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Chapter 1

 

“Could I talk with you for a minute?” 

Zeke Traynor looked up and saw a tall, sallow man with a yellow-gray complexion. His white-blond hair was shaggy and unkempt. He needed a shave. Zeke’s first thought was, Something’s wrong with him.

“Me?” asked Zeke. “I’m just a guy eating a fish sandwich.”

The restaurant attracted a local crowd and was near the dockage where the shrimp boats tied up to offload their catch each morning. When the wind blew from the south, as it was now, you could smell the ripe nets drying in the sun. Zeke didn’t recognize his visitor.

The man mentioned a name that Zeke knew. “Oscar Larosa.”

Zeke said, “Who are you?”

“My name’s George Lopper.”

“Doesn’t mean anything to me,” said Zeke, shaking his head.

“It wouldn’t,” said the man. He pulled a chair from the other side of the table and sat, expectantly.

“Stay here,” said Zeke. He set his sandwich down. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 

Zeke walked to the front of the restaurant near the restrooms and the kitchen area and away from the water-view seating. He pulled out his smartphone, at the same time thinking, Maybe I should keep on walking.

 

* * *

 

Zeke listened to the phone ringing in his ear. Then he heard, “Oscar.”

Just like that, flat, nasal, it sounded like it originated in Philadelphia or maybe Camden, New Jersey. It was extended into a two-syllable word. 

“Oscar, this is Zeke.”

“Hey, how’s it going, Zeke?”

“Good. Listen, a fellow tracked me down and mentioned your name. Do you know a George Lopper?”

“Sure do. What’s he look like?” asked Oscar, double-checking.

“Tall, gray, shaggy. The word ‘jaundice’ keeps jumping into my consciousness,” said Zeke. “Like...liver cancer?”

“Yeah that’s him,” said Oscar. “But it’s pancreatic.” His voice sounded a bit reverent.

“Do I want to help him?” Zeke asked.

“Yeah, you do,” said Oscar. “He’s my brother-in-law.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke had met Oscar Larosa six years ago, after he’d recovered from his accident. Oscar had been recruited by the Military Intelligence Civilian Excepted Career Program, the counterintelligence arm of Army Intelligence. Oscar, a Delta Force operative, joined the group after his second tour in Afghanistan. Not many knew that in 2007 Oscar and his team had assassinated Mullah Dadullah, the Taliban’s Senior Military Commander. 

Zeke had come aboard with MICECP in 2008, seven years after graduating from Indiana University’s School of Global and International Studies. He’d worked with Oscar for several years.

“Your brother-in-law?” asked Zeke. “So, do you vouch for him?”

“Yeah, he’s alright. Sometimes he’s a pain in the ass,” Oscar said, “but not about this.”

“What’s up?” asked Zeke.

“You know I would come down to see you myself if I could.” Oscar had lost his legs in a debilitating accident involving an MRUD anti-personnel mine in Afghanistan, just ten days before he was due to rotate back to the States. He spent the next three years in hospitals and rehab, learning how to live without his feet. Then he’d joined MICECP.

“Yeah, I know,” said Zeke.

“But I couldn’t. So, George said he’d go,” said Oscar.

“You could have called.”

“True, but George took some things with him you need to see, and we’re on a tight schedule. Besides, he needed to get out -- to do something. I figured a trip to Florida would distract him in a good way.” 

Zeke was quiet. 

“Listen to George and then call me back. We need your help on this, Zeke.”

 

* * *

 

“There was a time when Oscar and I, we’d just take care of this ourselves,” said George. “But not so much anymore.” He paused and seemed lost in thought.

He’s procrastinating, thought Zeke, delaying the telling. He’s ashamed.

Zeke had returned to the table and sat down opposite George with the setting sun at his back. It was hot, though the restaurant’s canvas awnings created some shade. He picked up his sandwich, but it was tepid and getting soggy. Zeke set it down again and focused his gaze on the brother-in-law. 

“Well,” said George, finally surfacing, coming back to the moment, “we’ve lost something that neither of us can afford to lose.”

Zeke waited.

“My daughter. Oscar’s niece. Susie.”

“What happened?” Zeke prompted.

“At first, we thought she was with friends. Then, when we couldn’t find her, we thought she’d run away. You know, not wanting to face my illness or something.” He paused and looked at Zeke. “I have cancer.”

Zeke nodded.

“Carol was close with her, with Susie. Carol’s her mom. She figured that Susie’d freaked out when she heard I was terminal,” he said sadly and slowly. “She’s been in denial, angry about the unfairness and all that.”

“And you feel guilty for being sick?”

“I...ah...well, I guess I do, sort of. We were always a close family.”

“How old is Susie?” Zeke asked.

“She’s fourteen.”

“A moment ago, you said there was a time that you and Oscar would have taken care of this. Elaborate for me,” said Zeke.

“Well, we were both tough guys,” said George. He looked tired. “Oscar’s sister actually met me through him. He joined the army after the twin towers went down and worked his way into Delta Force. I knew him from before. We grew up together in the neighborhood, ran some numbers, and collected some money for people. But then we both enlisted on the same day. We were mad and wanted to get a piece of a terrorist—anything to make a difference.” He looked at Zeke with a weak reflection of that fire in his eyes, remembering his anger. “Hate the bastards.”

“You married Carol before you enlisted?” asked Zeke.

“We’d been seeing each other and decided to get married before I joined up.” George wheezed a breath.

“Were you in Delta too?” asked Zeke.

“No. I ended up as a supply sergeant in North Carolina. Never made the cut.” George spoke in choppy sentences, conserving the energy it took to speak.

“How long has Susie been missing?” asked Zeke.

“That’s it. We’ve been looking for her for five days, but she could have disappeared maybe three days earlier.”

“No one noticed?” asked Zeke. A light breeze blew suddenly across the patio and ruffled his blond hair. It felt warm on the back of his neck.

“Nah. We were caught up with the doctor visits and the prognosis and all. Susie has a habit of staying with her friends in the neighborhood, and she’d been doing that a lot after I got sick. Carol thinks she was in denial,” he said.

“Was she supposed to be in school?” asked Zeke.

“Out for the summer. She went missing right after it let out. Her teachers said she was there on the last day, a week ago yesterday.”

“What have you got?” Zeke asked, nodding at the brown envelope the man had set on the table.

“Oscar said you’d want this.”

 





 

 


Chapter 2

 

The envelope was taped shut with Scotch tape. It looked ragged, as if George had been carrying it around for a while. Zeke moved his plate, tore open the flap with a butter knife, and slid the contents onto the table in front of him. It made a neat pile of paper about a quarter inch deep.

“What do you think happened?” asked Zeke, looking at a profile photo of a young brown-haired girl with red framed glasses and what looked like it might be a school uniform blouse and vest. Her hair was tied back with a scrunchie in the same tartan pattern as the vest. 

“Kidnapped,” said George. “We think she was snatched.”

“Ransom demand?” asked Zeke. “Have you heard from anybody?”

“Funny thing. We did. Someone called Carol’s cell and told her to get some money together. Fifty thousand dollars.” He took a breath. “But then we didn’t hear from them again. That was three days ago. That’s when we realized there was a problem. Figure they got Carol’s cell number from Susie’s phone when they grabbed her.”

Zeke moved the photograph off the paper pile. Below it he saw a green and white classroom grade sheet, unfolded to its full eight and a half by eleven inch size. He noticed a small crest on one edge of the paper.

“Where does she go to school?” he asked.

Zeke was well aware of the importance of hope in situations like this. Where does she go, not Where did she go, he thought.

“She goes to the Brecknock school. Near Villanova, west of the city.” 

“That’s in Bryn Mawr,” said Zeke.

George nodded. “Yeah.” He breathed heavily.

“She’ll be a freshman in the fall,” he said. “Ninth grade.”

“What’s the rest of this?” asked Zeke, holding up the stack of papers.

“The stuff Oscar said you’d want,” George said. “Her friends, her teachers, personal information- you know, phone number and e-mail access and her grades, transcripts. She was in some activities, so that’s in there, too.”

“Mostly extracurricular through the school? Athletics?”

“Yeah, like that,” said George. “But not athletics. She was in dance last spring.”

Shifting focus, Zeke set the papers down and asked, “What about the local cops?”

“Carol reported it. They aren’t doing anything.”

“Did they talk with her friends? Her teachers?”

“Some. Didn’t find anything,” said George. A painful smile crossed his face. He gritted his teeth.

“Who was Susie’s best friend?”

“She hung out with Carrie McCarthy a lot,” said George. “They were close.” 

“Is her contact information in here?” asked Zeke.

“Yep. And mine.”

“I can keep this, right?”

“Sure.”

“Where are you staying locally?” asked Zeke. 

George told him.

 

* * *

 

“Oscar?” said Zeke, after a long, quiet pause over the phone line. He had dialed Oscar again and asked about George’s prognosis.

“I’m here,” he said, flat and nasal. Oscar deflected the prognosis question and asked instead, “Can you help us with this, Zeke?” 

“It’s not my expertise, missing middle school girls,” said Zeke, hedging slightly.

“It’s no one’s,” said Oscar. “But I don’t know anybody who could do better with this situation.”

Zeke was standing on the pier just down from the restaurant, looking out over the ocean. It was mid-June and hot, and the tourists had descended on the small town.

“Any hint, any clue this was going to happen?” Zeke asked. “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”

“Not really,” said Oscar. “Believe me, I’ve been through this a hundred times.”

“No doubt. Anybody out to get George or his wife? Did he make any enemies?” asked Zeke.

“No, we were something back in the day,” said Oscar, “You know, we were full of ourselves. But we stayed just inside the law. I’ll tell you about that later. And no one had a recent beef with George or with me. We talked about that.”

“What don’t I know, Oscar?” asked Zeke. “What’s your history with George? What’s the original connection?”

“Not on the phone. Come by and we’ll talk,” said Oscar, cryptically. 

Zeke paused. “I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon.”





 

 


Chapter 3

 

As the Boeing 767 circled to land at Philadelphia’s International Airport, Zeke looked out the window on the port side of the jetliner and saw the traffic snarling along Hog Island north of the runways. The airport had handled over thirty million passengers a year for the past ten years. It was one of the busiest airports in the country and the supporting linkages were straining with incoming and departing vehicles. Outside, the day was darkening, overcast and raining as the airplane eased along at about a hundred fifty miles an hour. When the wheels were a few feet above the runway, the pilot held that position until finally the tires kissed the tarmac. 

Smooth, thought Zeke.

Since meeting with George Lopper yesterday, Zeke had been busy. He’d reviewed the package that George had left him, committing the details to memory. From the available information he was beginning to develop a sense of Susie, a feeling for her likes and dislikes, preferences and attitudes. Beginning to fill in some of the empty spaces.

“I’m here.” Zeke spoke into his smart phone as the Boeing approached its PHL gate. On the other end of the line Oscar was awaiting Zeke’s visit.

“I’m ready,” Oscar replied. “We’ll talk when you get here.” The line went dead.

Outside the terminal at the rental car kiosk, Zeke picked up a Chevy with about 4,000 miles on the odometer and pointed it west. His route took him out Interstate 95 to the I-476 bypass toward a town named Wayne. He exited a short time later and headed to Ardmore, a small but exclusive town located midway between Philadelphia and Wayne on the Southeast Pennsylvania Transit Authority line known as “The Main Line.” As Zeke got closer to Ardmore, the chorus from Hall & Oates’ “Rich Girl” started playing in his head. There it is, he thought.

Zeke pulled up to a neat but ordinary looking home just outside of Ardmore’s small commercial district. It was a two-story brick and stone structure, probably built in the 1980s. It had a trim front garden and a handicapped ramp on the steps to the front door. There was a detached single car garage behind the house. Houses in this neighborhood sell for a lot more than the national average, he thought. Almost $400,000, average price. I’m surprised that Oscar can afford to live here.

Zeke parked the car and scaled the four steps to the front door. The handicapped ramp straddled the steps to his right. The front door opened before he could knock.

“Hey, partner,” said Oscar from his wheelchair. “Come on in.”

Zeke stepped into the small foyer behind Oscar, and Oscar wheeled around to lead him deeper into the house. A hallway off the foyer led to a living room and a stairway up. Beyond that were a dining area and then a kitchen, closed off from the rest of the house. As they moved toward the kitchen Zeke noticed that Oscar’s wheelchair was an Invacare model. Top of the line, he thought. In the kitchen, Oscar said, “Have a seat, Zeke.” He pointed to the round kitchen table.

The kitchen smelled of garlic and scallions, mixed with peppers and basil. “Dinner smells good,” said Zeke.

“Oh, that’s from last night,” said Oscar. “I made some peperonata.”

“Italian fried peppers,” said Zeke. “Yum.”

Oscar was Italian looking, with dark hair and continental features. He wore his hair in a short, neat cut, and his nose and ears were his prominent features. His eyes were still dark and brooding, expressing the passion that Oscar brought to everything he did. He was wearing khaki pants and a new golf shirt. Ironic, as always, thought Zeke.

“Great to see you again, Oscar,” Zeke said as he sat. “Nice neighborhood. Is this the Larosa family place?”

“It is,” said Oscar. “My dad moved us here when I was younger. Before the army and Afghanistan.”

“And Susie goes to school nearby? The papers you gave me said Brecknock.”

“Yes, Brecknock School. It’s a prep school, grades K through 12, just a couple of miles that way.” Oscar pointed northwest. His gestures and his voice were patient but resigned.

Turning to the matter at hand, Zeke said, “What do I need to know about Susie, about this whole thing? What’s not in the papers you gave me, Oscar?”

“Not much,” said Oscar, “nothing concrete. But I don’t buy that she was kidnapped or just disappeared. I know that George and Carol have a lot on their plate, but they’ve always been good parents and always kept track of my niece.”

“George said he thought initially that she was with friends.”

“I know, but it didn’t ring true to me,” said Oscar. “Not for that long, what, three days?”

“Alternative theory?” asked Zeke.

“Could be she ran away, I guess, but I doubt it,” said Oscar.

“What if George needed money for his medical care? Could he have borrowed from someone he used to work for? Could that have caused him the trouble?” It was the kindest way Zeke could think to phrase the question to his friend. Oscar was fanatically loyal when it came to family.

“Not at the risk of losing his daughter,” said Oscar. “We all love her like she’s the baby of the family. You know, ‘It takes a village’.”

“Other than being angry about the cancer, was she withdrawn? Acting odd? Any problems at school? With boys? With drugs?”

“I don’t know of any,” said Oscar. “But you should visit with her mom and chat with her,” he said. “And Zeke,” he paused, “catch Carol alone.”

 

* * *

 

“Thanks for seeing me on such short notice,” said Zeke. He had driven directly from Oscar’s house to the Loppers, and was sitting on a couch across from Carol Lopper. Her eyes were rimmed with red from a lack of sleep and constant crying. She was crying quietly now. A tissue box sat beside her on the chair.

“There’s nothing more important...” said Carol.

“I know. I need some more information to track her down,” said Zeke. He smiled as he watched her face. 

“OK,” she said, with uncertainty in her eyes.

“Was Susie seeing anybody? A boy?”

“She’s fourteen. She’s a good girl. We watch her pretty carefully, on account of she’s started filling in, you know, growing up. Same thing happened with me, and it could have gone bad, but it didn’t,” said Carol. “I was lucky.”

“So, no boyfriend?”

“No, nothing like that,” said Carol. “She’s a good girl. She never gets in trouble.”

“Her best friend is...?” asked Zeke.

“Carrie, Carrie Mac. For McCarthy,” she said. 

“Does she live nearby?” Zeke asked, creating some rhythm in his questions, an old habit.

“Yeah, a couple blocks closer to the school,” said Carol. “They’ve been friends since Kindergarten.”

“What about school activities?” asked Zeke, shifting the topic abruptly.

“A few. She was on the dance team, and she made Honor Society this year. I knew because they called and left a message. A few days before school let out, they had an awards assembly. We couldn’t go because George had a doctor’s appointment.” Carol teared up again.

“Do you know of any problems she had at school this year?” asked Zeke. “With a teacher, maybe, or with a student?”

“No, she was a good girl,” said Carol. “She isn’t like some girls. She doesn’t get in trouble.” She thought a moment. “Susie hangs around with an older group of juniors and seniors who do things together. Carrie and Gina and Seth and Susie and some others.”

“No romantic relationship?” asked Zeke. “Going steady?”

“No, nothing like that.”

“Tell me something that struck you as odd about her, something recent,” said Zeke.

Carol focused for a second, thinking, and said, “Oh.”

“Something odd?” prompted Zeke, giving Carol a moment to reflect.

“Well, the tattoo,” she said. “She came home a couple weeks ago and asked me to let her get a tattoo.”





 

 


Chapter 4

 

“This is all pretty serious,” said Zeke. 

Carrie McCarthy shifted in her chair and looked at Zeke with wide, unblinking eyes, her upper body stiff, almost rigid, awaiting his questions. 

A practiced liar, he thought immediately, and probably a pretty good one. 

They were sitting at the McCarthy family’s kitchen table, Zeke and Carrie adjacent and looking at each other across one corner of the wooden table. Their chairs were angled, facing each other. Mrs. McCarthy sat at the table across from her daughter.

Zeke’s experience in counterintelligence gave him an objective perspective of the questioning process. His almost eidetic memory complemented that perspective, and Zeke could easily compile data, real time, in most any situation. 

“What’s been going on with Susie lately?” asked Zeke. Open ended question, he thought, can lead anywhere.

“What do you mean?” asked Carrie. Her voice was sort of valley-girl whiny.

“Well, she’s missing,” said Zeke. 

“But that’s a kidnapping, right?” asked Carrie. Her mother was nodding across the table, confirming.

“When did you last see her?” asked Zeke. 

Carrie was sipping a Coke. She set it on the table and moved it over so it was positioned between herself and Zeke. Blocking, he thought. She’s about to lie.

“We already told the police, it was the last day of school,” she said. “We saw each other in the school parking lot.”

“Was anyone else there?” asked Zeke.

“There were kids everywhere, mostly leaving in cars or on buses.”

Carrie was a thin girl with pale white skin and thin blonde hair cut above her shoulders. She was dressed in a green and white summer shirt with pleats in the front and beige short-shorts. Zeke sensed that she was not eager to talk with him.

“Was Susie with anyone else?”

“Then?” she said.

Avoidance, he thought. Avoid lying by refining the question. 

“Yes, right then,” said Zeke. He waited.

“Don’t think so,” said Carrie. “Just Gina and me.” 

“Gina is...?”

“Gina Samone. She’s in our grade. Lives two houses down from me.” Carrie looked at her mother.

“OK, so then what happened?”

“We were going to walk home together, but Carrie said she had to go back in the school and get something she’d left in her locker.”

“Do you remember what that was?” asked Zeke.

Carrie’s upper body stiffened slightly again. “No, sorry, she was always leaving stuff around. It wasn’t unusual.” 

She wants me to think that she’s helping, being agreeable, thought Zeke.

“So you went home without her?” asked Zeke. “You and Gina?”

“Gina said we’d wait, but Susie said to go ahead.” She looked at her mother. 

Trying to gauge her mother’s belief level, thought Zeke. She’s looking for credibility, and maybe protection.

“Was that the last time you saw her?” Zeke asked the girl.

She looked right into Zeke’s eyes. “Yes, the last time.”

“Have you heard from her by phone or text or anything since then?” Zeke asked.

“No, that was it. I was surprised she didn’t call me over the weekend, actually. We usually talk.”

“Did you try to call her?” Zeke asked. “Or text, or message?”

“Over the weekend?” asked Carrie.

“Anytime since school let out,” said Zeke. She did it again.

“Well, yeah, I sent her a couple of texts but I figured she was busy or something. Or sleeping.”

“Did she sleep a lot?” asked Zeke.

“She’s a teenager,” said Carrie, sort of rolling her eyes. “We stay up all night and sleep ‘til after lunchtime.”

“But you never connected with her. Since the end of school,” said Zeke.

“Yes. Wasn’t she supposed to have been kidnapped that day? That’s what the policeman said, the one who questioned me before.” She fidgeted, twisted in her seat a bit. 

“We’re trying to confirm that,” said Zeke.

The room was a large dining room with a table and eight chairs, and an antique buffet against one wall displaying mismatched china and knickknacks. The buffet didn’t match the other furniture in the room, and Zeke assumed it was a family heirloom. The dining room had hardwood floors with an area rug centered under the table and framed family photos on one wall. Carrie had moved around in her seat and now her feet pointed toward the kitchen door. 

“Do you need anything else? Any more questions? My friend’s missing, you know. Why aren’t you looking for her?” asked Carrie, a bit defiantly. She glanced at her mother as she said it.

“Just a few,” said Zeke. “Did Susie have a boyfriend?”

Carrie sipped her Coke, slid the can around in front of her on the table, again leaving it squarely between herself and Zeke. “Uh, no,” she said. “I mean, she had some guy friends, but nothing serious.”

“Did she have a steady? A favorite?”

“What?” asked Carrie.

“Did she have a boy that she was seeing exclusively?”

Mrs. McCarthy cleared her throat. “Do you think we can wrap this up, uh, Mr. Traynor?” she said, holding his business card and looking for his name. “I don’t think Carrie knows anything else.”

Oh, I think she does, thought Zeke. But she’s fourteen and she shades the truth.

“Sure, Mrs. McCarthy. Carrie, are you an honest person?”

“Well, yeah, sure,” she said, fidgeting a bit.

“OK, tell me the truth. Is there a steady boyfriend?”

“You mean Susie?”

“No, you, dear. Do you have a steady boyfriend?”

“Umm, no, not really,” she said, surprised by the personal question.

“Mr. Traynor, I think you’re overstepping...” Mrs. McCarthy started.

“What about Seth?” asked Zeke. “Seth Gordon.”

“Uh, well, we just hang around some, you know,” Carrie said. “It’s not a serious relationship.”

“Would you say that a boy’s name tattooed on your butt was a sign of a serious relationship?” Zeke asked. He smiled patiently, without mirth.

“Tattoo!” exclaimed Mrs. McCarthy. “Who has a tattoo?”

“I spoke with Carol Lopper before I stopped by to visit with you,” said Zeke, now speaking to Mrs. McCarthy. “Then I went by the tattoo parlor to confirm. It seems that Carrie and Susie got new tattoos together last weekend. On their backsides. Carrie has one that reads, ‘Seth Gordon forever,’ and Susie, wherever she is, has one that reads...’I love Will Burns’.”





 

 


Chapter 5

 

Carrie had left the room in tears, playing the misunderstood child, and her mother had followed her to the bedroom.

Mrs. McCarthy reappeared a few minutes later and sat down at the table. She was distracted and obviously upset.

“You didn’t know about it?” asked Zeke.

“No, of course not,” said Mrs. McCarthy.

“What’s your first name?” he asked.

“It’s Beth,” she said automatically.

“Call me Zeke, Beth. Did you see it?”

She looked at Zeke and then looked away. “Yes, she just showed it to me,” she said, shaking her head.

“I’m sure you don’t want to hear this,” Zeke continued, “but she wasn’t exactly telling us the truth just now.” The “us” was to put them together on the same side of the issue.

Beth looked up and stared at him. For a moment, she looked as if she was going to deny it, to argue, but then she said, “Why do you say that?”

Zeke looked around the room. They were surrounded with reminders of sweet memories and good times. Happy photos, antique china most likely handed down, a dining room table that the family had probably gathered around to celebrate holidays. And there were handmade placemats and small decorations in the middle of the table, ceramic or metal, probably made by children. This has got to hurt, he thought.

“I was with Military Intelligence for years, Beth. Counterintelligence. I’ve been trained to spot lies and deceit and I have a lot of experience doing it.” Don’t say anything disturbing or alarming, he thought.

“We’re talking about my daughter here, not some terrorist,” she started, her anger rising again.

“Exactly right,” said Zeke. “Look at some of the small signs, Beth. Just think with me for a minute.”

Beth looked upset but didn’t say anything more.

“We should talk about the facts, first,” he said, trying to move the conversation away from opinion and emotions. “The girls got their tattoos Saturday. But Carrie mentioned that she hadn’t seen Susie since Friday afternoon, after school.”

“She could have been avoiding a discussion about the tattoos...” said Beth.

“OK,” said Zeke. “No accusations, Beth. But think with me some more. Did you notice when Carrie moved the Coke can over in front of her and between us when I asked her when she last saw Susie?”

“Yes,” said Beth with a question in her eyes.

“And also when I asked her about Susie’s boyfriend?” asked Zeke.

“Well, yes...”

“That’s a classic sign of untruth, putting an object between the questioner and the person being questioned. She felt uncomfortable and wanted something between us, some protection to block my questions.”

“Maybe...”

“And when I asked her what Susie had left in the school that caused her to go back inside, Carrie’s upper body stiffened, and she started looking me in the eyes. Both of those are signs of wanting to be believed.”

“But not necessarily lying...” said Beth.

“Did you notice that by the end of the interview she was sitting sideways with her feet pointed at the door? That was Carrie wanting to escape from the situation, from the questions.”

“Yes, but she’s a teenage girl, for goodness sake. They don’t stay still...”

“Sure, yes, I agree,” said Zeke. “Some of that isn’t factual. OK, Carrie said that she sent a couple of texts to Susie. Did she?”

“I don’t know,” said Beth. 

“Can we check?”

“Yes, I suppose we can,” said Beth, and she got up. When she returned, she had a pink smartphone in her hand.

“There are texts to Susie here from last week,” said Beth, “but nothing since Friday afternoon. The last one says, ‘Meet me in the school parking lot tomorrow AM. I can’t believe we’re going to do it!’”

 





 

 


Chapter 6

 

“Do you want a coffee or something, Zeke?” asked Oscar. They were seated in his kitchen, at the round table, Zeke on a cushioned chair and Oscar in his wheelchair. The kitchen was spotless, the sink empty and the counters cleared. The small window over the sink sparkled in the afternoon sun. 

“No, I’m good,” said Zeke, “thanks.”

“You want to stay here tonight?” asked Oscar in his flat, matter-of-fact voice. 

“No, I’m booked at a hotel up in Radnor,” said Zeke. “I may work late on this, and I want to get an early start tomorrow. We need to find Susie quickly.”

“I know. Carol and George are going crazy,” said Oscar. “I wish there was something I could do. But, without legs...” He let the sentence fade and die.

“I stopped by for a minute to let you know what I’m finding,” said Zeke. “And maybe you can connect some dots for me.”

“OK,” said Oscar. He rolled his chair across the room to a small desk and took a pad and pen from the top drawer. He then returned to the table with Zeke. “I think better when I make notes,” he said by way of explanation.

Zeke smiled and said, “OK, so I’ve spoken with Carol Lopper, who led me to the tattoos. Then I met with Carrie McCarthy in an interview that included Beth, her mom, which made me doubt the story we’ve all been told.”

“Tattoos?” said Oscar. “Catch me up.”

“Carol said that Susie asked her to help her get a tattoo a couple weeks ago, and Carol said she declined. I’m pretty sure both girls, Susie and Carrie, went ahead and got them anyway,” said Zeke.

“What kind? A tramp stamp? Some cursive writing on her side? Lotsa kids have something like that, nowadays,” said Oscar, shaking his head.

“I stopped by the tattoo shop,” said Zeke. “Immortal Ink, it’s called. They’re about as close as they can get to the school and still be legal. I spoke with a guy who calls himself ‘Squirrel’, sort of tall and lanky, with dyed pitch-black hair and massive body ink. Like some of those guys in Afghanistan. Remember?”

“I do,” said Oscar, making a note on the pad.

“So, I convinced Squirrel to check his recent sales, and he found a receipt for the two girls, Susie and Carrie. They went in on Saturday afternoon and got inked.”

“They were there on Saturday?” asked Oscar, looking up.

“Saturday after lunch,” said Zeke. “Squirrel said he came back from Subway and they were waiting outside the shop for him.”

“But they’re too young,” started Oscar.

“I know,” said Zeke. “Young but apparently resourceful. I’m thinking they offered him some weed to look the other way.” He looked at Oscar. “So, you and I need to follow through on this.”

“I know,” said Oscar. “George doesn’t have the energy or the stamina to handle this stuff,” he thought, “and Carol, well, you met Carol. From her point of view, Susie can do no wrong.”

“She does seem to cling to the image,” said Zeke.

“Yeah. ‘Not my daughter, she couldn’t have done that,’” said Oscar, imitating Carol Lopper. “You probably got some of that.” He looked at Zeke.

“No more than from other mothers,” said Zeke. “She did seem to take Susie’s request for a tattoo pretty lightly.”

“Maybe in the retelling,” said Oscar, “but I assure you, when it was just her and Susie, it was a different story. You know, ‘How could you do this to me,’ stuff like that. She’s not done real well since George, ah, got sick.” He looked away.

“Well, we’ll have to help her,” said Zeke. “What do you know about Beth McCarthy?”

“Not much,” said Oscar. “I get to the school functions once in a while. You know, awards assemblies and such. I’ve seen Beth from across the room or down the aisle. We’ve never really spoken.”

“Do you know Carrie?”

“Carrie? Yeah, sometimes she and Susie would stop by. They used to leave their schoolbags here on their way home and take a detour to the ice cream store. At least that’s what they told me,” said Oscar sourly.

“Probably true,” said Zeke. “There’s no real harm if they meet up with some boys there.” 

“Right, I know,” said Oscar.

“OK, so help me with this. Susie asked her mom to let her get a tattoo a couple weeks ago,” said Zeke. 

“Right,” said Oscar. “And she was most likely shut down.”

“Then she and Carrie, a week or so later, went on their own and got inked.”

“Despite being fourteen years old and illegal,” said Oscar, looking at Zeke.

“Despite that,” said Zeke. “Her parents were looking the other way, distracted, and she was hanging around with Carrie, who may be an instigator. Bad combination.”

“So how’d they do it?”

“It might have had something to do with their older boyfriends...a junior and a senior.”

“No way,” said Oscar. “This gets better and better... How do you know?”

“Well, Carol actually mentioned that Susie hung out with some guys who are juniors and seniors. In groups, she said.”

“Oh,” said Oscar.

“But Squirrel confirmed it.”

“Squirrel? The tattoo guy?”

“Right,” said Zeke. “The girls each got their boyfriend’s name tattooed on their...well, their derrières.

“Oh, shit. You’re kidding me. I’ll kill the bastards!” Oscar shouted.

“The good news is that we know who they are,” said Zeke with a smile.

“Huh?” asked Oscar, distracted, still fuming.

“Their names are on the girl’s butts. That’s evidence,” said Zeke, somewhat tongue in cheek. “Oh, come on, Oscar, you’ve gotta admit, it’s pretty funny.”

“Right, like, ‘America’s Stupidest Crooks’,” said Oscar with a half-smile. “Let me autograph my work, right?”

“And, fortunately, we don’t need to do an inspection. Squirrel, the tattoo guy, gave me the names. He takes pictures of all his work. Says it’s for insurance purposes, though I highly doubt that he carries insurance. Or, if he does, I doubt that he could find the policy if he needed it.”

“He’s a stoner?” asked Oscar.

“You bet,” said Zeke.

“OK, so what are the names?” asked Oscar.

“Yeah, that’s one of the reasons I stopped back. I thought you could give me a line on the boyfriends. Help me figure out who and where they are.”

“Sure,” said Oscar with a straight face. “And then I’ll kill them.”

Zeke smiled. “Seth Gordon and Will Burns,” he said.

“Oh, yeah, I can help you with that,” said Oscar. “Be my pleasure.”





 

 


Chapter 7

 

Zeke sat on the wingback chair in the small living room across from Mrs. Ruth Manicotti, the music teacher at the Brecknock School that Susie and Carrie attended. The room was dominated by a grand piano, surrounded by small chairs and small tables covered with doilies. There were music books stacked on the floor surrounding the piano. It was obvious that Mrs. Manicotti gave piano lessons to supplement her income.

“I never taught her,” said the teacher when she’d greeted Zeke at the door. “I mean as a tutoring student. Susie was in my Music Appreciation class last year. She did well, I think she ended up with a ‘B’.

“I saw your name on her last report card, and Oscar Larosa told me that you live here, just down the street from him. I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” said Zeke.

Mrs. Manicotti was a round woman in her late sixties, Zeke judged. She had brown hair pulled into a neat bun and was wearing a dress with nylon stockings and what Zeke’s mother would have called ‘sensible shoes’. Her house seemed neat and organized, if a bit worn.

“No, no problem. Since Mr. Manicotti passed away, I’ve had more time than I know what to do with. It would help if they’d extend the school year, you know, make it year-round like they do in Japan.”

“Yes, ma’am. How long ago did your husband pass away?” asked Zeke.

It’s been six years now,” she said. “He died in his sleep. A heart attack, they said.” She said it as if she didn’t believe it.

“I’m sorry,” Zeke said respectfully.

“Oh, it’s OK,” said Mrs. Manicotti, reflectively.

Zeke paused and looked out the small front window at the grass and sugar maple trees visible from his chair. He paused for a moment before he looked back at the woman.

“I’m here because Susie’s been missing for about a week. I’m trying to help find her.”

“Oh, my,” said Mrs. Manicotti. “What happened to her? Is she alright?”

“We don’t know. She seems to have disappeared a day or so after school let out.”

“Her dad has cancer,” Mrs. Manicotti said, almost to herself. “She was terribly upset about it in class.” 

“Can you tell me anything about Susie’s friends?” he asked.

“Well, not too much. She was in my class with her friend Gina, and they always sat together.” 

“That’s Gina Samone?” asked Zeke.

“Huh? Oh, yes.”

“Do you know of any boys she was close to?”

“No, I wasn’t watching for anything like that, but I don’t think I ever saw her with a boy. Mostly Gina, or sometimes a small group, like a study group.”

“Was Will Burns in your class, also?” asked Zeke.

“Will was in a different class. He was older than Susie.”

“Right,” said Zeke. “But you taught him music, also?”

“I did. As much as I could, anyhow. Some students are there to learn, and others...” She looked at Zeke and shrugged.

“Tell me about Will Burns,” he said and smiled at her.

“Mr...” she paused and looked at his card, “Traynor, you have the most beautiful eyes. I’ll bet you hear that a lot. My Henry had beautiful eyes, too. Blue and inquisitive and yet very intelligent. He was a scientist, you know.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Zeke. “What was his field?”

“Medicine,” she said. “He worked for a pharmaceutical company in Philadelphia. He was so smart.”

“Mine were a gift from my father,” said Zeke. “I really didn’t have much to do with it.”

Mrs. Manicotti smiled a distracted smile.

“But thank you,” said Zeke.

“Will Burns?” Zeke asked, after a few moments of silence.

“Oh, yes,” said Mrs. Manicotti. “I’m sorry, just an old woman reminiscing. What can I tell you about Will?”

“What was he like in school?” asked Zeke. Start easy, he thought. 

“Oh, he was unusual. He really didn’t have much interest in music that I could see. I think he may have been high most of the time.”

“Why’s that?” asked Zeke.

“Well, he was in an afternoon class, fifth period, which was one of the first classes after lunch for many students. He was a junior this year, and I think they used to go to lunch off campus, and then come to my class with bloodshot eyes and smelling like smoke.”

“Did he pass the class?”

“Yes, with a C or a D, I think. It was a gift to let him graduate and move on. Will had been put back a grade once, which is very unusual at Brecknock.”

“You’re a college prep school, right?”

“Primarily, the emphasis is on getting our students into some of the best colleges. But that doesn’t apply to all the students...”

“Of course. Was he ever in any trouble? Serious trouble?” asked Zeke.

“Well, not really,” said Mrs. Manicotti, thinking. “Not that I recall. He didn’t really fit in at Brecknock, though.”

“How so?” asked Zeke.

“Well, Will was sort of a loner, different. And he liked to play that up. Like a James Dean character or something.”

“Rebel Without a Cause?” asked Zeke, naming one of Dean’s most famous movies.

“Sort of like that, in a Philadelphia sort of way,” said the teacher. “I remember that movie when I was a young girl growing up. It was about the bad boys, the rebel teens. Will Burns could have been cast for a part in that movie.”

“What else comes to mind?” asked Zeke. 

“Well, I guess the Rocky movie was sort of like that, too,” said Mrs. Manicotti.

“Yes, ma’am,” said Zeke and mentally rolled his eyes. “Did Will have any friends? Girlfriends that he hung around with?”

“No, not really. Not in my class, anyhow. He did have a group of kids that he liked to spend time with, usually over at Suburban Square. The skateboard crowd.”

“How about Seth Gordon?” asked Zeke. “What can you tell me about him?”

“Seth, yes,” said the teacher. “His older sisters went to Brecknock. Anne and Amy. They’re graduated now. Seth was a senior last year. He’s one of those who goes to great trouble to let you know that he doesn’t care...”

“Care about..?” asked Zeke.

“Anything. He doesn’t care about anything, if you ask Seth.”

“What else?” asked Zeke.

Suddenly, Mrs. Manicotti leveled her gaze at Zeke as if she’d remembered something. “You’ll need to talk with Miss Davies. Catrin Davies, the English teacher. I think she was Will’s advisor.”





 

 


Chapter 8

 

Zeke knocked on the wooden front door again. It resulted in a solid, muted sound, almost regal. The large, brick house was positioned at an angle on a large corner lot, raised and overlooking the tree-lined street and covered with green ivy. The brick around the front door had been painted Ardmore Green. Not confident that he’d been heard, Zeke rapped with his knuckle on the clear glass window inset in the center of the door.

As he stepped back from the door, he saw his reflection. Zeke was about five ten, not tall, but not short either, with longish blond hair and slate blue eyes. His posture was straight and balanced. At thirty-eight, Zeke moved like a man ten years younger. He also noticed his self-effacing smile, reversed in the reflection.

“Coming, just a moment.” He heard the voice from somewhere within the house. The sound of high heels on ceramic tile grew louder, and without pause the heavy door burst open on silent hinges, the doorway framing a pretty woman, fortyish with jet black hair pulled into a ponytail. She was dressed in a narrow gray pencil skirt and a crisp white blouse. She wore gray tortoise shell glasses with lenses too big for her gray eyes.

She looked at Zeke questioningly. “You’re not a cop,” she said.

“No, ma’am,” said Zeke. “But you’re Miss Davies,” he said with a smile.

“I am, and this is my house.” She turned and walked back inside the house. “Come on in,” she said, over her shoulder.

Zeke stepped into the foyer, closed the door, and followed Miss Davies into a small side room, a parlor. She sat in a chair and motioned for him to do the same. Zeke sat.

“Thanks for seeing me on short notice, Miss Davies,” Zeke said. “We’re looking for Susie Lopper, and we’re trying to move quickly.”

“Catrin. Call me Catrin. I heard that Susie was missing.”

“Yes, and I’m looking into it for the family, Catrin.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

“Not sure, really. We’re still trying to put the pieces together,” said Zeke. “I do want to ask you about Susie,” he continued, “but I want to talk about Will Burns first.”

“Will. Do you think he had something to do with this?” asked Catrin.

“I don’t know,” said Zeke.

“Well, I was Will’s advisor, as you probably know.” 

“Yes, Ruth Manicotti told me.”

“And as such, I can’t betray any confidential information or anything private from the files.”

Zeke brushed that aside with a nod. As he looked at her, he noticed that Catrin Davies had a fairly narrow face. Her glasses tended to make her face look rounder, and her makeup accentuated her eyes and her cheeks, while her hair style deemphasized her forehead and, somehow, her chin. Money, thought Zeke. All it takes is money. 

“How long have you been with the Brecknock School, Catrin?” asked Zeke.

“I’ve worked there sixteen years,” she said. When she smiled, her gray eyes sparkled.

“You’re an alumna, I expect,” Zeke stated.

“Well, yes,” said Catrin. She looked directly at him. “How did you know?”

“Can I ask you about Will Burns, then?” he continued. “Generally.”

“Well, generally,” she paused and smiled at Zeke, very self-confident. “Generally, he’s a pretty good kid who plays up the loner thing. He has a little bit of attitude, but mostly he uses it to get attention. Attention from girls, I’d guess, and from younger kids.”

“Was he seeing anyone in particular? Dating?”

“Not that I noticed,” she said.

“How about the prom, did he take anyone?”

“No, Will’s not the prom type. He’d want you to think he spent the evening at a friend’s house, playing video games and smoking Maui waui.”

“Maui waui? Good marijuana,” said Zeke.

“Yes, that’s what the kids call the stuff that comes in from Hawaii. It’s supposed to be a high quality weed.”

“You learn a lot hanging around a High School,” said Zeke.

“And a Middle School,” said Catrin.

“Where does Will live?” Zeke asked.

Catrin looked at him and thought for a moment. Then she smiled. “You can find that in the phone book. Will Burns’ father is a teacher, too. A chemistry teacher at the public high school. They’re in Conshohocken, a few miles north of here.”

“Can I borrow your phone book?” Zeke asked, looking around and smiling. Catrin repeated an address and phone number from memory.

“You’re good,” said Zeke.

“I knew you’d worm it out of me,” she said. “I was prepared.”

“How did you know?” Zeke asked.

“Ruth told me you were very good looking,” she said. “She was taken by your eyes.”

Zeke looked at her and smiled.

“Do you want to write that down?” she asked.

“No need. Tell me what you can about Susie, please. Susie Lopper.”

“I know Susie from counseling, from around the school, but she hasn’t taken any of my classes yet. I teach mostly High School English.”

“Anything strike you as strange about her?” asked Zeke.

“Not really. She’s a small girl, sort of petite, you know. Proportioned but tiny.”

“Couldn’t tell from the photos,” said Zeke.

“No, you wouldn’t,” said Catrin. “Like I said, she’s proportioned well, just smaller than most kids her age.”

“Like cheerleader small?” asked Zeke.

“Sort of like that,” said Catrin. “But she isn’t much into athletics. Honor Society, I know, because I’m the faculty sponsor. And I think she was on the dance team last spring, but I’m not positive.”

“OK. Did anything happen that might make her disappear? Anything at school? Maybe something scared her?”

“Don’t know of anything,” said Catrin. She sat patiently and smiled at Zeke again. He saw her eyes sparkle once more.

“Did you know about her father?” asked Zeke.

Catrin frowned for a moment. “Yes, I heard that he’s terminal,” she said. “That’s so hard for a young girl like Susie to deal with, losing a parent.”

“Have you lived here long?” asked Zeke, looking around the room. “In this house?”

“Why’s that important?” asked Catrin.

“Curiosity, really. It’s a nice house.”

“And you’re not sure how an English teacher can afford it, I suppose,” said Catrin. Her posture was good and her gaze direct.

“Not the first time someone’s asked that?” asked Zeke, smiling.

“I inherited this house from my parents,” said Catrin. “I grew up here. My parents died in a car accident several years ago. Hit by a drunk driver.”

“I’m sorry,” said Zeke.

“Thank you,” said Catrin. She paused attentively, sitting forward on the edge of the chair and waiting for the next question.

“Any behavior problems?” asked Zeke. 

Catrin looked at him blankly.

“With Susie, I mean,” he said. 

She smiled again. Sparkle, he thought.

“I thought for a moment you meant with me. Behavioral problems with me.” She laughed to herself.

That’s flirty of her, he thought. “Well, I’d be interested in knowing about that, too,” Zeke said. 

She smiled her wide smile again. “No, nothing that I know of. She was pretty well behaved, I think.”

“What about Susie’s friends?” asked Zeke. “Any special group she hung around with? Do any of her friends other than Carrie McCarthy come to mind?” 

“I’m afraid I wasn’t that close to Susie. But from what I did notice, she and Carrie McCarthy were pretty close. And Gina Samone. Also, Carrie, I know, was dating a boy named Seth Gordon. He just graduated. He’s much older than she is.”





 

 


Chapter 9

 

“Hey, Zeke, I’ve got something for you,” said the voice on the recording. Zeke had dialed his voicemail as he left Catrin Davies’ house and walked across the street to his rental car. He recognized Oscar’s voice, so he turned the car around and drove the half mile to the Larosa residence. He parked out front, walked up the driveway and let himself in the kitchen door. Oscar looked up, a note pad and a phone on the table in front of him.

“Zeke,” said Oscar, “doing any good?”

“With the investigation?” Zeke asked. “Or with the witnesses?”

“Yeah. OK, so you asked me to help find this Seth Gordon guy, and Will Burns. Right?”

Zeke knew this was Oscar’s way to muster all of the drama he could from the situation. Apparently, he’d found something good. “Right,” said Zeke.

“OK, so Seth Gordon. His father is Roger Gordon and he’s Vice President of a REIT based in Philly. He went to Penn and was recruited from there. They buy real estate for investors nationally. Retail and office and apartments.”

“If Seth is in High School, his dad is, what, mid-to-late thirties?”

“He’s forty-two, actually,” said Oscar, breezing by that point. “But wait till you hear this.” He paused and looked at Zeke.

“Roger and his wife, Tiffany, are going through a divorce. Pretty ugly. They say he got caught with his pen in the company ink, with an intern or something, if you know...”

“I know what you mean,” said Zeke. “Think Bill Clinton.”

“Exactly,” said Oscar. “‘I did not have sex with that woman!’”

“I know, right?” said Zeke. 

“But apparently, Roger did. Maybe he’s not as slick as Slick Willy.” Oscar was referring to one of the many nicknames that had resulted from the Clinton era.

“And Seth?” Zeke asked.

“They say he’s over the edge about it. Acting out, misbehaving, making a scene at school. Brecknock threatened to throw him out, but his dad stepped in. He’s a big contributor.”

“No surprise,” said Zeke. 

“So I found Seth. He’s at home with his dad.”

“Good, can I see him about the Susie situation?”

“I’ve left a message with Roger. I’m hoping he’ll agree and give you access to the kid without a lot of trouble.”

“OK,” said Zeke.

“He and the other one, Will Burns,” said Oscar, “both have police records.” 

“Serious?” asked Zeke.

“No, small stuff. Smoking pot, shoplifting, drunk and disorderly. The cops have dragged Seth in a few times, but he seems to land on his feet. The charges get dropped, or the court gives him a slap on the wrist with community service, that sort of thing. Seth was actually arrested for drug distribution last year. But he was a minor, then.”

“Are the boys friends?” Zeke asked.

“Thick as thieves,” said Oscar.

“OK, so...”

“So they hang together, and word is Susie and Carrie were hanging out with them, too. Skipping classes and hanging at Suburban Square. Skateboarding, smoking pot, generally causing trouble.”

“What’s Will’s story,” asked Zeke.

“This is sad,” said Oscar. “I don’t like the kid. I’ve seen him around, but I’ve gotta feel for him a little bit. His mom was killed in a home invasion about a year ago.”

“That’s tough,” said Zeke.

“You would know better than anyone, with your folks dying and all,” said Oscar. Never one to hold back, thought Zeke. That’s Oscar.

 

* * *

 

Zeke drove around the Town of Conshohocken for a few minutes, first crossing the Schuylkill River on the Fayette Street Bridge. It was six miles away from, and several tax brackets lower than, Ardmore. Where Ardmore and Bryn Mawr reflected the old wealth of suburban Philadelphia, Conshohocken was clearly a one-time mill town. Oscar had told him that the town had fallen into economic poverty years ago, when the grist mill burned. It hadn’t recovered, and Zeke noticed that the majority of the homes and commercial spaces were older and in average or fair condition. 

Zeke pulled over to the curb in front of a brown house on East 7th Street, the home address Catrin Davies had given him for Will Burns’ family. It was a one-story ranch home on a corner lot. The exterior was brick, and there were bedroom windows visible from both 7th Street and the cross street. Zeke called Oscar.

“I’m looking at the Burns’ house now,” said Zeke. “Nothing special, maybe fifty years old, neat, single driveway and detached garage, overgrown lawn.”

“Sounds right,” said Oscar. “It looks like they’ve lived there for fifteen years or so. Will’s dad’s name is Chester. Chester Burns.” Oscar was looking at the real estate tax records online. “And no police or military record.”

“Anyone else live here?” asked Zeke.

“Will has a younger sister named Trina. She’s younger than Susie, about 12 years old, I think.

“This wouldn’t be Brecknock’s school district, would it?” asked Zeke.

“No, they’re a private school. I believe Will’s grandmother left them enough money to pay Will’s tuition. I remember hearing something like that.”

“Chester’s a teacher?” asked Zeke.

“He teaches at the public school,” said Oscar. “The high school. Science, I think. Word is that he’s been struggling since his wife died.”

“You called some mutual friends?”

