did seem to reassure her that I was not some ax murderer who had come a’callin’. She opened the back door a crack and looked out at me.

      "I'm a friend of Sammy’s," I told her. "My name is Casey Jones. I did odd jobs for him, you might say." I wasn't sure what else to add.

      She opened the door. "I've heard of you." She had a deep southern accent that reeked of hushpuppies and green beans cooked for days with bacon. "Come on in. I can offer you a cup of coffee."

      If it seemed strange to her to see a friend of her dead son’s on her doorstep so early in the morning, she did not show it. She bustled around the kitchen, pouring coffee and adding cream, not seeming to notice when I placed my backpack in the middle of the table. I unzipped it and began pulling out piles of hundred dollar bills, stacking them carefully in the middle of the kitchen table.

      She stopped, a cup of coffee in each hand, and stared.

      "Sammy would want you to have this," I told her. "I found it in his club. You don't need to worry about who it belonged to. They weren’t very good men and they definitely don't deserve to get the money back."

      For a moment, I thought she might reject the cash. Stranger things have happened. But instead, she sat down and handed me my coffee. She stared at the money, hypnotized by the sight.

      "How much is there?" she asked, her voice catching. I knew she was thinking of the bills they had fallen behind on since Rats had died, of the dreams of college for her grandchildren that had faltered, of the medical bills that would no doubt need to be paid one day, even if she was a tough old bird.

      "A little over $300,000," I told her. "That's an estimate. But I think it's pretty close."

      She swallowed hard. "Did my son hurt anyone to get this?"

      "No ma’am," I assured her. "Some men were trying to use him to launder their money, and he got killed before he could process this batch. I don't think you should feel guilty about taking it. The same men were responsible for him being killed. Call it justice and take the money."

      "I will," she said. Her voice was stronger. "Are you the lady detective Samuel told me about?"

      "I am," I said, oddly touched that he had mentioned me to his mother. I liked her. She was one of those birdlike southern women that are tempered like steel and unafraid to grab life around the neck, with both hands, every day.

      "He liked you," she told me. "Though he did say that you scared him a little," she added with a laugh. "But there’s a reason for that. He always married those dumb women with fake boobies and big hair. I think it made him feel like a man to be smarter than they were and have them depend on him. But he liked you because you weren't like that. He said that you were strong. He said you could kick any man's rear end with one hand tied behind your back." She stared at me. "I think maybe I see what he meant."

      "Sammy said that about me?"

      "He sure did."

      "I'm honored," I told her. "He was a good man. He was my friend."

      She nodded as if she knew what I really meant.

      "He never really had a daddy," she explained. "He was bad news and always in and out of prison. So Samuel was the man of the family, even when he was little. He always felt so responsible for taking care of us. I felt bad when that responsibility really did come to him, but I was grateful to have a son like that. To have a son who was the kind of man who stepped up and did what he had to do to take care of his own."

      "Sammy knew a lot about the world," I said.

      "He sure did. He had a saying, you know. You probably heard it from him yourself. He used to tell me that life was made up of fire and rain. The fire could kill you, and the rain could sustain you, but the real trick was knowing which was which. He said that once you could figure out what was the fire, and what was the rain, that you’d be okay. You just had to learn to recognize the difference.”

      "I think he might be right," I said to her. "Sammy was a very smart man.”

      "Not many people would come here and give me this cash,” she said. “Most people would have taken the money and run."

      "Not me," I told her. "Like I said, your son was my friend."

      "Than he was lucky to have had you as a friend."

      I swallowed back my tears. "You have to be careful about how you spend the money," I told her. "People will start to notice. Take a few packs to a casino, but not the same casino every time. Spread it around.” I explained to her how to buy and redeem chips so that her cash came out clean at the end. She listened carefully, nodding at times. She was a practical woman who recognized what had to be done and was willing to do it. “Just don’t get the fever or you might lose it all,” I warned her at the end of my instructions.

      “That’s not likely to happen,” she said firmly and I believed her.

      “Spread the job around the family, if you can, so you don’t bring any attention to yourself. Do you think you can trust them to keep their mouths shut?"

      She nodded. "A handful of them, anyway."

      "Okay, good." I stood up to go. "If you ever have any trouble with it, or you need more advice, I want you to know where to find me.” I put my business card on the kitchen table. "Just give me a call and I'll be there."

      She started crying then, perhaps overcome with the magnitude of the piles of cash in front of her. "We need this real bad,” she explained through her tears. “Everyone's been so scared since Samuel died. I don't even think we've been able to grieve, we've been too worried about paying the bills and it’s going to be a long time before they’re going to let us sell his buildings."

      "Well, now you can grieve. Because you won’t have to worry about paying your bills for much longer. And maybe not ever if you get a good enough price for his properties. Don’t you settle for the first offer you get, hear me?"

      “Oh, don’t you worry about me, baby girl,” she said firmly. “If I’d let people take advantage of me, my kin would have starved long ago. I’m not going to start letting them now.”

      She walked around the table and embraced me. I patted her on the back. "I'll never forget your son," I told her. "I promise you that I will never forget him."

      "That means more to me than the money," she said. And I knew she meant it.

      
        ●

      

      As I drove away from the little house where my friend Rats had been born, and where his people had gathered after seeing him buried, I thought about his philosophy on life. Fire and rain indeed. I had learned something profound over the past few weeks. I had learned that I was not the kind of person content to sit around waiting until the rain came. Not me. I knew that I wanted to walk through the fire, that I wanted to defy the flames like Firewalker Coombs. Because when life calls you, you answer. It’s as simple as that. I needed the heat and the pain and the glory. I’d remember that the next time I got the call. I only hoped the world was ready.

      But, for now, there was a good man in the mountains waiting to hear from me. And this time, I’d be the one to make the call.

      
        ###
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