“And teachers and such. Sure.”

“OK, thanks. It doesn’t look like there’s anyone here now. I think I’ll try Suburban Square next,” said Zeke, as he put the rental car in drive and pulled away from the curb.





 

 


Chapter 10

 

Zeke parked in front of a restaurant and walked down to Suburban Square, about a block from his parking place and six blocks from Oscar’s house in Ardmore. He spotted Will Burns immediately. Will was a tall kid, with long brown hair cut in a sort of mohawk and banded into clumps with small rubber bands. Each clump was dyed a different color: red, blue, bright green and yellow. Like a crazy color pallet, thought Zeke.

The boy was sitting on the edge of a tree planter on the sidewalk outside the Banana Republic store, smoking an electronic cigarette, looking at his phone and rolling his skateboard back and forth with one foot. It travelled about eight inches away and then eight inches back, in time to Billy Joel’s “I’m Moving Out,” which was playing from the nearby outdoor speakers. That’s apropos, thought Zeke. Next to him was a smaller boy, maybe a grade or two younger than Will. He was holding a skateboard, too, and listening to music from his phone through a pair of white earbuds.

“I saw your name somewhere recently,” Zeke said as he walked up to the older boy.

“Huh?” the kid was preoccupied with something on his cell phone screen and didn’t look up. He had a scraggly, unkempt beard.

“I think it was a tattoo, actually,” said Zeke.

Will looked up at Zeke for a moment. Then his face changed. He sneered, “Who the hell are you?” his brown eyes reflecting his hostility.

“I’m a guy who’s interested in finding Susie Lopper,” said Zeke. He could smell Will’s stale breath.

His eyes flinched away briefly, then back to Zeke. “So?”

The second boy pulled an earbud from his ear, listening.

“Do you know where she is?” asked Zeke.

Will looked over Zeke’s shoulder while he slid his iPhone into his front pants pocket. He flipped his skateboard up with his right foot and caught it in his left hand. “I don’t have to talk to you,” he said.

“No?” asked Zeke.

“Are you a cop? Even if you are, I don’t have to talk to you,” the boy said, dismissively, and turned to walk away. 

OK, thought Zeke. Watch this, Mr. Eighteen-year-old.

“So I can see why you can’t find a girlfriend your own age,” said Zeke. “I can see why you have to date fourteen year olds. They probably remind you of your sister, Trina.”

“Shut up,” said the boy, turning back toward Zeke.

“Clever retort,” said Zeke. “But you’re the one who’s fixated on an elementary school girl. What grade’s she in? Sixth?”

“She’s a freshman,” said Will. “She’s old for her age, too.”

Engaging him, thought Zeke.

“You like the young girls, don’t you?” asked Zeke. “I’ll bet you’d like to date your sister.”

“Hey.” Will turned back toward Zeke and bowed his back. “Hey, you perv, shut up.”

“What? You don’t ever think about making out with her? Sure you do.”

“Man, you’re sick, shut up!” The boy was fully engaged, now, his face reddening and his eyes wild.

“Is Susie a slut? She must be a slut, to date you,” said Zeke, egging him on.

“Hey, man, shut up. I’m telling you...” Will dropped his skateboard and ran at Zeke in a crouch. “I’ll beat your ass.”

Will was a thick boy, taller than Zeke but round with pasty skin and little apparent muscle tone. He had a belly that was small and round and hard but not muscular. His yellow wife beater t-shirt was printed with a faded “Doobie” in purple calligraphy.

Zeke watched him approach, then sidestepped the boy to the right, his strong side, while pushing Will’s head away with his left hand. It looked as if Will had run right past Zeke. The boy pulled up and looked around for him. 

Zeke stepped in close and slapped Will in the face, twice, hard enough to embarrass him. Then he stepped back two steps.

“You can’t be a smart ass unless you can back it up,” said Zeke, calmly. Will’s eyes were watering from the slaps and the accompanying humiliation. He looked around, as if he wanted to report Zeke to someone. “You can’t do that,” he said. “You sucker punched me.” Tears were running down his face.

“I did, and I’ll do worse, if I choose to,” said Zeke. “Watch this.”

Seemingly without effort, Zeke stepped close to the boy and feigned a slap at his face again. When Will raised his hands to protect himself, Zeke gave him a short, hard half-shot to the solar plexus. Will grabbed his chest with both hands and bent over, wheezing. Zeke clapped him, palms over his ears, twice.

“Stop, man,” said Will, and he reached out to ward Zeke off.

“Tell me about Susie and the tattoo.” Zeke took Will’s right hand in his, separated his fingers and applied a hand lock that brought the boy to one knee. “Tell me.”

“Man, stop, you’re hurting me! Stop, you’ll break it,” said Will, gasping through gritted teeth.

“Dude, let him go,” the younger boy said, standing back by the road and ready to run. “Let him go. He didn’t do anything to you.” He was holding his phone in his hand, fumbling with an app.

“Dial the phone or start taking pictures and I’ll break his arm, then yours. Put that phone back in your pocket,” said Zeke.

The younger boy looked at him and then at Will. Will quickly nodded to him, and he slid the phone back into his pocket.

“Start with Susie,” Zeke said to Will. “She’s your girlfriend.”

“So what, man?” said Will. “Her dad’s dying of cancer, and her mom can’t be bothered with her. Sure, I’m her boyfriend. We’re getting married.”

“She’s fourteen. You’re delusional,” said Zeke. 

“No, man, ow ow, stop,” said Will. “The tattoo, it was like a symbol, you know? She said it was like a change of ownership, from her parents to me. It’s what she wants.”

The younger boy didn’t know what to do. “Will...?” he said. He was thinking about getting his phone out and calling someone, Zeke could see. Getting braver. “Bad idea,” said Zeke, and shook his head slowly. 

The boy looked away. And then he turned and started walking away.

“Where is she now?” Zeke asked Will.

“She’s OK, man. She’s just staying with Seth’s sisters for a while.”

“I’ll want that address and phone number,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“Everything OK here?” asked the officer. 

He had watched the altercation from inside one of the nearby retail shops and stepped out when it became physical. Will was kneeling on the sidewalk. Zeke released his arm.

“Yes, sir,” said Zeke. “It’s all good.”

“Like hell,” said Will. “This guy came up and sucker punched me, then hit me in the chest. And he’s a pervert.” Will tried to get it all in at once, speaking rapidly. “He called my sister a slut. You need to arrest him!” His eyes were starting to tear again, in anger.

Zeke looked at the officer and shrugged. Calm and balanced.

“I saw what happened,” said the policeman, ‘Jennings’ his tag read. “I thought he was pretty easy on you, Will.”

“He hit me, man,” said Will. 

“Yeah, you probably deserved it. I saw you rush at him first.”

“You need to arrest him,” Will said again.

“OK, I’ll do that in a minute. Empty your pockets, Will,” said Jennings.

“What?” said Will.

“For your own protection, Will. I need you to empty your pockets on the sidewalk.”

Will pulled a lighter and a baggie with a couple of rolled joints out of his pants pocket and set them on the sidewalk next to his wallet.

“I guess you know Will,” said Zeke.

“Oh, yeah, we know him,” said Jennings. 

“Well, he was trying to sell me some weed,” said Zeke, “and when I said no, he got angry and rushed at me. I had to protect myself.”

“I saw that,” said the policeman. “Are you from around here?”

“No, visiting.” Zeke stepped away from Will and closer to the officer. “I’m visiting Oscar Larosa.”

“The war hero,” said Jennings. 

“The same,” said Zeke.

“I’ll run Will down to the station, but I really don’t think we have enough to hold him for too long,” said Jennings. “Where can we reach you?”

Zeke gave him a cell number.

The policeman turned back to Will. “I think we’ve got you this time, boy,” he said with some bravado. “Let’s go.”





 

 


Chapter 11

 

“Oscar, I think she’s OK,” said Zeke. He’d dialed Oscar’s number as soon as he’d returned to the rental car. Will was still sitting on the curb next to the cop, nursing his strained wrist, and the younger boy had disappeared. “According to Will, she’s staying at Seth’s sisters’ house in Conshohocken, a duplex rental. Not far from Will’s dad’s house. I have the address and his sisters’ phone numbers. Ready?” He gave the information to Oscar from memory.

“That’s a huge relief,” said Oscar. “Can you go by and pick her up?”

“Doesn’t sound like she wants to be found,” said Zeke. “I’m not sure of all the dynamics, but the girl seems to be moving herself away from her parents and toward the boy. I haven’t talked with her, but it sounds like she’s pretty upset with George and Carol, about his cancer and all. She probably needs professional help at some level.”

“Yeah, I think she’s pretty mixed up...”

“Consider this, Oscar,” Zeke continued. “This boyfriend, Will, his mother died last year. Now Susie’s dad is in a similar situation, dying. They have that in common.”

“That’s true,” said Oscar, thinking. “They both probably feel outside and alone. Probably feel betrayed, too.”

“And most likely, neither one of them trust adults anymore. It may have cost them too much.” 

“Right. I know. Well, can you run by and see if she’s there? Maybe talk with her for a minute and invite her to go home? And I’ll call George and tell him what you learned.”

“Sure,” said Zeke. “I can do that.”

 

* * *

 

The house was covered in beige vinyl siding with a few small windows on each wall. The yard was overgrown. Zeke parked in the driveway behind a dark blue Volkswagen bug with a vertical dent creasing the trunk. It looked as if someone had backed into a telephone pole. The dent was old, rusting around the edges where the paint had scraped off.

Zeke locked the rental car and walked up the steps to the porch. He listened for a moment but heard nothing from inside the house. Then he knocked on the outside of the storm door.

There was some noise from inside the house. Thirty seconds later, the door opened abruptly and a young girl stood in the doorway. Pre-teen, Zeke thought. 

“You must be Trina,” Zeke said. The inside of the house smelled like burning hemp.

“She’s not here,” said Trina.

“Susie, you mean?”

“Who are you?” asked a brown haired girl of about twenty, stepping in front of Trina and looking at Zeke through the glass. She had a center part in her long, straight hair and was wearing a pair of jeans and a tie-dyed peasant blouse.

“I’m Zeke, and I’m trying to find Susie Lopper and get her back home.”

“She’s not here,” said the girl.

“You’re Anne?” asked Zeke.

“I’m Amy. She left.” Her look was open and sincere.

“Susie?” 

“Yep, her phone rang, and she talked for a minute and took off.”

“Who called her?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t know. I was in the other room. But maybe Will?”

“So she was staying here voluntarily?” Zeke confirmed.

“Well, yeah, she just crashes here sometimes,” said Amy. “She didn’t want her parents to know about the tattoo.”

“Un-huh,” said Zeke. 

“And then her phone rang and she left.”

“She say where she was heading?”

“Nope.”

“On foot or did she have a ride?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t know. But she probably got picked up.”

There was a bowing sway to the porch that seemed to shift as Zeke moved his weight. The old wood smelled moist and rotten.

“Did she leave her stuff here?” asked Zeke.

“Like what?” asked Trina.

“Girl stuff. Bathroom stuff. Bandages for her tattoo, hairbrush, cell phone, cigarettes, anything like that?” asked Zeke.

Amy looked around. “I don’t see anything.”

“Could you look?” asked Zeke.

“Sure,” said Amy and walked to the open bathroom door. “Nope,” she called over her shoulder, “I don’t see any of her stuff.”

“Could she be with your brother, Seth?” asked Zeke.

“No idea.”

“Did she have any plans? Did she talk with you about doing anything, going anywhere?”

Amy seemed pretty mellow and relaxed. No secrets here, thought Zeke.

“Not really. I think she and Will were taking the summer off. She said something about hitchhiking away from here,” said Amy. “But that was a few days ago.”

 

* * *

 

“It wasn’t a big deal,” said Oscar. “It was just how we grew up.”

They were sitting around the wooden table in Oscar’s kitchen, drinking coffee, George, Oscar and Zeke. George looked worse than the last time Zeke had seen him, stooped and with the yellow pallor. Zeke could smell his breath and it smelled like rotting flesh. Oscar sat in his wheelchair with a writing pad on the table before him.

“A lot has happened since then,” Oscar added.

“Yeah,” George said. “We just did what everyone else did. We helped out, ya know?”

Zeke sipped his coffee.

“So when this happened, we couldn’t help but think it had something to do with the family business,” said Oscar. “We were heavy into numbers and loaning money and boosting cars and some of that kind of stuff in the nineties, but that all changed.”

“That’s where the money for this house came from,” George said. He paused a moment and took a labored breath. “And for the kids’ school and all.”

“I probably woulda ended up in the family business if it weren’t for the Towers on 9/11,” said Oscar. “It was like, automatic. You graduate high school and they put you to work. Picking up protection payoffs, moving money for the book and for the numbers. You know.”

“I can imagine,” said Zeke.

“Back then, you either became a cop, or you went into the business,” said George. He hadn’t touched his coffee.

“There was a lotta money in it, though,” Oscar repeated. “It’s how we bought this place, and how we sent the kids to private school. The old mob guys were pretty smart with their money.”

“They hired the Jews to help them,” said George.

“Yeah,” said Oscar. “We were headed in that direction. But after 9/11 hit so close to home, well, we joined up. Both of us. The Towers were only 80 miles from here.”

“And you went to Afghanistan, as a Ranger,” said Zeke, looking at Oscar, then at George, “and you went to Fort Bragg?” 

George nodded.

“Susie’s fourteen, born in 2002, right?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, Carol got pregnant the year after we got married,” said George.

“Well, I’m glad we found her,” said Zeke. 

“Yeah,” said Oscar, “A few years ago, we would have taken care of this ourselves, ya know?” 

“I know. But I’m glad you asked for my help,” said Zeke.

“We didn’t want to get the rest of the family involved in it,” wheezed George. “Sometimes they still use a scorched earth approach, when it comes to family problems like this.”

“Yeah, they can get pretty worked up,” said Oscar.

“Ask Susie, but I think the phone call, the ransom request that Carol received, was made by Will. Or maybe one of his friends. He and Susie were looking for money to leave town. But they never followed through.”

“Makes sense,” said George, and then he coughed hard. It took him a minute to recover.

“What’s your next move with Susie?” asked Zeke.

“We’ll find her and bring her home, either through Will or Seth or one of his sisters. Now we know where to look and who to put the pressure on,” said Oscar. “Send me a bill, Zeke. We sure appreciate your help with this.”

“Sure do,” said George, and then he shook his head. “A tattoo on her ass. Jeez.”





 

 


Chapter 12

 

Zeke arrived at the Philadelphia airport a couple hours early and suffered through longer-than-average TSA lines. The rest of the flight south was uneventful, and he deplaned in Tampa with little trouble. His carry on bag had been adequate for this short trip.

An odd family, the Larosa’s, Zeke mused. It’s as if they can’t decide whether to be mobsters or not. One foot in, one foot out.

The ride back to Marie Island from the airport was pleasant. There was enough cloud cover that Zeke was able to roll the windows down and enjoy the warm Florida breeze. He was on the causeway approaching the island when he dialed Tracy Johnson’s number on his phone. 

Tracy was a Secret Service agent in Atlanta who had worked with Zeke a few months earlier. Along the way they’d found a mutual attraction and were in the beginning of a relationship.

“Tracy Johnson,” she said, sounding distracted.

“Tracy, hi, it’s Zeke.”

“Hello, stranger,” she said with a smile in her voice, her attention now focused. “You’ve been busy, I guess.”

“I have,” said Zeke. “Spent the past few days running down a missing teenage girl. The family thought she’d been kidnapped, but it turns out that she was hiding from them. All good, now.”

“In Florida?” she asked.

“Philly,” he said. “I’m just getting back to the island now.”

“What’s on your schedule?”

“You, I hope,” said Zeke. “Any chance you can join me here this weekend?”

 

* * *

 

At the cottage, Zeke parked his BMW in the garage out of the sun, grabbed his bag and headed inside. He pulled out the smartphone again and looked at the display. Oscar had called, but Zeke wasn’t in a hurry to call him back. He wanted to leave the stink of the Ardmore situation behind. So, instead he set his roller bag on the bed and went to the kitchen and started a small pot of Guatemalan coffee. Then he took a shower and changed into a light shirt and shorts. Barefoot, he poured himself a cup, added some cream and natural sweetener, and took it out on the back deck to sit in the afternoon shade of a palm tree. 

The warm breeze smelled of salt and faintly of cooking fish. Zeke considered a walk to the beach and a fish sandwich for dinner.

Then, after a minute and a couple of sips of coffee, Zeke dialed Oscar’s number.

“Oscar,” said Zeke. “I saw that you called. Haven’t listened to the message yet.”

“Yeah, just wanted to thank you again, man. We caught up with Susie when she went back to Seth’s sisters’ house. She’s fine. Took her home to George and Carol and they’re arranging for some sort of therapy, something like PTSD therapy or something. The doctors said she’s going through a lot for a kid. Said she needs the help.”

“Was she with Will?” asked Zeke, curious.

“Yeah, the two of them against the world or something. You know how kids are,” said Oscar.

No, not really, thought Zeke. Then he said, “I’m glad it worked out, Oscar. Stay in touch and let me know when you get down this way. We’ll go tarpon fishing.”

 

* * *

 

“That is definitely the most interesting tattoo I’ve seen in a while,” Zeke said to Tracy Johnson. “Small and subtle.” They were lying naked in the king sized bed in Zeke’s beach cottage, under the sheet, her head gently resting on his chest. Their mood was light. 

Tracy giggled.

“I’ve never heard a Secret Service agent giggle,” continued Zeke, with a smile in his voice. “Do they teach you that?”

“I’m the exception,” Tracy said. “It comes naturally.”

“I think you’re just happy,” said Zeke. 

“And you think this because...?”

“Could be your smile, or it could be that you’re on vacation, which usually makes people happy. Or, it may be because you’re here, on an island, away from work and with me.” He paused. “Hmm, that last bit sounded too conceited. Strike the answer behind door number three.”

“OK, but you’re certainly a big part of the giggle-factor,” said Tracy. “I’m so glad you called me.”

Tracy Johnson was based in the counterfeiting section of the Secret Service’s Atlanta office, a fairly unexciting assignment. But she had been an integral part in helping Zeke dismantle a Mexican counterfeiting ring. They had been seeing each other ever since. 

“So, we probably need to hydrate and build up our strength,” said Zeke. “You never know when we might need it.”

“Probably sooner than you think.”

“I’ll get you some water.” Zeke stood up. “And you might want to get out to the beach before the sun goes down.” He laughed, pulling on a pair of shorts.

Although Tracy was in her late twenties, about ten years Zeke’s junior, they fit together with a rightness that was both physical and emotional. They felt comfortable and at ease with each other. 

Tracy was a tall, thin girl with long legs and thick brown hair. Her features were very symmetrical, and they complimented her wide brown eyes. She wore clothing well, carrying herself with good posture and the confident air of an athlete.

When Zeke had picked her up at the Tampa International Airport, she had been wearing tight jeans cuffed above her low boots, and a loose, light sweater over a black shell. Her only jewelry was a silver chain necklace and a matching bracelet. She wore no rings. 

“Wow,” Zeke had said when he saw her.

Tracy smiled. “You like?”

“You bet,” said Zeke. “Nice.” She’s put a lot of effort into this, he thought. She’s definitely still interested.

Tracy’s makeup was subtle but effective, highlighting her best features: her wide eyes and her full, slightly pouty lips. The color contrasted well with her sweater.

Zeke had asked, on their way back from the airport, “Are you musical?”

“I am,” said Tracy with a grin. “I most always have a tune going on in my head. Music makes me happy.”

“I think you’re amazing,” said Zeke with a smile.

“What song is that from?” she’d asked, feigning seriousness.

 

* * *

 

In the kitchen of the cottage, Zeke grabbed two water bottles from the fridge and set one in front of Tracy. He took two tumblers from the cabinet and dropped a couple cubes of ice and a lemon slice in each. Then he set the glasses next to the water bottles.

“It’s actually better to drink this warm,” he said. “But in Florida, cold water seems to be the preference.”

“Why warm?” she asked, keeping it going.

“Well, think about it. Your body, and everything in it, is ninety-eight degrees, right? So if you pour forty-five degree water into your warm stomach, it shocks your system. And if you do it after you eat, the cold water has a tendency to harden any oils you’ve eaten and create fat deposits in your intestines.” 

“Thanks for the graphic,” she said with a mock-sour face. “You know a lot about physiology.” Then she smiled. “And I know that from recent experience.” Tracy was wearing a short blue and white robe. She was barefoot and had pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail. Her posture was still elegant but her attitude was comfortable.

“I try to keep up,” said Zeke. “My view is that we were all given magnificent computers, our brains, which are better than anything any man has ever invented. And we’ve been given a wonderful housing for it, a self-repairing body that manages itself and maintains its stability for years and years. It heals itself and fights infection and disease. It’s self-regulating and, actually, is quite amazing, don’t you agree?”

Tracy’s skin was smooth and tight over her well-toned body. She was obviously fit but not muscular. When she moved, it was with a smooth, fluid, natural elegance that added to her attractiveness.

“Not to mention it’s looking good.” He smiled at Tracy again. “But now I’m talking about you specifically.” 

“Thank you, sir,” she said. Then, “Why does my stomach tighten when I look into your eyes?”

He smiled at her.

“It must be your confidence,” she said. “It’s very attractive.”

“Our brain and our body,” he said, grinning, “they’re remarkable tools. They’re magical. A gift that deserves great care.”

They drank some water with lemon.

“What’s next?” asked Tracy. 

“Your choice,” said Zeke, maintaining their connection. “I can go either way.”

“Well,” said Tracy thoughtfully, “the beach will be there tomorrow. We might show these magical bodies just how much we appreciate them...again.”





 

 


Chapter 13

 

“I’ve always been lucky,” said Zeke. He paused a moment, looking for the right words.

Tracy Johnson was languid, lying on the bed next to him. It was three o’clock in the afternoon and they had just awakened from a light nap. 

Zeke was lying on his back, his hands crossed on the pillow behind his head, staring toward the wood-beam ceiling of his beach cottage. 

“You’re pretty lucky right now,” said Tracy. “But then again, so am I.” She said it with an easy, partially distracted voice, a comment to let him know that she was listening.

“I am,” he said. “Very lucky.”

He turned toward Tracy, sort of twisting at his waist to see her better. “Love it when you visit,” he said. 

“Me, too,” said Tracy. “But I’ll have to go back to work in a couple of days.” She shared a fake frown.

“Back to Atlanta?”

“Yes.”

“We don’t have to think about that right now, do we?” he teased.

She rolled toward him. “Distract me,” she said.

He shifted and leaned in closer, giving her a soft kiss on the lips. He felt her respond gently, and then a moment later more eagerly. 

They kissed again and then broke it off to allow a moment for breathing. 

“Don’t get me excited again,” purred Tracy, her eyes still closed. “Behave.”

“If that’s what you want,” said Zeke, smiling. I am lucky, he thought. 

After a moment she said, “Well, you don’t have to stop everything.”

“Hmm,” he said lightly. “Make up your mind.”

“I can’t,” she said. “I’m helpless.”

“It’s OK,” said Zeke. “I won’t take advantage of you.”

She paused and opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Oh, but I wish you would!” 

 

* * *

 

“It was a valuable lesson,” Zeke said. “It spoke to the Zen of judo.”

“This was when you were learning?” asked Tracy.

“Yes, a couple years after my parents died in the explosion. The folks in the marina were taking care of me, home schooling and watching out for me. Eddie had started teaching me judo,” Zeke said quietly.

“I’m sorry,” said Tracy. “I can’t imagine...”

“It was a long time ago,” said Zeke. 

“Eddie lived on the sailboat...” she said, changing the subject.

“Yes, the Ryūha.”

“Which means?”

“School, like ‘School of thought’. He was a pretty amazing guy.”

“It sounds like it. So what was the lesson?” she asked, curious.

“Well, we used to visit dojo’s in South Florida on the weekends. There were usually matches on Saturday mornings. I was maybe ten or eleven at the time.”

They were sitting in low beach chairs and looking at the turquoise ocean from the west end of Marie Island where Zeke lived in a rented cottage. Tracy was in a bikini and a cover-up, and Zeke wore Board Shorts and Rainbow flip-flops. The sun was just settling into the horizon.

“Hmm,” she said.

“So the guys I’d fight, some of them were pretty good,” he said. “But they would usually grab your gi by the lapels and try to push you around the floor, to intimidate. They sort of muscled you so they had control.”

“That’s legal?” she asked.

“Sure. It’s a competitive sport,” said Zeke. “But Eddie didn’t like that style. Just the opposite. He felt that judo was about using the other guy’s momentum and weight against him.”

“So if the other guy was pushing or pulling...”

“Exactly, you’re able to continue his motion, his momentum, and use it against him. Plus manage his balance.”

“You were good at it,” she said.

“Well, I had a good teacher. I was taught that instead of trying to muscle the other kid you wait until he makes a move and then continue that move beyond his original intention. In truth, it’s a gentle art.”

“So what’s the Zen of it?”

“Well, part of it was the patience, being able to wait and sense what was going to happen next—what your opponent was going to do.”

“Like feeling his inclinations?” she asked.

“Sort of. And being confident in your analysis and projection. That was everything, really, knowing where he was going next.”

“And from there you won a spot on the Olympic team?” she asked.

“Eventually,” he said, “after a lot of practice.”

He turned toward her. “Enough reflection. Do you want to get something to eat.”

“Let’s wait for the green flash,” she smiled. “We’ll see it in a moment.”

“You like the green flash?” asked Zeke.

“I do. You taught me about that, so there’s no one to blame...”

“...but me?” he asked. “Well, if you’re going to be watching the sun disappear into the ocean, you have to know about the green flash.” 

Legend is that the top of the yellow sun disappearing into the blue water causes a momentary flash of green color, before it’s gone for the day. 

“It only lasts a second, so you have to watch carefully,” he said. “It’s like magic.”

“After this, let’s go back to the cottage and make our own magic,” said Tracy, dreamily. “Our own green flash.”

“I’ll try to feel your inclinations,” Zeke repeated. 

“Like in judo...” she said.

“Well, I have pretty good instincts.”

“Yes, you do,” she agreed, and looked at him for a moment through raised sunglasses.

“There’s the flash,” he said, pointing. He looked at Tracy. “You missed it.”

“I haven’t missed anything yet,” she said, and she smiled.

 

* * *

 

“The worst part is always when you leave to fly home,” said Zeke.

Tracy Johnson smiled at him. They were in the Tampa airport approaching the TSA security area. Tracy was booked on a late morning Delta flight to Atlanta.

“I know,” she said. She stopped, set her carry-on on the floor next to her and leaned over and gave Zeke a kiss. Then she gave him another one, more serious. He felt her tongue lightly touching his lips, sharing her feelings silently.

“Wow,” he said. “Nice. You’ll need to come back soon, you know,” he said.

“OK,” said Tracy. “I will.”

Zeke’s phone chose that moment to vibrate in his pocket, and he ignored it. 

“And I’ll come see you in Atlanta,” said Zeke. “Soon.”

“I’m counting on it,” she said, dreamily. She grabbed the handle of her roller bag and walked to the TSA checkpoint.

 

* * *

 

“Zeke, aww man, they’re dead. My niece Susie and that boy Will Burns are dead.” Oscar was breathing heavily over the phone. Zeke heard several muted voices talking in the background.

“What? How...?” asked Zeke.

“We got a call from the local cops, the Lower Merion Township PD. They found the bodies this morning, in a dumpster behind Suburban Square.” Oscar sobbed twice, and then caught his breath. “They’d been there a few hours...someone took out the garbage and saw all the flies and called 911.”

Bluebottle flies, thought Zeke, to himself. “Is there a cause of death?”

“They won’t tell us nothing, Zeke,” said Oscar. “Just that they were murdered.” 





 

 


Chapter 14

 

“We need your help, Zeke,” Oscar said again. “This is too big for the local cops. This is Ardmore, for crying out loud. Our police force is great for handing out parking tickets and directing traffic when church lets out Sunday morning, but...this is a whole different level.”

“When’s the last time there was a murder in Ardmore?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t know, maybe 2005, 2006?” Oscar replied. “I wasn’t here then. I’d been deployed, but I heard about it.”

“They may have to bring in the State Police for a double homicide,” said Zeke, thinking out loud.

“Right, but we want to hire you, Zeke. You already know some of the players, and we’re convinced- the family, that is- that this isn’t some random crime. There’s got to be more to it.”

“You want to hire The Agency?” asked Zeke, referring to Clive Greene’s organization of ex-FBI and counterintelligence investigators. Zeke worked occasionally for The Agency as a contract employee, generally called in by Clive to assist with more difficult assignments. 

“Yeah, we want you to run a parallel investigation, to talk to the people who were close to the kids and see if you can break something free. The cops are leaning toward “random” like a robbery or a sex crime or a drug deal or something.”

“Was there any sign of molestation? Drugs?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” said Oscar. “Ah, man. They won’t tell us anything. Zeke, set this up for me, OK?” 

Zeke felt the agony in his voice.

“Sure, Oscar. I’ll do that and head back up your way.” 

Zeke heard a female voice sobbing in the background and saying something garbled just before Oscar hung up the phone.

 

* * *

 

“4273,” said Sally. Zeke was calling his primary contact at The Agency from an unsecured cell phone, and the appropriate protocol was in place. Sally had reversed the last two digits of the number he’d dialed. If anyone called the number by accident, they would be led to believe they’d dialed wrong. A second call to this number would go unanswered.

Zeke’s part of the protocol was to acknowledge Sally with a name code confirming his identity. It was Monday, so he said, “Hello, Maude.” It was a simple word substitution code.

“Hello to you, stranger,” said Sally. “Heard you’ve been hanging out with the preppies.”

“Close,” said Zeke. “Can you get me some time with Eric?” ‘Eric’ was their code name for Clive Greene.

“Sure can,” she said. “He’ll call you on the other number at five.” Zeke translated to himself, He’ll call you on his secure line in fifteen minutes.

“That’ll work. Thanks, Maude. My little project in Ardmore turned deadly.” 

“Do tell,” said Sally. “I read something about that.”

“Can you arrange my transport to the city of brotherly love tomorrow?” 

“I can. Check your e-mail,” said Sally.

“Do you have anything else for me up there?” Zeke asked.

“Possibly,” Sally said, now using her wispy voice. “Just possibly.”

 

* * *

 

Back on his cottage porch, Zeke set his secure smartphone on the small table beside him and sat back in the rattan chair. That’s a major escalation, he thought, from running away with your boyfriend, to a double homicide.

While waiting, Zeke thought back over some of the people he’d met in Philadelphia. George and Oscar. Carol Lopper. The McCarthys. Ruth Manicotti. Catrin Davies. Will Burns. And Trina and Amy. It was quite an eclectic group, actually. 

Then he thought about the people he hadn’t met. Beth McCarthy’s husband. Gina Samone. Will Burns’ father. Seth Gordon. Seth’s divorcing parents. Anne, Seth’s other sister. And now a double homicide. There were still a lot of questions to be answered, a lot of ground to cover.

What about motive? Zeke wondered. 

Then the phone started ringing. Right on time.

“Clive, hello,” said Zeke.

“Sally said you’re mixed up with a ‘Murder in Bryn Mawr?’” asked Clive with a small smile in his voice. “That’s not in South Wales, is it?”

“Translates from the Welsh as ‘Large Hill’ if I recall correctly,” said Zeke, tongue in cheek. “This one’s closer to Philly, Clive.”

“Yes, well, what’s the play?”

“An old friend, a Special Forces type, asked me to help find his fourteen-year-old niece. She’d disappeared, been gone for a few days, so I visited him and ran her location down last week,” said Zeke.

“Right,” said Clive.

“I thought it was all good, but today she turned up dead,” said Zeke.

Clive was silent, listening.

“Apparently she and her boyfriend were killed and stuffed in a dumpster. Details are sketchy, but the uncle wants to hire us to find out who and why.”

“Indeed. Hence tomorrow’s reservations to Philadelphia?”

“Exactly. I’m heading back there tomorrow.”

“Do you want me to meet you there? I can drive there in a couple hours. Well, three with DC-Baltimore traffic,” said Clive.

“Yes, check my arrival time with Sally and meet me at the airport. And bring Kimmy, if you can. I’d like you both to meet the family.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke breezed through the airport concourse, grabbed his checked bag and headed directly for “Transportation.” Outside, at the curb, a gray Aston Martin Rapide S was parked in a no stopping zone, and the nearby police officer was taking great pains to ignore it. 

Zeke dropped his luggage in the open trunk and hopped in the front seat. Clive was behind the wheel of the right-hand drive car, and Kimmy was occupying a portion of the back seat. She was reviewing something on her iPad.

“Hey, Zeke,” she said as he got into the car. “Long time...”

Kimmy, who’s real name was Tzofiya, pronounced like ‘Sophia”, was energy in motion, a small dark haired girl who couldn’t sit still. The constant movement made her seem younger than she was, and somehow it added to her attractiveness. Today, she was wearing a loose yellow blouse and an ankle-length skirt that looked as if it had been designed in Bangladesh. Her jewelry, bracelets, earrings and necklace were sterling silver.

“Hi, Kimmy,” Zeke said. “Thanks for coming.” 

Kimmy was an operative for The Agency, Clive Greene’s company. The Agency was routinely employed by US government agencies for sensitive and difficult operations for which the government required some level of deniability. Kimmy was a former Mossad agent and had recently joined Clive’s elite team. She and Zeke had worked together in Atlanta.

“Let’s stop on the way out to Ardmore,” said Clive, once they had cleared the airport traffic. “There’s a public house in downtown Philly I’d like to investigate.”

“Of course there is,” said Zeke with a smile.





 

 


Chapter 15

 

The Dandelion Pub was serving lunch when Clive parked the Aston Martin on 18th Street across from its front door. The English pub occupied a corner location with indoor and outdoor seating. Inside, a tall hostess with auburn hair and a cockney accent greeted them.

“Genuine East End,” said Clive under his breath after she had seated them and returned to her station. “Within earshot of the bells of St. Mary-le-bow.”

Kimmy gave Clive a questioning look, but he was already reading his menu and didn’t see it.

The restaurant had wide, dark plank floors, reminiscent of barn wood, with wallpaper and hardwood paneling on the walls throughout the seating area. The bar was made of dark walnut and polished to a high gleam. Three white light globes over the bar were spaced apart equally and inscribed with “Man’s,” then “Best,” then on the third, “Friend.” 

“And you, ma’am?” asked the waitress in a British accent, taking their orders.

Noticing that Kimmy needed more time to decide, Zeke ordered a warm roast beef sandwich on sourdough bread.

“I’d like the Tandoori Chicken,” said Kimmy. 

“With a little bit of heat,” said Zeke from across the table.

“I hope so,” said Kimmy.

“I’ll have the salmon and trout paté,” Clive said, “and an order of the crab balls.” 

“And tea, please,” said Kimmy. “With lemon.”

“Now, tell us a bit more about this assignment, old man,” said Clive, when the server had left.

“Well, it started out as a missing kid, a niece of Oscar Larosa. I know him from MIC,” said Zeke.

MIC was short for the Military Intelligence Civilian Excepted Career Program, or MICECP, the program Zeke had worked in prior to joining Clive at The Agency.

“I do remember hearing something about him,” said Clive. “He lost his legs along the way, I believe.”

“Same guy,” said Zeke. “He called me because he initially thought the niece had been kidnapped and he needed an outsider’s perspective as well as my mobility.”

“OK. What happened?” asked Kimmy.

“It didn’t seem like much,” said Zeke. “I spent some time in Ardmore and interviewed the people closest to the girl, Susie. It turns out that she wasn’t kidnapped, she’d run away.”

“Was there a ransom request?” asked Clive.

“Yes, but there was no follow through. It was pretty loose, pretty sloppy. That tipped me off that the disappearance might not have been nefarious. It almost had to have been the kids.”

“So you rescued the girl...” Kimmy said, helping the conversation along.

“Well, I found out where she was staying and told Oscar. He arranged for Susie to be picked up and taken home.”

Kimmy stood up and walked around the table. She grabbed a set of silverware from the vacant adjoining table and set their menus on that table. Then she returned to join Zeke and Clive, moving her chair out as she sat down, crossing her legs and smoothing her skirt. 

“And now she’s dead?” asked Clive.

“Yes, I suppose Sally gave you the known details, the news story. When I spoke with Oscar yesterday, he said they hadn’t heard much from the police because they didn’t have many details. But he did say ‘murder’ and he asked for our help,” said Zeke.

“Right,” said Clive, slipping on his handmade reading glasses from Savile Row Eyewear in London. Zeke thought they resembled those worn by Harry Potter. “We were able to access the police records, the so-called ‘murder book,’ after you called.” He said this as if doing so were a routine matter. In fact, such information would be difficult, if not impossible, for most anyone to obtain.

“Impressive,” said Zeke.

“Yes, well, here’s what we know.” Clive took a single sheet of paper from his interior suit jacket pocket. “Susie Lopper and her boyfriend, Will Burns, were both found in a trash dumpster near an upscale clothing store. The dumpster is in an enclosed area with an unlocked solid gate, and the bodies were laid on top of the existing garbage. Both bodies were on one side of the dumpster with the lid closed, and from the preliminary crime scene photos I saw, it looked pretty random, as if they had been tossed in, or lifted up and dropped in there.” 

“No sign of any posing or respect for the dead?” asked Zeke.

“None evident,” said Clive. “Cause of death in both cases was from a small caliber bullet to the heart at fairly close range.”

“Hmm,” said Kimmy. “Probably facing them, looking them in the eyes.” 

“Could be,” said Clive, looking up and then back to the paper. “Both victims were dressed in t-shirts and jeans. The girl’s were short-shorts and the boy’s were longer, knee length shorts. The police reported that there was very little blood on either victim, that it appeared the gunshots were immediately fatal.”

“How close was the gun?” asked Kimmy. “Any residue?” She meant ‘gunshot residue,’ the remains of gunpowder on the skin or clothing when the barrel of the weapon is close to the victim. Typically it was evident in shootings from less than five feet, depending on the gun.

“Too soon to know for sure, but none was evident by visual observation,” said Clive, referring to his notes.

“Pretty good shooting, to bullseye the hearts with two shots at five feet or more. Probably not an amateur,” thought Kimmy out loud.

The server returned with their food on a large tray and set it on the next table. While she was arranging the food, Clive put the paper back in his inside jacket pocket and put his glasses in his shirt pocket. He looked at the paté and crab balls, and set his napkin in his lap.

“I’ve got to taste your paté, Clive,” said Kimmy. He looked at her blankly as she cleared a spot, jumped up, and moved her plate close to his for a sample of his salmon and crab paté.

 

* * *

 

“So, what’s our plan, Zeke?” asked Kimmy. They had finished eating lunch, and their server had just topped off their drinks.

“This seems too strange to be random,” said Zeke. “I think there are too many inconsistencies, too many questions about it all. The police will most likely suspect someone in the immediate family first. And that could be it. But with the Lopper and Larosa family history, it seems as if there are a lot of other players that could be involved.”

“I agree,” said Clive. “This isn’t a typical family. Their social network extends from the streets to the military, and from there to MICECP and then the usual school contacts, family, neighbors and friends. But we can’t discount that this was caused by something from the past. Or from the shadows.”

“So, I suggest that we let the police run down their obvious leads, and we start looking in the corners, behind the cobwebs,” said Zeke. “Let’s uncover the motivation, first. We should start by interviewing the rest of the people involved.”

“I’ll join you to visit with our client, but I’ll need to be back in DC later on,” said Clive. 

“No worries,” said Zeke. “After we meet with Oscar I’ll rent a car and we can get to work.”





 

 


Chapter 16

 

“You can park in the driveway,” said Zeke as they approached Oscar Larosa’s house. Clive eased the gray car up next to the house, and the three climbed the front stairs single file because of the handicapped ramp. The door opened as Kimmy reached the porch. Oscar rolled his wheelchair back to give them room to enter.

“Oscar, I’m so sorry about Susie,” Zeke said. “I came as soon as I could.”

Oscar, his eyes rimmed red from crying, looked at Zeke and said, “Aw, man, I’ve been through a lot, but this just breaks my heart.”

“I know,” said Zeke. “This is Kimmy,” he added, “and we talked about Clive.”

Kimmy nodded to Oscar, and Clive stepped forward and shook Oscar’s hand. “Bloody bad business,” he said.

“Come on in,” said Oscar. “George and Carol just left, maybe a half hour ago. They needed some rest.”

The four moved through Oscar’s home. The living area was in disarray, with throw pillows on the floor and cups and glasses arranged randomly on the end tables. It was obvious that a small group of people had recently occupied the space. They continued to the kitchen table, which was set up with fresh cups and saucers, cream and sugar.

“I had to do something to stay busy while I was waiting,” said Oscar, gesturing to the kitchen table. “Coffee’s brewing and, Clive, I’ve got water on for tea. Kimmy, which do you prefer?”

“Maybe tea,” said Kimmy, moving around the room, looking out the back window and finally choosing a chair at the table and squirming into it. “That sounds good.”

“It’ll be ready in a couple minutes. Just help yourself,” said Oscar.

“Are the police coming by?” asked Zeke.

“I invited them to meet with us, but Detective Harrison declined. He said they need to stay focused on the case while it’s still fresh, before too much time goes by...”

“You told him about us, though,” said Zeke. “About our parallel investigation?”

“I did. He didn’t seem very excited about it, but I mentioned Clive’s name, and after checking him out he said it was OK. Reluctantly.”

“I know this is very close to home, Oscar, but we need the details of what happened. Everything you know,” said Zeke. Kimmy had her iPad out and was taking notes.

“Ok, I can do that, Zeke. The police were here earlier and talked with George and Carol and me. I made some notes about the times and places here.” Oscar picked up a yellow legal pad from the kitchen counter. “This really sucks,” he added.

 

* * *

 

“So most of what they have is from the crime scene,” said Oscar. “The dumpster was a larger one, the kind with two big doors on the top. It belongs to the retail stores that share it. It’s behind the ‘Chicos’ store in a parking lot in Suburban Square. They didn’t give me specifics, like how the bodies were arranged or where they were inside the dumpster, but the cops should share some of that, right?”

Clive nodded. “No need for you to go through all that, Oscar. We’ll visit with the police and get the rest of the details. What else did the police tell you?” Clive didn’t mention his copy of the murder book, Zeke noticed.

“They were here with George and Carol and me, and they wanted to know if either of the kids had any enemies or if anyone had threatened them. If we knew about anything that might have caused this...”

“Did you tell them that Susie had been missing?” asked Zeke.

“No, it didn’t seem like a big deal. And we got her back, so I didn’t want to drag George and Carol through all that again. George already has hospice on his speed dial,” said Oscar. “Besides, it turned out that she was just staying with friends, right?”

“Sure,” said Zeke. “What about the tattoo?”

“Yeah, they don’t know about that. It didn’t come up.” Then, sardonically he said, “I guess the medical examiner will come across it pretty soon, though.”

“You want us to find out what really happened,” Zeke said. “Not just those responsible, but their motives. You want to be sure they pay for what they did.”

“Damn right,” said Oscar. “The cops are in it and the family’s in it, now. We need you to figure this out and make sure we get it right.” 

 

* * *

 

“During the time I spent up here last week tracking Susie down, I ran into some pretty strange characters,” said Zeke. He and Kimmy were sitting at a table in a restaurant named Local, located on the Main Line in Ardmore. Zeke had a view of the front door, and Kimmy was able to survey the bar back toward the kitchen area and the rear of the place. They were drinking coffee and making a plan. Clive was already on his way back to Washington. 

“Stranger than in DC?” asked Kimmy, absently. She was working on a list of names with each person’s relationship to the dead kids.

“Well, ‘strange’ is relative, I suppose,” said Zeke. “But in their own way, yes.”

“You spoke with a half dozen people when you were looking for Susie,” said Kimmy, looking at the list. “A couple of teachers, parents, friend and friend’s parent, the boyfriend...”

“Who’s dead now.”

“Right,” said Kimmy, glancing around the restaurant, then back at the list. “And the little sister, and Seth’s older sister.”

“There were a lot of people I didn’t interview, too,” said Zeke. “Found the girl and stopped looking.”

“Well, sure,” said Kimmy. “But now, Oscar wants us to take a look and see who was involved in this and why.”

“Oscar’s motivations scare me a little bit,” said Zeke. “What do you think he’ll do when we find the killer?”

“Don’t need to know,” said Kimmy. “Probably don’t want to know, either.”

The waitress arrived with a flourish and set two plates on the table. Kimmy had ordered Gnocchi with sun dried tomato walnut pesto and Zeke had ordered the Diver Scallops. “Bon appetit,” the waitress said, with no French accent. Kimmy put down her iPad and went to work on the plate in front of her.

Zeke sipped his coffee. “When I got back to Florida, I was actually thinking about the rest of the people, the ones I hadn’t met, and their influence on this whole situation. At that point it was about Susie disappearing.”

“Oh, sure,” said Kimmy. “Everybody has some sort of influence, some pressure on everyone else they know or meet. So the trajectory of any one person’s life is a combination of those influences...and the value that person puts on the source of each influence.”

Zeke ate a scallop. “They call these ‘Diver Scallops’ because they’re actually harvested by hand by scuba divers.”

“Does it make them taste any better?” asked Kimmy.

“Nope. It’s just better for the environment than dredging them from the ocean floor with nets,” said Zeke. He was getting used to Kimmy’s occasional ethereal perspectives and was becoming more adept at changing the subject to avoid awkward discussions.

“So, with what you know, who would have had the most influence on Susie Lopper?” asked Kimmy.

“Good. Well, certainly her mom and dad, although it appears that she was trying to move away from that relationship,” said Zeke.

“Sure, there was a lot of pain there, with her dad’s sickness,” said Kimmy. “Who else?”

“The teachers probably have the least influence,” said Zeke. 

“What about Seth and his parents?” Kimmy asked. “You never talked with them, did you?”

“No. I think Seth probably had a good amount of influence over Will. Maybe a little less over Susie. But we should find out.”

“And Carrie McCarthy?” asked Kimmy. “This Gnocchi is excellent!”

“Carrie? Yes, she strikes me as having had a strong influence on Susie. But remember, I never actually met Susie. I missed her by less than thirty minutes at Amy’s house.”

“You told Oscar where she was, and he sent someone to round her up?” Kimmy asked.

“Yep. Once he knew where she was, that she was alright, he felt that getting her home wasn’t much of an issue,” said Zeke. “Consequently, I’m working in the dark here. I don’t have any firsthand knowledge of her personality or her thought process.”

“Well, we need to start somewhere,” said Kimmy. “You’ve talked with Carrie. Let’s visit with Seth tomorrow. He’s the fourth in this quartet.”





 

 


Chapter 17

 

Zeke exited the elevator on the twenty-third floor of the Philadelphia office building and walked to the receptionist’s desk. He noticed that there were no office doors, indicating that the firm occupied the entire floor of the building. The sign on the wall behind the fifty-something, blonde receptionist read, “Penn Acquisitions,” and under that, in smaller letters, “Real Estate Investment Trust.” There was an unfamiliar abstract logo next to the company name.

“Good morning,” Zeke said. “I have an appointment with Roger Gordon.” He smiled a disarming smile.

“Yes, of course, Mr. Traynor. Mr. Gordon is expecting you. I’ll tell him that you’re here,” she said rather formally.

The name plate on her desk said, “Patricia Reiner.” Not Pat or Patty, he thought.

“Thank you, Patricia.” He walked to the small waiting area and sat in a comfortable leather club chair. A few minutes later, he was ushered into Roger Gordon’s office.

“Good morning,” said Roger with his right hand extended, walking from behind his desk toward Zeke. He was a short, balding man who looked like he was carrying thirty or forty extra pounds, mostly around his midsection. His suit coat was carefully cut to conceal the excess. It was navy with a light gray stripe.

They shook hands. “Call me Roger,” he said. “This is all so tragic.” He paused an appropriate moment, seemingly introspective, and then shook his head and went and sat behind his desk. “I mean, who would murder a couple of high school kids?”

“It’s tragic on several levels,” said Zeke. “I agree.”

“Well, the local FBI office called and asked me to meet with you. Are you with the FBI?”

“I’m a consultant to the FBI,” said Zeke. 

“Like on TV?” asked Roger Gordon.

“Sure. Just like that,” said Zeke.

“So, how can I help?” asked Roger. Zeke sat in the low chair in front of Roger’s massive desk. Roger seemed to look down at him across the desk. 

Probably designed by some ergonomic furniture designer to give him an advantage in negotiations, Zeke thought. He smiled.

“As you know, I’m here about Will Burns and Susie Lopper,” said Zeke. “Your son was a pretty close friend of Will’s, I think.”

“Yes, he was,” said Roger. “Seth is pretty broken up about all this, I can tell you.”

“No doubt,” said Zeke. “I’m looking at what you might call ‘deep background,’ the motivations and dynamics that preceded the killings.”

“OK, so you’re a psychologist?” asked Roger, still trying to pigeonhole Zeke.

“Of a sort. I’m actually involved in counterintelligence, which includes psychology.”

“I see,” said Roger. “What can we do to help?”

“Well, I’d like to talk with Seth about what was happening the week before the murders, but since he’s just recently turned eighteen and lives at home, I came to you first,” said Zeke.

“Well, sure, I guess we can do that. We want to help the FBI. I’ll need to be present when you meet with him. Should I invite his attorney, too?” asked Roger.

“He has his own attorney?” asked Zeke. “Has he been in legal trouble?” Zeke had seen a copy of the boy’s criminal record, and he knew the answer.

“Umm, well, not really. He’s made some choices that I think he’d...well, do differently now. But that’s how kids learn, right?”

Zeke looked at Roger Gordon. “Can we meet with you and Seth, say at lunchtime today? I can come back.” 

He saw Roger hesitate, start to say ‘No.’ 

“Or you can come down to FBI Headquarters. It’s only a few blocks from here, on Arch Street.”

Roger paused. “No, let’s do it here,” he said after a moment. “I’ll reserve a conference room for us, say 12:30 this afternoon?”

“I’ll see you then,” said Zeke. 

 

* * *

 

With a couple hours to spare, Zeke left Roger’s office building and crossed Walnut Street and entered Washington Square. It was a pleasant June day and there was a crispness to the air. In the park, a few people were sitting on benches or wandering on the paths, enjoying one of the early days of summer. Fountains flowed and children played in the park. The air smelled fresh to Zeke, despite the morning traffic. 

Kimmy was waiting in the park when Zeke arrived. They walked over to a street vendor and Zeke bought a cup of coffee. Then they wandered for a few minutes until they found an empty bench under a red maple tree.

“You don’t dress up very often,” Kimmy commented. “It looks good on you.

Zeke was wearing a blue pinpoint oxford shirt with a button down collar and a pair of dark beige slacks. His jacket, a sports coat, matched the color of the pants. His shoes were tan Williams Plain Toed Derbys. 

“Coming to downtown Philly to visit the rich boys, I figured I’d need to fit in,” said Zeke. “At least somewhat.”

“You could be an insurance salesman,” she continued, “or a stock broker.”

Zeke looked at her. Kimmy had gotten up and was reaching for a low limb on the tree. She plucked a leaf and examined it, then sat back down on the bench, as usual full of nervous energy.

“Do you see it?” she asked.

“We have a tail,” said Zeke, smiling at Kimmy as if he’d just said something funny. “Across the pathway, sitting on the concrete bench.”

“Kimmy laughed and smiled back at him, and said, “A woman, alone, mid-twenties, gray skirt, white blouse and brown hair?”

“She sat down a few minutes ago,” said Zeke. “She’s looked everywhere except at us. No kids, no pets and it’s about 11:00 AM, probably too late for a work break and too early for lunch.”

Most of the people enjoying the park were mothers or nannies with young children. Many were pushing strollers, and some were chatting together while the children played on the grass or in the open areas. There were a few people walking small dogs, and two businessmen in suits who seemed in a hurry to get somewhere, walking and talking as they went. 

“Think she’s alone?” asked Kimmy.

“Probably. There’s no play for her here, in the park,” said Zeke.

“Just watching us, then?”

“She must have been alerted. Someone in Roger Gordon’s office...or Roger himself.”

“Did she follow me from the office building?” asked Zeke.

“No, after that, she showed up while we were already here in the park,” she continued. 

“I don’t recognize her,” Zeke said. “She had to get my description from someone. There could have been a camera in the office.”

“Probably was,” said Kimmy. 

“Well, let’s see what she wants,” said Zeke.





 

 


Chapter 18

 

Zeke approached the woman with a wide smile and a measure of mirth in his eyes.

“Are you Nancy Fields?” he asked her.

She looked up at him, startled. “I’m sorry?” she said.

“Nancy Fields, right?” he repeated. “From the Atkinson, Russell law firm? Junior Partner?” 

“Well, no,” she said. She looked uncomfortable. She’s an amateur, thought Zeke. “Oh, this is awkward,” said Zeke, looking away. He spotted Kimmy standing near their bench, watching.

He paused for a moment, as if trying to remember something. “I’m sure we met at an office party or some sort of function,” he said, still friendly. “Maybe last Christmas season? What’s your name?”

“Oh, well I’m Mary,” she said, hesitantly.

He reached out and shook her hand. “Maybe it was at the Penn Acquisitions party,” he said, holding her gaze.

Her throat reddened above her white blouse. 

“Yes, that’s it,” he said. “You were with Roger Gordon. I remember now. So it’s Mary who?”

Zeke watched the color climb up her face.

“I don’t think I know you.” She rallied to take back some momentum. 

“But you do work for Penn Acquisitions, don’t you, Mary?” Zeke pushed a bit.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not comfortable talking with you. I don’t know you.” She looked around, as if for help.

Zeke smiled and said, “Suit yourself,” and wandered back to the bench Kimmy was now sitting on.

“We sent a message,” he said.

“You think she was sent to keep an eye on us?” asked Kimmy.

“Probably to monitor our activities before the 12:30 meeting,” said Zeke. “It could mean that we’re getting closer to something than someone wants.”

 

* * *

 

At 12:20 PM, Zeke and Kimmy rode the elevator back up to the twenty-third floor of the Penn Acquisitions office building, and checked in at the reception desk. Patricia was gone, most likely for lunch, but Roberta had replaced her according to the new name plate.

“Hello,” said Zeke again. “We have an appointment with Roger Gordon.”

“Yes, of course,” said Roberta, a bit less formally than Patricia had. “We’re setting up the small conference room for you. I’ll tell Mr. Gordon you’re here.”

Zeke and Kimmy moved to the waiting area as the receptionist dialed a number and spoke quietly into the handset.

Two minutes later, Roger Gordon came down the hall with another man, taller and leaner, but also wearing a suit. 

“Mr. Traynor, come in,” said Gordon. “We’re just about ready for you.”

“Sure, thanks. This is my associate,” Zeke said, introducing Kimmy.

Introductions were made in the waiting area. The taller man was named Arnie Fletcher, and he was an attorney.

“I know you understand,” said Roger in a half apologetic voice. “With the death of Will and that girl and all, the police have already stopped by to talk with Seth. We just want to be sure that everything is done, uh, appropriately.” He looked at Fletcher for help.

“Yes, we met with the police yesterday and Seth told them what he knows. I’m not sure what else we have to share with the FBI...”

“Are you a criminal lawyer, Arnie?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, uh, no, not really. Real estate, mostly,” said Arnie Fletcher.

“Ever been in a criminal trial?” asked Zeke.

“Er, no, actually, but I don’t know what that has to do...”

“So your role here as corporate counsel is...what?” said Zeke, looking directly at the attorney. He waited for a response.

“Advisory, I suppose,” said the attorney. “And Roger asked me to sit in to be sure that the questions were appropriate, you know, proper tone and all. Seth just turned eighteen, and...”

“So he’s not a minor,” said Zeke, quickly, interrupting the flow of the conversation.

“No, he’s not. But neither is he involved in this situation,” said Roger, jumping back into the discussion as his attorney lost ground.

“You’re welcome to sit in, but this is part of an FBI investigation, and if this session isn’t productive, I suspect the next interview will take place at the FBI offices,” said Zeke. 

Roger paled a little bit, and said, “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” He turned and led them to the conference room.

 

* * *

 

Inside the small room, a young man with black, bushy hair wearing OP sunglasses was standing at the window drinking a Red Bull energy drink. He looked as if he had just gotten out of bed, his hair and clothes were unkempt and messy. His right arm was covered in tattoos. He was wearing cargo shorts, a wrinkled t-shirt and blue Air Jordan tennis shoes. A hundred eighty dollars a pair, thought Zeke. 

“Seth, this is Mr. Traynor from the FBI,” said Roger. Zeke nodded at him.

“And Miss, uh,” continued Roger.

“Call me Kimmy,” Kimmy said. She circled the table and took a seat next to Seth, on the far side. Seth sat and rolled his chair away from her slightly.

Defensive, thought Zeke. And nervous about something.

The attorney, still near the door, looked at Roger, who had taken a seat near Kimmy across the table from Zeke. Roger shrugged, and the attorney sat down next to Zeke.

Seth’s t-shirt was green with “Bong” printed across the front in capital letters. He was thick, like Roger, but not yet overweight.

He looked at Zeke. “Man, I talked with the cops already,” he said. “I can’t believe this happened.”

“OK, let’s go,” said Zeke, when everyone was seated. He set a small recorder on the table, more to intimidate Seth than anything else. He turned it on and said, “Seth, I’m a consultant with the FBI and I’m here running a parallel investigation to the police department, looking into the death of Will Burns and Susie Lopper.” He stopped talking.

Seth looked at Zeke and then at his father. He nodded to his dad.

“They were found in the dumpster on Monday morning, Seth. When’s the last time you saw Will?”

Seth thought for a moment. “We hung out the day before, Sunday afternoon and evening,” said Seth. “I told the cops that.”

“Sure,” said Zeke, ignoring the comment. “Was Will alone then?”

“Yeah, Susie’s folks took her home and she couldn’t get back out to meet up with Will. He was mad.”

“How did you know she couldn’t get back out?” asked Zeke.

“She was texting him,” said Seth with a ‘what did you think’ tone in his voice.

“Where were you hanging out?”

“Uh, well there’s a place we like to hang behind the Main Line YMCA. Across from Suburban Square,” he said, slowly. “They have a grassy yard and a couple picnic tables to sit on.”

“When were you there on Sunday?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, we started out in Suburban Square and then grabbed a bite and drifted over to the Y around dark. It’s a quieter place.”

“Good place to smoke pot?” asked Zeke.

“Hey,” said Roger Gordon immediately. “Hey.”

“Not interested in misdemeanor offenses,” said Zeke. “Seth?”

“I guess,” said Seth.

“OK,” said Zeke. “What was Will’s mood.”

“I said, man, he was mad that his shorty couldn’t get free.”

“Shorty?” said Roger.

“Girl, his girl,” said Seth. He sipped his Red Bull from the can.

“Anything odd that night? Did you see anyone acting strangely, anyone out of place?”

“No,” said Seth.

“Did you and Will exchange words with anyone, get in any fights or arguments?”

“No, nothing like that, man,” said Seth. “Will was pretty focused on breaking Susie out of her folks house. He kept saying that she was better off with him, that he’d take care of her, like that.”

“Did that go on for a while?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, whenever I thought he was done with it, he’d get another text from her and it would set him off.”

“What did you end up doing?” asked Zeke.

“Around twelve-thirty we broke it up and headed home.”

“You drove,” said Zeke. “Did Will drive?”

“No, he doesn’t have a car.”

“So you dropped him home?” asked Zeke. “Did anyone see you?”

“No, no one saw us after we left the Y. But he said he didn’t want to go home. He was still mad about Susie, and I gave him a ride to her house. I left him there. I think he was trying to sneak her out of the house.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke turned to Roger Gordon. “Where were you that evening?” he asked.

“What?” asked Roger.

“Sunday, the evening of the murders, where were you?”

“Why?” Gordon looked stunned.

Zeke waited.

He suddenly moved his head and looked at Zeke. Then he got very still. “I was at home, I think,” he said, finally. “Must have been.”

“You and your wife, Tiffany, are getting a divorce, right?” asked Zeke.

“Uh, well yes...”

“And your wife is living somewhere else, away from the house?”

“Well, yes, but that doesn’t have anything to do with...”

“It may, actually,” said Zeke. “But right now, I’d like to corroborate Seth’s story. Can you confirm what time he came home that evening?”

“Oh, well, I think I was asleep when he came home. It was pretty late, and I usually have a staff meeting at 9:00 AM.”

“Any way to know what time he actually got home that night?” asked Zeke. He looked at Seth.

“I’m right here, man,” said Seth. “You can talk to me.”

Zeke said nothing.

Push their buttons, wait for someone to make a mistake, thought Zeke. Kimmy smiled across the table at him.

“Well,” said Roger Gordon. “Well, I don’t think so.”

“Do you have an alarm system? Monitored?”

Roger nodded absently, “Well, yes, we do.”

“We should be able to get that information from the alarm company, then,” said Zeke. “They keep a record of the times your alarm is turned on and turned off. Would you request a copy, Roger?”

“Sure, I will,” said Roger.

Arnie cleared his throat and leaned forward, as if to say something.

Zeke cut him off. “Tell me about the week before the murders, Seth.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Did you and Will spend much time together? Let’s start there.”

“Yeah, we did. School was out that week and we mostly hung out around the Square and sometimes at my house.”

“Where do you live?” asked Zeke, as if unfamiliar with Roger Gordon’s address.

Seth told him.

“So this was the week after the girls got their tattoos, right?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, they got those on Saturday, so it was after that,” said Seth. 

“And that’s the week that Susie was hiding from her folks, right?”

“Well, part of it,” said Seth. “Yeah.”

“Were the girls, Susie and Carrie, around a lot that week? The week before the murders?” asked Zeke. “Did they hang out with you at Suburban Square and at your house? And how about your sisters’ house?”

“They did, some,” said Seth. He scooted in his chair and pointed his feet toward the door. “Hey, I didn’t know that Susie had run away.”

“Jury’s out on that, Seth,” said Zeke.

“What?” said the boy.

“It means I don’t believe you,” said Zeke.

“Hey, man...” started Seth. 

His dad said, “Mr. Traynor...”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Zeke. “Tell me about their plans.”

“Plans?” said the boy.

“Susie and Will were, what, running away together? What else?” asked Zeke.

“You don’t understand, man,” said Seth. “They fed on each other. Got each other worked up about their situations. Will’s mom was killed last year, and Susie’s dad was...is dying, so they were trying to get away from it all, get out of Philly... She was really broken up about her dad, really angry.”

“What were they going to do for money?” Zeke asked, keeping his rhythm and changing the subject.

“I don’t know. Will said he knew where to get some. Said he and Susie were going to take it off the top, that there was so much that no one would miss it.”





 

 


Chapter 19

 

“Other than that one part, his knowing about Susie being missing, I didn’t see any obvious signs of lying,” said Zeke. “I think the kid told it fairly straight.”

Kimmy nodded. “So we’ve got Will possibly meeting up with Susie at her house, and seven hours later, they’re both dead in a dumpster.”

“Yes,” said Zeke, thinking. “Somehow she got out of her house, George and Carol’s house, and at some point she and Will made their way back to Suburban Square. Either alive or dead, we don’t know yet.”

“What they said about the money bothers me,” said Zeke. “Taking it off the top.”

“They went to see someone, someone they could get money from,” said Kimmy.

“In the middle of the night,” said Zeke, “and without a car.”

“So they walked? Or got a ride? Or called Uber?” asked Kimmy.

“The situation at home was escalating for Susie. First the tattoo, and then she was grounded, locked down. Enough for her to disobey her folks and sneak out to be with Will,” said Zeke.

“And for the two of them to do something that got them killed,” said Kimmy. “They needed money to travel...”

“...and it sounds like they asked the wrong person for the money,” said Zeke. 

 

* * *

 

“I got a copy of the current police file on this,” said Clive. “It fills in some of the blanks.” He was calling on a secure line from his office in Washington, DC. Zeke and Kimmy were listening on their cell phone’s speaker in Zeke’s hotel room at the Radnor Hotel, six miles up the Main Line from Ardmore. It was just after seven o’clock on Wednesday evening, and Zeke and Kimmy had been comparing notes when Clive called. 

“Anything from the M.E.?” asked Kimmy.

“That, and the interviews they’ve completed. And the crime scene data in more detail,” said Clive. “And more photos.”

“Ask Sally to send us a copy, e-mail,” said Kimmy. “Anything from the Medical Examiner jump out at you?”

“Actually, yes,” said Clive. “The cause of death was rather odd.”

“How did they die?” asked Zeke. Clive’s being dramatic, he thought. As usual.

“Their hands were wired behind them with coat hangers, and they were each shot in the heart,” said Clive. “Bloody awful to think that they watched it coming.” 

“Were they dressed?” asked Zeke.

“Yes. They both were wearing jean shorts, cotton shirts, trainers.”

“British for tennis shoes,” Zeke mouthed to Kimmy.

“And the boy had socks on,” Clive continued.

“The M.E. says that the girl had signs of recent sex, vaginal sex, but he wasn’t able to say whether it was voluntary or not. Could have been with the boy before this mayhem happened,” Clive continued. “Or it could have been a rape-murder. They’re checking DNA.”

“That makes for a pretty short time frame,” said Zeke. “He picks her up after midnight, around 12:40 or so, they spend some time together, and then, what, they go somewhere and something happens that gets them killed.”

“Seems like it,” said Kimmy.

“Do they have a time of death estimate, Clive?” asked Zeke.

“Not reliable, but the guess is between 2 and 4 AM,” said Clive.

“Based on the liver temperatures?” asked Zeke.

“In this case, it’s the best estimate they have so far,” said Clive. “The bluebottle fly larva on the bodies seems to support it.” They could hear him shuffling some papers over the line. “They’ll know more after the autopsy.”

“Let us know,” said Kimmy.

“Also, the results are in from ballistics,” Clive continued. “The same gun killed both of them. The bullets were identical, .22 caliber long rifle bullets, 40 grain, solid rimfire slugs most likely made by Federal. Solid copper bullets you can buy at any sporting goods store.”

“That won’t help us,” said Zeke.

“And no residue,” added Clive.

“Shot from a distance then,” said Zeke.

“The shooter is pretty accurate,” said Kimmy. “Two bullets, two heart shots, dead center.”

“Doesn’t sound like there was any hesitation,” said Clive.

“Actually, it sounds like the killer’s a pro,” said Kimmy.





 

 


Chapter 20

 

Kimmy and Zeke parked on the street in front of Oscar’s house because there was a black Crown Victoria parked in the driveway. Oscar had called and asked them to come by the house as soon as they could. It was Thursday morning, three days since the murders, and Zeke and Kimmy were scheduled to talk with Will Burn’s father, Chester, later that morning at his home in Conshohocken.

Oscar opened the door and swung his wheelchair back, out of the way. “Come on in,” he said. “The cops are here.”

They followed Oscar into the living room.

“I’m Detective Harrison, Lower Merion Police,” said the man on the couch as he stood to meet them. He was tall and had good posture, almost a military bearing. His gray hair was cut short and his brown eyes looked both intelligent and suspicious. His face looked as if he’d just asked a question and was focused on hearing the answer. Zeke guessed that it was his normal expression. 

“Zeke Traynor,” said Zeke, shaking his hand. “And this is Kimmy.”

“I was talking with Oscar just now,” said Harrison. “He was explaining your part in this investigation.”

“Mostly background,” said Zeke. “We’re trying to find out what happened that caused this whole tragedy.”

“Right,” said Harrison. His expression stayed skeptical.

“Coffee?” asked Oscar, obviously trying to lighten the tone of the conversation.

“Sure,” said Zeke. “What do you have that’s dark?”

“Ethiopian,” said Oscar. He smiled a mirthless smile at Zeke. “It’s funny how things just go on, even in the face of such tragedy.”

“Is it yirgacheffe?” asked Zeke. 

“What?” asked Oscar. “The coffee? It’s coffee.”

“Never mind,” said Zeke. “How’s George doing? How’s he holding up?” asked Zeke.

“He’s crushed,” said Oscar, rolling out of the room toward the kitchen. “He was so close with that girl. And Carol, now she’s going to lose her whole family, almost all at once.”

Detective Harrison said, “What have you found out so far?”

Direct, to the point, thought Zeke.

“Not much, actually,” Zeke said. He smiled a self-effacing smile. “We’re interviewing friends and family of the two kids and trying to piece together the reason for the murders, mostly aimed at motive and background events. Honestly, it’s not very exciting.” He paused. “Do you have a suspect?”

Harrison ignored the question and said, “Who have you talked with about this?”

“So far,” said Zeke, “Seth Gordon and his father, Roger Gordon.”

“And?” said Harrison.

“Seth was Will Burns’ best friend, so we thought he might have some ideas about why this happened. He said he didn’t. We also thought that he’d be able to share the events leading up to the murders, at least from his perspective.”

“How’d that go?” asked Harrison, still not warming up.

“Not so well,” said Zeke. “I think he told us most of what he knows, but apparently Will and Susie didn’t include him in the specifics of their plans.”

“Their plans?” asked the detective.

“From what we can tell, they were planning on running away,” said Zeke.

Oscar called from the kitchen, “Coffee’s ready, but you’ll need to fix your own.”

 

* * *

 

“What’s your theory about what happened?” asked Harrison after they had served themselves the coffee.

“Nothing’s clear yet,” said Zeke. “Oscar told you about Susie disappearing last week.” He looked at Oscar who nodded. 

“The kids were going to run away,” said Harrison. He had a notepad out on the coffee table.

“Apparently,” said Zeke. “It turns out that she was staying with her friend’s sister. Seth Gordon’s older sister,” he added. 

“Did Seth know about that?” asked Harrison. 

He’s asking to keep this going, hoping for a lead or a direction, thought Zeke. “I think so, but it’s not been confirmed,” he said. “It sounded to me as if they were getting ready to travel somewhere.”

“Where?” asked the cop.

“Not sure. We never got that far,” said Zeke. “I’m not sure they really knew.”

“So we’ve got a 14-year-old girl who was going to run off with an 18-year-old boy, her boyfriend, and then they both end up with their wrists wired up, shot in the heart, and their bodies put in a dumpster,” said Harrison.

He’s going for shock effect, thought Zeke. He’s trying to gauge Oscar’s reaction. Zeke was quiet.

“Right?” asked Harrison.

No one spoke.

“OK, well, what else do we know?” he continued.

“That’s what Zeke’s doing, trying to find out what’s going on here,” said Oscar. “For the family.”

Harrison made a short note in his notebook. “For the family,” he repeated. “Wasn’t the Larosa family involved in some illegal enterprises a few years back?”

Oscar looked at him. “No, I wouldn’t say that,” he said.

“Yeah, I remember something about running numbers and maybe a protection racket. Something. I wasn’t in Vice at the time, but there was talk.”

Oscar didn’t comment.

“No arrests, though,” he continued. “Any Larosas on the force?”

“I don’t like the direction this is going,” said Oscar. “You’re a guest in my house.”

“Just trying to solve a double homicide,” said Detective Harrison. “Sorry if I step on some toes along the way.”

“Sure,” said Oscar.

“So,” said Harrison, looking at his notebook again. “Do you know a Carrie McCarthy?”

“Sure, she was one of Susie’s best friends. Why?” asked Oscar.

“Well, apparently she’s gone missing, now,” said the detective. “You don’t know anything about that, do you?” He stopped talking and focused on hearing the answer.

“No, I don’t,” said Oscar. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.” 





 

 


Chapter 21

 

“Aw, I just don’t know what to do,” said Chet Burns. “I’m just sick. I’m like a walking zombie. I haven’t left the house since it happened.”

Chet Burns was at home in his small brick ranch in Conshohocken when Kimmy and Zeke knocked on the door. He’d answered in jeans and a white t-shirt with drops of coffee staining the front. He was a thick man, like his son had been, with a hard belly that pulled and distorted the material of the t-shirt. His brown hair was messy, and he had some significant stubble on his face.

“Come on in,” he said. Looking at his face it was obvious that he’d been crying.

The front door opened into the living area of the house, and the room was dark and dimly lit. Drapes were drawn, and there was a pillow and a blanket bunched at one end of the couch. Tissues were all over the coffee table and the floor around it.

“We’re very sorry for your loss,” said Zeke. “I know this is a hard time, sir.”

“It is that,” he said automatically. He seemed to be somewhere else, in a different place.

“I lost my wife, Monica, a year ago,” Chet started, obviously verbalizing what he’d been thinking about. 

Usually, it’s easier to talk to a stranger, thought Zeke.

“What happened?” asked Kimmy as they sat at the kitchen table. 

The kitchen table is a good place for most people, thought Zeke. It’s a safe, comfortable place for them to talk. 

“She was killed last June in a robbery. The police called it a ‘home invasion’. I came home and the coroner was here. They had taken her to the hospital, the morgue, and performed an autopsy...oh, God...” he cried. “And now, this.”

“Did they catch the robbers?” Kimmy asked.

“What? Oh, no, they never did,” said Chet Burns.

“Do you have any family?” Kimmy asked. “Anyone who can come and stay with you?”

“Not really. Everybody has to work, you know? And the family’s not close by.”

“We’ve been employed to find out what happened,” said Zeke. 

“Are you police?” Chet asked.

“No, private. Susie’s family wants to know what happened. And why,” Zeke said in a gentle voice.

“Aww, but it won’t bring anyone back,” said Chet. “I don’t know what I’m going to do, now.”

“Thanks for agreeing to see us, Chet,” said Zeke, reminding and distracting him. “I know this is painful. Hopefully, by investigating Will’s death we can stop a murderer. I was hoping you could help, give us some clarity on some of the people and the relationships. Our work is more motive-oriented. We’re not trying to be the police.”

“I understand,” said Chet. “Sure.”

“How close were Will and Seth Gordon?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, they were always together, you know, video games, skateboarding and hanging out together. They were one year apart in school, but they were the same age.” Chet rubbed his eyes with his hand.

“Who else did they hang out with? Who were their friends?” asked Zeke.

“Well, mostly it was Seth, but he and Will also were friends with a couple of kids in their classes,” said Chet. “And sometimes they’d spend time with Seth’s sisters, Anne and Amy. You know, hang out with them. They rent a house not far from here.”

“Anyone else come to mind? Any other friends?”

“Well, they were dating a couple of girls from school. I saw them in the car a couple times when Seth dropped Will off here.”

“Did you know the girls?” asked Zeke.

“I think they were younger,” said Chet. “One was the girl who was...oh, God...who died with Will. Susie Lopper. The other was, I think she was named Carrie. Or maybe Cassy. I never really met her.”

“Anyone else?” asked Zeke.

“There were some kids Will rode skateboards with, but they didn’t come around here. At least they didn’t when I was here.”

“What do you mean?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, you know teenagers. Once in a while I’d find empty beer cans in the garbage, or cigarette butts out in the yard when I was mowing. I don’t smoke anymore,” he added, looking at Kimmy.

“Tell me about school,” said Zeke. “Was Will a good student?”

“Sure, he was put back one year, but this year he passed most of his classes. He wasn’t Honor Roll or anything, but Brecknock is pretty hard. Everything’s college prep quality,” he said. He thought about something for a moment, then he sobbed.

“Why did he go to Brecknock?” asked Kimmy. “That’s a private school, right?”

“Right. Well, Will’s grandma set up a trust fund before she died. She put aside enough money for him and his little sister to go there and on to a good college,” said Chet. “She made her money in candy. She married one of the Hershey heirs.”

“Hershey’s not far from here, is it?” asked Zeke.

“No, west, not far from Harrisburg,” said Chet.

“Chet, do you know anything that could help us? Do you have any idea who might have been angry with Will or Susie?” asked Zeke.

Chet paused a moment. “You know, I might,” said Chet, nodding his head. “I just might.”

 

* * *

 

“You see, Seth’s sister had a thing for Will,” Chet explained. “It wasn’t that long ago, either, around last Christmas. I think she was pretty serious, but Will wasn’t. He dated her a few times, and then he blew her off.”

“What’s her name?” asked Zeke.

“Anne,” said Chet. “Anne Gordon. But she wouldn’t do something like this.”

“She was older than Will?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, two years older. She graduated last year and moved in with her sister, here in town,” Chet said. “I know she was mad, but why in the world would she do something like this?”

He paused and Zeke could see him tearing up. Chet leaned forward and held his eyes with his right hand. “Ahh, Jeez,” he said. He was crying.

 

* * *

 

“What do we know for sure?” asked Zeke.

He was sitting at Oscar’s kitchen table. Oscar was seated across from him, and Kimmy was bouncing around the kitchen, working up a cup of tea. Her dark hair was pulled back in a bun, and she was wearing a white blouse, a long, green print skirt and flat sandals that were occasionally visible beneath her hemline.

“Carrie’s gone,” said Oscar. “Her mom called. You met Beth and talked with her the last time you were in town...”

“Yes,” said Zeke.

“She said that Carrie wasn’t in her room yesterday morning, and her bed hadn’t been slept in. They were supposed to go clothes shopping, but when Beth went to wake her up, she was gone,” said Oscar.

“She’s had some pressure, lately,” said Kimmy. “The tattoo, and her mother, and then her best friend is shot...” She stirred the tea, put the spoon in the sink and sat next to Oscar at the table.

“That might be enough to make her run away,” said Zeke. “But it’s also possible that someone took her...”

“OK, we need to check on Seth Gordon first,” said Kimmy. “Let’s see what his involvement might be. It could be that she went voluntarily.”

“Maybe,” said Zeke, suddenly looking distracted, “or it may be that she’s scared and ran because of it. Maybe she knows more than she’s saying. About Will and Susie, I mean.”

Zeke appeared to be working through a mental checklist.

“If she didn’t disappear voluntarily, then what’s the motive? Does it have to do with the killings? Or is it a random action, coincidental in it’s timing?” Zeke didn’t believe in coincidences, but at this point he was mentally accounting for all of the possibilities.

“If it was voluntary, then why? Was she scared of something? Or was she running to something? Did she see something or learn about something that frightened her? What would make her disappear like that?” Zeke asked out loud.

“OK, if it was voluntary,” said Oscar, reaching behind him to grab a notepad and felt marker from the counter, “then she was scared of something.” He scribbled his theory on the pad.

“Or, she was running to something,” said Kimmy. “Like Seth Gordon, her boyfriend. Seems like that might be the strongest attraction.”

“That we know of,” said Zeke, quietly, under his breath.

“Why else, if it was voluntary?” asked Oscar.

“Well, it could have been planned, and this was just the time to go,” said Zeke. 

“In which case, we don’t know the motive,” said Kimmy.

“No, not yet,” said Zeke.

“And if it’s not voluntary...” said Oscar in his clipped, nasal voice, making a note on his pad. 

“Then we want to look at Will and Susie’s killer as the suspect,” said Zeke. “Not the outcome we’d prefer.”

“Or it could be someone else,” said Kimmy.

“Yes, but in light of recent events, how likely is it that Carrie’s involuntary disappearance wouldn’t be related to the killings?”

“Not likely at all,” said Oscar. “That’s too big a stretch.”

“So we treat it as if it’s all related until we find out otherwise,” said Zeke.





 

 


Chapter 22

 

“I know you must be frantic,” said Kimmy. Beth McCarthy was sitting on a straight-back chair at the same dining room table where Zeke talked with her earlier. She was sobbing quietly, and Kevin, her husband, sat next to her. He seemed restless.

“We’re doing all we can to find her,” said Zeke, reassuringly. 

Mrs. McCarthy nodded, looking at the tabletop in front of her. She sobbed again.

“It comes and goes,” said Kevin McCarthy. “When she has to talk about it, think about it, it hits her hardest.”

“Nothing to be ashamed of,” said Zeke. “These are tough issues.”

“But where could she be? Where would she go?” asked Beth McCarthy, looking up at Zeke.

The questions were rhetorical, and Zeke moved on.

“Tell us what happened, what you know,” he prompted.

“Beth went into her room to wake her up yesterday morning, to take her shopping. And,” Kevin McCarthy took a deep breath. “And she wasn’t there. Her bed hadn’t been slept in.”

Kevin McCarthy was a thick, barrel chested man who looked and acted like he was used to physically intimidating people. He wore a light yellow summer shirt, untucked over jeans, and had two day’s stubble on his face. He looked as if he hadn’t slept.

“What about the night before?” asked Zeke. “What happened then?”

“Nothing.” Kevin looked at Zeke across the table, almost challenging.

“Did you eat dinner together?” 

“Yeah, I had a softball game after work, so Beth put food on the counter, and we each ate on our own,” he said. “It was a casserole, Irish stew. Beth makes a great Irish stew.”

“Did you see Carrie that evening? Watch TV together or chat?” Zeke continued.

“I didn’t, but Beth saw her earlier while I was at the ball game. That’s when they decided to go shopping yesterday morning,” Kevin said.

Beth nodded. Tears were still running down her face.

“Did Carrie say anything that made you think she was unhappy or bothered about anything?”

“Well, she’s been grounded since I found out about the..., well that damn tattoo on her ass,” said Kevin. “She hasn’t been allowed to go anywhere. So she isn’t happy about that.”

“Are you getting a lot of attitude from her?” asked Kimmy.

Beth looked up and took a breath. It looked like she was getting ready to add something.

Kevin stepped on her response. “She’s fourteen,” he said. “There are a lot of hormones and things, you know?” Kevin looked at Zeke. 

He’s challenging me, thought Zeke.

Kimmy nodded empathetically toward Beth.

Beth sobbed.

“Had she said anything about leaving? Had she threatened to run away?” asked Zeke.

“No, no, she was still mad about being grounded, but she didn’t say anything like that,” said Kevin. “We have a good relationship with our daughter,” he added, glaring at Zeke.

“Her bed wasn’t slept in,” said Zeke. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Well, I...” Kevin started.

“No, I meant Beth. You said Beth was the last one to see her that night. When was that, Beth?” Zeke interrupted.

Kevin looked at Zeke, a flash of anger in his eyes. Zeke ignored him.

“She came out of her room to eat dinner,” said Beth. “That was about six thirty or so. I put the Irish stew out at six thirty. I remember because the news was just over on the TV, and Carrie came out and ate almost right away.”

“Did she eat here?” Zeke asked, looking around the dining room.

“No, she took her food to her bedroom,” said Beth. 

“She does that a lot,” said Kevin. “She watches TV while she eats, and those videos, you know, YouTube, on her computer.”

“Sure,” said Zeke. “I know I asked you this before, Beth, but has there been anything unusual in her behavior lately? Say the past week?”

“She was really upset about Susie,” said Beth McCarthy. “She said she was angry about how unfair the whole thing was. This was the first time she was close to someone who died. I keep thinking that all of this must be related somehow. You know, Susie and Will’s murders and Carrie’s disappearance...”

“Well, not necessarily, honey,” said Kevin McCarthy. “It could be a coincidence.”

“Do we know how she got out of the house?” asked Zeke, changing the subject.

“She must have snuck out after we went to bed,” said Kevin. “I’m in sales, I’m a sales manager, so I like to get an early start. Usually we go to bed by ten or so, maybe watch the news and sports for a little bit, then go to sleep.”

“So she could have gone out the front or back door easily, after you were in bed?” Zeke confirmed.

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Kevin. “It doesn’t look like she went out the window.”

“Have you checked with Gina Samone’s family?” asked Zeke. “Last time I was here, Carrie mentioned that she and Gina were both close with Susie.”

“Well, we asked her mom,” said Beth. “But she doesn’t know where Carrie went.”

“Could you call her mom? I’d like to talk with Gina. She lives a couple houses down, right?”

“Yes,” said Kevin. “Two down from us. Beth can call her for you.”

 

* * *

 

“Gina is the kind of girl who doesn’t want to get in trouble,” said Maryann Samone. “She’s been friends with Carrie for years, and with poor Susie, God rest her soul.” She paused for a moment.

Zeke and Kimmy had walked from the McCarthy’s home after Beth McCarthy called Maryann Samone about talking with them. The three were standing on the Samone’s small front porch, huddled together and speaking low, almost reverently. Maryann had explained that her second child, a four-year-old boy named Douglas, was inside taking a nap.

“A couple more months, and we’ll stop with the naps,” Maryann explained. She had dark brown hair and kind green eyes. Judging by her hips and stomach, she was still working on losing the baby fat from her last pregnancy.

“Beth told you that we’re looking into Carrie’s disappearance,” said Zeke. 

“Yes, I know. That’s such a terrible thing for Beth,” she said. “She must be scared to death. And right after those murders. Everybody’s talking about it.”

“Are you married, Mrs. Samone?” asked Zeke. He smelled garlic and onion wafting toward them through the screen door. She’s Italian, he thought.

“Yes, my husband is a doctor,” she said, subconsciously touching her wedding ring with her left thumb. It held a good sized stone.

“Is Gina home? We’d like to ask her about Carrie,” Zeke explained.

“Yes, she’s in the house. I’ll get her,” said Maryann and turned toward the front door. Then to herself, she said, “I don’t know what I’d do,” and shook her head.

 

* * *

 

Gina Samone was a short girl, with dark hair, her mother’s green eyes, and a large nose. She seemed preoccupied as she came out the front door, followed by her mother. 

Zeke introduced himself and Kimmy, and “We’re so sorry about your friend, Susie, Gina.”

Gina was very still, and when she looked up there were tears in her eyes. She didn’t say anything.

Kimmy took the initiative. “Gina, we know this is hard, but we need to work through this with you. We’re looking for Susie’s killer.” 

Gina nodded slowly. She looked at Kimmy. “She was my friend,” said Gina, simply. A tear rolled down the right side of her face.

“I know, hon,” said Kimmy. “Right now, we’re focused on finding Carrie. We want to be sure nothing happens to her.”

Gina looked at her mother. “What?”

“Carrie has disappeared, Gina. She’s left home. Did she talk with you about anything before she went?” Kimmy asked.

Zeke watched the girl’s mannerisms.

“She’s been grounded,” said Gina.

“For the tattoo, we know,” said Kimmy. “Did she and Susie talk with you about the tattoos before they got them?”

Gina hesitated.

“Gina?” asked her mother.

She looked down. “They were talking about getting them done when school let out, but nobody believed they’d actually do it,” said Gina. “It was kind of a bad joke.”

“You haven’t heard from Carrie since...when?” asked Zeke, persistently.

“She could be in danger, Gina,” her mother said.

Gina shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s been a few days.”

Zeke nodded. She was telling the truth.

“What did she tell you?” asked Zeke.

“She said that she and Seth were planning to leave, to get out of town.”





 

 


Chapter 23

 

“Thanks for agreeing to chat with me again,” said Zeke. “We won’t take long.” He was sitting in a swivel chair in a conference room on the twenty-third floor of the Penn Acquisitions building, across from Roger Gordon. 

“Again?” asked Tiffany Gordon, who was sitting about as far away from her husband as the small room would allow. 

“We spoke with Mr. Traynor before,” said Roger, “when Will and Susie were murdered. Well, right after they were killed.”

“Who is ‘we’?” asked Tiffany in an acidic voice.

“Well, Seth and I,” Roger started.

“You let Seth talk to the police without...” she started immediately.

“We had a lawyer...” Roger quickly cut his wife off.

“He’s a child, for God’s sake,” she said and paused. “You’re a moron, Roger.”

“So, back on point, we’re still investigating the murders,” said Zeke, and smiled as everyone looked at him. “As well as Carrie McCarthy’s disappearance.”

“I don’t see how we can help,” started Tiffany. “We certainly don’t know anything about the murders.” She shuddered. Tiffany Gordon was a short, thin woman of about forty years with auburn hair cut in a trendy, layered cut and accented with complimentary lowlights. She wore wool slacks and a matching navy blazer, with an off-white blouse and black close-toed pumps. The initials on her purse were those of a famous designer.

“We don’t think that you do,” said Zeke in a friendly tone. He smiled at Mrs. Gordon. 

Kimmy, sitting between Zeke and Mrs. Gordon, hopped up and grabbed a bottle of water from an ice bucket on the credenza. She held it up toward Tiffany with a smile and mimed, “You want one?”

Mrs. Gordon nodded, a temporary truce.

“We need to go back over this in light of the seriousness of the crimes, in hopes that you may remember something that could help us find Carrie,” Zeke continued.

“Well, we didn’t know those children that well. They were friends with Seth, is all,” Tiffany said. “I can’t remember them coming over to the house.”

“Has Seth said anything in the past couple weeks that seemed odd to you?”

“Like what?” asked Tiffany, growing defensive again.

“Here’s the situation. We’re looking at a young girl who ran away and ended up staying at your daughters’, Anne and Amy’s house.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Tiffany.

“She was there a couple weeks ago. It was Susie Lopper, before she died,” said Zeke.

“Oh,” said Tiffany.

“And then, the two kids were murdered and put in a dumpster in Ardmore,” said Zeke, “which, as I understand it, almost never happens around here.”

“I know about that,” said Tiffany. “It’s terrible. I saw it on TV.”

“And another girl, another 14-year-old, is presently missing,” Zeke said.

“So there’s a connection between all this?” she asked.

“We think it’s possible,” said Zeke. “One common denominator is your son, Seth. He was a close friend with all three of these kids. They spent a lot of time together.”

No one spoke.

“Can either of you vouch for Seth’s whereabouts the night before last?” asked Zeke. “Were you with him?”

“He was with me. I have an apartment in Cross Creek Manor, on Montgomery Avenue,” said Tiffany.

“That’s near Suburban Square,” said Zeke.

“Sure, it’s one of the reasons I chose it,” she said.

“And Seth was staying with you?” asked Zeke.

“Of course,” she said.

“And he was with you last Sunday night?” asked Zeke.

“I said he was,” said Tiffany. “He was sleeping there when I woke up Monday morning. He stays with me weekends so Roger can visit his bimbo. He sleeps on my sofa bed.”

Zeke looked at Roger. “Did you hear back from the alarm company?” he asked. “You were going to check with them to see what time Seth came in on Sunday night.”

“Oh, yeah, I checked, and no one came in that night. The alarm was on all night. I guess I was wrong about him coming home.”

“Mr. Gordon, when we first spoke, you told me that Seth had made some choices in the past that you think he’d do differently now,” said Zeke.

“Well, yes...” Roger said.

“We need to know more about that,” said Zeke.

“I don’t see why,” said interrupted Tiffany, hijacking the conversation again.

“Sure you do,” said Zeke. “But won’t it be better to talk with us about it rather than the police or the FBI?”

Mrs. Gordon hesitated.

“Well, I think it will...” said Roger.

“Shut up, Roger,” said Tiffany. “All you care about is boffing your intern. Don’t pretend that you’re concerned about Seth or anyone else, for that matter.”

“Your intern would be Mary?” asked Zeke. “I met her in the park.”

Roger stopped talking and looked at him. 

“Yes, and she’s barely legal age,” said Tiffany, the acid back in her tone. “He should be arrested for...for...well, for stupidity!”

“OK, let’s all put our feelings aside for a moment,” said Zeke. “What choices do you think Seth would have made differently? What was behind that comment?”

“Well, he got into some trouble with some prescription meds, some pills,” said Roger. He seemed relieved that the conversation had taken a new direction.

“How serious?” asked Zeke, noticing that Kimmy was taking notes on her iPad.

“Well, it was a first offense,” said Roger, dismissively, “so he got off with a suspended sentence and community service. He has to check in at the police department every so often.” He said it as if it were no big thing. Boys will be boys.

“I saw that in his record,” said Zeke. Sally had e-mailed him a secure copy of both Seth’s and Will’s adult police records the day before.

“You did?” asked Tiffany. “It wasn’t Seth’s fault,” she insisted. “He was being influenced by some older boys, some college age boys, and he went along with them. He won’t do that again.”

“I’m sure,” said Zeke, as sincerely as he could. “What else do we know about the drugs he had?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” said Tiffany.

“Well, they were pain pills, I think. Oxycodone, for one,” said Roger.

“Persian poppy,” said Zeke, under his breath.

“...And Hydrocodone,” Roger continued.

“Yep. Pain killers,” Zeke said. 

“But that was all he had,” said Roger. 

Zeke nodded and said, “Where did he get them?”

“Well, he didn’t have much...” Tiffany started to say.

“Actually, he had a substantial amount with him when he was arrested,” said Zeke. “Enough for the charge to be ‘possession with intent to sell’.”

“Well,” said Mrs. Gordon. “Well...”

“Was it stolen?” asked Zeke. 

“No, no,” Roger answered, “but we’re really not sure where he got it. He said he got it from a friend at the college.”

“What did the police find?” asked Kimmy.

“They couldn’t determine the source. At least that’s what they told us. Seth had to tell them his part, though, to get the suspended sentence. He gave up his college friend, a guy named Alan Parker.”

“Alan’s in jail now?”

“No, I think he cut a deal with the D.A. and got off, too,” said Roger. “Actually, Alan wasn’t Seth’s friend so much as he used to be Amy’s friend. Amy is Seth’s sister. She dated Alan for a while.”





 

 


Chapter 24

 

“This place is pretty good,” said Kimmy. They were sitting in a booth at Jack McShea’s Public House, sharing a wild mushroom quesadilla and reviewing the morning’s interviews. Kimmy was actively steeping a cup of hot tea, encouraging it with small gestures, while Zeke enjoyed room temperature water with lemon.

“Clive sent word that the DNA found on Susie was a match for the Burns boy, which translates to consensual sex. And the autopsy seems to confirm the time of death,” said Kimmy.

Zeke nodded.

“The Gordons don’t seem to have much in the way of common ground,” said Zeke.

“No, she’s still wounded from the affair,” said Kimmy. 

“And that it’s still going on humiliates her,” Zeke added.

“Some folks just don’t want to be happy,” said Kimmy, as if to herself.

“We’ve got some new connections, though,” said Zeke. “Kind of interesting.”

“We do,” said Kimmy. “We have an Alan Parker, who used to date Amy, Roger and Tiffany’s oldest daughter and Seth’s older sister.” She was reading from her iPad.

“Right, and we have the drugs...” said Zeke. “Might play into it, as a motive of some sort.”

“And the McCarthys don’t have anything to do with Carrie’s disappearance,” said Kimmy.

“I don’t think so, either,” said Zeke. “Although dad Kevin’s aggressiveness may very well have driven her out of the house, running.”

“I’m inclined to believe Gina Samone,” said Kimmy.

“Me, too,” said Zeke, sipping some water. “She was genuine and forthcoming.”

“Is there a connection between the murders and Carrie’s disappearance?” asked Kimmy.

“Not based on what Gina told us,” said Zeke. “And that’s a big relief.”

“Her leaving was voluntary?” asked Kimmy.

“After meeting her dad, I think it was,” said Zeke. “The last time a girl was missing I found her at Seth’s sisters’ house. I think we should check in there again.”

 

* * *

 

The house looked exactly the same as it had before with it’s vinyl siding and swayed porch. There was a dead fern in the corner. Zeke stood at the front door and knocked on the storm door. He’d parked in the street in front of the house and noticed that the blue Volkswagen with the telephone pole dent was still in the driveway. 

“Just a minute,” he heard a girl’s voice call through the door.

The door opened quickly. The smell of burning hemp quickly replaced the smell of the porch’s moist, rotten wood.

“Hello?” said a girl Zeke didn’t recognize. She looked to be in her early twenties and wore her red hair in a long, loose ponytail. She was wearing short jean-shorts and a small t-shirt that left little to the imagination. She was barefoot and was wearing no makeup. 

“You’re Anne,” said Zeke. “Anne Gordon.”

“I am,” said the girl, smiling lazily. 

“We’re working with law enforcement on the double murder of Will Burns and Susie Lopper,” said Zeke. He held out a business card, and she opened the storm door to take it.

“I know. That was horrible,” said Anne. She spoke in short, nervous sentences. “My brother was close with both of them. I used to date Will. I knew the girl, Susie, too. She stayed here sometimes.”

Amy Gordon edged in next to her sister. She was wearing a tie-dyed peasant blouse, a different one from the last time Zeke had seen her. Her hair was still long and parted down the middle.

“Can we come in and talk for a bit?” asked Zeke. “To you and Amy?”

Anne seemed to consider his request for a minute. Then she said, “No, but we can meet you at McDonald’s and talk there. We need to get something to eat, anyway.”

“OK,” said Zeke. “McDonald’s in Suburban Square in fifteen minutes?”

“You buying?” asked Amy, suspiciously.

“Sure,” said Zeke, “I’m buying.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke and Kimmy sat at an inside table at the McDonald’s restaurant a few blocks west of Suburban Square. The restaurant backed directly up to the Main Line on Ardmore Avenue. The girls hadn’t arrived yet.

“So,” said Kimmy, rhetorically, “what can I eat from this menu?”

Zeke chuckled to himself. “Water, I’d guess,” he said.

Just then, the dark blue Volkswagen pulled into the parking lot with both girls inside. They parked and walked into the restaurant. Amy was smoking a cigarette, which she stubbed out before she came through the door.

“I’m thinking double quarter pounder with cheese,” said Anne, as they approached the table.

“Sounds good,” said her sister.

Zeke accompanied them to the counter and paid for their meals Then he returned to the table and waited for them to be served.

The girls picked up their food and slid into the booth across from Zeke and Kimmy, unwrapping the yellow papers protecting their sandwiches. Amy spilled a large order of fries on the plastic tray and squirted some ketchup from a packet on top of them. 

“So, go ahead and eat,” Zeke said. “We just have a couple of questions.”

Both girls nodded, looking up quickly, then back at their fries.

“Do you remember,” Zeke looked at Amy, “that I visited your house a week or so ago when I was looking for Susie Lopper?”

“Yeah,” said Amy.

“And now another fourteen-year-old girl is missing. Your brother’s girlfriend, Carrie McCarthy.”

“She is?” said Amy. She looked at Anne, then back at Zeke.

“She disappeared from her house two nights ago. We’re trying to find her,” said Kimmy.

“No, we haven’t seen her for a while,” said Anne, Amy shaking her head at the same time. Seth said she was grounded or something.”

“Before that, did she spend much time with you at your house?” asked Zeke.

“A little bit. Seth would bring her over some. More often when Susie was staying with us. She and Susie are...were pretty tight,” said Amy, chewing on her sandwich.

“You dated Will?” Zeke asked Anne.

“Yeah, after I broke up with him, he started dating Susie. But it’s alright,” said Anne. “I didn’t care. I was over him.”

“Do you have any idea where Carrie might be?” asked Zeke.

The girls looked at each other. “Not exactly,” said Anne. “But she was always mad about her dad and talking about the way he treated her. She was always talking about taking off, too. So was Susie. She said she wanted to hitchhike across the country with Will. That was more of an adventure, I think. But Carrie was just trying to get away.”

“Did she?” asked Zeke. “A lot of people are very worried about her.”

The girls looked at him.

“Did she take off?”

“Well, don’t tell Seth that we told you, but, yeah, she did. She and Seth left yesterday for California.” This from Anne.

“California?” asked Kimmy.

“Yeah, you know, Seth has this image of himself as a surfer,” Amy said. “He wants to follow the waves and sit on the beach at sunset. Stuff like that.”

“And Jack moved out there last year,” said Anne.

“Jack?” asked Zeke.

“Jack Frost, a guy I used to go with,” said Anne. “He moved to L.A. after the cops busted him for selling drugs. I think it gave Seth the idea.”

“Is that really his name?” asked Kimmy.

“No, it’s Nathan Frost. Everybody just calls him Jack.”

“So you say that Seth and Carrie took off. How did they go?” asked Zeke.

“Seth’s car. Mom bought it for him after he was in that trouble with the cops,” said Anne.

“Selling prescription drugs?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, that,” she continued. “Mom made a deal with him, if he stopped with the drugs, then she’d get him a car.”

“What kind of a car?” asked Zeke.

“It’s a Saab,” said Anne. “A new one. Sort of a bright blue color.”

“Ara blue,” said Zeke, to himself. Then, “Isn’t he on probation or something?”

“Yeah, but that’s a state thing. He figures they won’t come looking for him in California,” said Amy. “He says it’s too expensive for them.”

“Speaking of which,” Zeke continued, looking at Amy, “you used to date Alan Parker, right?”

“Loser,” both girls said simultaneously.

“Why a loser?” asked Kimmy.

“He was always talking big, making like he was a real tough guy. But as soon as he got arrested, he gave up all the other guys in his dorm. And they said he cried like a baby.”





 

 


Chapter 25

 

George Lopper was lying back, propped up on pillows in the hospital bed they’d set up for him in the dining room. Someone had pushed the dining room table and chairs aside, and bunched them against the wall under the window. It looks like a quick job, Zeke thought. They just muscled the chairs around to make enough space. Kimmy was sitting on one of the chairs. George was in a bathrobe and pajamas, and he looked pale and gaunt. His breathing was ragged.

“George, I need to ask you and Carol some questions about Carrie,” said Zeke. Oscar had met Zeke and Kimmy at the Lopper’s house.

“Sure, I’m OK,” said George. “Just resting up a bit. Whatdaya need to know?”

Carol Lopper stood in the kitchen doorway, looking distraught and ready to bolt from the discussion if it got ugly. Zeke could see her withdrawing mentally.

George wheezed again and said, “Damn this. Can you get me another pill, Carol?”

Carol Lopper came into the room and took a pill bottle from the top of the sideboard. She shook out a pill and gave it to George, then handed him a glass of water. When he finished sipping it, he handed it back to her and sighed.

“We talked with the McCarthys, Carrie’s parents,” said Zeke. “I was surprised that her dad’s so aggressive.”

“Yeah, he’s a wannabe,” said George. “You know, he’s not a made man, but he acts like one.”

Oscar nodded neutrally.

“We’ve been trying to understand why Carrie left home and whether it’s related to Susie and Will’s death,” Zeke continued. “And, as importantly, just where she went. We think she may have left with Seth Gordon for California. Would either of you have any idea where they might have gone?”

“The girls used to talk about California,” said Carol. “They were excited about it, especially Carrie. They knew a boy who moved out there last year. His name is Jack Frost. Ever since, it was all they talked about.” 

She paused and thought. “Seth Gordon...that was on her tattoo, wasn’t it?” 

“Yes,” said Zeke. “Seth Gordon forever.” They were quiet a moment, reflecting.

George wheezed. “That’s Roger Gordon’s son, right?” he said. “Roger’s in real estate.”

The room was silent for a moment while everyone thought. Kimmy shifted in her chair.

“Southern California,” said George. “Susie told me that the girls wanted to vacation in L.A. sometime, maybe go to college out there one day.”

“Did the girls say where they were interested in visiting?” asked Zeke. “In L.A., I mean.”

“I know they wanted to be near the ocean,” said Carol. “They talked about Venice Beach and Malibu and places like that. But I think they were just names they’d heard on TV. Like 90210, you know? Why are you asking?”

“According to Seth’s sisters, he and Carrie took off west a couple days ago in his Saab.”

“So she’s OK?” asked Oscar.

“We think so,” said Zeke. “They’re just on the move.” 

 

* * *

 

The small blue car sped along on its journey west. They had agreed that the priority was distancing themselves from Ardmore as quickly as possible, putting at least a mile between them and the Main Line for every minute they drove.

Seth was intent on driving, while Carrie was playing with her iPhone, looking at SnapChat and Instagram, and watching MTV videos. Occasionally, she’d snap a picture through the car window. But for its almost fluorescent color, the ara blue Saab blended with interstate traffic. Seth grunted and braked as the car in front of him switched lanes abruptly, and then he fell in behind it.

“How long have we been driving?” Carrie asked.

“A day and a half,” said Seth. “It’s 10:30 in the morning. Minus the sleep stop in St. Louis, we’ve been driving for about twenty hours.”

They had started the trip after midnight two days ago. Seth drove all night and well into the next day, taking meth to stay awake. They stopped at a hotel in Indianapolis around noon, and Carrie stayed in the car while Seth went to pay for a room. But it was too early to check in, so Seth bought an energy drink and took another pill and drove some more. At three thirty the second day, they checked into a roadside hotel, a Best Western east of St. Louis, and slept.

Back on the road, now, Carrie was fidgeting. 

“Are we getting close to California?” she asked.

“Not really,” said Seth. “It’ll be a few more days. But at least we’re out of Ardmore. You’re safe, now. They won’t find us.”

“We’re both safe,” said Carrie. “I’m hungry and I have to pee,” she added.

“Yeah, I need some gas. We’ll stop at the next McDonalds,” he said.

“I like Burger King better,” she said, pouting a little, bored.

“OK, Burger King,” he said. 

 

* * *

 

They were sitting in the businessman’s car, parked in the far corner of an empty parking lot. The night air was humid and oppressive.

“Just so we’re clear, I won’t tolerate failure,” said the killer.

“I know,” said the businessman. “You’ve already convinced me. No need to threaten anymore.” He sounded a bit defeated, deflated.

“Cheer up. You’re making money,” said the killer. “Things are back on track, and you’ll be fine. Just keep your head down and your mouth shut.”

“What about the drugs? Is it still on tonight?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Sure. Like normal.”

“Same time, same place?” he asked, confirming.

“Yes.”

He took a deep breath. “OK.”

The killer said, “Just remember what happened here, and keep the pills locked up. No need to hurt anyone else.”

“Hurt? You shot them, and they’re dead now!” he said, appalled.

“That’s how it usually works,” said the killer. “I couldn’t afford to take the chance. They threatened us. They wouldn’t have kept it secret, you know.”

“I thought they were trying to get money for a road trip...” said the businessman.

“There’s only one solution to blackmail,” said the killer. “They would have blown up the whole thing.”

“OK,” said the businessman.

“OK what?”

“OK, I’ll get the pills ready for tonight. And just to the Philly dealers, no one local.”

“It’s safer that way,” said the killer.

“I know.”





 

 


Chapter 26

 

“Detective Harrison, please,” Zeke said into the smartphone. He was sitting in a booth at a donut shop across the street from the Lower Merion Police headquarters, directly across the Main Line from the dumpster where Will Burns and Susie Lopper’s bodies had been found. The small space was occupied by freestanding tables and chairs, a few of which were populated by patrol officers.

“Hold on, I think he’s here,” said the tired voice on the line.

Zeke waited long enough to think he’d been forgotten, and the he heard, “Harrison here.”

“Detective, this is Zeke Traynor. We met at Oscar Larosa’s house.”

“Right. The parallel investigation. What are you finding?”

“Well, I think we’ve accounted for Carrie McCarthy,” Zeke said.

“Did she come home?”

“No, she’s on her way to California,” said Zeke.

“Isn’t she, like fourteen?” asked Harrison.

“She is. She’s on the road with her boyfriend,” said Zeke.

“How old’s the boy? Old enough to drive?”

“He’s eighteen now,” said Zeke.

“Oh, he’s in big trouble, then,” said Harrison. “The parents will kill him. They’ll call it kidnapping, crossing state lines with a minor, statutory rape...”

“Probably,” said Zeke. “How’s the murder investigation going?”

“Honestly?” said Harrison, “I don’t have much. I have the M.E. reports and the ballistics and crime scene photos, but nothing seems to be breaking.”

“You have a couple minutes to talk about it?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, sure,” said Harrison. “Come on down and we’ll talk.”

“I’ll be there in five,” said Zeke. “Let ‘em know out front that I’m coming.”

 

* * *

 

It actually took Zeke four minutes to walk from the table in the donut shop to the chair in front of Harrison’s desk. It would have taken less time, but he had to stop and ask the desk Sergeant for directions. 

“So this one runs away, too, but she doesn’t end up dead in the dumpster,” he said, as Zeke sat down across from him.

“Heading to Cali,” said Zeke. “They’d talked about L.A., according to Susie’s dad.”

“How would he know?”

“The girls were close, Susie and Carrie. He said they wanted to vacation there together,” said Zeke.

“Yeah.” Harrison made a note. “So both couples, these fourteen-year-olds and their adult boyfriends,” he stressed ‘adult,’ “wanted to go on a road trip. And the first couple gets killed before they could get outta town.”

“Both shot in the heart.”

“Said they had a plan to fund the trip, too. Maybe that didn’t work out for them,” said Harrison. He looked at Zeke and waited.

“You said the M.E.’s report was in. Did it show anything we missed?”

“No. Confirmed the time of death. Between 2 and 4 AM.”

“How about the wire used to tie their hands?” asked Zeke.

“Standard wire hangers, like from any dry cleaner,” said Harrison.

“Ballistics?”

Harrison sat still, looking at Zeke as if he’d asked a question and was waiting for his response. He stared at Zeke with no discomfort, unblinking for a long time, as if he were deciding how much to share.

“They were .22 rimfire shells, both from the same gun, lands and grooves matches, you know.”

I knew that, thought Zeke. “Any idea what type of gun?” he asked.

“No way to tell,” said the detective.

“What about friends and family? Any jealousy or animosity? Gotta consider love or money, right?”

“Sure,” said Harrison. “But probably money. Could have been blackmailing somebody, and maybe it turned out that they weren’t as smart as they thought.”

They sat quietly for a moment.

“Will’s mother was killed in a home invasion,” said Zeke. “A year ago. Seems like quite a coincidence...”

Harrison looked at him, eyebrows raised again, as if he’d asked a question.

“In Conshohocken,” said Zeke.

“Yeah, I heard something about that.”

“Was she shot?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t know. Not our jurisdiction.” 

Zeke waited.

“I can request a copy of the file from the Conshohocken police.” He paused. “Unusual to have two family members killed like that.”

“How did the bodies get in the dumpster? They weren’t shot there, right?” asked Zeke.

“Had to be lifted in by someone,” said Harrison. “It looks as if the killings took place somewhere else, and the bodies were transported to Suburban Square.”

“In a car?”

“We don’t know, but probably the trunk of a car or a truck.”

“Susie was small, right? Fourteen? What did she weigh?” asked Zeke.

Harrison picked up a file folder and looked at it. “She was small for her age. Coroner says she weighed 91 pounds.”

“How about Will?”

“He was a little bit bigger. They weighed him in at 165,” said the detective.

“Unlikely that one person could heft Will’s dead body up into the dumpster easily,” said Zeke. Could be done, but it would have to be a fairly tall, strong guy, and he’d likely get blood or body fluid on himself. Much easier with two working together,” said Zeke.

“That’s what we think, two people.”

“Which changes the complexion of the killings. They were most likely an organized effort, more than one killer,” said Zeke. “What else?”

“The bodies were partially wrapped in plastic wrap. You know, that clear stuff painters use to cover floors.”

“Makes sense. It would spare the vehicle,” said Zeke. 

Detective Harrison said nothing, just stared at Zeke, waiting.

“OK,” said Zeke, “we think the other kids, Carrie and Seth, just took off, maybe to escape the situation or to get away from their parents. I’d guess that they’re on the road west right now.”

“To Southern California, you said?”

“Good possibility,” said Zeke. “Seth’s sisters feel like that’s where they’re heading, and they’re driving Seth’s car.”

“Make and model?” asked Harrison.

Zeke told him and gave him the tag number from memory.

“I’ll put something out on the California angle, but you know that’ll be a long shot. We don’t really have a destination or a route they’re taking.”

“I know,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“How did it go with Detective Harrison?” asked Kimmy.

“They don’t seem to have made much progress on the murders,” said Zeke. “I shared a few thoughts with him.”

“And?”

“And he’s putting a general ‘Be On the Lookout’ for Seth and Carrie, well, on the car, technically. But that’s a long shot. And he’s requesting the file on Will’s Mom’s murder last year. He called the Conshohocken police and asked for a copy while I was sitting there,” said Zeke.

“Anything new factually?” she asked.

“No, pretty much the same information that Clive shared with us. The gun was a .22 rimfire, one bullet in the heart. Shot from over five feet away, then the bodies were somehow transported to the dumpster in the middle of the night.”

“What’s your feeling about Will’s mother? Was she killed in a home invasion?” asked Kimmy.

“That’s what we were told. I heard that from Oscar first, then from Chet Burns when we visited with him. But we didn’t get many details. The crime was never solved,” said Zeke.

“Maybe we should drive up to Conshohocken and chat with the police up there. It’s only ten minutes from here, across the river.”

“Sure. Let’s ask Sally to let them know we’re coming,” Zeke said.





 

 


Chapter 27

 

“How can we help you?” asked the detective. He was a large man with big, proportionate features that made him look like a giant. 

“We’re here to talk about Monica Burns death last year,” said Zeke. He introduced himself and Kimmy. 

The cop said, “I’m Jack Featherman, Conshohocken Police. I caught that case.”

“That’s what we heard,” said Zeke. “Appreciate you chatting with us. We’re researching a parallel situation, and you may be able to shed some light on it.”

“Does this have to do with the double homicide in Ardmore?” asked Featherman.

“Yep. How did you know?” asked Kimmy with a disarming smile.

“Are you kidding?” asked Featherman. “They haven’t had a murder there since, what, 2006, and all of a sudden we’ve got people tripping over themselves investigating. And reporters everywhere. I haven’t seen so much interest in this area since Obama visited a year and a half ago.”

“Bet you’re looking forward to the Democratic National Convention next month, then,” said Zeke.

Featherman rolled his eyes. “You don’t even want to know,” he groaned.

“We’ve been hired to investigate the motivations for the killings in Ardmore,” said Zeke. 

“Who’s your client?”

“The girl’s family,” said Zeke. “They want to know what happened, why she was executed.”

“Uh-huh,” said Featherman. “And then they can go after the killer, right?”

“Don’t know about that,” said Zeke. “But I don’t think so. Her dad’s pretty sick, he’s dying of cancer. Her uncle is a paraplegic who lost his legs in the military. Not exactly a hit squad.”

“Yeah,” said the cop neutrally.

“But the more we talk with people, the more Monica Burns’ death seems to come up. Can you tell us how it went down?” asked Zeke.

“Sure, mainly because my Chief told me to help you out,” said Featherman. “So I don’t mind. We’re paid by the hour here.”

“Well, tell us what happened,” said Zeke.

Featherman’s black hair was cut too short on the top of his head, and shaved on the sides. With his hard features, it gave him the look of an eastern European thug. He looks like he’s from Croatia or Serbia, thought Zeke. His face was pock-marked.

“Well, it was pretty straightforward, actually. There was a robbery at the Burns’ house. The husband was at work, and the wife was shopping. Their son and daughter were in school. It looked to us like the robbers were in the house when the wife came home.”

“That’s quite an escalation, from robbery to murder,” said Zeke. “Unusual.”

“Yeah, we thought so. But it fit with the evidence. According to the husband, there was missing jewelry, and some cash was gone. A handgun they kept in the closet was also taken.”

“How did she die?” asked Kimmy.

“She was shot in the chest,” said Featherman.

“With the Burns’ gun?” asked Zeke.

“No, another gun. Smaller caliber,” said the detective. “Their gun was a 9mm— a Glock, I think he said. The husband,” he added.

“I’ve seen their home,” said Zeke. “It doesn’t look like a great target for a robbery. It’s small and old and in a working class neighborhood.”

“Right, I know,” said Featherman. “They didn’t look like they had much money.”

“So how was the body found?” Zeke asked.

He looked at his notes for a moment. “At around 3:45, when the boy Will came home from school, he found her dead on the bedroom floor. Rough day for the kid.”

“You checked out the father, I presume?” asked Zeke, knowing the answer.

“Sure, it’s almost always a friend or relative, right? But this guy had a good alibi. He was in a meeting with six other teachers when it happened. After lunch, from about 2:30 until about 5 in the afternoon.”

“He still seems pretty broken up about it,” said Zeke.

“Yeah, we saw that, too.”

“What about before 2:30?” asked Zeke.

Featherman shook his massive head slowly. It made his black hair move like a hairpiece. “Sh was shopping with a girlfriend until about 2:15. Clothes shopping. It took her fifteen minutes to get home.”

“Suburban Square?” asked Kimmy.

Featherman looked at the file. “No, discount stores. They went to Marshall’s and a couple of thrift stores in town here.”

“So someone broke into the house in the middle of the afternoon and was robbing it when Monica Burns got home from shopping. And they shot her when she entered the house.”

“Well, not when she entered the house. Her body was found in the bedroom, so she had to walk in the back door, through the kitchen and dining room, and down the short hallway to the master bedroom. Then she was shot.”

“Where were the shopping bags found?” asked Zeke.

“On the bed.”

“And her body?”

“On the floor, on her side. Like she fell against the bed and rolled onto the floor.”





 

 


Chapter 28

 

“It seems pretty odd to me,” said Kimmy. “Why would you go from burglary to murder? Talk about upping the stakes. And anyone in the neighborhood might have seen the killer.”

She and Zeke were sitting in a wooden booth in a cheesesteak restaurant down the street from the Conshohocken police station. Across the street was a Presbyterian church built of stone and stained glass, looking like it was over a hundred years old.

“They do a decent business here,” said Kimmy, looking around. The restaurant was a third full, even though it was early afternoon, too late for the lunch crowd.

Zeke nodded absently. “I don’t think Monica Burns’ murder would withstand much scrutiny,” he said. “Particularly in light of the murders of the two kids. There’s quite a bit in common.”

“Right,” said Kimmy. “Monica’s death was first, so they didn’t have a pattern to look for. But with the more recent shootings, you’re right. We should rethink it all.”

The waitress brought their drinks, coffee with cream for Zeke and organic green tea for Kimmy. The restaurant smelled like cooked onions and peppers blended with fresh garlic and grilled brisket. Zeke ordered a hot corned beef sandwich and Kimmy asked for kippered salmon. 

As they waited for their food, they discussed Monica Burns.

“Featherman didn’t seem to have much to say about Monica Burns’ death,” said Kimmy.

“He wants to look at it again himself in light of the kids’ murders. I don’t think he’s interested in sharing what he’s thinking or what he’s finding.”

“Mostly patterns, though, right?” asked Kimmy.

“Couple of things,” said Zeke. “Monica Burns was killed a year ago. That means that the killer, or killers, I favor the plural, either live nearby or visit this area frequently. They’re probably from this general area.”

“Makes sense.”

“And the weapon might have been the same. I’ll bet Featherman is running that down right now,” said Zeke.

“Yes...” said Kimmy. “You mentioned that he said small caliber, smaller than a 9mm.”

“So it may all be a part of something bigger than the individual killings, right?” Zeke asked.

Kimmy looked Bohemian in her colorful floor-length tie-died skirt and Birkenstock open-toed sandals. Zeke smiled to himself about the dichotomy. Though she looked and often acted like an ethereal hippy, Kimmy was one of the deadliest people Zeke had met. In her years with the Israeli Mossad she had been a member of Kidon, the ‘Tip of the Spear.’ She could fight and kill with the best.

“How do we find out?” asked Kimmy, shifting in her chair and fiddling with her teacup.

“We should keep doing what we’re doing. Talk to the people involved and look for common denominators between the victims. Let’s circle back and talk with Chet Burns before Featherman gets to him.”

“We don’t know a lot about what really happened to Monica Burns,” said Kimmy, “or why.”

“And that’s part of it. Along with interviewing the rest of the people on our list, the ones who knew the dead kids.”

 

* * *

 

Susie Lopper’s funeral took place at St. Colman’s, the Catholic Church just off the Main Line in downtown Ardmore. Zeke parked down the street, and he and Kimmy slipped in the back of the sanctuary as the service was starting. It was an open coffin funeral.

There were about a hundred people sitting in the pews and listening to the elderly priest as he conducted the service. He said some kind words, some words of encouragement and healing, and then he turned it over to the family for their memories and comments. 

Kimmy wore a simple dress and the most practical shoes Zeke had ever seen her wear. Zeke was in a dress shirt and khakis under a light sport jacket. There’s the lilac again, he thought, smelling Kimmy’s cologne. 

George and Carol Lopper were the first to speak, although mostly it was Carol with George standing next to her, leaning on a cane and breathing heavily. Father Holmes stood next to George, as if to catch him should he fall. Carol spoke for a minute before losing control and sobbing through some more. She finally gave up and retreated to her seat in the front pew.

Oscar rolled his wheelchair up next to the podium and recounted a story in which he and Susie had shared some special moments. His handkerchief was wet by the time he finished.

Then, one by one, many in the audience stood and shared their thoughts or memories about the dead girl. All felt that she was gone too soon, and many thanked God for the time they’d had with Susie. Afterward, the family gathered in the narthex and hugged those who attended. It was an emotional scene for everyone.

Zeke watched the reception line carefully. He recognized many who had come. The McCarthys were there, as were Mrs. Manicotti and Tiffany Gordon. He saw Maryann Samone and Gina.

“Hello, stranger,” said a woman’s voice from behind him. Zeke turned to see Catrin Davies standing directly behind him, watching what he was watching. “Is there something suspicious?” she teased.

“Hello, Catrin,” said Zeke. “How’ve you been?”

“I’m good, except for this nasty affair,” she said, waving her hand as if to include the interior of the church. “It’s a real crime.”

“No doubt,” said Zeke. “Let’s go outside.”

As they started for the door, she said, “Last time I saw you, you were looking for Susie, right? I assume that you found her...”

“I did,” said Zeke. “I was able to find her through Seth Gordon. She had been staying with his sisters.”

They walked out of the church and onto the sidewalk. Then she stepped to a maroon Mercedes Benz parked at the curb.

“With his sisters. Oh ho,” said Catrin. Her voice was playful and her eyes sparkled for a moment.

“I’m not sure what happened after that, but Susie and Will Burns are dead and Carrie McCarthy and Seth Rogers are heading west,” Zeke said.

“Heading west?” Catrin looked concerned.

“They left town by car with Seth driving. We’re trying to find them,” said Zeke.

“Could you let me know if you do?” she asked. “I worry about my students.”

 

* * *

 

“Who was that?” asked Kimmy when she joined Zeke on the sidewalk.

“A teacher from Brecknock,” said Zeke. “I interviewed her when I was looking for Susie the first time I was up here.”

“She’s attractive,” said Kimmy. “I saw her approach you, and I thought I’d give you two some space.”

“Nothing there,” said Zeke, “but she is attractive. She seems to have enough money. What with the expensive car and designer clothing. It’s almost professional looking, the way her makeup balances her face and accentuates her eyes while deemphasizing her forehead and chin.”

“You were paying attention,” said Kimmy. “It takes money to get that right.”

“She said she inherited from her parents,” said Zeke. “Money and a house.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Kimmy. “Did you learn anything?”

“No, I think she just saw me as she was leaving. Said to let her know if we find Seth and Carrie.”

“Were they in her class?” asked Kimmy, curious.

“No, Carrie was too young,” said Zeke, thinking back to his original interview with Catrin Davies. “She teaches High School English. But she knew that Carrie was dating Seth Gordon.”

“Was Seth in her class, then?” asked Kimmy.

“I don’t know that,” said Zeke. “She was Will Burns’ counselor, but I don’t know about Seth.”





 

 


Chapter 29

 

“May I buy this?” asked Zeke. He’d jumped off the motorsailer West Wind as it was tying up at the fuel pumps and had run down the pier toward the parking lot. Now he was standing just inside the dock master’s store, where he had wrestled a Coke from a cooler full of sodas and ice.

The store clerk smiled at the eight-year-old boy, and reached out to take the coins he’d set on the counter. “Sure,” he said. “Let’s see what we have here.” He started to count the coins when suddenly a loud explosion roared and the front windows of the tiny store broke outward onto the dock. 

“Damn,” said the clerk, looking out at the fireball roaring upward a couple hundred yards away. He stepped around the counter and outside, then reached and threw a switch on the side of the building. Zeke followed him out the door and saw the sign above it that read, “Emergency Fuel Shut-Off.”

The boy turned back, and at the fueling dock where the West Wind had been moored he saw the hull of the ship, burning with bright flames amongst heavy diesel smoke that billowed from below deck. The West Wind was no more.

“Don’t look at it, boy,” said the clerk, as he picked up the telephone and dialed the local fire department. 

Zeke was stunned. He couldn’t begin to fathom the scene unfolding before him. His mom and dad were on that boat! His dad was fueling it when it exploded! Where were they? Were they alright? He couldn’t look away.

The volunteer firemen arrived quickly, some on a pumper truck, and many in their own vehicles with dome lights flashing on the vehicle’s roof. They organized, and four men dragged a long hose from the pumper truck down the pier to the fueling dock, which was now charred and burning. It took several hours to put out the blaze that was being fueled by the diesel fumes and the wooden skeleton of the West Wind. 

 

* * *

 

“That’s horrible,” said Tracy Johnson. “I can’t even imagine...”

“It was horrible,” said Zeke. They were sitting at a picnic bench in a small park in Midtown Atlanta, sharing grilled vegetables in a spinach wrap and a half carafe of a delightful California chardonnay. “And it changed the course of my life.”

“No doubt,” said Tracy. “How were you able to deal with all of that? You were so young!”

“I didn’t have many options,” said Zeke. “I was sort of adopted by the people who lived in the marina, our neighbors, I guess you’d call them. They made arrangements for me to go to public school, and they gave me a place to stay.”

“You didn’t have any other relatives?” she asked.

“I did, but they were distant relatives. They were glad to delegate my guardianship. And the people who took me in were kind hearted and loving,” said Zeke. “The Kinneys.”

Tracy took a small bite of her wrap and looked at Zeke with wide eyes. 

“Their kids had grown up and moved out, so they had the time and money to help me. They’d been close to my mom and dad when they were alive. I sort of gravitated to them, but the entire marina had a hand in my upbringing.”

“What about Eddie?” Tracy asked, knowing the answer.

“Yeah, Eddie was a big influence on me. He taught me all about Judo, and about life,” said Zeke. “But you know a lot about him already.”

“I do,” said Tracy. “But it always makes you smile to talk about him.”

“It does,” said Zeke. “It sure does.”

“I’m glad you found time to visit,” said Tracy.

“I am, too,” said Zeke. “We determined that the kids from Ardmore aren’t in any danger right now, so I gave myself the weekend off. And somehow I ended up in Atlanta.”

“So glad you did,” said Tracy. “When do you have to leave?”

“I’ll fly back to Philly tomorrow,” he said. “We’re looking for motives in Susie Lopper’s murder, and there’s still a lot to do.”

 

* * *

 

“I’m sorry to have to ask you about this, Chet,” said Zeke. “I know you’re going through a lot.”

“Have you found out anything more about who killed Will?” Chet asked.

He looked numb, as if he weren’t aware that the world hadn’t stopped for everyone as it had for him.

“Working on that,” said Zeke. “We’re trying to put the pieces together. And we’re talking with the homicide squad. But in the meantime, we need to ask you about your wife’s death.”

Zeke and Chet were sitting on the living room couch in Chet’s house, and Kimmy faced them in a wingback chair across the coffee table. The inside of the house was in pretty bad shape, with what smelled like dirty clothing heaped on the furniture in several random piles. The slipcover on the couch was stained, marked by spilled food. Some sort of marinara sauce, Zeke thought. That’s a new stain.

“Why?” said Chet. “How will that help?”

“I’m not sure, Chet,” Zeke said. “Sometimes we have to follow the trail to see where it goes. But let’s say there’s a reasonable possibility that there could be a connection.”

“Oh, God,” said Chet.

“Tell us what happened to her,” said Zeke.

“I don’t want to think about that,” said Chet. “I just don’t.”

“Where was she found?” asked Zeke, gently.

“In our bedroom,” said Chet. He was tearing up, wiping his eyes. He wouldn’t look at Zeke or Kimmy.

“The police said it was a home invasion.” Zeke said, to keep the conversation moving forward.

“Yeah, they said it was a robbery. That she,” he hesitated a moment, then decided to use her proper name, “that Monica walked in on the robbery.”

“What was taken?” asked Zeke.

“Well, they took some loose cash we kept in the kitchen drawer. It was a couple hundred dollars. And some of Monica’s jewelry. They think she walked in on the robber when he was getting the jewelry. She kept it on her dresser.” He stopped and sobbed.

“What else?” asked Zeke. “Was that it?”

“No, I had a gun that I kept in the closet,” Chet said. “On the top shelf, where Trina wouldn’t find it by accident.”

“What type of gun?”

“It was a Glock,” he said. “A nine millimeter. It was hidden in the back, behind some blankets.”

He’s telling the truth so far, thought Zeke.

The room smelled like stale laundry and pizza, and there were random cups and glasses sitting on the surface of the wooden coffee table. No coasters were in sight, and there were dried water rings all over the surface of the wood. Chet was wearing jeans and white socks and a light pull-over sports jersey. His hair was messy, as if he’d just rolled out of bed.

“Who do you think was responsible?” Zeke asked.

“How would I know?” asked Chet. “It was a burglary, so the burglar shot her.” He looked at Zeke as if the question was ridiculous.

“Any idea about the motive?” asked Zeke, to see Chet Burns’ reaction.

“What? Motive? It was a burglary,” said Chet. “Right? She was shot when she walked in on it. I don’t know. It had to be random,” said Chet.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, they broke in to steal stuff, and Monica came home at the wrong time,” he said. “It’s as simple as that.”

“OK,” said Zeke to pacify Chet. “What else happened? What do you remember about that day?”

“I got a call at my office from the police. Will had come home from school and found his mom. Then the school bus dropped Trina off. She was really broken up that day, crying and screaming.”

“Were the police able to identify the suspects? Did they get close?” asked Zeke.

“No. They never did.”

“Were there any other burglaries in the neighborhood? Around the time of your break in?”

“I don’t know. I’d lost my wife, so I wasn’t functioning very well,” said Chet.

“Do you remember anyone talking about robberies before that?” asked Zeke.

“No,” said Chet.

“So do you mind telling me what happened that day, after you got the phone call from the police?”

“Not much. There were cops everywhere for a long time, for hours. They took Trina to the hospital in an EMS truck, and I followed in my car. Will had left to stay with a friend. There wasn’t anything for me to do at the house. I was sort of in their way, wherever I went.”

“In the cops way?”

“Yeah.”

“Any phone calls?”

“Yeah, I called Monica’s parents and her sister in Pittsburgh from the hospital. Those were tough calls,” said Chet, remembering. He shook his head.

“Any incoming calls?” asked Zeke.

“No, I don’t remember any.”

“Tell me how the day went.”

“OK.” Chet composed his thoughts. “I got the call at the office that afternoon. I drove home right away. The police questioned me about the robbery and about my wife for a couple hours while the crime scene techs were here. They wanted to know about her habits, her patterns, and where she’d been that day. It was a Tuesday.”

“OK,” said Zeke, nodding and giving Chet good eye contact.

“And they wanted to know if we were having problems, you know, fighting and stuff.”

“Were you?” Zeke asked.

“No, nothing like that,” said Chet with a dismissive hand gesture.

“Then what?”

“Then Trina was having trouble, crying and all, and the cops asked the EMS guys to take her to the hospital, get her out of the house and sedated so she could relax. She was eleven then.

“OK, what else?” asked Zeke.

“Ah, man,” said Chet, holding his eyes with his right hand. He breathed deeply for a moment.

“Take your time,” said Zeke. “I know this is hard.”

“Yeah, then I called her family, like I said.”

“Un-huh.”

“And then, uh, after a while the doctor said I could take Trina home. I thought it would be better if she didn’t go back to the house, though, so I took her to stay with Maryann Samone down in Ardmore for a couple of days. Trina knew Gina from school, and they had become friends. I think Gina had tutored her that year.”

“What did you do?” asked Zeke.

“Me? I dropped her off and stayed for an hour or so. By then Trina had fallen asleep from the drugs the doctor gave her, and so I excused myself and went home. There was still crime scene tape around a part of the house. So I went to Dollar General and bought some toiletries. Then I checked into a hotel and went to sleep.”

“Were you able to sleep?” asked Zeke.

“I stopped at a bar on my way to the hotel, had a couple drinks, and took some sleeping pills,” said Chet. “I don’t remember much after that.”





 

 


Chapter 30

 

“Was he telling the truth?” asked Kimmy.

“He was for a while,” said Zeke. “Then he started lying.”

Zeke and Kimmy were heading back to Ardmore, crossing the Schuylkill River. They were driving Zeke’s rental car, heading toward a meeting with Oscar.

“When did you notice that he was starting to lie?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, I noticed it when I asked him to step me through his day. The telling became simpler, and he didn’t use any exclusive words.”

“Exclusive words?” asked Kimmy.

“Words that indicate that there are details that need to be considered but are then excluded. Like ‘except’ or ‘but’ or ‘without,’” said Zeke. “A lie typically has simple content and is presented as complex, while the truth usually has complex content but is often presented simply.”

“Huh. And you listen for that sort of thing, that change in his speaking pattern?”

“I do,” said Zeke. “It’s sort of second nature.”

“I don’t want to be in a relationship with you. You know too much.”

“I know. It’s scary, right?” said Zeke.

Kimmy thought for a while. “So you’re saying that he left things out when he described his day?”

“Yes, most likely he did more than he told us, probably some things after he dropped his daughter off that he doesn’t want to share with us,” said Zeke.

“Right. So it could be something significant, or just something he doesn’t want to talk about,” said Kimmy. “He could be embarrassed, I guess.”

“More likely he’s hiding something,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“We’ve got to stop for gas, Carrie,” said Seth. “Just up ahead. We’re almost to California. Needles.”

“Finally!” Carrie whined. “I’m so tired of sitting in this car!”

“Yeah, me, too,” said Seth. “I saw a sign for pizza up ahead.”

“I’m hungry,” said Carrie. “I want a burger and fries.” 

Her foul disposition created tension in the Saab. It seemed to Seth that she was arguing about almost everything. And she hadn’t wanted sex since their stop at the Best Western in St. Louis. 

“Cool,” he said. “I think there’s a Jack in the Box up here, too.”

“What? A what in the box?” she asked.

“I think it’s like a Burger King,” said Seth. “That’s what the sign looked like.”

“OK,” she said, grudgingly. 

“These mountains are pretty impressive,” said Seth, changing the subject. “Sort of rust colored, not like anything you’d see back home.”

She ignored the comment. “So we’re almost to Los Angeles?” she asked.

“Well, no, we’re almost to California,” he said. “We have another four hours to go to get to L.A.”

She made an exasperated sound and rolled her eyes, and looked out the passenger side window, pointedly avoiding Seth’s gaze. 

“You’re kidding, right?” she said, finally.

“No, really, four hours depending on L.A. traffic. Maybe a little more.”

“And we’ll be at the beach?” she asked.

“That’s the plan,” said Seth.

“It’s not like the Jersey Shore, right?” she asked. “It didn’t look like it on TV.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Seth. “It’s California, so it’s more built up. And richer.”

“Where are we staying?”

“I’ve got enough money for us to stay in a hotel by the beach until we find a place to settle,” he said. “I took it from my dad’s cash stash.”

“OK,” said Carrie and exhaled loudly.

Seth had expected the trip to be more of an escape from authority, a shedding of the problems his divorcing parents had created for him, followed by a new start in a new place. But it seemed there was nothing he could do to satisfy his girlfriend. Right now, he thought to himself, I feel like I’ve brought a whole bunch of new problems with me. 

Carrie said with some disdain, “Give me a cigarette.”

He passed her the pack and the lighter, and she lit one and took a long drag. Then she looked at him for a moment, reached over and held the cigarette to his lips, as sort of a peace offering. He took it, and she went to work, lighting another.

 

* * *

 

He should be about done with the distribution, the killer thought. A cell phone was sitting on the table and the killer willed it to ring. It didn’t.

I can’t let him mess this up. I’ve got to fix the problem and keep things moving, the drugs and all.

The phone rang, loudly. It was a chirping ringtone, attached to the businessman’s number.

“Hello?”

“It’s me,” said the businessman. “It’s done. Went smoothly, just like you said.”

“It should have. You shipped it all?” 

“We did. A couple of our buyers had to double up, but they’re good with it,” said the businessman. 

“I’ll tell our friend to watch for the money and grab it when it shows up, as usual,” he continued. 

As soon as the drugs arrived via UPS, the distributors wired the money to a prearranged PayPal account. The money was taken out of the account as soon as it was available.

“And nothing local, right?”

“Right, just the Philly guys,” he acknowledged.

“Good, we’ll do it again next week.”

“Works for me,” he said.





 

 


Chapter 31

 

“I need you both to level with me,” said Zeke. He was standing in the Lopper’s living room, talking with Oscar and George again. 

“Whaddaya mean?” George said weakly, coughing.

“Things aren’t usually what they seem,” said Zeke. “And in this case, there’s a lot that I don’t know.”

“Yeah?” said Oscar. “How does that help solve Susie’s killing?”

“I’m not sure yet,” said Zeke. “But from my work with Military Intelligence, MIC, I learned that the information I get is always skewed, tainted and filtered by the omissions and exceptions of the person giving the information. Sometimes it’s innocent, like they think, ‘That won’t help him.’ Sometimes it’s intentional. Sometimes there’s a bigger secret that is being protected.”

“Yeah?” said George. He sounded weary.

“And in this case, it seems like a lot of the important information is historical, and you haven’t given me anything to work with.”

“You mean like context and background?” said Oscar.

George coughed weakly again. He was in his dining room, lying on the hospital bed, resting.

“Also emphasis and omission,” said Zeke. “So we need to go over all this again.”

“OK, tell us what you want to know,” said Oscar.

Kimmy had agreed to wait at the hotel, to give the men a level of deniability when they spoke with Zeke. And she and Zeke had decided, given the personalities, there would be a higher level of trust if Zeke talked with them alone.

“There are a couple areas I want to investigate,” said Zeke, “areas that may not seem to be connected with the murders but may actually have influenced the events.”

“OK,” said Oscar. “But some of this has to stay between us. You can’t repeat it.”

“Hey, Oscar, just let me tell it,” said George. “I’m not gonna be here for long anyway. It’s not like they can prosecute me or anything. Not enough time.”

Zeke sat in a nearby chair. “What does the doctor say?” he asked, looking at George.

“They don’t know, but they say they’re watching for my organs to start shutting down. Its a matter of weeks, is what they said. Maybe less.”

“I’m sorry,” said Zeke. 

“Not your doing,” said George, and he flipped his hand, dismissing the apology. “Let me tell the story, and when I’m done, you can ask your questions.”

 

* * *

 

“One day, you guys are gonna run all this,” said Gino Larosa. “Youse gotta work it from the ground up, so you know everywhere they can beat you. You need that experience, if I’m gonna let you run this thing of ours.”

Oscar Larosa and George Lopper had been best friends since they attended elementary school near the Italian Market off South Ninth Street in downtown Philadelphia. Now, fifteen years later, the boys had gone to work for Oscar’s father, helping with deliveries. Mostly, the deliveries consisted of protection money from local Italian shopkeepers and money from their neighbors for numbers or betting. George and Oscar had grown up around it, and it was pretty much accepted as a way of life in Little Italy.

“We got it, Pop,” said Oscar. “We’re good.”

Each day, the boys would make their rounds, stopping by the shops and restaurants, chatting with the proprietors and picking up or dropping off the requisite packages. Most of the establishments were owned by immigrant families, and usually the entire family worked together to make the business profitable. Philadelphia was a tough, merciless city, and the Italian immigrants there were glad for Gino Larosa’s support. He was one of their own.

George and Oscar made their rounds, walking the streets of the Little Italy neighborhood, typically in the afternoon after the lunch rush. They laughed and joked with the shop owners, and made their pickups and deliveries. Once in a while a shop owner would tell them about a particular problem and they would relay that information to Gino.

“Hey, Dad, Tony Delfontine says that the Micks came by and they want him to do business with them,” said Oscar. “You know, buy his food and supplies from them.” Delfontine’s was a popular Italian restaurant off Ninth Street that the Larosa family frequented.

“Suddenly, the damn Irish think they own this town. OK, so we’ll take care of it,” Gino had said. “We gotta take care of our own.” And that was the last Oscar had heard about it.

One day Gino told Oscar, “Hey, we’re moving away.” Oscar, who lived at home in his family’s small house in Philadelphia, was surprised. George had his own apartment near the Italian market. He rented half of a duplex from his Aunt Rosa. She lived in the other half.

“Where are we moving?” Oscar asked.

“Your mother wants to get outta the old neighborhood. She wants a house up near Bryn Mawr,” he said. “She thinks it’s safer.”

“We’re OK here,” said Oscar.

“Yeah, she’s thinking about your sister, too.”

“Carol?” asked Oscar. “Carol’s alright here.”

“Mom wants to move.” 

“That’s an expensive area,” Oscar said. “Can we afford that?”

“Yeah,” said Gino, “we can. I’ve been putting some money aside for a while.”

“So we’re gonna keep the business going but move away?” asked Oscar.

“Yeah, we’re moving to the suburbs.”

 

* * *

 

“The people there were different,” said George. “We were third generation American-Italian and had been in Philly since the late 1800s, but out in the suburbs, those folks had been there since that William Penn guy was the governor.”

“They’ve been around here for over 300 years,” said Zeke, affirming. 

“In one form or another,” said George. “So they’re pretty entrenched, you know?”

Zeke nodded.

“And they’re protective of their families,” said George.

“Yeah, I get that,” said Zeke.

“So they had a couple hundred years on us to get their people in position and to secure their systems.”

“Systems?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, you know, distribution systems, manufacturing systems, financial systems, political systems, like that,” said George.

“You’re saying that their crime was already organized when you got there?” Zeke smiled to himself.

“Tight as a barrel,” said George. He coughed twice, then took a sip of water.

“That included the drug business, I suppose,” said Zeke.

“It did,” said George.

“So we stayed with what we had, downtown, amongst the Italian families. We had a good thing. Really didn’t have much rough stuff. No drugs. People were respectful, and when outsiders came around, well, we helped them out of the neighborhood. It was good.”

Oscar nodded but didn’t say anything.

“So what happened at that time was 9/11,” said George. “It changed everything. Oscar told you what happened then, right? We enlisted in the Army and I got married to his sister before we left.”

He asked it as if it were a question. 

Zeke nodded.

“For us, that was a big deal. We were both moved to action.” He said this with a distant look in his eyes. “World Trade was only two hours from here. And the Pentagon bombing was only 140 miles in the other direction. We took it pretty personally.”

“I get that,” said Zeke. “I did, too.”





 

 


Chapter 32

 

“Oscar’s dad, Gino, he never went for the drugs or the prostitution, you know?” asked George. The question was rhetorical.

Zeke nodded.

“So neither did I, when we first took over the business.”

“When was that?” asked Zeke.

“When I got back from the Army,” said George. “Around the end of 2005. Gino was getting older and he wanted to retire, at least from the day-to-day stuff.”

“And so you and Oscar were the next in line.”

“Sure, Oscar was his son, and I’d married his daughter, so it was natural. We knew the business pretty well, even with a few years away in the service,” said George, with a wheeze in his voice. “The plan was for me to keep it going until Oscar could muster out in 2007. Then we’d be partners.”

“I had a commit to six years to get into Delta Force,” said Oscar.

“So, like I said, no drugs or prostitution in Gino’s organization. He was a family man.”

“Is he still alive?” asked Zeke.

“No, he passed nine years ago,” said Oscar. “He didn’t do too well with retirement.”

“I’m sorry,” said Zeke.

“So anyway,” George said, “we knew there were people selling drugs, and we knew there was prostitution going on. We also knew who was involved, but it was sort of happening around us. Gino didn’t deal in that.”

“Did that change?”

“Well, yeah,” George said. “I decided to get into some of that after Gino died.”

“How’d that work out?” asked Zeke.

“Doesn’t matter,” said George. “The point is I looked into it. There were some other people, Welshmen, who seemed to have the heroin, pot and meth all tied up. We were never really excited about the meth. Or the prostitution, either.”

Oscar nodded quietly.

“But then we decided to take over distribution of prescription drugs,” said George.

“In Philly?” asked Zeke.

“Some, but we found out that there’s plenty of demand for it out here in the suburbs, too,” said George. “It’s what we called a ‘white collar drug,’ oxycodone and hydrocodone and Ecstasy, all those. Very profitable, too.”

“Do you think getting into the drug trade had something to do with the killings?” asked Zeke, jumping ahead.

“Don’t know,” said George in a muffled voice as if he were having trouble breathing. “But like you said, you might need the whole picture to be able to solve this.”

“OK,” said Zeke.

“So we set up a distribution channel. Ha, I sound like an MBA now. A ‘distribution channel.’”

Oscar smiled to himself.

“Course we needed some muscle,” George continued. “We moved a couple of our guys around, low level guys who were involved in the numbers and collections end of it. For marketing we used our existing customer base to put the word out that we had the pills, and it didn’t take long for the demand to catch up with us.”

“Competition?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, but mostly outta Philly. We mostly stayed in the suburbs, areas around here, and we did OK,” said George.

“Has something happened recently?” asked Zeke.

“Well, yeah. After I got sick, I kind of lost my focus on it. I couldn’t do the day-to-day anymore. Over the past few years, someone’s been moving in on us, taking over our business...you know, supplying our customers and stuff.”

“Who?” asked Zeke.

“We don’t know for sure,” said George. “We don’t know who’s at the top of the organization. We’ve just seen low-level dealers popping up in our territory and selling to our customers. A lotta times at a discount.”

“When you challenged them, what happened?” said Zeke. 

“Yeah, of course we did. Let’s just say that it looks like there are a lot of layers in the organization. We can’t seem to figure out exactly who’s behind it. We get to the next level up, sometimes a couple levels up, then it stops. It’s like no one knows who’s running it. There’s a guy, a name, but we don’t think it’s him. He don’t have the juice.”

“There’s got to be a source for the pills,” said Zeke. “Have you identified that yet?”

“Donno,” said George. “We think they’re shipping them in from somewhere else, maybe a lab. But they’re very careful and the operation seems to be distributed, like there’s not one leader. Lotsa guys getting pills and selling them.”

“But the money has to go back to the leadership, doesn’t it?” said Zeke.

“Right,” said George. 

Oscar nodded, but didn’t say anything. 

“From what we can tell, from what we’ve heard from the guys on the street, they’re using PayPal like a dead drop.”

“How do they maintain control if no one knows who they are?” asked Zeke.

“We think they’re using a cut-out, a straw man, someone they say is at the top who really isn’t,” said George. The room was silent for a minute, except for George’s wheezing breath.

“So, who’s the guy, the straw man?” asked Zeke.

“He’s related to that girl who disappeared, Carrie McCarthy. They say the one at the top, who really isn’t, is her dad, Kevin McCarthy,” said George.

 

* * *

 

“There’s more to it, then,” said Clive. He was standing at the low table in his office, looking over Zeke’s shoulder at a crime scene photo of the dead kids. It was obvious that they had been unceremoniously and hastily dropped into the dumpster. The flash from the photographer’s camera lit the scene like a white spotlight and created a surreal, high contrast photo. The girl was lying on her side, while the boy’s body was on its back. She looked smaller than Zeke had expected.

“Well, if it ties in, then yes,” said Zeke. “It certainly gives another dimension to the possibilities.”

“You said that you have new insight into the Larosa family?” asked Clive.

“I do. It seems that they’ve been involved in selling illegal prescription drugs for the past eight or nine years,” said Zeke.

“Indeed,” said Clive. He was looking more casual today, wearing a pinpoint oxford button down collared shirt tucked into light wool slacks. Even dressed casually, his clothing fit impeccably. And he smelled like a combination of fresh Duke of Windsor roses, cedarwood and eucalyptus. 

“That’s Royal Mayfair, isn’t it?” Zeke said.

“Good nose, old boy,” said Clive. “Had it shipped in from Creed, the Mount Street store.” 

“George is pretty clever. He know’s he’s dying, so he did all the confessing, and Oscar just sat there and nodded. It seems that after Oscar’s dad, Gino, died, George decided to expand the family business. He says they stayed out of the rough stuff, hard drugs and prostitution, but branched out into pills,” said Zeke. “That’s when Oscar was dealing with his rehab, trying to learn to live without feet. I doubt that he was involved much.”

“What was the source?” asked Clive.

“They...well, he wouldn’t say,” said Zeke. “But it sounds like they were generating quite a bit of volume, until George got sick.”

“Cancer can do that,” said Clive. “Change your priorities, I mean.”

“Yes. So while they weren’t watching closely, someone stepped in and undercut them. At first they provided supply to George’s dealers at a better price, and their quantities, according to George, were very strong. Good quality, too.”

“Any idea who was involved in the competition?” asked Clive. He had stepped to the window and was looking down at the street.

“They don’t seem to know the extent of the organization, but they mentioned Kevin McCarthy as the figurehead. That’s Carrie McCarthy’s dad. They think he’s a puppet, though. Said someone else is running the operation.”

“And you think this may be related to the killings?”

“It’s certainly possible,” said Zeke. “There are a number of scenarios that might end up with the kids dead.”

“I suppose so,” said Clive.

“One or both of them may have been involved in the sales,” said Zeke. “Or maybe they stole money or pills from the wrong people.”

“Could be,” said Clive. “Or they might have happened across something or someone they shouldn’t have seen. Didn’t Will Burns say something about knowing where he could get some money so he and Susie could take off?”

“He did, according to Seth. He mentioned that Will was going to ‘take some off the top’ to travel with when I interviewed him.”

“Could be what got them killed,” said Clive.

“It seems like there might be a few people who know what happened,” said Zeke.

“Like who?” asked Clive.

“Alan Parker and the boys who were arrested for selling prescription drugs at the college. And Kevin McCarthy. And Seth Gordon, who disappeared with Carrie. I think I’ll talk with Alan first and see where that leads. According to Amy and Anne Gordon, he’s pretty fragile. Then, maybe, I’ll visit with Kevin McCarthy again.”





 

 


Chapter 33

 

“This is amazing,” said Carrie, smiling, looking at the pier and the ocean. “I can’t believe we’re really here!”

Seth had followed Interstate 40 west through Los Angeles, then found his way to the Santa Monica Freeway, and took that until it turned into the Pacific Coast Highway at the Santa Monica Pier. He’d parked the car in a lot that paralleled the highway and the beach, and he and Carrie walked together down toward the Ferris wheel and the roller coaster. Carrie seemed excited for the first time in days.

“I told you we’d get here,” said Seth. He was looking west and smiling, too.

“I take back all that stuff I said in the car,” Carrie said. She turned and suddenly gave him a kiss on the mouth, surprising him. “You might get lucky,” she said, trying to sound breathy. She kissed him again and held the kiss and ground her hips into him. 

“You like that, don’t you? Boys always like that.”

“Well, yeah,” said Seth, taken aback but trying to cover for it. “It’s OK with me.”

“This is perfect! I love it!” Carrie detached suddenly and looked all around, at the pier, at the beach, at the tall buildings. She used her phone to take some pictures of Seth on the pier, with the water in the background. “Is there a hotel near here? I’d love to be able to see the water from my room,” she said.

“Our room, you mean,” said Seth.

“Yeah, that’s what I meant,” she said absently. She was obviously preoccupied, taking it all in.

“It looks like a couple of those buildings are hotels.” Seth had turned and was looking east, away from the pier.

“Oh, good,” said Carrie. “I’m really hungry, can we eat something?”

“Sure,” said Seth, thinking, She’s feeling pretty hot right now. It’s about time.

“Let’s eat on the pier,” said Carrie, suddenly pulling Seth along, obviously not wanting to leave.

They found a place next to the amusement park called the Harbor Grill and ordered burgers, fries and two Cokes. The bill was high, but Seth still had plenty of cash.

“I’m so glad we don’t have to worry anymore,” said Carrie. “I don’t want to end up like Susie and Will did.”

Well, that chilled the mood, thought Seth.

“We should find Jack Frost,” said Seth. “He probably knows where to score some good weed.”

Carrie nodded, preoccupied with her French fries.

They finished their meal in silence.

“Do you want to hang out here while I check into a hotel?” asked Seth.

“It’s still early, right? What, about four o’clock?” asked Carrie. “So, sure.”

“OK, I’ll find a room and then come back for you. Stay around here on the boardwalk, OK?”

“Yeah, sure, I’ll be right here,” said Carrie. She plopped herself down on a bench near the roller coaster. “Give me a cigarette,” she said.

“OK, here,” said Seth. “Last one in the pack.” He lit it and handed it to her. “I’ll be right back,” he said.

 

* * *

 

Most of the people in California didn’t look like anyone Seth had seen before. They were tan, fit and easygoing and acted mellow, relaxed. 

Seth parked out front and walked into a Wyndham Hotel that was adjacent to the freeway.

“Welcome to the Wyndham Santa Monica at the Pier,” said the desk clerk, an Hispanic girl in a blazer and matching skirt. She was about his age. “I’m Inez. How can I help you?” Her voice sounded light and melodic.

“Do you have any rooms available?” asked Seth. In contrast, he noticed the rather harsh, nasal tone in his own voice.

“We do,” said the girl. “How many guests?”

“Two,” said Seth, and remembering Carrie’s promise he added, “Do you have a room looking out at the pier?”

“Ocean view, yes, we have one of those,” she said. “It’s on the fifth floor, and it’s $250 a night. How many nights will you be with us?”

“I’m not sure,” said Seth, honestly. “We just arrived, and we don’t have solid plans.”

“OK, well, can you let us know tonight if you want to stay more than one night?” she asked with a smile.

“Sure,” he said. “Can I leave my car parked out front? I want to walk over to the pier.”

“The pier is two-tenths of a mile, an easy walk. And we have guest parking.” She told him where to park his Saab.

 

* * *

 

When he got back to the bench near the roller coaster, Carrie wasn’t anywhere around. Seth walked up and down the pier, peering into the open fronts of the various booths, restaurants and shops, to see if she was inside. The bright afternoon sun and the contrasting shade from the shops’ awnings made it difficult to tell who was inside. 

At the end of the pier, west toward the ocean, he found Carrie. She was smoking a fresh cigarette and talking with two Mexican-looking high school kids, who were fishing from the pier.

“Hey, where’d you go?” asked Seth. He wanted to act hurt, but not so much in front of the Mexicans.

“I needed another cigarette,” said Carrie, waving hers at Seth. “So I bummed one from these guys.”

“OK, well, I got us an ocean view room,” Seth said to Carrie. 

One of the kids said something in quick Spanish to the other, and they both laughed easily. Seth and Carrie walked off toward the hotel, Carrie exaggerating her hip swing in her cutoff shorts. Seth looked back and saw the two kids watching her go. 

Too bad they can’t see the tattoo, he thought. Then they’d know she’s my girl for sure.

“Did you pay cash?” asked Carrie, as they walked the quarter mile to the hotel.

“Yeah. I had to use a credit card for the deposit, but they promised not to run it.” They’d learned this tactic earlier on their cross country trip. Seth was pretty sure they couldn’t be traced if they didn’t charge with the credit card.

Carrie took a last puff on her cigarette, a filter-tipped Salem, and put it out in the ashtray just outside the hotel lobby. “I’m not really a menthol girl,” she said. There was a slight pause before the automatic door slid open. They walked in through the lobby to the elevators.

“I’m ready to get lucky,” said Seth as they waited. He handed her a Molly, an MDMA pill. “Here, take this,” he said. “It’ll get you in the mood.”

Carrie thought about that for a moment. “You’re always horny,” she said, as she swallowed the pill. 

“Sure am. And so are you,” added Seth. “Don’t pretend you’re not.”

“We’re finally in California,” said Carrie. “That does make me hot. And the view of the ocean might make me even hotter.”

“I’m liking that,” said Seth. “Let’s check it out.”





 

 


Chapter 34

 

Kimmy and Zeke rode the hundred and thirty-five miles back to Ardmore and stopped in to see Oscar Larosa. Oscar was irrepressible, as always, and greeted them at the front door in his abrupt fashion. He acted as if Zeke’s conversation with him and George had never happened.

“Hey, Zeke, Kimmy, come on in,” he said, and rolled his chair back out of their way. 

“Just stopped by to check in with you on our way to talk with Alan Parker,” said Zeke. “We’ve got a meeting with him at the college in an hour.”

“Come on in. We haven’t heard anything else from the police yet,” he said.

Zeke and Kimmy followed Oscar through the house once again, and they settled around the kitchen table.

“Do you know Alan Parker?” Zeke asked.

“No, not really. Heard the name when the drug bust was going down. It was all over the local paper. Turns out he’s from Allentown. His dad owns a car dealership or something,” said Oscar.

“Do you remember anything about that incident, those arrests, that we should know?” asked Zeke.

“Not really, just what was in the papers.”

“How about his suppliers? Do you and George have any history with them?” Zeke asked.

“Don’t know. Don’t think so, but I’ll confirm it with George and let you know if we do,” said Oscar.

 

* * *

 

Alan Parker attended Penn, which is the University of Pennsylvania’s main campus near Philly, about seven miles southeast of Ardmore. He was twenty years old and a Junior. Zeke had called him from DC that morning and arranged to meet with him at the Starbucks on campus at Walnut and 34th. Zeke mentioned the FBI and Alan’s probation officer by name, and they agreed on a three o’clock meeting.

“I’ll be there,” sighed Parker.

Zeke found him in the coffee shop. He was a thin, pale young man with short blond hair. He looked as if the sun had never touched his skin. He was nursing what looked like an iced coffee in a clear plastic cup, and he looked up sullenly when Zeke approached him. 

“Alan Parker, right?” asked Zeke.

“How did you know? Did my P.O. show you my mugshot?”

“Nothing that fancy. You’re the only male sitting alone in here,” said Zeke. “This is Kimmy. She works with me.”

“At the FBI?”

“Sort of, but undercover,” said Zeke. “So we want to chat with you about the pills, the stuff you and Seth were into.”

“Man, I’m done with all that,” Alan said. “It caused me too much grief. Not. Worth. It.” He shook his head to emphasize the words.

Zeke and Kimmy sat down at the table with him. “So what actually happened?” asked Zeke.

“Man, I sold some pills a while back to Seth Gordon, Amy’s brother,” he said. “It wasn’t a big thing. But he got busted, and he gave me up. So the cops came after me, and they were going to arrest me. So my parents made me tell them where I got the pills.” He said it in a monotone, as if he’d repeated the same series of sentences many, many times.

“Which was?”

“From guys in my dorm. A lot of guys use them, you know. They’re always up for a good time.”

Zeke looked at Kimmy. She was fiddling with her smart phone, but he knew she hadn’t missed a word. 

“What type of pills were they?” asked Zeke.

“Well, they had almost everything, man,” he said. “Like oxycodone, morphine, cocaine. There may have been more, too.”

“Other types of pills?”

“Yeah,” said Alan.

“Where did they come from?” asked Zeke.

“Huh?” said Alan.

“What was the source?”

“Wow, you know, that’s not something you ask a guy selling you pills, man. Not cool.” Sullen again.

“Right, but I’m sure the police tracked the pills back as far as they could,” said Zeke.

“Maybe, but they didn’t share any of that with me,” said Alan.

Zeke said, “Do we need to reopen this investigation, Alan? Maybe find some other charges that might send you to jail?”

Kimmy looked up at Alan, still, not blinking.

“No, no, I don’t know anything about the source. Really, I told the cops everything I know.”

“Anything in your pockets now?” asked Zeke.

“No.” Alan looked down, then back at Zeke. Not defiant, but suddenly focused. “No, they’re empty.”

“We need the names of the guys who sold you the pills, Alan.” 

 

* * *

 

“Just checking back with you,” said Zeke. “We’re running down some leads that suggest prescription drugs might be part of the motivation for this whole thing.”

“For the murders?” asked Detective Harrison. They were sitting on opposite sides of Harrison’s gray metal desk in the bullpen in the Lower Merion Township police station.

“Possible. Too early to say. But I was hoping you could put us in touch with someone on the Philly PD who was involved with an arrest last year,” said Zeke. “The drug arrests at UPenn...the pills.”

“There was a pretty big bust on campus last year. Kids,” said Harrison, and he looked at Zeke as if waiting for a response.

Zeke looked at him.

After a moment, Harrison said, “Yeah, I know one of the guys who was involved with that. Hang on,” and he rifled through his rolodex for a moment and then dialed his desk phone.

“Hey, Morty, this is Harrison down in Ardmore. How you doin’?”

He paused. “Yeah, listen, I’m gonna send a guy over to talk with you about the arrests at the University last year. He’s working with the FBI. Apparently, the two killings we had here may be related to that somehow.”

He put his big hand over the telephone handset. “He wants to know how,” he said.

“How they’re related?”

“Yeah,” said Harrison.

“We’re looking at possible motives for the killings,” said Zeke. “Same as before.”

“Right,” said Harrison. Then, into the handset, “Could be the reason for the murders. The drugs.” 

 

* * *

 

Detective Morty Fishbein was a short, plump man with beady eyes set deep under bushy gray eyebrows. Zeke and Kimmy were sitting with him in the Sixteenth District station house, in a commander’s office they’d borrowed for privacy. 

“You were involved in the prescription drug arrests last year in Samson West, weren’t you?” asked Zeke, referring to an on-campus housing facility. “The Alan Parker deal?”

The man sitting across from Zeke thought for a minute. “We were,” he said, neutrally.

“OK if we chat about that for a minute?” asked Zeke.

“Your boss called my Commander about a half hour ago, so yeah, we can talk about it.”

“We appreciate the cooperation, Morty,” said Zeke. “Just trying to run down a murderer.”

“So how can I help?” Marty’s bushy eyebrows were animated when he talked. They bounced and jumped and seemed to have a life of their own.

“We’re investigating the source of the pills,” said Zeke. “Any idea where they came from? Were they stolen pharmaceuticals? Or were they imported? Or made locally?”

“Like in the University chemistry department?” asked Morty. “No, nobody gave up the supplier. Nobody really knew, as best we can tell.”

“How did the kids get the pills?”

“Well, that’s it, you know,” eyebrows moving frantically. “Apparently, they were delivered by UPS, from a UPS drop station, you know?”

Zeke nodded.

“The return address was fictitious, of course,” said Morty.

“How did the kids pay for the pills?” asked Zeke. 

“That was something, too. They used PayPal, transferred the money to a PayPal account. But it was a dummy account, and it was emptied as soon as possible when the kids transferred money into it. When we got to it, the trail was cold.”

“Don’t you need a bank account to set up a PayPal account?” asked Zeke, knowing the answer.

“Sure, but the bank account was in a dead woman’s name. We think someone set it up as a drop, using the dead woman’s identity.” Eyebrows flying, again.

“So the trail of the drugs had a cut-out through UPS, and the trail of the money was set up with a cut-out, too.” Pretty clever, thought Zeke.

“Yeah, usually the dealer wants face time with his ‘clients,’ but this group appears to have worked that out, too. When they needed to intimidate someone, you know, following up on a payment or something, they used out-of-town talent that no one recognized. Not from around here and basically not traceable.”

“Did that happen often?” asked Kimmy.

“No, it didn’t have to. These kids were pretty well-off, from affluent families, you know. So when there was any trouble with the operation, somebody would appear in the middle of the night and work on their car with a baseball bat or tire iron or something. They got the message.”

“How did the kids communicate with their source?” asked Zeke.

“Texts, mostly, to a burner phone. The kids used their smart phones. Not too smart, actually,” said Morty. “And the source changed his cell number with every shipment, just put the new number in the box with the pills.”

“Pretty creative,” said Zeke. “Last bit, then. Here’s a short list of the guys Alan Parker said he’d bought pills from. Can you check it against your file and see if we’re missing anyone?”

“Sure,” said Morty, eyebrows dancing. “I’ll check this afternoon and call you, OK?”





 

 


Chapter 35

 

“Have you found my daughter yet?” asked Kevin McCarthy. “Where is she?”

“Not yet, but we’ve narrowed it down some,” said Zeke, coolly. He had called, then he and Kimmy had stopped by Kevin’s office to chat with him alone. It was lunch hour, and the other offices in the immediate area were empty.

“Is she OK?” He was standing, looking down at Zeke and Kimmy from behind his desk.

“The police are looking for her, but like we told you, it looks like she went to California with her boyfriend,” said Zeke.

“What? That’s crazy. Why do you think that?”

“Seth, her boyfriend, Seth’s sister, shared that with us.”

“He’s not her boyfriend,” said Kevin, stepping around his desk. “She’s fourteen, for God’s sake!”

“That’s not the issue,” said Zeke, calmly. “And you insisting that it’s not true won’t change anything.”

Kevin stopped for a moment, apparently not used to people disagreeing with him. 

“I’m here about something else, though,” Zeke continued.

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?” asked Kevin, a challenge rising in his voice.

“Your part in selling the prescription drugs,” said Zeke. “I want to know who really runs the operation.”

Kevin took a step back as if he’d been punched.

“What? What drugs?”

“The prescription pills. You know, the oxycodone, hydrocodone, cocaine, morphine...”

“You’re crazy,” said Kevin, his voice rising in outrage. He stepped forward again, coming around the desk.

Zeke stood up to face him.

“There’s too much evidence for denial, Kevin,” said Zeke. “And we think the pills may have played into the two kids’ murders. Do you know anything about that? We know you’re fronting the drug distribution.”

“Get the hell out of here,” said Kevin. He reached out and grabbed the front of Zeke’s shirt.

“I’m sorry you did that,” said Zeke.

Zeke grabbed Kevin’s fingers with both of his hands and twisted, which suddenly leveraged Kevin backward and to the side. He tripped over Zeke’s chair and ended up on the floor, looking up at the ceiling tiles. Zeke maintained his hold on Kevin’s arm, securing him to the floor.

“Not smart,” said Zeke.

“Ow, man, let go. I’ll call the cops, I swear,” said Kevin.

“I am the cops,” said Zeke. “Well, almost.”

 

* * *

 

“We do have real jobs, you know,” said Detective Harrison after the Lower Merion Township police had taken Kevin McCarthy away in handcuffs. “We’re not sitting around waiting for you to call us for help.”

Zeke ignored the comment. “Morty Fishbein down in Philadelphia confirmed that Kevin McCarthy’s name came up in their investigation. But they didn’t have enough to arrest him. He never touched the drugs, just innuendo by some of the students.”

“OK,” said Harrison, leaning in, looking hard at Zeke.

“Can you hold him for assault for a day or two?” asked Zeke.

“Right, assault,” said Harrison. “Were there any witnesses?”

“I saw it,” said Kimmy. “Kevin assaulted Zeke, came around the desk after him.”

Harrison shook his head, slowly. “We can take him down and process him,” he said, “but I doubt that the charges will stick.”

“That’s fine,” said Zeke. “I’d like to question him before you release him.”

“We can probably arrange something,” said Harrison. “Given your FBI status.”

“Thanks,” said Zeke. “And if you’ll keep him off the street for a day or two, it’ll put some pressure on the drug ring leaders and give us time to take them down.”

“That sounds like police work,” said Harrison. “Not private badge. I’d caution you against taking any risks.”

“Sure, I understand,” said Zeke, nodding. “We don’t want to take any risks.”

 

* * *

 

There were two young men sitting in student desks in the auditorium, talking with Zeke and Captain Russell, the head of campus police at the University of Pennsylvania. 

“It wasn’t a big thing,” said the one on the left, a big, muscular kid with a thick neck and bright red skin on his cheeks. Rosacea, thought Zeke. He’s young to have it.

“You two were involved in the distribution of the pills, right?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, but we’re clean now. We worked that all out with the cops and the D.A. and got suspended sentences,” said the other kid, wiry and looking all around, distracted. His name was Darrell, Darrell Lamb. “I don’t know why we’re here.” He’s looking for an exit, a way out, Zeke thought.

“We told the cops everything we knew,” said Harry Anderson, the muscular one.

“Right, I get that,” said Zeke. “What I want to know is about the organization. From your point of view. Tell me what it looked like.”

“It’s no secret,” said Harry. He was obviously more inclined to talk about it. Darrell was still evaluating a possible escape, obviously uncomfortable. “We’d receive boxes from UPS with the pills in them, maybe once a week. Not huge quantities but bigger than a UPS envelope, you know?”

“Small boxes,” said Zeke.

“Right.” 

“Then what?”

“Then we’d call everybody and sell them the pills.”

“These were end users?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, from around the college and the neighborhood. And also some kids who sold in smaller quantities.”

“You had a lot of regulars?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, they knew when we got our delivery, and they watched for a text. The stuff was usually gone a day or two after we got it.”

“Then you’d pay your supplier? Your source?”

“Yeah, we had a PayPal account that we transferred the money to. It was all done by computer. My bank account to theirs,” said Harry Anderson.

“Pretty profitable?” asked Zeke.

“Pretty much,” said Harry. “But we split three ways, and we used some of the merchandise, so it wasn’t a fortune.”

Chief Russell was watching the discussion. It was obvious by his expressions that this was old news to him.

Zeke paused. “Harry, did you say you split the profits three ways?”

“Right,” said Harry.

“You and Darrell, right?”

“Yep,” said Harry. Darrell didn’t look at Zeke.

“Who was the third partner?”

“Jack Frost,” said Harry.

Zeke looked at him skeptically. 

“No really, that’s what everybody calls him,” said Harry. “I think his real name is Nathan. Nathan Frost.”

“Where’s he now?” asked Zeke.

“Just after we got busted, he moved to California. His dad got a new job there or something.”

 

* * *

 

“So, what has me puzzled isn’t the ongoing operation. I get that. But setting it all up and building the trust should have taken some face-time, right?” Zeke was in Clive’s office, talking with Clive and Kimmy.

“I suppose it could have been set up by someone from out-of-town, but that would be pretty unusual, I think,” said Clive. “What did the boys say?” 

Kimmy was circling the low table, walking behind Zeke and Clive and looking over their shoulders at an open file folder with “Nathan Frost” written on the tab.

“By the way, Detective Fishbein confirmed the names we got from Alan Parker. And both of the boys, Harry and Darrell, said the whole thing had been arranged by Nathan Frost. That he put it together and brought them in later.”

“Convenient,” said Kimmy.

“We heard about Nathan Frost from Seth Gordon’s sisters, remember?” said Zeke. “He was dating Anne for a while before he moved to California.”

“Well, someone had to meet with the leadership face-to-face to get this whole thing started. It was probably the distributors who approached the college kids, and probably about the time George and Oscar lost their focus. When George first got cancer.”

“Where was Frost when they were all busted?” asked Clive.

“He was here, in school. But by the time the deal was cut with the D.A., he was already gone. He was out on bond, his family moved to L.A. and he went with them. The local cops didn’t think it was worth it to go after him, and besides, he was out of their hair already,” said Zeke.

“But I wonder who he met with, who helped him set it all up. I wonder who funded it, and who arranged it,” Zeke said, half to himself and half out loud. 

“Quite so,” said Clive. “There’s certainly a missing link, a missing connection. Were they ever able to interview the Frost boy?”

“No. According to the file, the forwarding information didn’t pan out. The trail to Jack Frost was a dead end.”





 

 


Chapter 36

 

“I’ve got another assignment for you two. You should have time to work on it in between running down the Larosa killers and their motives,” said Clive. “We’ve been hired to provide protection to an athlete’s wife.”

Zeke looked at him with a raised eyebrow. Personal protection was a part of the services offered by The Agency, but it was unusual for them to be hired to protect an athlete, let alone the spouse of an athlete. Most pro athletes arranged for their own security if it wasn’t provided by the team.

“Sounds like a job for a private security firm,” said Zeke.

“Right, I know,” said Clive. “But not so. The athlete is Brandon Hart, and there’s been a serious threat.”

“Brandon Hart,” said Zeke. “I remember that name. Washington Redskins, first round draft pick in 2013. A pretty versatile running back, who did well last year. He’s married...”

“His college sweetheart, Angela,” said Clive. “They live in the DC area. 

“What happened?” asked Kimmy.

“His wife received a phone call, to the house, which in itself was odd.”

“Sure, popular celebrities like Hart have unlisted numbers,” said Zeke.

“Standard operating procedure,” said Clive. “It sounds like the caller used one of those voice modifiers, and said they were watching her. The Harts blew it off, as if it were a prank. But she returned home from shopping a couple days ago to find their dog dead on the back porch.”

“Dead?” asked Kimmy.

“Yes, apparently someone killed the dog,” said Clive. “But there’s been no threat and no demand for money...yet.” 

“Did they have their own security?” asked Zeke, leaning forward in his chair, interested now.

“Team security,” said Clive. “At games and events and the like, as you’d think. But not personal security for Hart or his family. Until now.”

They were in Clive’s office, which smelled to Zeke like a library, all leather and wood and upholstered chairs. There was a tea service on a small cart that had been rolled into the room, and Clive and Kimmy both held china cups of what smelled to Zeke like Masala chai tea. 

“He won the Heisman,” said Zeke.

“Did he?” asked Clive. “That’s impressive, I’m told.”

“Very impressive,” said Zeke. “Best college football player that year, anywhere. What’s our role with Hart?”

“They’re looking for protection,” said Clive. “The police won’t do anything until a crime is committed. They won’t commit resources to it until something happens.”

“At which point it might be too late,” said Kimmy.

“How do you want to approach it?” asked Zeke.

“I’d like Kimmy to handle the personal protection of the wife, Angela, and you, Zeke, help run down the culprits. That would be ace.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke and Kimmy drove up to the front gate of the stone mansion. There was an intercom box outside the iron gates, which blocked access to the driveway and front entrance. No one was in sight.

Zeke looked at Kimmy and shrugged. He rolled down the driver-side window and pushed the button on the box. There was a hum from the speaker, and in a moment he heard a female voice say, “Yes?”

“We’re from The Agency, to talk with Angela Hart,” said Zeke. “They called to tell you we were coming.”

“Can you show me some ID?” asked the voice. 

“Sure,” said Zeke. 

“OK, drive up the driveway and park in front of the entry, under the porte-cochere,” she said. “I’ll meet you at the front door.”

The gate swung open, and Zeke put the car back in gear and moved ahead. They parked and walked together to the door. There was a woman dressed in a blue pants suit standing at the open door when they arrived. She held a pistol in her hand, pointed at the ground. Zeke noticed that her finger stayed on the trigger of the gun. 

The woman asked for their ID’s, looked them over, and returned them, left handed, to Zeke and Kimmy. She holstered the gun at the small of her back.

“I’m Carla Simmons,” she said. “Clive sent me out here as a stop gap, while he decided how to handle this situation.”

Zeke nodded. Carla was a tall, wispy woman of about forty, with blonde hair pulled into a ponytail and sharp movements that made her look nervous and somewhat furtive. 

“You’re ex-FBI,” said Zeke. 

She nodded.

“Thanks for covering this,” said Zeke. “Clive’s assigned you and Kimmy to personal protection, and I’ll be working in a supporting role. Is Angela inside?”

Carla nodded again and turned back to the interior of the house. Zeke and Kimmy followed her into the foyer and then through a doorway that led to a long hallway. Third door on the right was a sitting room, and as they entered they saw a woman on one of the leather couches. There was a very large man sitting next to her.

“Angela Hart, this is Zeke Traynor,” said Carla, gesturing. “And Kimmy...”

“Hello, Angela,” said Kimmy, interrupting. “We’re here from The Agency to protect you and to figure out who’s threatening you.”

Angela looked at her husband, then back at Kimmy, and she smiled a nervous smile.

“And this is Brandon Hart,” Carla added, gesturing toward the large man.

Hart nodded as if preoccupied. Then he stood, as if uncomfortable with the intrusion of people into his home. 

Hart’s voice resonated from deep in his chest. “The phone call was disturbing, but the thing with the dog was just wrong.”

“Sounds like it,” said Zeke. “What kind of dog was it?”

“Zoe was a German Shepherd,” said Angela. “She was four years old.” 

She sounds distraught, even scared, thought Zeke.

“A Shepherd’s a smart dog,” said Zeke.

“Indeed she was,” said Angela.

“Can you show us around?” asked Zeke. He turned to Carla. “You should come with us, add your thoughts, and then we’ll take it from here.”

“Glad to,” she said with a tight smile.

Brandon walked out of the kitchen.

“I’ll come find you when we’re done, Brandon,” Angela Hart called after him.

 

* * *

 

They toured the house, which took the better part of an hour, looking in all the rooms and walking the yard afterwards. The attached garage was inside the compound and accessible directly from the kitchen area. In the fenced back yard they walked the perimeter and Carla showed them the gates and the security system and gave them the codes. “We’re changing them daily,” she added. From what Zeke could see the compound was well protected and it would be tough to penetrate.

“Where did you find the dog?” he asked.

“Over there,” said Carla, “on the back porch.” Angela nodded. “Without her collar.”

They were looking at an open entertainment area that included a covered outdoor kitchen, a grilling area, a bar and bar stools. Several sitting areas were spread across the multilevel patios, populated with outdoor furniture, couches and chairs. There was a team logo on the exposed wooden wall above the bar. Carla walked to the sliding glass window, turned back to Zeke and Kimmy, and said, “They found her right here.”

Angela was looking away, turned in the other direction. She was holding her face in her hands, crying. “She was like family,” she sobbed.

“I know, I’m sorry,” said Zeke. “Let’s move on.”

They walked away from the outdoor kitchen, and Carla led them through a door into a mudroom off the kitchen. Angela recomposed herself during the short walk. “Coffee or tea for anyone?” she asked as they entered the kitchen.

“None for me,” said Carla, looking at her watch quickly. “I’ll be going now. You’re in good hands,” she said to Angela. Then she quickly walked out the door.

Zeke took Angela up on the offer, more to keep her mind occupied than anything else. Kimmy walked around the kitchen while Zeke sat at the large island. The coffee pot started up and burbled, and the coffee smelled strong with a faint scent of cherries. 

Brandon smelled the coffee and joined them in the kitchen.

“What about team security?” asked Zeke.

“Well, we have that, but we’re not sure we trust them, totally,” Brandon said and looked at his wife.

Angela was a tall woman, maybe five foot eight, but next to Brandon she looked small. Her auburn hair was cut in an expensive style and her clothes, although casual, fit perfectly. Zeke noticed that her makeup was subtle and accentuated her large eyes and her full mouth. Somehow it gave her an innocent look. Or naive, he thought, like a little girl.

She shrugged. “Team security is mostly made up of guys that want to hang around the practice field and be seen with the players. They’re OK, but their experience is more with drunks and streakers than it is with kidnappers.”

Zeke nodded.

“And I’m not sure I’d be able to count on them, anyway,” she continued. “I mean, what if they got drunk and didn’t show up one day? Or if they overslept. We’re not always dealing with the most reliable people in that line of work.”

“Yeah,” said Brandon, “this is all above their pay grade. Our team’s security isn’t equipped for something like this.”





 

 


Chapter 37

 

“So we moved to Great Falls. It’s a good neighborhood. We love it here,” said Brandon.

“And it’s convenient to everything,” said Angela.

“I just want to be sure Angela’s OK when I’m not here,” Brandon said. 

Angela had served the coffee and taken a seat at the island, on the far side of her husband. Zeke moved his chair around the side of the island to a place where he could watch them both as they talked.

“Understood,” said Zeke. “We’ll protect Angela and work on neutralizing the threat.”

“I’m sorry we don’t have more for you to work with,” said Angela, a bit awkwardly. “I didn’t have a recorder or anything when the call came in.”

“Tell me about the threat you received,” said Zeke.

“The voice was altered by some electronic device, I’m sure,” said Angela. “It was like a monotone, metallic sound, like you’d hear in a movie or something.”

“What time did the call come in?”

“It was just after lunchtime. I remember looking at the clock and seeing 1:18 PM,” said Angela.

“Was anyone else here?” Zeke asked.

“No, just me. Brandon was at a team meeting.”

“Uh-huh,” said Zeke. “Close your eyes for a moment.”

“What?”

“It’ll improve your memory for sounds.”

She did.

“What else do you remember about the voice?”

“Well, it was metallic, but it was intimate,” she continued, thinking. “Like almost sexual. Very creepy.”

“What did the caller say, exactly? How did it happen?” asked Zeke.

“Well, the phone rang last week, and I answered it. The Caller ID said ‘Out of Area’ so I thought it might be a wrong number,” said Angela. Then she said, “This is a little bit embarrassing.”

“It’s OK,” said Zeke. “It’s not about you.”

She nodded and shook it off. 

“So it was really weird. It was a sort of artificial voice, like on Star Wars or something. The guy said, ‘We’re watching you, Angela. We can have you any time we want.’ After a short pause, they hung up.”

“That’s unnerving,” said Zeke. “And then the dog was killed. But there were no demands, no request for money?”

“None,” said Angela.

“How do you feel about what happened?” asked Zeke.

“I was upset at first, but since then I’ve been pretty angry about it.”

“I can understand that. We will do all we can to protect you.” Turning to Brandon, Zeke asked, “Can I ask you about the dog? Privately?” 

“Yeah, I guess,” said Brandon. “Step over here with me.”

They walked out of the kitchen while Angela busied herself at the sink, washing her cup. Zeke thought he saw a tear run down her face.

“How long have you had Zoe?”

“We’ve had her since we moved in here, right after my first pro season was over. She was here to protect Angela and the house.”

“Did you have another dog prior to Zoe?”

“No, she’s our first,” said Brandon.

“Was she trained for protection?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, she was trained for police work, K-9, but I guess she didn’t make the cut. She still had skills, though. Enough for what we needed.”

“Was she an outdoor dog?” asked Zeke.

“Both,” said Brandon. “She spent time inside, mostly when we were home, and outside in the yard when we were away.”

“How did she die?” asked Zeke.

“Someone broke her neck.”

 

* * *

 

“Yeah, so in the draft the Texans passed me up for a defensive guy, and the Redskins took me in the first round.”

Zeke nodded. They’d moved to a cavernous room with a pool table in the center of the floor and a very big screen TV on the wall. The ceilings were twelve feet high.

“But I had to buy my number,” Brandon continued.

“Buy it from whom?” asked Zeke.

“There was a running back named Holdsworth, a second year guy on the team who was wearing number twenty-two. I paid him for it, and a week later, he got cut.”

“How much did you pay for it?” asked Zeke.

“Not a lot. Five grand,” said Brandon, casually. “And he kept it all after he was cut, too. You’d think he would have prorated it or something.”

Zeke nodded.

“It’s OK, I’ve had a good couple years with Washington,” he continued. Angela entered the room holding a glass of water.

“Is this your Heisman ring?” asked Kimmy from across the room. She was looking at a shelf along the wall opposite the TV. It was covered with trophies and plaques.

“Yeah, it’s there somewhere,” said Brandon, apparently disinterested. 

Kimmy picked up the big ring and put it on her ring finger. It fit comfortably over the ring she was already wearing. “I’ll be switching off with Carla,” she said. “One of us will plan to be with Angela whenever she goes out. It’s probably nothing, but let’s just be careful about it.”

“I hate to be restricted like that,” said Angela.

“I know, but it won’t be for long,” said Kimmy. 

“No offense,” said Brandon, quietly, “but you’re pretty small. Are you going to be able to protect Angela?”

“I think I will,” said Kimmy, smiling.

“Kimmy was with the Mossad before she came to work with us,” Zeke said. “I don’t think you’ll need to worry.”





 

 


Chapter 38

 

Zeke walked into the Lower Merion Township Police Headquarters, showed his identification, and was escorted to Detective Harrison’s desk.

“Sit down,” mouthed Harrison, holding a black phone handset to his ear. He pointed at the chair across from his desk. Zeke sat.

A moment later, Harrison grunted and hung up. He looked at Zeke, who was waiting.

“I’m here to talk with Kevin McCarthy,” said Zeke.

“Yeah,” said Harrison. “So glad you called us about that one. Ever since we arrested him, his wife and attorney have been down here insisting on his release. The attorney’s quite a hotshot as a criminal defense guy.”

“Who’s paying for that?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, I wondered that, too,” said Harrison. “Well, he’s still here, so follow me.”

They walked down a long corridor that connected the police station with a jail wing and entered the guard area through a locked metal door, apparently buzzed open from some remote observation location. A large guard sat behind the desk. Harrison handed him his gun and said, “Hi, Randy. We need to talk with McCarthy.”

The guard looked at Harrison, whose badge was hanging around his neck, and then at Zeke. “ID?” he said.

Zeke gave it to him and Randy processed them in. 

“Wait in Interrogation Room 2. I’ll have him brought out to you,” said Randy.

They opened a second metal door with a small window about eye height, and Harrison led Zeke to a room marked with a large number ‘2’ in red on the gray door. A few moments later there was a knock on the door, and Kevin McCarthy came in, accompanied by a guard the approximate size of Randy.

“You keep the big guys for jail service?” asked Zeke.

“Mostly they volunteer,” said Harrison, looking at Kevin.

 

* * *

 

“You had nothing to do with the drugs?” asked Harrison. He had been lead interrogator thus far in the questioning, and now he was circling back to the fundamental issues.

“No, you know where I work. I don’t know about any drugs. I’m a family man,” said Kevin. “I have nothing to hide.”

“Well, maybe,” said Zeke. “But once we started looking, started talking with people, we found a whole other side of you, Kevin. Like a second identity.”

Kevin glared at him.

“The college kids identified you as the head of the drug ring, and as the guy who was selling to Nathan Frost.”

“I don’t know a Nathan Frost,” said Kevin. He touched his nose and mouth with his right hand as he said it. 

Lying, thought Zeke.

“But we think it was someone else, Kevin,” said Zeke. 

“Well, yeah,” said Kevin, sarcastically. 

“We know you’re a good guy,” said Zeke.

Harrison said nothing.

“So, what do you want from me?” asked Kevin.

“A name,” said Zeke. “And then we can let you go.”

“No way,” said Kevin, shaking his head.

“The alternative is that we pin it all on you, and we charge you as the head of the drug distribution organization,” said Harrison.

“You can’t make that stick,” said Kevin with false bravado.

“We don’t have to, Kevin. The press will pick it up and run with it. You’ll be tried and found guilty in the papers,” Zeke said.

Kevin was silent for a long moment.

“Hypothetical?” he asked, looking for an out.

“For now, sure,” said Zeke. 

He looked at Harrison, who said, “For now. OK.”

“OK, hypothetically, here’s how it worked,” said Kevin. He spent the next few minutes filling them in on the organization.

“So who ran it?” asked Harrison.

“If it were me, I’d look at a guy named Dylan Jones,” said Kevin. 

 

* * *

 

“I’m bored,” said Carrie. She was standing, looking out the window of their hotel room, naked. Seth was looking at her tattoo, Seth Gordon Forever, written in cursive.

“Let’s go walk on the pier,” said Seth. “We’ll smoke some of this and get something to eat.” He handed her the unlit joint. “Oh, sorry, you don’t have any pockets.”

She smiled a sarcastic smile over her shoulder, as if to say, “Ha, ha,” and turned back to the window.

Seth was lying in the unmade bed in his boxers, looking between a reality show on TV and Carrie’s naked back. 

“OK,” she said, still looking at the ocean. “I’m hungry. That Molly made me hungry. And horny.”

“Yeah, I noticed. I’m hungry, too. It was probably all the exertion,” said Seth. 

“What are we gonna do next?” she asked.

“Probably need to find a place to stay, an apartment or something,” he said.

“I want something by the beach,” she said.

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “I think we can hook up with some locals, you know, get a sense of the scene here. Meet some surfers like me. Maybe find a job, or deal some weed or something until we do.”

“I can waitress. Or work in a Burger King or something. What was that place we stopped called?”

“Jack in the Box,” said Seth.

“Yeah, I liked their food. I’d work there. Probably get food free.”

They were silent for a minute, then Carrie turned back toward the bed.

“How about that guy you know? Should we get in touch with him?” asked Carrie, pulling on a t-shirt, getting dressed.

“Maybe,” said Seth. “I’ll try to call him after we eat.”

“You said he moved to L.A.? So he’s around here somewhere...”

“Yeah, his family moved out here from Philadelphia last year. He said his dad got a new job or something. I think he said he worked for the government.”

“What’s his name again? I never met him.”

“Nathan Frost, but everybody called him Jack,” said Seth. “Yeah, we’ll catch up with him. I still have his number in my phone. He’ll have some good stuff, I’m sure.”

“He will?”

“Sure. He used to supply pills to Alan and me. He went to Penn before he moved out here.”

“Alan?” asked Carrie.

“Alan Parker,” said Seth. “He used to hang out with my sister, Amy.”

 

* * *

 

“Dude, how’re you doing?” asked Jack Frost. “Wicked cool that you’re out here!” 

“Yeah, we decided on an extended trip,” said Seth. “To try out my new wheels.”

They were standing on the Santa Monica Pier. The bright sunshine reflecting off the Pacific Ocean seemed to warm the morning breeze. Carrie was standing next to them in her short shorts and a swimsuit top, puffing on a joint.

“I was totally surprised when you called, man,” said Jack. 

“Yeah, I know. How’re things going for you here?”

“Oh, it’s OK. I’m taking some classes at USC,” said Jack. “The traffic’s pretty bad sometimes, but the weather’s great.”

“No snow, right?” asked Carrie, absently. She was taking a picture of the Ferris wheel with her phone.

“That’s right,” said Jack. He was tall, maybe a half foot taller than Seth, and very thin. His face was bony and his eyes were deep set. In his Billabong t-shirt and Reef board shorts he looked like the skeleton of a tall surf rat. He was staring at Carrie.

“So this is my girl, Carrie,” said Seth, emphasizing the “my.”

“Hi, Carrie,” said Jack. “I’m Jack.” His gaze lingered on the girl.

“You know, you’re the reason we came out here,” said Carrie. “We heard you left town, and we all got curious about L.A. So my girlfriend and I decided we wanted to vacation here. Who knows? Maybe go to college here.”

“How’d you know I moved here?” asked Jack.

“Seth told me,” said Carrie.

“You still doing business?” asked Seth.

“Sure,” said Jack. “It didn’t take me long to get set up here.”

“Did your dad get a new job or something?” asked Seth. “That’s what I heard.”

“No, that’s what he told everyone. But when Alan got busted, we knew he’d give me up, along with Harry and Darrell. I told my dad what was going on, and he decided we should get out of town. When I posted bond, we left.”

“Just up and moved?” asked Seth.

“Yeah, well, it was just me and my dad. Mom divorced him a few years ago. He’s a car salesman, so he says he can get a job anywhere. Mom’s family lives in Philly, but Dad doesn’t have any family.”

“So you guys moved to paradise,” said Seth, looking around.

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” said Jack, looking at the ocean for a moment. Carrie offered him the joint; he took a puff and passed it to Seth. 

“And the cops haven’t found you?” asked Seth.

“The Philly cops? I don’t think they’re looking anymore. My disappearance was small potatoes for them, not worth a trip across the country.”

“Yeah, they probably have enough to do at home,” said Carrie, as if she knew about these things.

Jack looked at her again, paused, and said, “Yeah.”

“Where are you staying?” asked Carrie. “With your dad?”

“No, I got an apartment. I share it with my girl.”

“We’re gonna need to find a place to stay,” said Seth. “Any ideas?”

“You got money?” asked Jack. “Or a job or something?”

“I’ve got some money put aside,” said Seth.

“Well, there’s a couple vacant apartments where I live. You could check into that. They rent them furnished, and the manager doesn’t watch too closely. He doesn’t care what you do as long as you don’t make trouble for him.”





 

 


Chapter 39

 

“He likes to be aggressive,” said Zeke. “He likes to intimidate people. So he was probably a pretty good choice to be the ‘straw man.’”

“Straw man?” asked Sally. They were in Clive’s office in Washington, DC; Kimmy was on the speakerphone from Maryland; and Zeke was debriefing them on the findings of his previous visit to Philadelphia. 

“We think the true leadership of the organization stays behind the scenes, while they use someone at a lower level in their business when they set up their distribution chains. By operating that way, the buyers think that one guy is in charge, when in fact it’s someone else, a fake boss or so-called ‘straw man’.”

Clive and Sally were sitting around the low coffee table, listening.

“Straw man means a person in a position of power, but without substance or authority. Kevin’s not calling the shots,” said Zeke. “He’s sort of a human cut-out.” 

“Did you talk with him?”

“I did,” said Zeke. 

“Well, tell us,” said Sally, a bit breathless and seemingly excited. 

Marilyn Monroe, thought Zeke. He said, “Kevin supposedly set up the distribution channel in Little Italy; he moved in on Larosa’s operation when George got sick several years ago. His name and fingerprints were all over it. Everyone Oscar talked with either heard it was Kevin, or saw Kevin as somehow personally involved. There didn’t seem to be much of a question.”

“But...?” said Clive.

“George said that Kevin didn’t have the juice to pull it off, so he figured Kevin had to be working for someone else. This was way above his pay grade,” said Zeke.

“What did Kevin say?”

“Well, we went round and round at first,” said Zeke. “But eventually, he saw the wisdom of filling me in.”

“He did?” asked Clive. “Subtle leverage. You can be pretty convincing.”

“So what came out of that?” asked Sally.

“Well, Kevin said he’d been approached several years ago to act as a figurehead and direct the distribution of the prescription drugs. They were being stolen from a drug manufacturer through somebody’s brother who worked there. It’s called ‘Prescription Drug Diversion,’ and it’s a big deal.” 

“So Kevin and a handful of his people received the drugs and saw to it that the UPS boxes full of the pills were shipped to the distributors, and that the money found its way back up the chain via PayPal,” said Zeke.

“He did this on his own?” asked Clive.

“No, he said his contact within the organization was a guy by the name of Dylan Jones. Since Jones was his only contact, he assumed Jones was the real boss. Kevin needed the extra money, and said it was an easy buck. He ran it from the office and sometimes when his wife thought he was out playing baseball. In fact, they actually used sports venues as places to meet with his people, and for the distribution. Then they’d prepare the UPS packages to get the drugs out to the street level distributors.” 

Sally nodded and made a note. “We’ll run down what we can find about Dylan Jones.”

“Once Kevin got involved, he said he began to realize that this thing was a lot bigger than he thought. They were moving hundreds of thousands of dollars a month through the organization. They were very serious, and it quickly became a well-oiled machine,” Zeke said. “But after the cops busted the college kids last year, Kevin said he got scared. He tried to quit, but they threatened to kill his daughter.”

“Carrie,” said Kimmy.

“Right. So he planted the seed about Southern California. One of the college boys’ families had moved to L.A. and disappeared off the grid. When Kevin saw how the organization responded to that, he realized it was a possible escape route. At least to keep Carrie safe.”

“What about Beth, his wife?” asked Clive.

“He didn’t seem as concerned about her,” said Zeke.

“Hmm,” said Clive. “I suppose we need to find this Dylan Jones, then.”

“I think we should,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Kimmy hung up after the briefing, and Sally left to research Dylan Jones. Clive Greene moved to his stand-up desk, and was looking through a file, and Zeke sat nearby in a comfortable chair. 

“How did it go with the Harts?” asked Clive, not looking up.

“Pretty well,” said Zeke. “The Harts are shaken up, but I think we can get to the bottom of it...the phone call and the dog.”

“And protect Mrs. Hart?” Clive asked.

“Sure,” said Zeke absently.

Clive was dressed casually, wearing gabardine slacks and a light wool sweater under a Saxony Tweed shooting jacket. There was a large leather panel, supposedly to help protect from the shotgun recoil, sewn to the right front shoulder. He took his glasses off and looked at Zeke.

“I know that look,” said Clive. “Let’s have it.”

“OK. The Harts seem like nice people. They have a nice home and they’re polite and probably even kind. But we all put the best of ourselves out in front. We want people to see us as we want to be seen, not necessarily as we actually are.”

“Sure, everyone does that,” said Clive.

“So lets look at the facts alone. Strip it all down.”

“OK,” said Clive, standing at his desk, glasses folded in his hand.

“No one heard the phone call except Angela Hart.”

“That’s true,” said Clive. “It would be unusual otherwise.”

“I agree.”

“But?” said Clive.

“It was a very odd call. What would be the point of it? To scare her? The content was very vague. ‘We can have you any time we want.’ Odd,” said Zeke.

“Why bother with that call at all, then?”

“But the dead dog is something else,” said Zeke. “Other people were involved, and the dog is now gone. It was a real event.”

“You’re questioning the motivation of that event? Thinking there’s something else going on here?” asked Clive.

“I am,” said Zeke. “I’m thinking that the Harts haven’t been completely honest with us about what happened.”

“How so?” asked Clive.

“In this case, it seems more like omission than direct lying. Things were missing when we interviewed them,” said Zeke.

“Like what?” asked Clive.

“Well, for example, when someone evil invades a woman’s private space, her home, most women feel violated. Sort of like a rape. They realize that they were powerless to stop the intruder, and they’re left with a feeling of...well, being vulnerable.”

“OK,” said Clive.

“But I didn’t get that from Angela Hart. She told me that she’s been mad about the intruder. Angry. Not feeling violated or vulnerable, not what I’d expect.”

“Hmm,” said Clive. “Anything else?”

“She didn’t ask the right questions,” said Zeke. “She never asked ‘Who would do this?’, and she never asked ‘Why? What do they want?’. I’d expect both from someone in her position.” 

 

* * *

 

“UMass did a study where they found that 60% of the people lied in a short, 10-minute conversation,” said Zeke. “They averaged two or three lies each.”

“They did?” asked Clive. “I wonder why.”

“Interestingly, mostly women lied to make the person they were talking to feel better. Know why men lied?”

“I think you’re about to tell me,” said Clive.

“Mostly to make themselves look better,” said Zeke.

“Hmm. Do you think it’s Angela who’s changing the truth?” asked Clive.

“Or both of them,” said Zeke.

“So there may or may not have been a phone call,” said Clive.

“I think there was a call,” said Zeke. “And the Caller ID said ‘Out of Area,’ just like Angela said. That should be recorded in their phone log.”

“Right,” said Clive.

“But what actually happened on that call might be something different from what we were told.”

“Possibly,” said Zeke. “My next stop is to talk with team security at the stadium. I’ll check in with you later.”

 

* * *

 

“4273,” Sally answered by repeating the number Zeke had dialed, the last digits reversed.

“Hello, Thelma, I need your help with something.”

“Sure, can do,” said Sally. Zeke was calling from an unsecured line while driving to Redskin’s Stadium, FedExField, and therefore security measures were being applied. 

“I’d like a credit check on Brandon and Angela Hart.”

A ‘credit check’ was their shorthand for a background check, police records check, military history, employment history, school transcripts and several other things, including a credit check. 

“They’re the clients,” said Sally.

“Yep,” said Zeke.

“OK, will do.” Then, in a wispy voice, Sally said, “Are you still seeing that brunette from Atlanta?”

“I am,” said Zeke. “Tracy Johnson.” He knew that Sally remembered her name. Her IQ was through the roof.

“Long distance relationship,” said Sally. “Those are tough.”

“Yep,” said Zeke. “Sometimes it is.”

“Most of them don’t last.”

“You’re right,” said Zeke.

“Well, I hope you’re enjoying it.”

“So far,” said Zeke, smiling to himself. 





 

 


Chapter 40

 

“I’m Joe Jacobs,” said the man. “I’m in charge of team security.”

He was a large man, maybe 240 pounds and six foot five, Zeke estimated. 

Joe Jacobs stood with Zeke in the home team’s locker room in the Redskins’ stadium. He wore a yellow windbreaker with “Security” printed on the back in capital letters. He had a walkie-talkie on his belt that fed an earpiece in his left ear. 

Zeke had called the team’s management and received clearance to meet with Jacobs about the threats to the Harts.

“You know why I’m here,” said Zeke. “Brandon Hart and his wife received a phone threat, and then their dog was killed.”

“Yeah, I heard about that. That was bad. The dog didn’t do anything to anybody,” said Joe. His voice was a deep growl, an “Old Man River” kind of voice.

“You’d met the dog?”

“Yeah, sometimes Brandon would bring it with him when he came by. Not for practice, but for team meetings, or watching film and stuff. Dog was well behaved,” said Jacobs. He shook his head.

“Was there anything going on here, anything odd that may have been related to the Harts’ situation?”

Joe shook his head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary,” he said. “It’s the off season, so things are slower around here. There’s no game every week to get ready for. And the team isn’t traveling, so there’s more time for preparation and strength training.”

“Did Brandon tell you about the threat?”

“Yeah, we need to know what’s going on. This is a big investment we’re protecting, so whatever happens, on or off the field, the players are supposed to let us know.”

“What did you do about the situation?” asked Zeke.

“We opened a file and recorded the information. Passed a copy to the G.M.’s office and alerted my guys to watch out for anything odd, anything strange,” he said.

“And after that?” 

“No, there was nothing else,” said Joe.

“Anything I need to know about Brandon?” asked Zeke. “Any problems or incidents?”

“No, not really,” said Joe, casually, looking around the locker room.

Now he’s hiding something, thought Zeke. “Temper?” 

“Well, yeah, a lot of the players have tempers, though. That’s sort of normal for this business,” said Joe. “I’ve been around for seven years, seen a lot.”

“Did you play?” asked Zeke.

“Well, yeah, I was a walk on, but I got cut before the season started. Then got a job in security and worked my way up.”

“Tell me about Brandon’s temper,” said Zeke.

“Well, I shouldn’t have said that,” said Joe. “He’s alright.”

“But?”

“Well, you know, we’ve got a lot of egos hitting up against each other, here. Lot of pride.”

“Team pride?” probed Zeke.

“Um, yeah, but more individual pride. Testosterone, you know?”

“Did Brandon ever get violent? Any incidents we should know about?” asked Zeke.

“No, not really.” Joe was looking around the room again, acting vague.

“Who are his friends?” asked Zeke. “On the team.”

“Well, he’s a running back, so he hangs with the offensive line quite a bit. You know, out to dinner once a week in season, all you can eat on Brandon.”

“Any close friends?” asked Zeke.

“Sure, a couple. Brandon’s probably closest to a defensive guy.”

“Who’s that?” asked Zeke.

“Guy named Coffey. Bruce Coffey. They hang together,” Joe said.

 

* * *

 

“The team security guy was holding something back,” said Zeke. “He got vague and started looking at the exit when I asked about any other incidents with Brandon.”

Kimmy nodded. She was sitting across from him in Kathy’s Café, a small coffee shop off the Georgetown Pike, not far from the Harts’ home in Great Falls. Zeke had come directly from his visit with Joe Jacobs at FedExField. 

“I’m relieving Carla at the Harts’ in thirty minutes,” said Kimmy, looking at her watch.

“OK, good,” said Zeke. “How’re things going there?”

“Very quiet. No sign of any trouble at all.”

“Do you have any more information about Zoe? The dog’s neck was broken,” said Zeke.

“Yes, but Angela doesn’t like to talk about that,” said Kimmy.

“I guess the dog was like a member of the family, then,” said Zeke.

“Well, they don’t have any kids, it’s just Brandon and Angela. So yeah, the dog was family, from what I can see.”

“Think about it, though,” said Zeke. “How hard would it be to break a German Shepherd’s neck? How would you do it?”

“That dog was, what, between sixty-five and ninety pounds, right?”

“Yes, but they’re very quick, and intelligent,” said Zeke.

“So you’d do it from a distance.”

“Either with a catch pole or a net, if you didn’t want to get bitten,” said Zeke.

“A catch pole...that’s a long pole with a rope on one end, right? You loop the rope around the dog’s neck, and you can keep him at a distance?” asked Kimmy.

“Right. But once you caught him, you still would need to get close to break his neck. And you’d be risking some serious scratches or bites,” said Zeke. “Unless you were wearing heavy gloves and heavy clothing.”

“That’s true,” said Kimmy.

“I can’t imagine someone walking around Great Falls with a catch pole, a protective jacket and heavy work gloves. Seems like they’d stand out,” said Zeke.

“They would,” said Kimmy, thinking.

“And there’s the question about access to the back yard,” said Zeke.

“Not an easy thing, either,” said Kimmy.

“So what’s an alternative?” asked Zeke.

“Well, someone could have shot the dog with a tranquilizer dart, then killed it.”

“Or thrown it some meat with drugs in it to put it to sleep,” added Zeke.

“Yeah, that would avoid the need for the catch pole and gloves,” said Kimmy.

“Right,” said Zeke. “We can check for tranquilizers, but it typically takes thirty to forty minutes for a tranquilizer to take effect. Seems like a long time to wait around.”

He thought. “Another option?”

“Yes,” said Kimmy. “It could have been someone the dog knew. Someone he recognized.”

 

* * *

 

“Angela, I have a couple more questions about the incident with your dog, Zoe,” said Zeke.

Angela said nothing, but Zeke could see her eyes begin to tear up. She nodded slightly.

“Was there any evidence that the dog ate anything or was fed before she died? Did the Animal Control officer say anything to you?”

“No,” said Angela. 

“Was there a necropsy done on her?” asked Zeke.

Angela looked at him, still teary. “No, they said that the cause of death was a broken neck. They weren’t looking for anything else.”

Zeke nodded. “Any sign of food around the body? Any meat or dog treats?”

Angela shook her head. “No...”

“Any vomit?”

“No,” she said.

“Do you have information about the Animal Control officer? A name and phone number?” asked Zeke.

“I do. It’s in here.” Angela turned toward the kitchen. Zeke followed her.

Angela opened a drawer, riffled through it for a moment and took out a business card. She turned back to Zeke and said, “Here it is. Jonathan West was his name. He seemed like a nice man.” She handed Zeke the card.

“Thanks,” said Zeke. He looked at the card and handed it back to Angela.

“Do you want to take it?” she asked.

“No need,” he said.





 

 


Chapter 41

 

“Jon West here,” said a low, gravelly voice. There was some distant barking in the background. It sounded like a kennel, Zeke thought.

“Jon, it’s Zeke Traynor calling,” he said. “I’m investigating the death of the German Shepherd, Zoe, at the Harts’ home last week.”

“Yeah, the football player. That was a shame,” said West. “Who are you with? The cops?”

Zeke told him.

“Yeah, sure,” said West. “What do you want to know?”

“Tell me what you found when you got to the house,” said Zeke.

“Well, the dog was out back, near one of the sliding glass doors by the entertainment area. It was dead. Its neck was broken. Wait, let me grab the file,” said Jon West.

A few moments later, he was back on the line. “Yeah, I took some pictures before we moved her. SOP, in case there was animal abuse or something.” 

Standard operating procedure, thought Zeke.

“What did she weigh?” asked Zeke.

“Says here, eighty pounds,” said Jon.

“Was there any sign of poisoning?” asked Zeke. “Vomit or unfinished food that could have contained something deadly?”

“Dog died of a broken neck,” repeated the Animal Control Officer.

“I’m sure,” said Zeke, engagingly. “I was curious about how someone got close enough to do that to an eighty-pound dog.”

“Hmm. Good point. I didn’t see any sign of anything like that, though. I’m looking at the pictures I took, and, no, I don’t see any food or vomit around the dog.”

“The Harts said she wasn’t wearing her collar when she was found,” said Zeke.

“That’s right. There was no collar.”

“Any chance someone used a tranquilizer gun on her?” asked Zeke.

“Well, it’s possible, but I didn’t see any evidence of that. And they take a while to take effect. A half hour or so, best case.”

“Have the remains been disposed of?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, that’s done pretty quickly around here. No need to keep them around.”

“OK, thanks, Jon. I may call you back if I come across anything that seems odd.”

“Sure, no problem.” said the Animal Control Officer.

 

* * *

 

“Where do you think he is?” asked Zeke.

Tiffany Gordon sat in a chair across from him in her small apartment. “I don’t know,” she said. “That’s why I called you.”

Zeke nodded. The room smelled like warm dried oranges. There was a couch and a wingback chair in the living room, arranged around a large ottoman that was being used as a table. The room opened into the kitchen, and there was a hallway visible on the other side of the kitchen, presumably leading to the bedroom or bedrooms. The apartment was decorated in a contemporary style, with furniture that could have been rented.

“When did you hear from him last?” asked Zeke.

“Not since he disappeared, right around the day we spoke in Roger’s office.”

“Anne and Amy said he headed for California,” said Zeke. “Have you talked with them?”

“Yes, but they don’t know where Seth is. Just California, maybe, and somewhere warm enough to surf. They haven’t heard from him either,” said Tiffany.

“So you want me to track him?” asked Zeke.

“I’m just worried about him. He doesn’t answer his phone or texts, and he could be anywhere.”

“There’s a BOLO out on him,” said Zeke. “But it’s a big state, California.”

Tiffany nodded.

“There’s also an Amber Alert out for the girl, Carrie,” said Zeke.

“An Amber Alert? But she wasn’t abducted...”

“The cops don’t know that. They just know that a fourteen-year-old girl went missing, and she was in the company of an adult male. If they have a description of Seth, they have enough to issue the alert.”

“My God!” said Tiffany.

“So you’re right, it will be best to find them before the police do,” said Zeke.

“How can you do that? How would you narrow it down?” she asked.

“Well, they’re staying somewhere. The question is, can we track them?”

“I have no idea. I don’t even know...”

“Does Seth have any credit cards?” asked Zeke.

“He has one that his father got for him in case of emergencies,” she said.

“Well, unless they’re sleeping in the car, they’ve rented a hotel room somewhere.”

“Roger told me he’s missing a lot of cash from the safe at home,” said Tiffany.

“Right, they could be using cash to pay for the room, but almost all hotels take a credit card imprint for security. In case of damage to the room, or towel theft, things like that.”

“Do they run the credit cards? Process them?” she asked.

“Probably some do and some don’t. But we only need one hotel that did. And also...”

“What?” she asked.

“Seth’s smart phone. Carrie has one, too. Those things report your location constantly. If they’re turned on, the service provider should be able to tell us exactly where their phones are located,” said Zeke. “Also, and even simpler, if either of them is taking photos with their phones, the pictures are most likely being geo-tagged before they’re uploaded to social media. We can watch their social media postings to get their latitude and longitude.”

“How do you know this stuff?” asked Tiffany, rhetorically. She paused. “Do you think that will work?”

“I’ll call you when we have the results.”

 

* * *

 

“Carrie’s phone was tracked to the Santa Monica Pier,” said Zeke. “And Roger Gordon’s credit card company showed swipes at a trail of hotels across the country, ending at the Wyndam, about two blocks from the pier. Seems like a good place to start looking.”

Clive nodded. “We haven’t been hired for this, have we?” he asked Zeke.

“No, we’re working on the murders. This was just a short excursion, a dalliance to make sure the girl’s safe.”

“A dalliance,” said Clive, tasting the word.

“I’ll let Seth’s mother know that we’re close to finding him. And I’ll fly out and talk with Seth to make sure that Carrie’s OK. Then we can tell the Gordons and the McCarthys. It’ll be up to the parents to bring them back home. Well, the mothers. I think Kevin McCarthy has some bigger problems right now.”

 

* * *

 

Jack Frost’s apartment was located east of Santa Monica along Interstate 10, not far from the USC campus. It was a low-rise development, two stories in height, with a Spanish name. The apartments were arranged around a small courtyard, and there were stairs to the second floor at each end. There was a metal entry gate with razor wire along the top of it.

Carrie and Seth parked the Saab in the small lot and followed Jack through the locked gate and into a paved area that held several grills and some plastic chairs. There was a concrete table with concrete benches around it; a set of dominoes was arranged on top. No one was in sight.

“Mostly it’s older people who live here,” said Jack. “They work at the school or drive a bus or work at the post office, that kind of thing.”

He walked two doors down and put his key in the lock of a first floor apartment and walked in. Seth and Carrie followed him into the unit.

“Come on in,” said Jack. The apartment was a small box with terrazzo floors and stuccoed walls. The door opened directly into the living room, which connected through an archway to the small kitchen. There was a bathroom adjoining the kitchen, and Seth saw a back door on the far kitchen wall. The couch in the living room was opened up into an unmade bed. A partially clothed girl was lying in it, watching the flat screen television near the far wall. It looked like it was tuned to Jerry Springer.

“Hey,” she said, looking at Jack, and then quickly back at the screen. 

“Lizzy, this is Carrie and Seth,” said Jack.

“Hi, Lizzy,” said Carrie. The girl gave her a vague nod, never taking her eyes from the television. She was dressed in a pair of white panties and a tight, yellow t-shirt. She seemed unconcerned about her attire.

Jack sniffed the air. “Did you get into my stash?” he asked Lizzy.

“I just smoked some weed,” she said. “That’s all. Here.” She passed the lit joint to Jack, who took a hit, smiled at Carrie and gave it to her. Carrie gave it to Seth when she finished, and he returned it to Lizzy. Lizzy looked to be in her early twenties, but older than Jack, and had short, curly brown hair.

“So this is what the apartments look like,” said Jack to Seth. “They’re all the same, pretty much.”

“This looks good,” said Seth, looking around. He walked to the archway and looked into the kitchen.

“So do you want to talk with the manager?” asked Jack.

“Sure, let’s go,” said Seth.





 

 


Chapter 42

 

“I’m supposed to meet a young man here,” said Zeke with a friendly smile. 

The desk clerk looked up at him helpfully. She was a pretty Latino girl with black hair and deep brown eyes. Her name badge read, “Inez.”

“Yes?” she asked.

“He’s about your age, has bushy black hair, and wears glasses. He said he was a guest here.”

Inez shook her head.

“Has a strong accent, kind of harsh, nasal, from Philadelphia,” said Zeke.

A look of recognition crossed her face.

“Oh, sure, Seth,” she said. “They’ve stayed here a few nights, now.”

“Hmm,” said Zeke, looking confused. “Do you think you could call up to them and tell them I’m here?”

Inez smiled. “I’d be happy to,” she said, as she picked up her desk phone. Zeke watched her dial 520.

Apparently no one answered the phone in the room.

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Inez. “They don’t seem to be in the room.”

“OK, well, I’m actually early, so maybe they’re on their way back here. I’ll check back in a bit.”

“I’ll tell him you were here if I see him,” said Inez.

 

* * *

 

“We’ll be checking out tomorrow morning,” Seth said to the young desk clerk when they returned to the hotel.

“OK, sure, check out time is by eleven. Oh, your friend was here looking for you,” said Inez, in her efficient work voice.

Seth looked at her, confused. 

“Who?” he asked. 

Carrie stood next to him, looking stoned.

“A blond man with bright blue eyes,” she answered. “He came by a couple hours ago and said he was supposed to meet you here.”

“I didn’t have a meeting planned with anybody,” said Seth.

“Oh, I’m sorry, then. Maybe I was wrong.” She looked at a note on her desk.

“No worries,” said Seth. “We’ve gotta go pack.”

In the room, Seth asked Carrie, “Did that Molly do you any good?” He’d given her a pill on the way back from the apartment to mellow her out and try to make her horny.

“You know how they make me feel,” she said. “Like I want sex 24/7.”

“That’s one of the reason’s I like you,” said Seth. “24/7.”

“Yeah. We should party some. I like the apartment,” Carrie said. “And it’s furnished.”

The apartment they had rented came equipped with kitchen appliances, a small round table and two chairs, a threadbare sleeper couch and an old television set on a low narrow table. There was an end table next to the couch.

Seth lit a joint and said, “Take your clothes off, OK?”

“OK,” she said. She walked over, took the joint from him, and took a long pull on it. Then she handed it back to Seth, sat on his lap and started to take her shirt off. 

There was a sudden knock on the hotel room door.

“Damn,” said Seth.

Carrie pulled her shirt back on and buttoned it as she got off Seth’s lap. He handed her the joint and pointed at the bathroom. “Hide in there,” he said.

She scampered into the bathroom and closed the door, while Seth stepped over to the hotel room door to find out who had knocked. “Yeah?” he said.

“Hotel security,” said the voice. “Open up, sir.”

Seth looked through the peephole and saw no one. He unlocked the door.

Zeke stepped into the room quickly and let the heavy door close behind him. 

Seth stepped back and said, “Hey, hold on!” Then he said, “Wait, I know you.”

Zeke crowded close to him and said, “Sit,” pointing to the bed. 

Seth sat and said, “Hey, man.”

Zeke noticed the closed bathroom door and said, “Is Carrie in there?”

“Yeah,” said Seth. “You’re the guy from my dad’s office.”

“I am,” said Zeke. Then, to the bathroom door he said, “Come on out, Carrie.”

Nothing happened for a minute. Then the bathroom door opened a crack and Carrie stepped out, still holding the smoldering joint.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“You know this guy?” asked Seth, getting gradually braver.

“Yeah, he was at my house when they were looking for Susie. You know, before she...”

“I talked with him, too,” said Seth. Then, to Zeke, “Why’re you here, man?”

“I thought I’d check on Carrie,” said Zeke. “Make sure she wants to be here.”

“She does,” said Seth, a little bit pouty now. He was watching Zeke, trying to decide whether to do something.

“Relax, Seth,” said Zeke. “I’m leaving. But before I do, tell me what your plans are. What’s next?”

“We found an apartment,” Carrie blurted out. “We’re staying here together.”

“Near here?” asked Zeke.

“Near enough,” said Carrie. “Over by the college, USC.” She sounded like she was bragging.

“How’d you find us, anyway?” said Seth.

“Magic,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

They sat at a table in a small restaurant on the pier. Seth and Carrie were eating fish tacos and drinking Coke as Zeke sipped water from a plastic bottle. It’s just not right that water costs more than gasoline, he thought.

“So why’d you decide to take a trip to California?” Zeke asked.

“We’ve been talking about it for a while,” said Carrie around a mouthful of taco. “Since our friend moved out here.”

“Who’s that?” asked Zeke. “Jack Frost?”

“How do you know about him?” asked Seth.

“Your sister, Amy. She said she used to date him.”

“Yeah, he likes older women, I guess,” said Seth.

“Have you found him out here?” asked Zeke.

“He’s pretty cool,” said Carrie.

Seth rolled his eyes.

“Did the murders influence your decision to come out here?” asked Zeke.

“No, man, we just needed to get away,” said Seth. “That’s all.”

“Really? ‘Cuz if you look at it from the outside, it could be that the murders scared you two, that you thought you might be next.”

“No, we just needed space,” said Seth.

“I tend to believe you, primarily because Carrie’s father, Kevin, is a part of a gang selling controlled substances. It’s doubtful that he’d hurt his own daughter...but maybe you left because you were worried about him,” Zeke said, looking at Seth.

Seth shook his head, dismissive.

Carrie said, “I didn’t even know about that. After Susie died, Dad just hinted that we should get out of town.”

“He tried to send you away to protect you. He warned you off, got you to go out of town before anyone else could hurt you,” said Zeke. 

“Who’d want to hurt me?” asked Carrie. Her taco was gone and she was shoving french fries into her mouth. 

“Someone could be threatening you to keep him in line,” said Zeke. “He appears to be in charge of a pretty big drug sales operation, but I think he reports to someone else, someone higher up, who could have threatened to kill you to control your dad.”

“Do you think that’s what happened to Susie and Will?” asked Carrie.

“Susie’s dad wasn’t involved,” Zeke said. “But it’s possible that Will’s dad was.”

Seth nodded his head sagely. Then he said, “What are you going to do, man?”

“I’ve found out what I needed here,” said Zeke. “I’ll be heading back east tomorrow.”

 

* * * 

 

“I like being with you,” Tracy Johnson said.

“What do you like about it?” asked Zeke. They were sitting together on the sofa in Tracy’s Midtown Atlanta condo, just back from a small plate dinner at a restaurant called the Saltblock. Zeke was sipping a Gray Goose and tonic while Tracy worked on a Cosmopolitan. The atmosphere was relaxed.

Tracy sat up straighter and made a face, as if she were thinking hard. “Well, let’s see...” she said. “For one thing, you treat me well.”

“Oh?” said Zeke, playfully.

“Sure. You open doors for me. You include me in your conversations, you seem to value my input and you care about how I feel,” she continued.

“I do?” he teased.

“You know you do,” she said. “And you listen to me. You really listen. That’s a good thing,” she continued.

She’s happy, he thought. She’s liking this thing we have. Me, too.

“Can I refresh you?” Zeke asked.

“I could do one more,” she said, lazily.

“Before what?” asked Zeke, smiling.

“Before I start unbuttoning your shirt,” said Tracy.

“Are your handcuffs nearby?” asked Zeke. “I may need to restrain you.”

She laughed.

Zeke got up and refilled their glasses. 

“So what’s your song?” said Zeke from the kitchen.

“In my head?”

“Yes, what’s playing on Tracy Johnson radio right now?”

She paused and smiled. “A version of ‘Don’t Know Why I Didn’t Come’ by Norah Jones.”

“Sounds nice,” said Zeke. “Mellow and a bit haunting. Nice pick for this evening.” He returned to the sofa, set down the drinks and sat a bit closer to Tracy. “But you probably won’t have that problem,” he said.

Tracy smiled at him again. “I know.”

After a moment, she said, “Also, back to treating me well, you make an effort.”

“I do. And you’re worth the effort,” he added.

“It seems like a lot to ask, for you to come to Atlanta to see me. But you do it.”

“I do. Every layover I can arrange. The travel is incidental; seeing you is the good part.”

“You say the kindest things, sir,” said Tracy.

“Keeping you happy has become important to me,” said Zeke.

Tracy smiled and sipped her Cosmo. She set down her empty glass.

“Let’s go find those handcuffs,” she said.





 

 


Chapter 43

 

Clive was being Clive. He was dressed in a gray formal suit and black Brooks Brothers opera pumps. His hair was freshly cut and he looked as if he’d just had a shave. He stood next to Zeke as they looked out his office window. The natural light was dimming outside, inhibited by the gathering clouds. It wasn’t raining yet, but it promised to start soon. 

“You found them, no trouble,” he said.

“I did,” said Zeke. “We tracked the photos Carrie posted from her smart phone and the number of Seth’s credit card. It was simple after that. My thanks to Sally.”

“What’s their situation?” asked Clive.

“It looks as if the girl’s there by choice,” said Zeke. “And we’re not babysitters. So I’ll pass the information on to Carrie’s mom and get my focus back on the murders. I thought there might have been a connection between the murders and the kids’ disappearance, but after talking with them I don’t think so.”

“Are they safe?” asked Clive.

“It’s too complicated to tell,” said Zeke. “I’m starting to see some connections between people that we didn’t see before, but we don’t have enough information to determine exactly who’s influencing whom and in what direction.”

“Indeed,” said Clive.

“So we stay with the primary mission,” said Zeke, “which is to find the motivation behind the murders and relay our findings to George and Oscar.”

“Right, but they weren’t totally forthcoming with us, were they?” asked Clive.

“No, they weren’t. But they’ve had a lifetime of keeping secrets, of not talking too much. I don’t think they thought there was any connection between their business dealings and the murders.”

“So we’re back to Kevin McCarthy,” said Clive. “He was the last one who gave us any useful information. Where do we go from there?”

“We find Dylan Jones,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Zeke stood on the porch and knocked hard on the wooden door. Then he stepped back to wait. It was raining lightly, and he could smell the damp ivy that was clinging to the green bricks and climbing toward the second floor of the old house. 

“Oh, hi,” said Catrin Davies, smiling as she opened the front door. “Come on in.”

“Thanks,” said Zeke. “Summer shower,” he added, looking out at the street.

“Yes, I saw it from the library,” she said. “I was reading.”

“Makes sense, you being an English teacher,” said Zeke. “What were you reading?”

“Here Be Dragons,” said Catrin. “I’m thinking of including it in the curriculum next year.”

“The Welsh Princes Trilogy,” said Zeke.

“Very good,” said Catrin, looking back at him, delighted. She almost clapped her hands, and then she led him down a hallway and deeper into the house. The library was a small, comfortable room on the left side of the hall toward the back of the structure. He followed her inside. Except for an expansive window, the entire room was lined with floor to ceiling, hardwood bookshelves. There was a ladder attached to an upper shelf that looked as if it could roll around the room, providing access to out-of-reach books.

Her copy of Here Be Dragons was opened with the cover up on a chair. She picked it up and sat, her index finger holding her place. 

“Please sit. How can I help you today, Mr. Traynor?” she asked with a smile. There’s the sparkle, thought Zeke.

“Well, a couple of things,” he said as he sat on a nearby, matching chair. “You asked to know if we found Carrie and Seth.”

“Yes?”

“We did. They’re in Los Angeles,” he said. “Both alive and well.”

“Oh,” said Catrin. “Good.”

“They went to the West Coast because Kevin McCarthy encouraged them to go,” he continued. 

“Carrie’s dad? He encouraged her to go there with Seth Gordon?” she asked.

“That’s what he said. He was protecting the kids,” said Zeke.

“How do you know that?” asked Catrin, composed but tilting her head, looking doubtful.

“We arrested McCarthy for selling drugs. He’s a part of a group that’s been dealing in illegal pharmaceuticals,” said Zeke.

“Oh, my,” said Catrin.

She was wearing a tailored brown skirt that fell to a point between her knee and her ankle, and a crisp white blouse with short sleeves that buttoned above her elbows. Her shoes were practical brown pumps, and around her neck was a ‘Heart of Wales’ pendant. Matching earrings hung from her pierced ears. 

The room smelled of raspberry and French vanilla.

“Yes,” said Zeke. “He was apparently running the operation, getting the drugs and distributing them. We caught him because of a rumor about his involvement – a whisper, actually. But it turned out to be true.”

“Oh!” said Catrin. “Where in L.A. are the children?”

“They were staying in a hotel when I found them,” said Zeke. “But I believe they’ve moved to an apartment near the USC campus.”

“Well, I hope they’re OK,” she said.

“There’s one other reason I stopped by,” said Zeke.

“Yes?”

“What can you tell me about your stepbrother, Dylan Jones?”

“We weren’t very close growing up,” said Catrin. She closed her book and placed it on the small table between them. “Dylan was six years older than I, and our parents didn’t marry until I was ten. By then he already had his own friends.”

“Did you have any other siblings?” Zeke asked.

“Dylan has an older brother, Luc. He was already out of the house when my dad married their mom,” she said.

“You said your parents died in an accident,” Zeke said. “When was that?”

“Several years ago. Six, to be exact.”

“You said it was caused by a drunk driver,” said Zeke.

“I did,” said Catrin.

“Where was that?”

“Near Philadelphia,” she said. “They were coming back from the airport.”

“Does Dylan live around here?” Zeke asked.

“In Overbrook,” said Catrin, “over toward the city.” 

“Are you two close now?”

“Not particularly,” said Catrin. “I’m more of the academic type, I guess. Dylan is more boisterous, more outgoing. He was very popular in school.”

“Did he go to Brecknock, too?” asked Zeke.

“No, he went to public school. He was in high school when our parents married, and he didn’t want to switch to Brecknock for his senior year. So he went to Lower Merion High. Why do you ask?”

“Just interested. His name came up recently. I thought I’d ask since I was here already.”

“Well, there’s not much to tell,” said Catrin. “My dad owned a chain of dry cleaners, and over the years he bought the buildings they were in and became wealthy in real estate. My mom died of cancer when I was seven, and a few years later my dad married Dylan’s mom. They met at church, I think. Sadie was her name. She was a kind person, and she was always very nice to me.”

“What does Dylan do now?” asked Zeke.

“I’m not sure,” said Catrin. “For a while he owned a bar and restaurant called The Olive or Twist. He knows everybody and he’s good with people. I think he may still own it.”

“Did you help him name it, being an English teacher and all?”

“No, it was already named that when he bought it,” she said. “We really do run in separate circles.”

“Has he been in any trouble with the police?” Zeke asked.

“He was,” said Catrin. “He spent a year in jail for robbery. But it was when he was twenty, many years ago.”

She’s relaxed and calm, thought Zeke. Comfortable with these questions. Giving me honest answers.

“The reason I’m asking is that Kevin McCarthy brought Dylan up in conversation,” said Zeke.

“In conversation?” asked Catrin.

“Well, during the interrogation,” he said.

“Oh,” She said.

“As his source for the drugs,” said Zeke.

“Oh,” said Catrin again, taken aback. “Do you think he was telling the truth?”

“I do,” said Zeke.

“Well, I wouldn’t have expected that,” said Catrin. “That surprises me.”





 

 


Chapter 44

 

“I don’t care about that,” said the killer. “I think I need to tie up the loose ends.”

The businessman was silent for a moment on the other end of the line. “But they’re all the way in California,” he said. “They can’t hurt us.”

“I’m sure they know too much,” said the killer. “They probably talked with the Burns kid. They were close.”

“Who was close?” he said.

“Will Burns and Seth Gordon. They were always hanging around together and with the High School girls.”

“Yeah, but with the Burns boy’s death, surely they got that message. That’s why they’re three thousand miles away.”

“Maybe. But Will Burns threatened to expose us if I didn’t give him money to travel. Lots of money.”

“I know. But really, the kids are gone. They don’t have any reason to cause trouble,” he said.

“If they do, or if they show up here, we’ll deal with them. Just like the others.”

 

* * *

 

“I’m thinking there’s another way to go at this,” Zeke said to Clive. They were sitting in The Queen Vic, one of Clive’s favorite pubs on H Street near downtown Washington. Zeke was sipping a black and tan from a pint glass etched with the pub’s name, while Clive tasted his Boodles Gin and Tonic. It was late afternoon and the sun outside was bright, but the inside of the pub was dark and comfortable. Two large TV screens over the bar were showing the Chelsea-Liverpool soccer match.

“All right,” said Clive, distracted. The server, a young blonde girl with pigtails, brought a plate of Devils on Horseback and set it on the table in front of Clive.

“Try some,” said Clive. “Bacon-wrapped dates with mango chutney. It’s scrummy.”

“Maybe in a minute,” said Zeke. “The quantity and availability of the prescription drugs seem like they could be a problem. It would be difficult to fill the demand that they’ve built up.” He took an appetizer from the plate. 

“There are only so many places you can get that type of compound, right?” asked Clive.

“Well, most people can’t make it. The raw product is highly monitored and not readily available,” Zeke continued. “There are just a few primary sources for prescription drugs,” he said. 

“Stolen?” asked Clive.

“Yes, stolen from a family member, usually. Or left over from a prior illness. Or obtained from pharmacists or physicians somehow. There’s also a percentage that come from what they call ‘doctor shopping,’ which is visiting several doctors with symptoms that might warrant prescription medicine, until you find one who will give you the drug.”

“Right,” said Clive. 

“There’s a percentage that comes from personal visits overseas, usually the Caribbean or South America, when many of these drugs are legal,” said Zeke. “But none of those sources seem like a sustainable distribution channel.”

“A sustainable distribution channel...” said Clive, checking the score of the soccer match.

“But based on the volumes that Kevin McCarthy was describing, I don’t think those sources would be reliable in any extended time frame,” said Zeke.

“Where else could they have come from?” asked Clive. 

“It seems like, for this quantity and regularity, it would have to come from a steady source. A warehouse or a manufacturing facility, maybe. Or a logistics operation,” said Zeke. He thought for a moment. “Or a wholesaler.”

“Lots of places to look,” said Clive.

“Yes,” said Zeke. “And although those sources are pretty carefully monitored, it’s possible that one of them could leak, given the right person in the right position.”

“Or people,” said Clive. “Very much so.”

 

* * *

 

Brandon Hart’s smart phone rang. He looked at the screen, saw the incoming caller identified, and set the phone on the kitchen counter, face down.

“Sorry,” he said to Angela. She was standing across the counter from him, beginning their dinner preparations. On the counter between them were green and red peppers, two tomatoes, a basket of freshly made linguini, and a jar of Newman’s Own spaghetti sauce. There was also a cutting board with a large kitchen knife lying on top.

“Who was it?” she asked.

“Coffey,” said Brandon. “Probably wants to get together and play golf or something.”

Angela smiled a quick little smile. “Maybe,” she said.

“Not long before the season starts, you know,” said Brandon. “Gotta get some golf in before then.”

“Sure. You should call him back and set something up,” she said.

 

* * *

 

“Sorry, man, I was in the kitchen with Angela when you called,” said Brandon. “What’s up?”

“I got the word from those Vegas guys,” said Coffey. “We need to get together.”

Bruce Coffey was 6’ 7” and 255 pounds of muscle. He played tight end for the Redskins. He had fierce eyes and a thuggish attitude, like someone just out of jail and not worried about going back.

“Golf tomorrow morning?” asked Brandon.

“Yeah, sure,” said Coffey. “Where do you want to play?”

“I’ll get us a tee time at River Bend,” said Hart. “I’ll text you the time.” River Bend Country Club was Great Falls’ nicest private membership club.

“Good, we need to talk. Just you and me.” Coffey ended the connection. 

 

* * *

 

“You know, it bothers me that someone made the effort to gain access to the Harts’ property and then never entered the house,” said Zeke. 

“True,” said Clive. “Seems like if you got that far you’d want to go inside. Even if just to prove that you could do whatever you chose to do.”

“I’m also wondering how someone got close enough to Zoe to break her neck.”

Clive thought for a moment. “She was a trained attack dog, right?”

“Brandon said that she was trained, yes. As a police dog. They bought her for security,” said Zeke. “But security from what? They live in a secure home in one of the safest places in the country.”

“Did they have a bad experience? Did something happen to Angela that makes them afraid?”

“It could be something in her past. It could be something they’re protecting themselves from,” said Zeke. “A threat that’s known to the Harts, but not to us.”

He paused and thought for a moment.

“They acted oddly when we talked about investigating the motive of the attack,” he said. “Like they wanted protection for Angela, but were surprised that we’d try to get to the bottom of it all.”

“So it’s possible that they’re involved somehow,” said Clive.

“If it’s a part of a larger situation. The phone call and the dead dog are like pieces to a bigger puzzle. We may only be seeing a small part. Maybe just the part that impacts Angela,” said Zeke.

“If that’s true, it would mean that Brandon has knowledge of a larger scheme. Or they both do,” said Clive.

They were sitting at a small table at the Elephant and Castle, a British-themed pub and restaurant in downtown Washington, DC, not far from The Agency’s offices. From his seat, Zeke could see the front entrance to the building. Clive was casually positioned where he could watch the rear and service area. The server had brought them each a black and tan, and they were sharing a plate of hummus and naan. 

Clive tore a piece of the flatbread and dipped it in the hummus.

“So in the universe of professional American football, can we narrow down the source of likely threats?” asked Clive, when he’d finished chewing.

“Well, unless it’s personal, like a family situation, there are drugs, lots of money and sex floating around, prostitution and adultery. Also gambling is a big consideration. You’re looking at a well-oiled machine. The NFL grossed over seven billion dollars last year, and that kind of money opens a lot of doors in a lot of areas,” said Zeke. 

“But as usual, love or money likely figures into it. They’re the underlying motives for a lot of things like this.”

“So...?” said Clive.

“If it is about love, I’d lean toward jealousy or revenge,” said Zeke.

“Hmm,” said Clive, thinking.

“So, knowing what we know, I’d probably narrow the motivation for Angela’s threats down to money somehow. Or something to do with an angry partner or a jilted lover. His or hers.”

“That’s all sixes and sevens,” said Clive.

A messy situation, thought Zeke. “It often is,” he said.





 

 


Chapter 45

 

“Here, sit on this chair,” the girl said. 

“What for?”

“I want to sit on your lap, you know, facing you,” she said. She was naked, now, except for her socks, and she was obviously high from the pills Seth had given her.

He sat down.

“No, you need to take your jeans off first, silly.”

Seth stood and unzipped his pants. Then he sat again. She climbed right up in his lap.

“I knew I wanted to be with you from the first time I saw you,” she whispered in his ear. Then she licked it lightly and laughed. “I’m so ready!”

She arranged herself, settled a bit, and then moaned in his ear.

Go with it, he thought. He could feel the Molly he’d taken kicking in. Everything felt mellow and nice.

“Damn, you’re good, Lizzy,” he said. “I’m glad I came by.”

“I’m glad, too,” she said.

 

* * *

 

“Where were you?” asked Carrie.

“Went out to score some more oxy,” said Seth. “I told you that.”

Carrie pouted. “You’re always going over to see that girl, Lizzy,” she said.

“No, I went to see Jack to get some more magic pills to sell,” said Seth, looking away and trying to sound indifferent. “We need the money.”

As yet, a week into their new California residency, Carrie had not been able to find a job. Most of the places she applied required that she be sixteen years old. The shadier establishments weren’t hiring. Illegal immigrants had taken all of those jobs.

“Why didn’t you apply anywhere today?” asked Seth, thinking that he’d like to get her out of the apartment for a while.

“They say I’m not old enough,” said Carrie. She was smoking a cigarette, dropping gray ashes on the floor by the sleeper couch. The couch was extended, and the wrinkled sheets were piled in one corner.

“So I gotta keep selling this stuff,” said Seth, “so we have enough money. That’s why I gotta spend so much time with Jack.”

“And Lizzy,” said Carrie, sarcastically.

An episode of Judge Judy was playing on the television. Seth said, “Whatever.”

“Besides, you still have money that you took from your dad’s stash.”

“Yeah, but it won’t last forever, you know.” Seth lit a joint and took a deep puff. “I’m going out with Jack tonight. He said he knows some guys that’ll buy everything we have to sell.” He was referring to pills, mostly, and some weed.

“What are you doing for merchandise?” asked Carrie.

“Well, you’re smoking it up as fast as I can get it, I think,” said Seth. Then he had a thought. “What about housecleaning?” he said, his lungs still filled with smoke. “Or daycare? Something you could do off the books, like for cash.”

“What are you gonna do, then? Stay here and play with Lizzy?”

“I’d rather play with you,” he said.

“Not in the mood,” said Carrie, whiney.

Seth pulled a face. “You haven’t wanted to do anything except watch TV since we moved in here,” he said.

“Yeah, well, I’m not exactly motivated, you know?” Carrie said in her Whatever! voice.

“I’m doing the best I can,” Seth shouted, and he walked back out the door. 

 

* * *

 

“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” said the voice on the phone.

The killer said, “Good,” and hung up. It was a burner phone, pre-paid and purchased at Walmart.

The killer waited another five minutes before driving the car into the Storage Nation Self-Storage facility located on Henderson Road near Conshohocken, Pennsylvania. The rented storage unit was located in an aisle between two storage buildings, which guaranteed the most privacy. The security cameras focused on the exterior of the building would record only indistinguishable images in the evening twilight. And the cameras were recording on a timed loop, which would write over the current images in two days. 

The location is perfect, thought the killer, unlocking and opening the orange overhead door. Minimum exposure time all around. 

A few minutes later a late model green Ford Explorer turned into the aisle and pulled up next to the open orange door. A man climbed out of the vehicle and opened the back hatch before lifting a large box out. He walked the five steps into the storage facility, nodded to the killer, and set the box on a metal shelf that had been affixed to the interior wall of the unit. Then he returned to the truck and repeated the process twice more. 

“Everything good?” asked the killer.

“Yep, good,” said the driver. “Heading home now.” He got back into the Expedition and drove away.

The killer pulled the overhead door shut, affixed the Abloy padlock to the hasp, and drove off. 

 

* * *

 

“What’s next?” asked Kimmy.

“There are several directions we can move in,” said Zeke. “But I think Dylan Jones is the next logical step in the chain.”

“Should we have him arrested?” asked Kimmy.

“His stepsister said he lives in Overbrook,” said Zeke. “Detective Harrison has that information already and will pass it on to the Overbrook Police Drug Unit. My guess is that it’ll go through channels, which means it’ll be a while before the police take any direct action against Dylan. They’ll stake him out first, follow him and try to catch him with the drugs. So, if we want to talk with him, now’s the time.”

“What do you think he knows?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, according to Kevin McCarthy, Dylan is the real head of the organization. He paid Kevin to act as the straw man and to tell everyone that he was in charge, particularly the dealers down the line, like the college kids and the Philly street dealers.”

“And Kevin did that for money?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, initially I think he did it for money and prestige. He could act like a big man, a seriously dangerous mobster of some kind. That would have appealed to his ego.” 

“I can see that. But he would have been tapped for that position by someone who knew him, knew his personality and his situation,” said Kimmy.

“I agree,” said Zeke. “Probably someone he’s known for a long time. I wouldn’t be surprised if Kevin McCarthy and Dylan Jones have known each other for years. We should get to Dylan quickly, before he has time to fix the situation...or disappear.”

“Where do we find him?” asked Kimmy.

“He owns a bar nearby called the ‘Olive or Twist’, his stepsister said.”

“OK, I’ll track him down,” said Kimmy, tapping away on the screen of her smart phone.

 

* * *

 

The establishment was quiet when Zeke and Kimmy parked in a nearby vacant lot and walked the short distance to the Olive or Twist. The tavern was at street level, the first story of a three-story Victorian-style home built in the 1940s. It was located on Front Street in West Conshohocken, a few minutes drive from Ardmore.

Zeke held the door for Kimmy, who stepped in and waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimly lit room. There were three men sitting at the wooden bar, each separated by several bar stools. 

The bartender picked up a menu and waved it in their direction. Zeke shook his head and stepped up to the bar to ask the bartender, a smallish woman with brown hair and a friendly smile, if Dylan Jones was around.

“What are you selling?” she asked, her smile slipping away.

“Nothing. We’re here on personal business,” said Zeke.

“I’ll tell him that you’re here,” she said. “What’s the name?”

“Zeke Traynor,” said Zeke. “He should be expecting us.”

They waited in the bar area as she disappeared through a door behind the bar. The interior of the tavern was covered with maple colored wood on the walls and the ceiling, while the floor was made of a mosaic of small black and white tiles. The stools and chairs were a contrasting dark wood, and most of the fixtures were made of brass. 

A large man with longish, curly white hair and muscular arms emerged from the doorway behind the bar, followed by the bartender. He stopped and looked around, saw Zeke and Kimmy and turned and sat at a four-top table in the far corner. He looked at them expectantly.

Kimmy walked directly to the table and sat down across from Dylan Jones. Zeke joined her a moment later and sat in one of the open chairs. 

“Well then, how can I help you, Mister Zeke Traynor?” asked Dylan. He was wearing a polo shirt and long shorts under his green apron. His biceps and calves were thick and muscular.

“We’re here to chat about prescription drugs,” said Zeke. 

“Well, I never use the stuff myself,” said Jones with a smile. “I’m more of a holistic sort of guy.”

“Kevin McCarthy was arrested for his part in a local prescription drug distribution ring, part of the group at UPenn that the police broke up last year. Do you know anything about that?” asked Zeke.

The smile left Dylan’s face. 

“That’s a serious accusation,” he said. “You come into my business and accuse me of being involved in drug sales?”

“Right, prescription drugs,” said Zeke. “Kevin McCarthy rolled over and gave you up.”

“I don’t think I know a Kevin McCarthy,” said Dylan. “And I know that I don’t know anything about prescription drug sales.”

“How about the murder of the two kids over at Suburban Square?” asked Zeke. “Were you involved in that?”

Zeke watched as Dylan Jones’ face quickly reddened. He sputtered and said, “Get out of here before I throw you out!” He stood abruptly and his chair fell backward and banged loudly on the tile floor. “Get out!” he roared, pointing at the door.

Dylan Jones was a large man, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. There was an expression of outrage on his face.

“Sure,” said Zeke, calmly. “We’ll go. We got what we needed here.”





 

 


Chapter 46

 

“Can’t let this go sideways,” said Bruce Coffey.

He was standing at the second tee-box on the River Bend golf course, looking down the fairway of the 427-yard par four.

Brandon Hart said, “Third hardest hole on the course.”

“I know,” said Coffey. He teed his ball and in one smooth motion swung and drove the ball what looked like 250 yards. The white ball was barely visible in the short grass of the fairway.

“Nice,” said Brandon, stepping up into the tee box.

“Thing is, there’s too much invested in this. We’re kidding ourselves if we think it’s going to go away.” Coffey frowned, which itself was a terrifying thing to see.

“I see that it won’t,” said Brandon. “I just need to be sure that Angela’s protected, that’s all. We don’t want anyone going after her.”

“Do you think they will?” asked Coffey.

“Don’t know. The phone call scared her. And killing the dog, Zoe, was unnecessary. It makes you feel helpless, you know?”

“Yeah,” said Coffey. “I guess it was supposed to.”

“Angela says she hates that someone came into our backyard, our personal space,” said Brandon. “Says she’s scared all the time. She won’t go out there alone.”

Brandon stroked the ball. It sliced right but ended up on the edge of the fairway, about 230 yards away.

“That’ll work,” said Brandon to himself. Then to Coffey, “I take those things as a warning, so I bought some protection for Angela. To keep her safe while we do this.”

“OK,” said Coffey. “But we’re good on the rest of it, right? You’re on board?”

“I’m in. I don’t have a choice,” said Brandon. “Who knows about this besides you and me?”

“Just the two guys we talked to. The guys in Vegas.”

“Think they’ll keep it a secret?” asked Brandon.

“Yeah, it’s in their best interest to,” said Coffey. “The money’s too good.”

 

* * *

 

“So I haven’t been able to exactly put my finger on it, but something isn’t right about the Harts’ situation,” said Zeke. He and Kimmy were back at Kathy’s Café. They met there after Kimmy’s protection shift with Angela Hart.

“I haven’t noticed anything, Zeke. We haven’t run into anything out of the ordinary since we started watching Angela,” said Kimmy. 

“There are some things that just don’t add up,” said Zeke. “Have you and Carla been with Angela full-time for the past few days?”

“Pretty much,” said Kimmy. “One of us goes with her whenever she leaves the house. We ride up front in her car with her. Nothing has happened.”

“Is she receiving phone calls at odd times? Or is she being secretive about who she’s talking with?”

“No, not really. She talks with her mother a lot, almost every day,” said Kimmy.

“Is there any indication that she may be having an affair? Or that she may have had one recently and broke it off?” asked Zeke.

“A jilted lover?” said Kimmy. “No, I haven’t seen anything like that.”

“OK. But there’s more to this than meets the eye,” said Zeke. “Zoe was an eighty-pound trained attack dog. It looks like she wasn’t drugged, but her neck was snapped. That’s really odd.”

“How so?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, to break a human’s neck you need about 1,200 foot-pounds of torque,” said Zeke.

“I remember,” said Kimmy. “It’s all about the leverage.”

“Right, but if you try to twist someone’s neck while they’re standing up, their body follows the rotation. It doesn’t work like in the movies, and it takes a huge amount of strength,” said Zeke.

“What about the dog?” asked Kimmy.

“That’s another complicating factor,” said Zeke. “The dog’s body would have to be stabilized and held in place while the dog’s neck was severely twisted. The dog’s neck muscles, especially the cleido-occipitalis and the sterno-occipitalis, are much stronger than human neck muscles. Dogs are built differently, and they need the stronger muscles to hold their heads up constantly.” 

“Right.”

“Also, dogs have stronger neck muscles because they kill their prey by shaking their head to snap its neck,” said Zeke.

“I’ve seen that,” said Kimmy, nodding.

“So, for someone to break Zoe’s neck would take extraordinary strength and exactly the right angle, while dealing with an eighty-pound animal that’s biting, twisting and clawing for it’s life.”

“I see what you’re saying. It would have been much easier to shoot it, stab it, or beat it with something,” said Kimmy.

“Correct,” said Zeke.

“In our training in the Mossad we spent some time learning to defend against dog attacks. Among other things you have to stand your ground and move in close so they know you’re not afraid.”

“Right,” said Zeke, “but in most cases, you expect to be bitten at least once. It doesn’t seem at all prudent in this situation. Unless...”

“Unless?”

“Unless it was someone the dog knew well.”

 

* * *

 

“So I have the info on the Harts,” said Sally in her best Marilyn Monroe imitation. 

Zeke was standing behind her, looking over her shoulder at the computer screen. They were in The Agency offices in the heart of Washington, DC.

She smells like lavender, thought Zeke. Today, Sally’s curly blonde hair was pulled back away from her face. She wore a red fabric covered headband to keep it in place.

“What’ve we got?” asked Zeke.

Sally scrolled through several pages of information on the screen and then opened two more windows. “Here,” she said, “I sent all of this to you. But,” she paused, “the Harts are a football family. Brandon has played since he was five, and Angela was a high school and college cheerleader. She also ran track for her alma mater.”

“Both are athletes, then,” said Zeke.

“No children,” said Sally. “They’ve been married for three years or so. He grew up in Tennessee and went to school in Michigan on scholarship. That’s where they met. She was from San Diego and also went to the University of Michigan. Partial scholarship.”

“OK,” said Zeke. “Criminal record?”

“None. These two are squeaky clean,” said Sally.

“Good credit?” he continued.

“Well, they have the expected debt, house, cars, some small student loans, but mostly they pay their bills on time. They seem to have stretched financially for the house, but they’ll probably be able to pay everything off when his contract bonuses kick in this year,” she said.

“Sally, can you check their bank statements against Brandon Hart’s contract to see if the money matches up?” asked Zeke.

“I can,” said Sally.

“Any indication why they might be receiving strange phone calls and visits?”

“I don’t see anything. They look like the All-American family to me,” she said.

“Well, not quite,” said Zeke. “I remember something about Michigan football. Let’s invite Clive to join us.”

 

* * *

 

“They lost a lot of scholarships the following year,” said Zeke.

“How does that work?” asked Sally. They were in Clive’s office and chatting about the Harts. 

“Well, the NCAA takes a hard look at football teams, particularly the top ten winning teams each year. They look for Booster rules violations, recruiting irregularities, any sort of money changing hands, that sort of thing,” said Zeke.

“They tend to focus on the top teams because it’s more likely that they cheated?” asked Sally.

“Often it is,” said Zeke. “After they finished third in the country in 2013, Michigan was put under the microscope. The regulators were looking for rules violations that could have resulted in Michigan having an unfair advantage during the season.”

“What happened?” asked Sally.

“They found some problems with the program and ultimately the coach resigned. The school was fined and they lost a number of athletic scholarships. But, the NCAA stopped short of taking their number three ranking away.”

Clive looked over at them from the window. He’d been looking at Pennsylvania Avenue and listening to the explanation. “Was Brandon involved?”

“Well, he’d graduated and moved on to the Redskins by then,” said Zeke. “And he had won the Heisman Trophy that year. So he was sort of untouchable.”

“Was he involved, though?” asked Clive. 

“Very likely he was,” said Zeke. 

“You think someone found out and is trying to use it as leverage on the Harts?” asked Sally.

“Could be. There does seem to be leverage being applied. The phone call to Angela, and the dead dog could have been warnings. I still suspect that the Harts know more than they’re sharing,” said Zeke.

“Did you see something?” Sally asked.

“They seemed surprised when we told them that we’d be looking into who was behind all of this,” said Zeke. “For one thing, Angela stopped talking and looked at her husband. It made me feel as if they’d only expected protection, but they couldn’t figure out how to limit our efforts.”





 

 


Chapter 47

 

“I’m thinking that it’s an odd combination of drugs,” said Zeke. He was back in Philly and he and Kimmy were looking over the police files from the UPenn drug arrests last year, developing some background about the related incidents. Clive had assigned a replacement for Kimmy’s Angela Hart protection detail.

“Well, there were some that you’d expect, but there were some popular drugs missing, you’re right,” said Kimmy, standing behind him and reading over his shoulder.

The drugs listed in the police file as evidence were oxycodone, hydrocodone, morphine, cocaine and codeine. The quantities were substantial, and the quality of the drugs confiscated was very good, well above street grade.

“These don’t appear to have been stepped on too much,” said Zeke, thinking. “Some mixed with fentanyl, but not what you’d expect for college kids.”

He paused a moment.

“I’m surprised we don’t see MDMA or Ecstasy on the list,” said Zeke. “Or heroin. They’re some of the most popular drugs.”

“You’re right,” said Kimmy.

“Maybe the source is controlling the available product,” said Zeke. “Maybe they can’t get some drugs.”

“Like they’re out of stock?” asked Kimmy. She was leaning over his shoulder, making a note on a yellow pad.

“Possible. Or maybe the source can only provide certain drugs,” said Zeke.

“Were there markings on the pills?” she asked.

“No, they were capsules, it says. Probably a quantity of free product that the source loaded into capsules for easy sale.”

They looked over the police record.

“What did the boys say, the ones that were arrested?” asked Kimmy.

Zeke flipped the pages.

“Harry Anderson said that they received shipments via UPS and sold them, then used PayPal to transfer the money back. They never met their source,” said Zeke.

He paused.

“Darrell Lamb had an attorney representing him,” Zeke read. “He said that he’d only been involved once and he didn’t get any money. Just took some drugs for himself.”

“That’s not what Harry said,” said Kimmy. “Somebody’s lying.”

“Right,” said Zeke. “They also interviewed Nathan Frost before he left town. Evidently, he is the one who initially set up the distribution chain at the school, but it doesn’t look like the police knew that back then. He disappeared shortly after the arrest, while he was out on bond.”

“He went to California?” asked Kimmy.

“Yes. Seth and Carrie confirmed it when I talked to them out there.”

“Did you find out anything about him? Where he is now?” asked Kimmy.

“No. They weren’t very forthcoming. Seth was intentionally vague about it, said Zeke.

Kimmy’s silver bracelets jangled as she reached across the table for her tea. It was a light, tinny sound. “So basically, no one knows anything,” she said.

 

* * *

 

“I’ve been thinking,” Zeke said.

Clive had joined them on a secure phone line. They were brainstorming about the source of the drugs and the distribution chain, and trying to determine how the murders fit into the puzzle.

“I’ve read that drug manufacturers put specific signatures in their chemical mix,” said Zeke. “They add a neutral compound to the volatile chemicals as an identifier. Like, ‘This batch is 15% sodium, so we know it was made in the Dayton, New Jersey plant.’”

“Is that a common practice?” asked Kimmy.

“It is,” said Zeke. “It’s a small part of the Drug Supply Chain Security Act that went into effect in 2013.”

“What identifier was in the drugs they took from the UPenn boys?” asked Clive.

“The identifier was a 30% lactose composition,” said Zeke. “Forty percent of the pharmaceuticals sold in the United States come from overseas, most from China and India. But Sally checked. Based on that identifier, these pills were manufactured at the Johnson-Matthey Pharmaceutical plant in West Conshohocken...just up the road.”

 

* * *

 

“So there’s a leak,” said Kimmy. “Somebody’s diverting prescription drugs from the source.”

“Well, it could be in logistics or in warehousing. We don’t know that it’s in the manufacturing plant for sure, yet,” said Zeke. “But it’s a good place to start.”

They were driving the short distance from their hotel to the Johnson-Matthey plant to meet with David Strong, the plant manager. The FBI had called ahead, and when Zeke called, Strong agreed to meet with Zeke immediately, based on the significance of their suspicions.

“Security is a top priority here,” Strong had said. “If we’re losing product, we need to know about it.”

The facility was an impressive industrial plant located on several acres along the Schuylkill River. It spanned the space between the river and Schuylkill River Road in an industrial part of the city. 

Security at the gate entrance seemed effective. Zeke and Kimmy checked in and parked in a spot labeled “Visitors” and walked into the front office portion of the plant. 

“May I help you?” asked a woman behind a glass panel in the entry area. She looked to be about fifty years old and acted indifferent to their presence.

Zeke smiled. “We’re here to see David Strong,” he said.

“You have an appointment?” asked the woman. Her large, flabby biceps were visible in her sleeveless dress. 

“Sure do,” said Zeke. 

“Hold on,” she said. She slid the glass closed and picked up a black phone from the counter and dialed three digits.

A short time later an interior door opened and Zeke and Kimmy were led by a guard through a rabbit’s warren of hallways surrounded by many small, identical offices. After a short walk, they were ushered into a room with a functional desk in the middle of the office and file cabinets along one wall. A tall, thin man with thinning brown hair sat behind the desk.

“I’m David Strong,” said the man, getting up and walking around his desk to shake hands with Zeke and Kimmy. “How can I help?” Their guide had disappeared.

“Did you get a call about us from the Philadelphia FBI office?” asked Zeke.

“I did. They said you’re working in concert with them on a prescription drug theft case. Please, sit.” Strong had a heavy English accent. 

Sounds like a Londoner, Zeke thought as they eased themselves into two Steelcase office guest chairs.

“Can I see your identification, please?” 

They passed their ID’s across the desk. Strong looked at each and made a note on the pad in front of him before passing them back.

Clive had solicited the FBI’s help in gaining access to the Johnson-Matthey facility. Due to the nature of their business, access to the plant was generally very limited.

“We’ve found a number of prescription drugs that may have come from this plant,” said Zeke.

“You’re certain they’re ours?” asked Strong.

“Pretty certain. These are capsules, oxy, hydrocodone, morphine, and they contain a 30% mixture of lactose. Does that match your processes?” asked Zeke.

“Well, sort of,” said Strong. “The thing is, as you can imagine, we have very comprehensive controls on all of our products, from the raw materials we receive all the way through the finished product. What type of quantity are you talking about?” he asked.

“We think they’re substantial quantities,” said Zeke, “with new orders and distribution every week or ten days.”

“I don’t think that can be so,” said Strong, shaking his head slowly. “We inventory everything and compare the expected quantities for consistency throughout the manufacturing process. If we lost a significant amount of product, it would show up immediately. We have several computer programs that make the comparisons and alert us of changes. You know, changes in weight, pill count, number of barrels...”

“Barrels?” asked Kimmy.

“Yes, the raw material, say opium, is washed with a calcium solution and hot water. Then it’s stored in barrels for transport.”

“So you’d know immediately if your quantities were wrong,” said Zeke.

“We would. Particularly for as large a quantity as you’ve mentioned,” said Strong.

“Have you been here long?” asked Zeke. “At Johnson-Matthey, I mean.”

“I have. The company sent me over to run this operation six years ago. Before that, I worked in the Belgium plant and at the headquarters in London,” he added.

“Have you had any theft or significant product loss since you arrived?” asked Zeke.

“No, and the FDA monitors us very closely, as you can imagine. We’d know if there was a problem.”

“No doubt,” said Zeke.

“But the 30% filler solution, the lactose, is worrisome,” said Strong. “That’s the exact result of this plant’s processes.”

“How many employees do you have on site?” asked Zeke.

“Well, we do a number of processes here,” said Strong. “The high security is applicable in many disciplines. The company was founded in 1851 as a gold assayer and refiner for the Bank of England. They had high security measures, and along the way they diversified into a number of areas, including controlled substances.”

“Was it the security measures in place that led them to diversify into controlled substances?” asked Zeke.

“Quite so,” said Strong. “This plant is highly automated. We have thirty-four people who work in our controlled substance division.”

“How many of them actually come in contact with the materials?” asked Zeke.

Strong thought for a moment. “Maybe twenty,” he said. “The rest are administrative.”

“Could you get us a list of those employees?” asked Zeke. “It’s a place to start.”





 

 


Chapter 48

 

It took another fifteen minutes for David Strong to get the list together. He made a quick call, and then led Zeke and Kimmy down the hall, turning corners twice in a seemingly random fashion, ending up at an office door marked “Human Resources.” He pushed into the office.

“We’re here for the employee list,” he said to a young girl who was standing at the laser printer.

“Here you go, sir.” She handed him two sheets of paper.

Strong scanned the pages quickly and handed one of them to Zeke. “Treat it as confidential, as much as you can, please,” said Strong.

Zeke looked over the names quickly, nodded and folded the paper and put it in his pocket. “Will do. Thanks,” he said.

“No worries,” said Strong with what looked like an ironic smile. “We’ll poke around here and see what we can uncover. Let me know what you find out.”

“We will,” said Zeke.

“Follow me, then,” he said. “I’ll get you back to the front of the building.”

 

* * *

 

“Frank Lamb, Eric Burns, and Luc Jones. Those are family names we’ve come across already,” said Zeke, once they were clear of the Johnson-Matthey parking lot. “And any others that might be a friend or related to Dylan Jones in some fashion.”

“This is a small community. It could be someone who went to school with Dylan Jones, or even a close friend,” said Kimmy. “It doesn’t have to be someone with the same name.”

“Right, it could be any one of these, but there are only twenty-two names,” said Zeke. “Let’s give the list to Sally and ask her to whittle it down for us.”

“Will do,” said Kimmy. 

Zeke handed her the still folded paper.

“Do you remember all the names?” she asked.

“Well, yes, I guess I do,” he said with a smile.

Kimmy, shaking her head, took her smartphone out of her purse and dialed Sally’s number.

 

* * *

 

“Of course I called him,” said Bruce Coffey. He was standing a full nine inches taller than Zeke. His face maintained an incredulous, arrogant sneer. “We’re teammates. We practice together, play together. So what?”

Sally had checked Brandon Hart’s cell phone records and found many calls to and from Coffey. Zeke decided to stop by to meet the man. He’d introduced himself as an FBI consultant.

They were standing on the front porch of Coffey’s stately home in Great Falls.

“Is Brandon involved in anything illegal?” Zeke asked.

“What’re you talking about, man? Illegal? Are you kidding? I should knock you down for saying that.” Coffey stepped forward aggressively, crowding into Zeke’s personal space.

Zeke shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, and then, to defuse the tension he said, “What’s the team paying you, Bruce, between one and three million?”

Bruce stepped back unconsciously. “What? How do you know that?”

“About 70% of the NFL players are in that pay range,” said Zeke. “Particularly guys in their twenties like you are. And living out here takes a chunk of it.” Coffey’s house was not far from the Harts’. It was a tudor-style house that sat on an unwooded acre and a half of land.

“And you pay over half of that money in income taxes, state and federal,” he continued. “Plus the cars and the country club.” He looked toward the driveway. “That Maserati Quattroporte was over a hundred grand. And you paid, what, $85,000 to join the country club, and about $600 a month dues? Not the smartest money management, Bruce.”

Coffey shook his head, his financial weakness laid out in front of him like a roadmap. He obviously wasn’t used to being spoken to this way.

“You have two girls, right? I saw that they’re in private school in Falls Church at, what, $22,000 a year each?”

Bruce Coffey was recovering. “Yeah, so that’s my business, not yours,” he mumbled. His voice cleared Zeke’s head by almost a foot.

Zeke looked up at him. “Let’s sit down so I can hear what you’re saying.” He knew that a little distance and some furniture between them would probably help defuse the situation.

“FBI,” said Coffey, visibly getting control of himself. “Sure, I’ve got nothing to hide.” He led Zeke through the house to a patio and entertainment area by a pool.

They walked to the mahogany patio table on the back porch and sat in opposing chairs. Bruce Coffey was wearing a red golf shirt and white slacks. He had a solid gold chain hanging around his neck and a single diamond stud in his left ear. His hands looked as large as a dinner plate.

“So you can see why we’re asking about Brandon Hart,” said Zeke. “We need to know what he’s involved in, if anything, so we can protect Angela.”

Coffey looked at Zeke for a long time without expression. Then he said, “Protect Angela? From what?”

“From whom, you mean,” said Zeke. 

“OK, that,” said Coffey dismissively.

“Not sure yet,” said Zeke. “Any ideas?”

“Me?” asked Coffey. “No.”

“You went to Notre Dame,” said Zeke.

“Yeah.”

“Got a rep as a bad attitude, a thug,” Zeke continued.

“That was the media,” said Coffey. “Game day we fed on that stuff. But there was nothing to it.”

“How about the allegations that you were taking money from boosters?” said Zeke. “Any truth there?”

“No more than anyone else took,” said Coffey. “Lots less than some. But I’ll deny it.”

“OK, back to the Harts. Why would someone threaten Angela?”

“Don’t know. Maybe they were jealous of her lifestyle? Or maybe they were trying to get to Brandon.”

As he said it, Coffey looked away, toward the pool, his large hand touching his chin.

“And kill their dog,” said Zeke.

“I know,” said Coffey. 

“How long have you lived here?” asked Zeke.

Coffey relaxed visibly and looked back at Zeke. “Couple years,” he said. “We moved here to be closer to the schools. It’s great out here.”

Now he’s almost chatty, Zeke thought. He was very ready to change the subject.

“You’re in a rough spot in your marriage, aren’t you, Bruce?” asked Zeke.

“What’d ya mean?” asked Coffey, suddenly motionless, focusing his considerable personality totally on Zeke. It was palpable.

This is what it’s like just before the ball’s snapped, thought Zeke. He said, “No wedding ring, but you have an indentation on that finger. No sign of your daughters or your wife in the house. The plants in the kitchen are dead, probably from not being watered. Dishes in the sink look like they’ve been there a few days. Only one car in the driveway, yours, and you parked it in the middle, down near the street. No one could get a second car past it. Should I go on?”

“Not your business, man,” said Coffey, again.

“I know,” said Zeke, again. “I’m here about the Harts.”

“Look, Brandon is a good guy,” said Coffey. “I play ball with him. Sometimes we golf. But that’s about it. We both live in the same neighborhood, and we work together.”

“Who else does Brandon spend time with, besides you, I mean?” asked Zeke.

“Some of the guys come by every once in a while. You know, to party or watch a game. A couple of the other players are club members, too,” said Coffey. “We all golf.”

“Has Brandon even mentioned anything to you, anything illegal?” asked Zeke.

“No, nothing like that, man,” said Coffey.

“How about Angela. Anything odd you might have noticed?”

“No, she’s solid. I think she gets bored easily, though. They don’t have any kids, and her family lives in California, I think she said,” said Coffey. He looked away.

“Have the Harts been together long?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, all through college,” said Coffey. “And then they got married in their Junior year, a few years ago. He was red-shirted, so he’s a year older than Angela,” said Coffey.

“Were your wife and Angela close?”

“They spent some time together, you know, shopping and at parties and stuff,” said Coffey.

Zeke shifted direction.

“You were drafted a couple years before Brandon, right?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, I was,” said Coffey. “Why?”

“How was the team chemistry? Was anyone upset when Brandon was drafted?”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” said Coffey. “I mean, they moved Moe- Moe Bradley- to second string, but everyone was glad to have the Heisman kid on the team.”

“Moe was a running back,” stated Zeke. 

“Third year player with a thousand and some yard season the year before Brandon Hart was drafted,” said Coffey.

One thousand fifty-five yards, thought Zeke.

“How did Moe react?”

“Man, we all want to play every play, you know?” said the tall man. “It’s what we live for. But I think Moe understood. He wasn’t mad at Brandon.”

“How about the dog. Were you friendly with the dog, Zoe?” Zeke asked.

“Yeah, she was alright. I’m not a real dog person, but Zoe was alright. It’s a shame what happened to her.”

Zeke nodded and thought for a moment. Then he said, “OK, thanks, Bruce.” 





 

 


Chapter 49

 

“Tell me again. How did you find me?” asked the woman.

“Your husband told me how to reach you at your sister’s place,” said Zeke. 

“And just how are you and Bruce connected?” she asked.

Melody Coffey was an elegant black woman, about five foot four inches tall but with a regal bearing and fine bones. She was wearing a mesh tennis dress, which was primarily Notre Dame blue. It matched her eyes.

Contacts, Zeke thought. Too blue to be real.

“I’ve been hired to protect Angela Hart,” said Zeke, “and to find out who’s threatening her.”

Melody Coffey looked at Zeke skeptically across the threshold of the open front door. “Let me see your ID.”

Zeke handed her a plastic ID card and a business card, and while she examined them he said, sort of open-ended, “Bruce said you knew Angela.”

“What is ‘The Agency’?” she asked, ignoring his comment.

“It’s a group of ex-FBI types who offer personal protection,” said Zeke. Well, that’s a part of it.

She handed him back both cards and waited.

“Do you know of anyone who would want to hurt her?”

“No,” said Melody. “But I haven’t seen her for a while.”

“Why not?” asked Zeke. 

She looked around and behind her. “The reason we’re separated,” said Melody, “is my husband is fooling around on me.” Her control was fragile, brittle. 

“How do you mean?” asked Zeke.

“Ask my philandering husband,” she said. “He’s been chasing skirt since we got married. Thinks I don’t know, but I do.”

Zeke noticed her direct gaze and the challenge in her voice. He said nothing but watched carefully.

“Do you know how that makes you feel?” she asked. She looked down. “Violated. Played. Stupid.”

She looked up at Zeke again with major eye contact, challenging him.

“And one thing I’m not is stupid!”

Zeke felt the impact of her personality in the small space between them. 

“He didn’t think I knew, but I did. I saw it coming. He denied it, but he’s a liar. But you know what, I’m not going to let him beat me. I’m not going to let him ruin my life. He isn’t going to win.” She was talking in a clear, quiet voice now, full of emphasis and impact. Distinctive words.

“What do you want?” she said and sighed, emerging from her rhetoric barrage.

“Well, I came over to ask you who might want to threaten or hurt Angela,” he said. “But maybe I should ask who might want to hurt your husband. Besides you, I mean.”

“Yeah, I’d like to hurt him, alright. But I won’t. Like I said, he’s not going to get to me. I don’t need the great Mr. Bruce Coffey to live my life. He’s not worth it.”

“Anyone else feel that way?” asked Zeke, following the conversation’s flow.

“Plenty of people want to get even with Bruce. Not so many with Angela. So, no, not really,” said Melody.

“Someone killed her dog, the Shepherd. And she received a threatening phone call just a couple days before that,” said Zeke.

“Don’t know anything about that,” said Melody.

“Are your girls here with you?” asked Zeke. 

“Yes. This is just temporary. My sister doesn’t have room for all of us here. I’m looking for another place.”

“I see,” said Zeke. “Have either of you filed divorce papers yet?”

“I’m talking with an attorney,” she replied.

He nodded.

“Can you think of anything else? About the threats on Angela?” he asked.

“You’re with the FBI?” she said, confirming.

“We consult with the FBI, and a few other government agencies,” said Zeke.

“So if you heard that Bruce Coffey was involved with a sports betting group, shaving points in the games, you might be able to do something about it? Legally?” she asked.

“Do you think that has anything to do with the threats to Angela?” asked Zeke, calm, quiet.

“Hell, yes,” said Melody. “That’s the whole thing. Bruce told me about it before I caught him cheating this last time. Said some guys in Las Vegas were talking with him and Brandon about point shaving.” 

 

* * *

 

“So Sally found the connection to the Johnson-Matthey employees,” said Zeke into the secure smartphone. 

“Who was it?” asked Clive.

“Dylan Jones’ older brother, Luc. He’s worked at Johnson-Matthey for four and a half years,” said Zeke.

“Stealing drugs from them?” asked Clive.

“It seems so,” said Zeke. “He’s probably been stealing some of the raw opiates, probably after they’re combined with lactose but before they’ve been fully processed. We’ll need to go back through the records to see exactly what’s been happening, but he’s the connection.”

“What about their controls?” asked Clive. “They monitor closely, don’t they?”

“They do,” said Zeke. “We need to figure out how this was done.”

“Do we want to arrange for his arrest?” asked Clive.

“No, I think we should watch him for a while, follow him and monitor his activity. He should lead us to the others involved, and maybe we can catch him with the drugs in his possession. It’ll make for a stronger case,” said Zeke.

“Right,” said Clive. “I can arrange for surveillance on Luc Jones. I’ll get a GPS device for his car, and we’ll track his smartphone. See what he’s up to.”

“Good. It shouldn’t take too long to get what we need. According to Kevin McCarthy, a new shipment of drugs is distributed every week to ten days,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Detective Featherman was at his desk when Zeke arrived at the Conshohocken station house on Fayette Street. 

“Hey, ride with me, OK?” asked Featherman. He lifted his large frame out of the desk chair and started toward the door.

“Sure,” said Zeke. He’d called ahead and asked Featherman if he could spare some time to talk about the Monica Burns murder.

They walked out to a dirty blue Crown Vic with no hubcaps, obviously a cop’s car, and Featherman got in and started it up. They drove it three blocks to Dunnigan’s Boat House and parked on the street in front of the restaurant. 

It was three-thirty in the afternoon, and the place was empty. Featherman walked to a booth and sat. Zeke joined him and a young, dark-haired girl approached with two menus. Featherman said, “No, no food, Dory. I’ll have a Bud Light draft.” He looked at Zeke.

“Dory, I’m Zeke.” He looked at the tap handles at the bar. “May I have a Harp draft, please.” He turned to Featherman. “You allowed to drink on duty?” he asked, after Dory had walked away.

Featherman stared at him, very still for a moment. “My shift was over at 3:30.”

“I figured,” said Zeke. “Thanks for staying around to chat.”

“Sure, you’re buying, right?” said Featherman.

“I am,” said Zeke.

“So you said the topic is Monica Burns,” Featherman said. 

“Yes, her death. There are a few things that don’t feel right when you contrast it with the kids’ murders,” said Zeke.

“We didn’t have the kids’ deaths to contrast it with, when I was investigating,” said Featherman. 

Maybe he’s more of a bureaucrat than he looks, thought Zeke, He’s making excuses already. But he said, “True. That’s why I wanted to talk through it with you again.”

Nothing from Featherman.

“So as best I recall,” said Zeke, tongue in cheek, “Monica Burns was shot during a home invasion. In her bedroom, after returning home from shopping.”

“That’s what we concluded. Did you find something different?” asked Featherman. His black hair moved on his head like a hairpiece as he raised his eyebrows.

“Not yet,” said Zeke. “And she was shot sometime between one forty-five and three fifteen in the afternoon, right?”

“Yes, it was a weekday, a Thursday, actually,” said Featherman.

“How many killers?”

“We think there were at least two people in the house when she walked in,” said the cop. 

Dory returned with their beverages in cold pint glasses and asked if they wanted to order food. Featherman dismissed her and indicated he’d let her know when he needed anything else. She walked away happy, not put off by his abruptness.

“How do you know?” asked Zeke.

“A neighbor saw them park their utility van and go to the front door. Thought they were workers, plumbers or something.”

“Why?” asked Zeke.

“They had some sort of coveralls on, dark blue,” said Featherman. “And hats. They walked up to the front door, knocked, and went in. The neighbor assumed they’d been let in by the victim.”

“Any name on the utility van?” asked Zeke. He sipped his beer and nodded to himself.

“Yeah, it was a fictitious company, like ‘Acme Plumbing’ or something.”

“Where was Monica Burns’ car parked?” asked Zeke.

“It was in the driveway, next to the house,” said Featherman. “She parked it and went in the kitchen door, in the back.”

It’s not a huge house, thought Zeke. Wouldn’t she have run into them? “Then what happened?”

“Well, she must have walked to the bedroom and set her packages down on the bed. By then, we figure, the killers knew that she’d come home, and they followed her to the bedroom. When she turned around they shot her, probably from the doorway.”

“Once in the heart,” said Zeke. “Small caliber bullet, like the kids.”

“Right,” said Featherman. 

“You think the killers heard her come in and hid until she went into the bedroom?” asked Zeke.

“Yeah, probably in the bathroom, or one of the other bedrooms, we figured.”

“That’s a pretty good shot,” said Zeke.

“Depends on how far they were from each other,” said Featherman, neutrally.

“No GSR, right?”

“Right,” said Featherman. “None.” He turned and caught Dory’s eye and signaled for another brew.

“Lots of parallels to the kids who were shot, Susie and Will.”

“Yeah,” said Featherman. “I thought so, too. When Harrison called from Lower Merion and asked for a copy of the Monica Burns file, we talked about that. I think he’s looking for the similarities.”

“Anything indicate that Monica Burns knew her assailants?” asked Zeke.

“Well, at the time it looked like a robbery gone bad...”

“But who would rob the Burns’ house?” asked Zeke. “They’re not wealthy. When I was there, I didn’t see anything worth stealing. At least not in an organized effort like that one.”

“Yeah,” said Featherman. “They’re not rich.”

Dory appeared and set another cold beer in front of the detective. He nodded at her.

“Did you want another one?” she asked Zeke, her look lingering on his blue eyes for an extra moment.

“Not yet, thanks.”

“OK.” Dory retreated toward the kitchen. 

“If you were going to rob them,” said Zeke, “wouldn’t you park the utility van in the driveway, for easy access and privacy from the neighbors? That way you could step out the back kitchen door and load things right into the van with no one seeing you.”

Featherman was silent. Then he said, “Do you think they were there to kill her?”

“Combined with the kids murders, it seems possible, doesn’t it?” said Zeke. 

“Well, now that you mention it, it does seem possible,” said Featherman.

“What was missing from the Burns’ house?” Zeke asked, knowing the answer.

“Some cash. And a gun, a Glock, Chet Burns said.”

“No TV’s or electronics missing? No computers or small kitchen appliances?”

“Not that Burns said.”

“No coin collection or art or anything that can be easily pawned?”

“Just the gun and some cash,” said Featherman.

“So assuming that the killers were in the house for a bit before Monica Burns got home,” said Zeke.

“They were,” interrupted Featherman. “The neighbor said they arrived about one forty-five.”

“They could have been there waiting for Monica to come home. Had they piled anything up to take with them? Was there a sheet or a blanket filled with small stuff they intended to steal?”

“No, we didn’t find anything like that,” said Featherman.

“So another scenario might be that the killers went to the Burns’ house and waited for Monica to come home. And then they killed her.”

“For what?” asked Featherman.

“Did anything turn up in your background check of Monica Burns? Anything that seemed odd or unusual?” asked Zeke.

“Not really,” said Featherman. “You think she knew her killer?”

“Seems very possible,” said Zeke. “Or someone close to her did.”

“Not random?” said Featherman.

“Not likely,” said Zeke.





 

 


Chapter 50

 

“So, if the killer was known to Monica Burns, what’s the motivation? And then, who is the killer?” asked Clive from the other end of the phone line in Washington, DC. They had been talking through Zeke’s meeting with the detective.

“Exactly,” said Zeke.

“Love or money, you know,” said Clive, under his breath.

“This was planned pretty well,” said Zeke. “Planned to look like a robbery. Disguises, a utility van with a fake name on it, the timing of the whole thing...”

“Right,” said Clive. “Was it a hit? A planned assassination?”

“Well, that would indicate a very strong motive,” Zeke said.

“So probably not love,” said Clive. “It was too cold and calculated for that.”

“And two killers,” said Zeke. “That would be unusual.”

“So, follow the money.”

“Probably,” said Zeke.

“What else?” asked Clive.

“Well, who do we know that has those skills with a pistol?” asked Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“Hey, stranger,” Sally said. Zeke had called her on a secure phone line.

“Can you work up some history for me?” he asked.

“Yes. What are we looking for?” she asked.

“Going back, say thirty years, we need to know who in the Lower Merion area has excellent pistol skills. Sharpshooter, target shooting, winning competitions, like that.” 

“What type of gun are we looking for?” 

“The pistol is probably a small bore gun, a .22 or thereabouts,” said Zeke. “Probably something like a Ruger MK model. Maybe a competition-grade pistol, or close to it.”

“Can do. Should I look for gun sales, too?” she asked.

“Probably not going to help,” said Zeke. “But we could check for guns registered to our small circle of suspects. The Jones boys and Chet Burns and the McCarthys and the Gordons. We also want to check the college kids that were arrested last year at UPenn, as well as their families in case they were involved somehow.”

“Cast a wide net,” said Sally.

“Yep. This killer has skills,” said Zeke. 

 

* * *

 

“I’m sort of caught up in the idea that the murders were related,” said Zeke. “The same type of weapon, the lack of GSR, the fact that two of the victims were from the same family. Unusual circumstances.”

“It seems so,” said Kimmy. 

“So who would kill them? And why?” asked Zeke.

“Maybe the killings are connected,” she said. “If you triangulate it, the killer could be Chet Burns.”

“Sure, but why?” asked Zeke.

“Jealousy? Control? Maybe the secret about the drugs was coming out...” said Kimmy. 

“So Chet sent a couple of his boys to kill his wife last year?”

“Very possible. We only have his word that they were so in love that he’s heartbroken,” she added.

“That’s true,” said Zeke. “You think Chet’s important in the drug ring?”

They were exploring possibilities, challenging each other to look at the situation from different perspectives. Kimmy and Zeke were eating lunch at Kathy’s Café before Kimmy’s shift protecting Angela Hart.

“Might be. But he’s looking pretty devastated,” said Kimmy.

“He’s not faking all of that,” said Zeke. “I just think he may be involved with the drug thing.” He paused. “Didn’t someone say that he was a chemistry teacher?”

“I think they said he’s a science teacher,” said Kimmy.

“No, when I first visited Catrin Davies she told me that he’s a chemistry teacher. He may be involved in processing the raw materials.”

“In that case,” said Kimmy, “the killings could have been to keep him in line.”

“Or to clean up a mess he made. Say, for example, he let slip something about the drug ring. Maybe told his wife about it, and she threatened to take it to the police,” said Kimmy.

“Could be that,” said Zeke, “or possibly they did it to control him or threaten him, like, ‘Behave or we’ll kill your family.’”

“That could be, too,” said Kimmy. “You should share that with the cops.” She looked at her watch. “Gotta run,” she said, and jumped up. “See you later.”

 

* * *

 

There was an urgent knock on the apartment door.

“Great!” said Lizzy.

She and Seth were lying on the open sleeper couch and smoking cigarettes. They were naked, but partially covered by the top sheet. The window air conditioner was cooling the room but made it hard to hear the television. The screen showed a courtroom and a TV judge extracting some form of misdemeanor justice.

“Just ignore it,” said Seth, exhaling a billow of smoke.

“Yeah,” said Lizzy. “OK.”

The knock came a second time, but louder and more insistent.

“I know you’re in there, Seth,” Carrie shouted. “Open this door!”

“I’ll go out the back door,” said Seth, jumping up and pulling on his jeans.

Lizzy grabbed her clothes to get dressed, too. “Just a minute,” she called. “Just a minute.”

“You’d better open this door, bitch, or I’m calling the cops,” yelled Carrie.

“You woke me up,” yelled Lizzy. “I’m getting dressed. I’ll open it in a minute.”

“Where’s Seth?” asked Carrie. “I saw him go in your apartment.”

“He left,” said Lizzy, pulling on a loose t-shirt. When she heard the kitchen door close behind Seth, she walked to the front door barefooted and said, “I’m not opening this door, Carrie. You’re crazy!”

 

* * *

 

“I need to come home,” said Carrie, again, crying into her iPhone.

“I know, dear, I know,” said Beth McCarthy.

“Can you send me a plane ticket, Mom?” she asked.

“Yes, right away, honey,” said Beth, “I’m just glad you’re OK. Tell me again where you are, and I’ll arrange for your flight.” 

 

* * *

 

“We have to do this in the right order,” said Zeke. He was talking with Kimmy again, sitting at an outside table at Katy’s Café and listening to the birds argue in the background about who got to sit on the highest limb. “We’ve got the right leverage, but we’ll need to apply it carefully.”

“OK,” she said. Kimmy was standing beside the table and looking at her smartphone while tapping something into it occasionally, then leaning down to sip her chai tea. “Where to first, boss?” she asked.

Everyone has secrets, thought Zeke. Some shared, some private.

“Where’s Brandon right now?” he asked.

“He’s home. Angela and Carla Simmons went grocery shopping. Carla’s pretty tired of the domestic duty, by the way,” said Kimmy.

“It’ll be over soon,” said Zeke. He used his smartphone to call Brandon, spoke for less than a minute, and hung up.

“Let’s visit Mr. Hart,” he said.

 

* * *

 

They pulled up to the gate and Zeke punched in the access code of the day. The gate swung open, admitting them, then slowly swung shut behind them. They parked under the porte-cochere, exited the car and rang the front doorbell. Nothing happened for twenty seconds, and then the door was silently pulled open by Brandon Hart. He paused for a moment, then said rather formally, “Come in.”

They walked through the house to the kitchen where Brandon had been assembling a sandwich. Bruce Coffey, who was sitting at the island across from the cutting board, said nothing.

“One thing about being big is that you’re always hungry,” said Brandon, with a nod toward the sandwich. He seemed preoccupied, aloof.

“No, thanks, none for me,” said Kimmy.

Brandon looked at her, and then went back to work, assembling. “Have you found out anything yet?” he asked.

“We have,” said Zeke. “In fact, we know exactly what’s happening to cause all this trouble.”

“What’s that?” asked Brandon with a small sneer. He didn’t look up from his work.

“First, remember that we’re associated with the FBI, the Fed’s,” said Zeke, looking at both men.

“Yeah, I know. So what?” asked Brandon, glancing up for a moment to read Zeke’s face.

Zeke gave him a neutral stare.

“So, point shaving is illegal, Brandon,” he continued. “It’s a federal crime because it’s interstate in nature, with Vegas gambling legal for the NFL games. Wire fraud and all that. And you’re both involved.”

“What are you talking about, man?” asked Brandon.

At the same time, Coffey said, “No way! You’re crazy!”

“No, I’m not. I spoke with your ex-wife, Bruce,” said Zeke. “She’s pretty upset with you. When she heard I was a consultant with the Feds, she couldn’t wait to tell me all about the scheme.”

“That bitch,” said Coffey. He stood up.

“No need to get aggressive,” said Kimmy, defusing the situation a bit. “You haven’t done much that’s illegal yet, right?”

Coffey assessed the situation and sat back down. “No, we haven’t,” he said, shaking his head.

“So we could just agree that you’re not going to shave points anymore, and you’re not going to take payoffs from professional gamblers. Then all this might go away,” said Zeke.

“How did you know to talk with Melody?” asked Brandon.

“I just looked at your lifestyles and your football contracts. It was pretty easy to figure out that you both were living way above your means,” said Zeke. “And Bruce, a divorce would drain you further. So I talked with people, and this popped up.”

The big men looked at each other, sullen and serious.

“You can be sure that the IRS and the FBI will be watching your bank accounts and your professional performance. Any sign of point shaving or unexplained income, and they’ll open a file on you. That in itself will make your lives miserable, with the publicity and all. But if they find something, well... That’s federal prison,” said Zeke.

“What about the guys in Vegas?” asked Brandon.

“Shut up,” said Coffey.

Zeke ignored him and said to Brandon, “You’ll want to call and let them know that you’re not going to be able to help them. Tell them what happened, and that you gave the FBI their names. After that, I’m pretty sure they’ll disappear from your radar. We’ll add them to the FBI’s watch list.” 

 

* * *

 

Bruce Coffey left the Harts’ home at the same time as Zeke and Kimmy. 

“Your wife was pretty angry about your girlfriend,” Zeke said as they walked to the front door. “She had a few choice words about you.”

“I wasn’t cheating. I told her but she won’t believe me,” said Coffey. He looked directly at Zeke when he said it, his upper body stiff. He held Zeke’s gaze for a count too long.

Trying to convince me, said Zeke. Too simple a telling. No details or exclusions or explanations. He’s probably lying.

“So you guys can live with this deal?” asked Zeke. “It’s a lot better than doing time in Cumberland.” He was referring to FCI Cumberland, a medium security Federal Prison in Cumberland, Maryland, about two and a half hours northwest of Great Falls.

“Yeah, sure,” said Coffey, but he was shaking his head slightly, a reflexive “no” motion.

Kimmy climbed into the passenger seat and closed the door. Zeke opened his car door, then paused for a moment. Over the rooftop he said, almost as an afterthought, “I know who your girlfriend was, Bruce. I’d suggest that you let it go, or this whole thing may come down on your head. Be smart about it. You don’t want Melody to find out who she was.” Then he mouthed a name at the big man, who saw it and turned away as if he’d been slapped.

Zeke got in the driver’s seat and drove away.





 

 


Chapter 51

 

Zeke parallel parked in front of Starbucks and followed a twenty-something girl into the coffee shop. As she opened the door, he noticed that the fingernail polish on her ring finger contrasted with her other nails. 

She looked back, handing him the door, and her gaze lingered on his eyes for a moment. Then she smiled at him, as if she’d been caught doing something and felt awkward about it. He smiled back.

The women he had arranged to meet had already arrived and were seated at a small table toward the rear of the shop. One of them saw him and waved, and he walked over to join her. She had a paper cup in front of her; he pulled out the chair and sat across from her. The other woman, who had been sitting quietly without a drink, got up as Zeke sat, and went to the counter.

“Do you know?” the first woman mouthed to him when he was seated. 

Zeke nodded.

“Are you going to tell?” she asked.

Zeke shook his head and sighed. “Probably not.”

“Probably not?” she asked. She was quiet, but Zeke was sure no one could hear them. Perhaps she was embarrassed.

She was a pretty woman, with a heart-shaped face, olive skin and fine features. Her lips were a bit pouty and her nose was regal. When she held her coffee cup, her long, elegant fingers were on display.

“I don’t see any need to say anything to your husband, as long as it’s over and you stay away from Bruce,” he said.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to do! He won’t leave me alone. He acts like he owns me.”

“He’s mad that you broke it off with him,” said Zeke.

“Mad doesn’t begin to describe it. He’s been insane with jealousy because I ignore him. He’s crazy and calls me all kinds of names and threatens to hurt me if I don’t do what he wants. He’s totally out of control.”

“So you hurt his feelings,” said Zeke.

“Yes, it was a mistake to start with. I was bored, and he was hanging around a lot. My husband can be fairly arrogant, and I was feeling neglected. It was a mistake,” she repeated.

“You’re safe now. But I’ll need you to stay away from him,” said Zeke. 

“OK, I will. But please don’t tell my husband,” she said, sadly. “It would ruin our marriage.”

She paused and shook her head, then looked at Zeke. “He was threatening me, scaring me. He wouldn’t let it go! He called all the time. God, he killed the dog because he was so mad at me.”

“I know, Angela, but that’s over now,” said Zeke. “We’ve taken care of it. Bruce Coffey won’t bother you again.”

 

* * *

 

“He killed the dog with his brute strength,” said Zeke. “Hard to believe. He got close- the dog knew him- and he got his big arm crooked around the dog’s neck, sort of backwards with the dog’s head facing behind him, and he stood up and shook the dog until something broke. Pure rage.”

“That’s a lot of anger,” said Clive. “Takes a lot of strength to do that.”

“Defensive Ends have a lot of strength,” said Zeke. “And quickness. But yes, there had to be an emotional component to it, like the kid who lifts the car off his mother after an accident.”

“The dog didn’t deserve it,” said Kimmy. “That’s the shame of it. Everyone else involved was scamming someone or something, but not the dog.”

Clive stood at his desk in his library-office. The afternoon sun was warming the room. “So will it hold together?” he asked.

“I think so,” said Zeke. “Brandon Hart and Bruce Coffey were caught shaving points, and we have the name of their contacts in Vegas. They gave them up to avoid a federal investigation into the matter.”

“I don’t think they want that scrutiny,” said Kimmy. “And to keep Coffey in check, Zeke threatened to tell his soon-to-be ex-wife, who he was boffing.”

“Boffing?” asked Clive. “Really?”

“Bob’s your father,” said Zeke to Clive, under his breath. Then louder, “Coffey is in for a tough divorce, I’m afraid. She’s a bitter woman.”

“And Zeke talked with Angela Hart. She doesn’t want her husband to know about the affair, said it would destroy their marriage,” said Kimmy. “And her source of income, I suppose,” she added, suddenly somewhat cynical. 

“She agreed to stay away from Coffey, dismiss the protection and to call me immediately if she sees anything illegal involving Brandon,” said Zeke. “We probably can’t count on the last point, but she certainly knows that we’ll be watching.”

“Yes, I see,” said Clive.

“The arrangement won’t hold up forever,” said Zeke, “but I think it’ll be good for a while. At least through the Coffeys’ divorce.”

“OK,” said Kimmy.

“And I intend to add a few complexities to keep it interesting,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“Jon West,” said the voice on the phone.

“Jon, this is Zeke Traynor. You remember me? I called you about the Harts’ dog, the one that was killed?”

“Sure, Zeke, how can I help?”

“Well, we found the dog Zoe’s killer. Do you have a way to take action against him?” asked Zeke.

“We refer animal cruelty to the county Sheriff,” said West. “They get a warrant and take action against the guilty party.”

“Will they do it on your say-so?” asked Zeke.

“They always have. Nobody much likes animal cruelty, you know,” said Jon West.

“Well, we know who the killer is,” said Zeke. “And I’m pretty sure he took a trophy. The dog collar. Chances are he still has it in his house somewhere.”

“Sick bastard,” said Jon West, under his breath. “That’s worth looking for. They can get a search warrant with that information.”

“Right? So let me tell you what we know.”





 

 


Chapter 52

 

“Well, this will surprise you,” said Sally. She’d called Zeke as he was filling in Detective Harrison on his suspicions about the Ardmore murders. They were sitting in Harrison’s office again, Zeke across the desk from the detective.

“Good,” he said. “Let me call you back.”

“OK,” said Sally, suddenly in a small, sexy voice. “Just don’t keep me waiting...”

“Sorry about that,” said Zeke to Harrison, when he’d disconnected from Sally.

“So you think the killings were related to the drugs? Pharmaceuticals?” asked Harrison. He looked directly at Zeke and leaned forward, craining his neck to hear the answer.

“I do,” said Zeke. “We may have found the motivation for all of this killing.”

“How do you fit it together?” asked Harrison. He sat very still and looked at Zeke. His gaze was owllike.

“We’ve got a prescription drug distribution ring working out of this area, Ardmore and Conshohocken and Wayne, and it looks like it’s very profitable. I’m guessing that the murders are related to that. The two kids, Susie Lopper and Will Burns, and also Monica Burns’ death last year up in Conshohocken.”

Harrison gave a low whistle. “You think that the same killer who shot Monica Burns also shot Will Burns and Susie Lopper?” he asked.

“Almost certainly,” said Zeke. “But probably for different reasons.” 

“What did Kevin McCarthy say?” he asked the detective.

“Nothing more since you talked with him. He said that Dylan Jones was his contact for the drugs. He said they hired him as a front man, to be the public face of the distributors. But he was just small time,” said Harrison, dismissively. “We let him go after a day or two.”

“Sure,” said Zeke.

“How long had he been involved?” asked Harrison. Then he sat silently, looking at Zeke.

“Several years,” said Zeke.

“How about Chet Burns? Is he involved?” asked Detective Harrison.

“He’s a chemistry teacher. We figure he was recruited to mix the raw product, or maybe package it in the capsules,” said Zeke.

“What about his wife?”

“I think that might have happened to keep him in line.”

“And his kid?” asked Harrison.

“Not sure yet. Maybe retribution? Maybe the kid learned something and threatened the wrong person? Maybe it was also just to keep Chet in line, but that seems pretty extreme,” said Zeke.

“It does,” said Detective Harrison. 

 

* * *

 

“Sally, I’m here,” said Zeke. “I called back as quickly as I could.”

“Oh, good,” she said. “I like being your center of attention.”

“You are, girl, you are,” said Zeke. “What did you find?”

“Well, I’m still checking on current gun registrations. But I researched the local area target pistol competitions,” she said. “I went back thirty years, like you suggested.”

She’s drawing it out a bit, thought Zeke. He said, “Good. What did you find?”

“Well, Dylan Jones was a target pistol champion. He shot in the annual Lower Merion Target Pistol Competitions from 1986 through 1993. They hold them at the Action Indoor Range down near Philly every year. His ranking was good in the late eighties, but it got very good in the early nineties. He took the first place spots for his age group in ‘92 and ‘93.” 

“Did the school have a team?”

“He graduated in 1989 from Lower Merion High School. They did have a target pistol team back then,” said Sally. “But when he turned twenty, he apparently stopped shooting in the competitions. His name doesn’t show up in the newspapers or on the competition’s website after 1990.”

He was in jail, Zeke thought. “Did you check for any other names we might recognize?” asked Zeke.

“I did. Nothing else that matches up with the people you’ve been talking with,” Sally added. “No McCarthys, Loppers, Gordons, Larosas, Burns, and nothing else for the name Jones.

“All right, Kimmy and I will see about Dylan Jones. We’ll see what we can find out about him. He seems to be involved in this thing,” said Zeke.

“Be careful, sweetie,” said Sally, and she hung up.

 

* * *

 

Dressed in black jeans, black crepe soled shoes and black nylon jackets, Zeke and Kimmy waited, hidden in a parking garage stairwell, catty-corner to and across the street from the Olive or Twist, Dylan Jones’ bar. Zeke pulled his sleeve back and checked his watch. 

Kimmy signaled Zeke with her hands, asking a question by tapping her wrist. Zeke stepped closer and showed her his lighted watch. It was eleven thirty, a half hour after closing time. 

She nodded. 

A few minutes later the door opened and a stocky man the approximate size of Dylan Jones walked out of the bar. He looked around carefully, then turned and locked the deadbolt on the door of the bar. Then he walked to the only car remaining in the parking lot, a white Subaru hatchback parked under a streetlight, and got in.

“Let’s go,” said Kimmy when the Subaru had disappeared around a corner. 

Zeke nodded. He and Kimmy crossed the street and got in their rental car. Zeke drove as Kimmy watched the GPS monitor and read him the turns. They had attached the GPS tracking device to Dylan’s car while he was inside closing the bar. 

A few minutes later, they found themselves across the river in Conshohocken. They tracked the white hatchback and found it parked in front of a one-story brick house, a duplex two streets off the main road. 

“There it is,” said Zeke. “I’ll park on down the street, out of sight.”

The hatchback was empty.

“I wonder who lives there,” asked Zeke, referring to the brick house.

“Don’t know,” said Kimmy. Zeke was watching his rearview mirror.

They settled in, watching the house and the car.

“We should be able to tune into their energy,” said Kimmy with a quick smile.

“I’m sorry?” asked Zeke, preoccupied.

“Everyone in the universe is connected, right?” she continued.

“They are,” he said, half a question, watching the mirror.

“Listen,” she said, shifting around in her seat to face Zeke. “You know how sometimes you feel like you’re on the same wavelength with someone else? Like you finish their sentences for them or know what they’re thinking?”

“Sort of,” said Zeke.

“That’s the beginning of it,” said Kimmy. “I believe that we’re capable of much more.”

“Like what?”

“Like communicating without speaking, like sharing positive energy and healing, eliminating fear and anxiety, and removing the restrictions...”

“Restrictions?” asked Zeke.

“Sure, the things that get in the way of our energy flow. The things that inhibit us.”

“What causes the restrictions?” he asked, checking the mirror again.

“Life, Zeke. Just day-to-day life creates all kinds of problems for our energy flow. It inhibits our real potential, and most of us let that happen.”

“Hmm,” said Zeke.

“Think of what we could do without restrictions,” Kimmy said. “It’s amazing to consider. Our beings have so much potential.” 

Zeke paused and checked the mirror again, thinking of ways to end this somewhat awkward conversation. Then he saw motion in the mirror. 

“OK,” said Zeke, “there are two of them and they’re moving now. Let’s stay with them.”

Kimmy looked in her passenger side mirror and saw two men, Dylan Jones and another man, each carrying boxes from the house to the parked hatchback. It was dark, but the streetlights provided enough light for them to be certain that Dylan Jones was one of the two. “That’s him,” said Kimmy, and she activated the GPS tracker again.

The two men put their boxes in the hatch of the white vehicle and then got in the front seats. Dylan Jones took keys from his pocket as he got in on the driver’s side.

The white Subaru drove past them and turned right at the first intersection.

“Let’s go back for a minute,” said Zeke, as he turned the car around.





 

 


Chapter 53

 

“Do you still have them on the GPS monitor?” asked Zeke.

“I do,” said Kimmy. She called out some directions, and Zeke quickly caught up. The Subaru was in sight again. The detour back to the brick duplex had been fruitful. There was a paper nameplate under the buzzer next to the right side of the front door that read, ‘Luc Jones.’

The Subaru drove along Interstate 476, following the speed limit and driving mostly in the right lane. At the Schuylkill Expressway it exited and drove west two exits to Henderson Road. They drove through a light industrial area, past a car wash and a flooring store and automotive repair shops and a cemetery. Suddenly the white hatchback slowed and then turned right, leaving the Expressway. Zeke followed, about a hundred yards back, and then stopped before the turn. With his headlights still pointing along the Expressway, they watched the Subaru turn right again into a mini-storage facility. The lit sign, visible from the Expressway, read “Storage Nation.”

“Pretty late to visit your mini-storage, isn’t it?” asked Kimmy with a frown. She was fidgeting in the seat, working between the GPS tracker, her phone and her iPad.

 

* * *

 

Zeke drove the rental car a hundred yards past the entrance to the mini-storage, pulled to the shoulder and killed the headlights. 

“There’s a keypad at the entrance for 24-hour access,” Kimmy commented. “I saw it as we drove by. And there’s a parking area up near the front office.”

Zeke nodded. The property was completely surrounded by a six-foot high hurricane wire fence with three-strand barbed wire atop of it.

“They’re probably either dropping off a batch of pharmaceuticals or getting some out of storage to ship,” said Zeke. “Either way, we may have caught them with the drugs.”

“I’ll call it in,” said Kimmy.

“No, hold on,” said Zeke, “Let’s make sure they’ve got the drugs with them. I want to get a closer look.” He switched off the interior light, quietly opened the driver side door, and stepped out and around behind the car. In a moment he was invisible.

Zeke moved back to the hurricane fence and followed it around the perimeter of the Storage Nation property. At one point, between buildings he was able to see the white Subaru parked in front of an open unit about halfway down the middle aisle. There was no one else in sight. Zeke noted the location of the unit and sat in the grass to reduce his visibility profile. 

A minute and a half later, two men exited the storage unit, each carrying four standard-sized UPS boxes. They were visible from the bright light shining from the Storage Nation sign above them. The packages they carried were small boxes, maybe eighteen inches long and a foot wide. The three-inch high boxes were stacked, and each man held four of them in front of him with both hands. They stepped to the car, and Dylan Jones set his boxes on the roof of the Subaru. He pulled the keys from his pocket and unlocked the vehicle, stepped back to the storage unit, pulled the overhead door down and padlocked it. He then stepped back to the car, opened a rear door and set the boxes from the roof in the back seat.

 

* * *

 

“I’ve never seen the second man before,” said Zeke, back in the car, “but the driver is definitely Dylan Jones.”

Kimmy nodded. She said, “Clive is arranging for the Conshohocken police to pick up the GPS trail, to keep tracking. And he’s asked them to keep an eye on the brick house, Luc Jones’ place.”

“Right,” said Zeke. “It looks like they’re about to distribute the next shipment, probably tomorrow—eight overnight delivery boxes.”

“This isn’t technically Lower Merion, but I called Detective Harrison. He says he’ll work out the jurisdictional issues. The police in this area work together a lot, since the towns are so small and so close together,” said Kimmy.

“Good,” said Zeke.

“What’s your plan?” asked Kimmy.

“I’d like to get a closer look at the storage unit,” Zeke said.

“I figured you would. I asked Harrison if he’d contact the owner of Storage Nation and get the gate key code,” she said. “He’ll call back when he has it.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke drove up to the gate, lowered his window and punched in a four-digit code. The gate slowly rolled back and out of his way.

“The unit is midway down the middle aisle,” said Zeke. “Good location, not really visible from the front or from the road. It’s pretty well hidden from view.”

Kimmy was in the seat next to Zeke, with her Jericho 941 handgun in her right hand. She was holding her phone to her ear with her left hand, waiting for Clive to answer. She nodded in response to Zeke.

“Let’s check Dylan Jones’ unit for drugs,” Zeke said. “And maybe a murder weapon?”

Zeke led the way through the dark to the storage unit door and turned and kept watch as Kimmy fiddled with the padlock.

“It’s an Abloy padlock,” she said under her breath. “Great.” 

But a minute later Zeke heard a distinct click and then the metal wheels of the overhead door. He glanced into the unit as the door cleared his line of sight, and the overhead light clicked on. He saw some metal shelves affixed to one plywood wall and three blue barrels sitting on the floor. Standing behind the barrels was a wooden makeshift workbench covered with flat, empty UPS boxes and a number of prepaid cell phones still sealed in their plastic containers.

Shielding the flashlight, Zeke and Kimmy stepped into the unit. On the highest shelf were two boxes, each about twice the size of a shoebox. Glancing around, Zeke saw three cardboard boxes marked as containing empty pill capsules. He reached up on the shelf and took down one of the boxes.

“Look at this,” he said.

Kimmy looked into the box. It was stacked full of currency, with fifty and one hundred-dollar bills visible across the top of the stack. Zeke riffled through a part of the box’s contents and confirmed that it was full of cash.

“Let’s see what we have here,” said Zeke, returning the first box to its shelf and taking the second one down. Inside was a stainless steel pistol along with two boxes of .22 rounds.

“There’s your MKII,” said Kimmy. “It could have been used to kill the kids.”

And Chet Burns’ wife, thought Zeke. “It’s a Hunter model, a competition pistol with the fiber optic front sight.”

The pistol was about a foot long overall and had a seven-inch barrel. 

“Not hard to be accurate from across the room with this weapon,” said Kimmy. 

 

* * *

 

Zeke had called ahead, and Catrin Davies had invited him in when he knocked. Now they were sitting in her library once again. The view of the side yard out the big window was bright and green with lush grass and full bushes. The recent rain seemed to have made the foliage pop, visually.

“How can I help?” she asked with her warm smile. 

“I need to circle back and ask you more about your brother,” said Zeke, after a moment. 

“About Dylan?” she asked. “I haven’t seen him for years.” She sat very still with her upper body stiff and her attention seemingly focused on Zeke.

She’s preparing to lie about this, thought Zeke, instinctively. Willing me to believe her.

“Yes, Dylan,” said Zeke. “He’s definitely dealing in illegal pharmaceuticals.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, suddenly looking concerned. 

“I am,” said Zeke. 

“Well, what can I tell you?” she said, surprised and shaking her head. Catrin Davies was wearing a light blue blouse with a pair of expensive gray slacks and black flats on her feet. She had a sophisticated look, her makeup once again a perfect complement to her features. 

“He was a target pistol champion,” said Zeke. 

“For years,” said Catrin. “He was very good.” She thought for a moment, silently.

Zeke watched her. 

“Well,” said Catrin, “maybe it’s a misunderstanding.” She sat quietly, her attention now focused on Zeke.

“You don’t seem particularly surprised or upset,” said Zeke.

“He’s my stepbrother. We weren’t close. And...”

“And?” asked Zeke.

“Well, this isn’t the first time he’s been in trouble,” said Catrin. “That’s one of the reasons we aren’t very close.”

“The robbery?” asked Zeke.

“How did you know about that?” asked Catrin. “Oh, I remember, I mentioned that to you.”

“And it’s on his record,” said Zeke.

“Yes, it would be. Well, that was unfortunate. He was young, about twenty at the time. He was in jail for a year or so,” she said. 

“Yes,” said Zeke. “Is that when he stopped target shooting?”

“That stopped it. Then he was out of jail but not allowed to have a gun,” she said.

Zeke nodded, encouraging her memories.

“Well, I’m sorry for the situation, but I’m not sure how I can help you.” She said it with some certainty. Then she smiled. There’s the sparkle, Zeke thought.

“I wanted to get a better picture of Dylan,” said Zeke. “To understand him.”

“Well, sure, I’ll tell you what I can,” she offered with little enthusiasm. “He was always sort of restless, unhappy with the way the world works. I guess,” she added slowly, thinking, “I guess that from his point of view, the world was unfair.”

“Life?” asked Zeke.

“Yes. The way things were. He was mostly angry, which came up a lot with Dylan.”

Your parents were killed several years ago,” said Zeke. “How did that affect him, his dad dying?”

“He was angry way before that—a long time before that.”

“What was he involved with?” asked Zeke. “What do you remember?”

“He was really into shooting. Very good at it. But he mostly hung around with guys his own age, his friends. But remember, I was much younger, and still at home. He’d moved out.” She thought, then shook her head. “Sorry, I can’t help more.”

“I appreciate you sharing this, Catrin,” said Zeke. 

“Do you think this’ll help?” she asked. 

“You never really know what’s going to help,” he said, smiling. “By the way, do you have access to the student records at Brecknock?” Zeke asked.

“I have a set of keys,” said Catrin. “Why?”

“I’d be interested in seeing the school records for Susie Lopper and Will Burns,” said Zeke. “As part of our research into the motivation for the killings.”

“No stone unturned?” asked Catrin. “As a counselor, I have access to those records. If you can get permission from the school- I think you’ll need a warrant- I’d be glad to get those for you.”

“Very well,” said Zeke. “I’ll call you when we’re ready.” 





 

 


Chapter 54

 

Zeke and Kimmy arrived at the Brecknock school at nine fifteen to meet with Catrin and examine the victims’ school records. It was still early summer, and there was no activity visible at the school. It was an expansive two-story, stone structure with turrets and towers.

There were two cars in the parking lot that morning, a maroon Mercedes and a light blue Volvo. Zeke parked between them, and he and Kimmy walked toward the building’s main entrance.

“Detective Harrison was able to contact the school, get a warrant and get them to let us look at the records for Susie and Will. Apparently, since they were victims of a crime, the police have jurisdiction,” said Zeke.

Kimmy nodded.

Zeke pulled the heavy wooden door open and held it for Kimmy while she walked into the building. On the outside, Brecknock was formidable, built over a hundred years ago. It looked more like a castle than a school.

Inside, the space seemed to expand. On a short flight of steps downward, the high ceiling and tile floor gave the illusion of a substantial cavern. 

Catrin Davies greeted them when they entered. 

 

* * *

 

“There’s a skeleton crew here during summer break,” said Catrin Davies with a smile. “In the office, I mean.”

Zeke and Kimmy walked beside her down a wide hall with classrooms on both sides. 

“We’ll be going in here,” she continued, moving to a door and unlocking it. The sign stenciled on the door’s glass read, “Administration.”

Catrin stepped into the room and walked to a row of light switches. She threw three switches, and some of the fluorescent overhead lights came on.

“You wanted to see the school records for Will Burns and Susie Lopper,” Catrin said.

“Yes,” Zeke nodded. “Like I said, we’re looking at background, trying to determine the motivation behind their killings.”

“And you brought the appropriate paperwork?” she asked.

“I have the warrants right here,” said Zeke. 

He produced two legal documents, which Catrin reviewed quickly. She nodded, folded the papers and set them in an in-basket on a nearby desk. “OK,” she said, as she walked to a filing cabinet. “Where do you want to start?”

“Let’s look at the student records for each of them,” said Zeke. “Grades, classes, attendance, extra curricular activities, clubs, all of it.”

“Sure,” said Catrin. “Susie Lopper first.” She unlocked the cabinet and started looking through the files in a drawer marked “K through M.”

Zeke stood near a wooden counter about four and a half feet high, which separated the room into two distinct areas. The area nearest the door was apparently a waiting area, and the area on other side of the counter was an office area that housed several desks and filing cabinets along both walls.

“Here’s Susie Lopper, well, Suzanne G. Lopper,” Catrin said, handing a thick file folder to Zeke. She looked around the room. “You can make copies there.” She pointed to a copy machine against one wall near the door. 

Zeke walked to the copier and turned it on. He started looking through the file while the machine warmed up.

“And here’s Will Burns, William H. Burns, actually,” she said, setting a thicker folder on the counter, also from a locked file drawer.

“Thanks,” said Zeke. He handed Susie Lopper’s file to Kimmy and began to spread the Will Burns paperwork out on the counter.

“Do you mind if I leave you here for a few minutes?” Catrin asked, her back to them as she locked the file drawers again. “I need to make a call.”

 

* * *

 

“Did anything jump out at you?” asked Kimmy. They’d left the school and were walking back to the rental car. Kimmy was full of energy, almost skipping, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she walked next to Zeke.

“First impression? It looked like Will was a loner. In trouble from time to time, but mostly for cutting classes or talking back to teachers. Because of poor grades, he was put back a grade. And he was suspended a couple of times,” Zeke said. “That’s consistent with what I saw when I met him.”

“Yeah, you told me about your encounter at Suburban Square,” said Kimmy.

“He was pretty aggressive,” said Zeke. “Maybe that’s what got him killed.”

“Susie’s attendance records were spotty, also,” said Kimmy. “Like she skipped classes a lot.”

“We’ll check the dates, but I’m thinking Susie and Will missed a lot of school this year, probably on the same days,” said Zeke.

Kimmy nodded.

“What else?” asked Zeke.

“Well, Susie’s grades were good overall, and there wasn’t any mention of any serious problems. She seemed to be a pretty good student. No warnings or behavioral problems were noted in the file. No documentation of calls or meetings with her parents either,” said Kimmy.

“Sounds right,” said Zeke. “That’s what Oscar told me.”

 

* * *

 

There were four policemen in the office with Zeke and David Strong when Luc Jones walked in. He looked around the room at the three uniforms, then at Zeke and Detective Harrison, and asked, “What’s this about, Mr. Strong?”

Luc Jones looked a lot like his brother. He had the same wide body as Dylan, with big, thick limbs and a large, fleshy face. Zeke watched his body language and thought, He’s aggressive, assertive like his brother.

“Luc, I called you in to talk about the controlled substances you’ve been stealing,” said Strong. He was sitting behind his desk, and as he spoke the two largest officers moved behind Luc and blocked the door. 

The third policeman, Sergeant Cooper, was standing next to Detective Harrison beside Strong’s desk. He stepped up to Luc and said, “Turn around.”

“What’re you talking about?” asked Luc in an angry voice. 

“You’re under arrest,” said Cooper. “Now turn around.”

“What’re you doing?” asked Luc, obviously shaken. No one answered.

Cooper cuffed Luc and Mirandized him. The two policemen stepped forward and took hold of Lucs’ shoulders. They turned him easily and escorted him out of the office.

 

* * *

 

“You’d better disappear,” said the killer. “And quickly.”

“I know,” said Dylan Jones into the phone.

“It won’t be long until he gives you up.”

“He’s my brother,” said Dylan. 

“But he’s been arrested on Federal charges for stealing Schedule II and Schedule III drugs. That carries jail time of ten years to life, you know. He’ll roll on you.”

“I’ll pack some things and find somewhere to stay,” Dylan said.

“You might want to leave the country. The DEA will be after you.”

“I could go back to Wales.”

“No, they have extradition with the United States. Better some Caribbean island, I think.”

“Can I get some traveling money?” Dylan asked.

“Sure. I’ll get it together. You come by the storage unit this evening around eight and I’ll square up with you,” said the killer.





 

 


Chapter 55

 

“How did you know it was Luc Jones who was stealing controlled substances?” asked Clive. He was sitting in his DC office, talking with Zeke and Kimmy. They’d returned to Washington offices of The Agency to brief Clive on the recent events, and to drop off a copy of the kids’ school records for Sally.

“We tracked the drugs back to Chet Burns, the father of one of the dead kids. He admitted that he had been hired by Dylan Jones to test and capsulize the substances,” said Zeke. “He’s a chemist. It sounds like Chet was scared, trying to get out of the whole thing. He’s convinced that’s why his wife was killed last year. To send a signal. To keep Chet Burns in line.”

“And the boy?” asked Clive.

“Chet thinks his son, Will, tried to extort some money from Dylan or someone in the organization, and it went poorly,” said Zeke.

“And you think Susie was, what?” asked Clive.

“I think she may have been collateral damage,” Zeke said, shaking his head.

“So, knowing that Dylan was involved, we visited the Johnson-Matthey plant, looking for someone with ties to Dylan Jones. There had to be a good source of the drugs for them to sustain the sales for so many years. They’ve been at it, what, three or four years?” asked Kimmy.

“Yes, at least three years,” said Zeke. “Based on what we learned from the college kids and the UPenn arrests, it was likely a while longer. Luc has been working at Johnson-Matthey for six years.”

“What does he do there?” asked Clive.

“Nothing now,” said Kimmy. She looked at Clive and smiled a silly smile.

“Rather,” said Clive with a nod, “but what was his job there?”

“He was a Quality Control Supervisor,” said Zeke. “His group tested samples of the controlled substances with FDA oversight, to be sure the product was consistent across batches.”

“How was he getting the drugs out?” asked Clive. “The company must have controls in place to avoid substance diversion.”

“They do,” said Zeke. “They have a system to check in and check out of the lab and manufacturing areas. And their inventory control system monitors the amount of each product in the building at all times. They double-check it against the shipments, too, to assure there’s no product lost. Or at least a very small amount.”

“The inventory is computerized,” said Clive.

“Yes,” said Zeke. “And therefore subject to modification by someone who can access the system. But it’s a closed network.”

“Someone like a Supervisor?” asked Clive.

“Well, not directly. It would be too easy to catch someone doing that. The controls they have are pretty sophisticated. But, knowing the system, Luc was able to sign in with another employee’s user information and modify the quantities.”

“You said that it was a closed network. How did he get into their computer system? And how did he get the drugs out?” asked Clive.

“Drone,” said Zeke. 

“This part is good,” Kimmy said.

“Pretty clever,” said Zeke. “Luc set up a long range wireless router on one leg of the closed network to give him access. Then he used a laptop with Wifi to sign onto the Johnson-Matthey internal network and modify the inventory levels. To the system, he looked like one of the other employees, and he could make the adjustments from a distance. He’d power down the router when he wasn’t using it, so it was virtually invisible.”

“Who’s sign-in information did he have?” asked Clive. “Must have been pretty high up.”

“He signed in as David Strong, the head of Operations.”

“Interesting. How much product were they lifting?” asked Clive.

“We’re not absolutely positive, but from what we’ve pieced together it looks like a pretty substantial amount. Maybe a quarter barrel of raw material every ten days or two weeks.”

Clive whistled a low whistle. “What’s the value of that?”

“About $35,000 a kilogram, at street level,” said Zeke. “Quite a bit.”

“How were they getting it out of the plant?” Clive asked.

“The company’s internal security is set up to prevent people from stealing, that is, from walking out with even a small amount of a controlled substance, either as pills or powder. They have metal detectors, x-ray machines, guards, all the TSA stuff,” said Zeke.

“Right,” said Clive.

“They’ve been stealing three or four kilos at a time, a total of seven or eight pounds of opiates, every time,” said Zeke.

“But how do you think they’re getting that much out?” asked Clive.

Zeke smiled. “By drone,” he said. “They fly a drone up next to the building at night, from the river side to avoid security cameras, and they pick up the product that’s been left there for them during the day.”

“A small drone, less likely to be spotted, can easily handle an eight-pound load,” said Zeke. “It’s a matter of outfitting the drone with an infrared camera, painting it black to make it invisible, and remotely flying it to a prearranged spot to grab its cargo and escape unnoticed. Very clever.”

“And then they fly it to their location, throw the whole thing in the back of their SUV, and escape, no one the wiser,” said Kimmy.

“Brilliant,” said Clive. “And they’ve been doing this for years?”

“We think so,” said Zeke. 

 

* * *

 

“I’m sure it won’t be long before Luc Jones gives up his brother,” said Zeke. “He’s facing pretty serious jail time, so it’s likely that Dylan will run.”

“Where do you think he’ll go?” asked Clive.

“If he’s smart, it’ll be overseas. But he’ll need some things before he goes.”

“Like what?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, he’s probably prepared for this moment,” said Zeke. “He’s got the money we found stashed away in mini-storage. And the gun. We left them all in the boxes there. He’s probably planning to disappear, maybe to Grand Cayman or Switzerland. And he might have an escape route in place. He’ll most likely abandon the Olive or Twist, his bar. It’s not worth much compared to the drug money.”

“You think he’d go to the Caribbean?” asked Clive.

“Possibly,” said Zeke. “Or maybe disappear in Mexico or Europe. But he’ll want to go to his mini-storage unit first, get some money and dispose of his pistol. We need to stake it out, quick.”

Well, let’s crack on, then,” said Clive. “I’m in with you for the ending.”





 

 


Chapter 56

 

The white Subaru turned right into the Storage Nation driveway and pulled up to the entry keypad. Dylan Jones rolled down his window and entered a four-digit code. The gate swung open slowly.

It was quiet now, just before 7:30 PM, and dusk was setting in, encouraged by a cloudy sky. Dylan pulled his vehicle forward through the small lot and parked it in front of his storage unit in the middle aisle. The aisle was empty.

Dylan unlocked his storage bay, lifted the door with little effort, flipped on the dim overhead light and stepped into the unit.

As soon as he was out of sight, Zeke moved to the car. He spotted two suitcases in the rear of the hatchback. Apparently, Dylan’s plan was to head directly to the airport from here.

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” said Zeke from behind Dylan’s left shoulder. 

Dylan looked over and saw Zeke. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Who are you?”

“We’re the police,” said Clive, approaching from the other side of the doorway.

“What?” said Dylan, snapping his head to the other side. “Are you crazy? What is this?”

Dylan stepped forward with his hands out in front of him and faced Zeke and Clive to his right and left. Neither held a gun. 

“I don’t have a weapon,” Dylan said to Clive. He glanced at Zeke, who was standing closest, about three feet away. Then he reached back into his storage unit and pulled out a baseball bat. 

It was a long, heavy bat, well scuffed and dirty. The handle had been retaped, but one end of the tape was hanging loose. The lower portion of the bat was painted a scuffed red and blue, with the silver aluminum showing through in places. He choked up and swung it with his right hand, hitting his left palm with a loud smack. 

Zeke relaxed as Dylan stepped toward him. “I told you to stay away from me,” Dylan said, almost to himself. “Now you’ll pay.”

Up close, Dylan Jones looked like a formidable opponent. His large limbs and barrel chest gave him the appearance of a grizzly bear, complemented by his wild white hair and his distorted look. His eyes were crazy, looking back and forth between Zeke and Clive. Then his gaze locked on Zeke, and he moved toward him.

The large man extended his grip and swung the bat back, like a batter readying for a fastball. Without hesitation, Zeke stepped in close and grabbed the man’s wrists, turning Dylan’s body and using the momentum of his backswing to twist his body backwards. With a two-handed twist of the bat over his extended leg, Zeke put the man on the asphalt, taking the bat from him in the exchange.

“What the hell!” said Dylan, now lying on the ground. He righted himself and tried to stand up quickly. 

Zeke hit him hard in the solar plexus with the handle-end of the bat. That ended their four-second fight.

“Bastard,” said Dylan, breathing hard, trying to catch his breath. But he stayed down.

Clive had his cell phone out and was dialing the Lower Merion Police a minute later when Dylan rose to his feet and scurried into the storage unit. He reached into a box on a high shelf and quickly came out with what looked like a .22 target pistol. He pointed it directly at Clive.

Might be the murder weapon, thought Zeke, as he launched himself at the big man.

Dylan danced backward on his toes, with surprising agility, and swung the barrel of the pistol toward Zeke. From seven feet he shot Zeke point blank in the heart.

 

* * *

 

Fight through it, Zeke told himself. The body armor he was wearing under his jacket had stopped the bullet, although the effect was about the same as being hit with a large hammer. No doubt there’d be a major bruise on his chest tomorrow.

Dylan had already swung the pistol toward Clive, certain of his accurate and lethal shooting. He snapped off two shots, but Clive was about twenty feet farther away now, and moving. The hastily fired bullets missed him. Clive turned and moved into a recessed doorway, limiting his exposure to Dylan and his gun.

Zeke was a step away when Dylan swung the pistol back toward his head. Not quite fast enough, thought Zeke, who backhanded the pistol with his right hand and stepped to his right in a small arc. He applied a wristlock that took the big man to his knees. With his left hand, he grabbed the barrel of the gun and quickly twisted it back so it was pointing at Dylan’s face. He punched Dylan twice in the neck, and then with a smooth, continuous motion twisted the gun free, checked the barrel for a load, and trained it at his chest.

Dylan grabbed his throat, coughing and wheezing, trying to regain his breath. He sputtered as his face reddened.

“Bang, you’re dead,” said Zeke, under his breath.

 

* * *

 

A car rolled up and Detective Harrison stepped out.

We’ve got the killer,” said Zeke. “Arrested him in this mini-storage unit.”

With Harrison were three stout policemen dressed in full uniform with light body armor and tactical weapons at the ready. “You did?” asked Harrison.

Zeke introduced Clive to Harrison, and they walked over to where Dylan Jones was sitting on the asphalt, his hands secured behind him with a large, black zip tie. 

Dylan looked at the semi-circle of men now pointing their weapons at him, hesitated for a moment, then shrugged and started to stand up. It was awkward with his hands tied, but he managed it.

The police arrested Dylan Jones, handcuffed him, removed the zip tie and took his keys. Two officers walked him to the parking area and put him in a Lower Merion police SUV. The Subaru sat outside the storage unit, empty and silent. Harrison and the remaining cops, with warrant in hand, entered the storage unit and Zeke motioned toward the boxes that held the money and had held the gun. The police collected both boxes and searched the rest of the small space. After loading the evidence in the back of a second Lower Merion Police SUV, they locked the door to the storage unit and marked it with crime scene tape. Harrison nodded to Zeke and Clive, and the police drove off.

“Well done,” said Clive, as he and Zeke walked up the aisle toward the entry gate. Their car was parked a hundred yards down the road, where Zeke had left it the last time he’d checked out the facility.

Suddenly Zeke stopped moving. “Hear that?” he asked.

Clive stopped and listened. 

“What is it?”

Zeke heard a low hum in the air, a rumble, and then it was gone.

“Car engine, close,” he said. “Unusual at this hour.”

It was eight thirty at night. No one but the police had entered Storage Nation since Dylan drove his Subaru through the gate.

“And now it’s gone,” said Zeke. “Someone nearby shut off their engine.”

 

* * *

 

Cautiously, Clive and Zeke walked to the end of the aisle and around the corner toward the front gate. The outside sign lights had clicked on and Storage Nation was fully lit. Just inside the gate Zeke saw the maroon Mercedes Benz. It was empty. Catrin Davies, he thought. 

“Well, hello,” said Catrin, stepping out from the corner of a building. I thought I heard someone else here.”

“Just me and Clive. Clive Greene, meet Catrin Davies,” Zeke said. “You use Storage Nation?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, my parents kept a few things here when they were alive. I haven’t moved them yet.” She smiled warmly at Clive. 

“Good day,” said Clive, and bowed slightly.

“I saw the police driving off when I arrived. What happened?” she asked Zeke.

“They arrested a man. They think he was involved in selling drugs,” Zeke said neutrally.

“Oh, dear,” said the English teacher. “I hope no one was hurt.”

“Nothing serious,” said Clive. “It looks as though he was trying to escape, maybe flee the country. But he stopped here first and they arrested him.”

“Which unit is yours?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, it’s down there,” she said, waving her keys and pointing away from herself vaguely. 

“Well, here, let us help you,” said Zeke, starting to turn.

“Oh, no, that’s all right. I’ll come back tomorrow. It’s not urgent,” she said. “All this police business is unnerving.”





 

 


Chapter 57

 

Zeke and Clive returned to Ardmore and stopped for a quick dinner at McClosky’s, an Irish tavern a long block from the Main Line. Clive chose the restaurant after consulting with his smartphone.

“We’ll stop for Shepherd’s Pie,” he said as they parked in the street along Cricket Avenue, almost directly in front of the restaurant. The two-story brick building looked as if it predated World War 2. The first floor was occupied by the tavern, and the second floor apparently housed an apartment that overlooked the street. Next door was an insurance agency on one side and an alley on the other.

Inside, Zeke and Clive chose a table against the side wall, Zeke looking forward and Clive watching the rear entrance. The server, a young Irish girl, brought them menus and took their drink orders. She smiled at Zeke. Clive ordered a Sipsmith Gin martini, and Zeke a local microbrew, called Conshohocken IPA.

“That was some coincidence,” said Zeke. “And we don’t believe in coincidence.”

“The girl, you mean?” asked Clive.

“Yes. She’s actually Dylan Jones’ half-sister, which makes it even stranger.”

“Oho,” said Clive. “How did you come across her?”

“When I was looking for the missing girl, Susie. Before she was killed,” said Zeke, “Catrin Davies was one of the teachers I interviewed.”

“Not on our suspect list, I don’t think,” said Clive.

“No, she was more of a school counselor type. She pointed me to some other people who were close to the kids and possibly more involved with the disappearance.”

“Is she close to her brother?” asked Clive. “Either one of them?” he added, referring to Luc Jones, also.

“She said not,” said Zeke. “But she must be. Let’s ask Sally for a ‘credit check’ on Ms. Davies.”

The server approached with their drinks and asked if they were ready to order. She rolled all of her “r’s” and Zeke wondered if she was exaggerating for effect. Her red hair was pulled into a long ponytail, held in place with a length of County Mayo satin ribbon.

“Shepherd’s Pie,” said Clive, quickly.

Apparently he’s hungry, thought Zeke.

“A good choice. And you, sir?” she asked.

“A Chicken McClosky, please,” said Zeke. The menu described it as a chicken breast, sautéed with shrimp and crabmeat in Grand Marnier cream sauce.

“Good choice,” said the redhead. Zeke wondered if she always said that.

When she’d left, they got back to the problem of Catrin Davies.

“So it’s possible that Catrin has been a part of the prescription drug sales all along,” said Zeke. “Her brothers were working together to source and distribute the drugs. She could have been involved.”

“It seems so,” said Clive. “So this fellow, Kevin McCarthy, he was hired to act as the head of the organization, but in reality Dylan Jones was the one in charge?”

“That’s what McCarthy said. And Luc Jones was sourcing the supply from Johnson-Matthey. That would make him a major player also.”

“And who do you trust more than family?” Clive thought aloud.

“Not just family, but a Welsh family,” said Zeke. “Cymry. Close and protective.”

The red-headed server appeared with a tray and delivered their food orders. “Will there be anything else?” she asked Zeke. He shook his head and she left them to their meals.

“Were both sides of the blended family Welsh?” asked Clive, attacking his Shepherd’s Pie.

“It seems so,” said Zeke. “Davies and Jones are both common Welsh names. And this area, Lower Merion particularly, is well represented by the Welsh community.”

Clive took another bite of Shepherd’s Pie.

“Did you notice the triangular key on Catrin Davies’ key ring when she held it out at the mini-storage facility last night?” asked Zeke.

Clive shook his head.

“It’s a unique key. It’s to an Abloy lock. They’re fairly rare, but it’s the same brand that was on Dylan Jones’ storage unit.”

Clive said nothing for a minute, chewing a forkful of the pie. Finally he swallowed and said, “So what’s next?”

“Let’s see what Sally digs up about Miss Davies,” said Zeke. “Methinks we’ll be visiting Catrin again,” he said, feigning a Welsh accent.

“I think I’ll stay in town for the rest of it,” said Clive. “I hate missing the action. Besides, you’ll need protection.”

Zeke looked at him for a silent moment and smiled. 

 

* * *

 

“Quite a surprise,” said Sally. 

She’d called the next morning on a secure line, and Zeke and Clive were sitting at the small wooden table in Zeke’s hotel room, with Sally on the speaker. Kimmy was sitting on the bed, a few feet away. The table held a cup of coffee and a small pot of tea and two teacups.

“Do tell,” said Clive.

Zeke was quietly introspective this morning.

“Well, in any order, here goes. Catrin Davies is a teacher at Brecknock school, has been for about sixteen years,” she said. “Lives alone and has never married. She owns the home she lives in, as well as a number of rental properties in that area of the world.”

“Anything in Conshohocken?” asked Zeke.

“Umm, let’s see,” said Sally. “Yes, here’s a property on West 6th Avenue, a couple blocks off the main road. It’s a one-story brick duplex, according to the County Real Estate Assessor’s file picture.” She read the address.

“That’s the house where Dylan parked the Subaru. Luc Jones’ home,” said Zeke.

“That makes sense,” said Kimmy. 

“But it puts the two of them together much more recently than Miss Davies led us to believe,” said Zeke. “What else, Sally?”

“No criminal record, and she has very good credit. No mortgage and no debt,” said Sally. “No military service. Her parents died years ago. The newspapers said they were involved in a mob hit of some kind.”

“Not an automobile accident?” asked Zeke.

“Anything but. They were eating dinner at an Italian restaurant in Philadelphia when two men walked in and shot them. According to the paper, they were the only ones injured, and the shooters exited through the back door. No robbery, hence the characterization of ‘mob hit’.”

“Indeed,” said Clive. “Can you get a copy of the police report for that crime?”

“I can,” said Sally.

“It also says that Catrin Davies has a handgun registered to her. This didn’t come up before when I was checking on the people involved, because her name wasn’t on the list.”

“Right,” said Zeke. “She started out peripheral to all of this, back when I was first looking for the missing kids.”

“Apparently, she’s more central to it than we thought,” said Clive.

Kimmy had gotten up off the bed and was leaning past Clive, pouring tea in her cup. “Pardon,” she said.

“Close quarters,” said Clive, leaning back a bit awkwardly.

“What type of gun?” Kimmy asked Sally.

“It’s a small bore target pistol, a .22 it says here.” It sounded like Sally was reading, perhaps from the registration papers on her screen. “She has a concealed carry permit for it, too.”

“Were you able to check the school records for Miss Davies?” asked Zeke. “I wonder if she was on the target pistol team like her stepbrother was.”

“No record that she was,” said Sally. “But it seems that she grew up with a sharpshooter.”

“Uh-huh,” said Clive. “We’d better get her off the streets.”





 

 


Chapter 58

 

“Thanks for seeing me, Catrin,” said Zeke, after she showed him into her library. The sun was shining brightly through the big window, and the garden beside the house was green and lush. “I see why you like this room.”

“It is nice,” she commented. “How can I help you today, Mr. Traynor?” She flashed her sparkling smile, sat and leaned in toward Zeke a little, polite and curious.

Zeke stood near the second chair, the one he’d sat in during his earlier visit. 

“Well, I think we have it mostly right,” said Zeke. “But I’d like to fact check all of this with you.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, looking puzzled for a moment.

“Mostly it’s about your stepbrothers,” said Zeke.

Catrin relaxed a bit. “I’ll help if I can,” she said.

“So as far as we can tell, Dylan was in charge of sales for a prescription drug ring. He had drugs in his house and in his car, the Subaru.”

“Drugs? He was in charge?” asked Catrin. “I haven’t seen him in years.”

Zeke smiled and nodded. “Luc was procuring – stealing, actually – about eight pounds of opiates at a time from his employer, Johnson-Matthey. They were basically in bulk form, and he snuck them out of the chemical plant using a drone, flying them out at night. They were initially delivered to the factory by train using the rails behind the plant.”

“Interesting,” said Catrin.

“Yes, he arranged for them to leave the plant by drone in areas not covered by the security cameras. He flew over them or on the blind side of the building.”

“I see,” said Catrin.

“And he had a chemist in Conshohocken who tested and capsulized the drugs,” said Zeke.

“Really?” she said. 

“The chemist is Chet Burns. Dylan and Luc would hide the pills in a storage unit until delivery day, then overnight them to the dealers in Philadelphia.”

“How long was all this going on?” she asked, seemingly engaged.

“For about four years, we think. Luc worked at the plant for almost six years, but it probably took some time to set up the thefts.”

She nodded and looked at Zeke with a pleasant smile. “I’m very surprised,” she said.

“Did you finish your book, Here Be Dragons?” asked Zeke.

“I did. I’ve decided to include it in the curriculum next year.” She looked at the tabletop beside her for a moment.

Zeke nodded. “Good. Well, back on point, I think there’s more to it.”

“How do you mean?” asked Catrin.

“Your brother Dylan was good with a target pistol.”

“Yes, he was,” said Catrin. “Very good. After high school.”

“The two kids who were killed in Ardmore were shot at close range with a .22. But there was no gunshot residue on them, which makes the range of the shooting at least five feet.”

Catrin nodded and furrowed her brow for a moment. “You think Dylan killed them?”

“I do,” said Zeke. “I think Will Burns overheard something, maybe from his father, and tried to blackmail Dylan. So Dylan killed Susie Lopper and Will Burns, and then Dylan and Luc moved their bodies to the dumpster after they were dead. Probably using Dylan’s Subaru hatchback in the middle of the night.”

“Really?” she said.

“And I think Dylan and Luc were the ones who killed Chet Burns’ wife last year. Shot her in her bedroom.”

“Oh, my,” said Catrin Davies. “I can’t imagine.”

Zeke nodded. “To keep Chet in line. He was trying to break with them. I’m also convinced that you’re involved in all of this.”

“What? Me?” she stuttered. “Why me?”

“You showing up at Storage Nation just after the police arrested Dylan was a big coincidence,” said Zeke. “Too big. Plus when you held out your keys, I noticed the distinctive, triangular key. It fit the lock that was on Dylan Jones’ storage unit. It’s an Abloy padlock.”

“What are you saying?” asked Catrin. “That’s ridiculous.”

Suddenly there was a gun in her right hand, pointed directly at Zeke’s chest. 

“Apparently, I was right,” he said quietly.

 

* * *

 

“Let’s go for a walk,” said Catrin Davies. She smiled again, but the gun didn’t waver. “You first, out the door and turn left.”

“Sure,” said Zeke. He turned slowly toward the door of the library.

“We’re going to walk to the back of the house,” said Catrin. “Slowly. Then we’re going outside to the garage. Move very carefully, as I’m very good with this gun, and I feel a touch nervous.”

Zeke nodded as he stepped into the hallway and around the corner. “So you shot the kids?” he asked.

“The Burns boy was getting in the way. He came to me and threatened to go to the police if I didn’t fund his summer vacation. He said he wanted to get out of Ardmore and travel around the country with his girlfriend. He was arrogant.” 

Zeke looked at her over his shoulder. She smiled a small, pitiful smile.

“Keep going,” she said. 

He did.

“How did he find out about the drugs?” Zeke asked.

“From his father. Chet Burns is our chemist. He’s been involved with us for quite some time. I don’t know whether he told the boy or just let it slip somehow, but it was a fatal mistake,” said Catrin.

“And the girl?”

“She knew too much. She was here with Will,” said Catrin. “Someone was bound to talk.”

They walked through the large kitchen, and Zeke stopped, awaiting instructions.

“Out the back door,” said Catrin. “Slowly.”

“You set the whole thing up, then,” said Zeke.

“Our father ran it before he was killed. Not controlled substances though. It was a more traditional approach, with dealers and enforcers and face-to-face distribution. That allowed for the typical problems you have with an organization like that,” she said.

“He was murdered?” asked Zeke.

“A gang was trying to move in on his operation, and he pushed back. So they killed him,” said Catrin.

“And you took over?” asked Zeke.

“We left it alone for a while, and then we reinvented it. With a lot of patience and planning. Luc had to get into the Johnson-Matthey plant, and we needed a cut-out in leadership, a Kevin McCarthy-type. And we upgraded and organized a whole different type of distribution plan—you know—the UPS drug deliveries, PayPal and burner phones,” she said, matter of factly. “Go on, out the door.”

Zeke stepped into the small space between the kitchen counter and the door, and half-turned to face Catrin, his hands partially raised in surrender. She paused, a puzzled look crossing her face. 

“Catrin, you don’t need to do this,” Zeke started, taking a step back toward the kitchen.

In response, Catrin stepped closer, keeping Zeke’s chest in her sights. “Oh, but I do,” she said.

No sparkle in her smile now, thought Zeke. All business. “What’s in the garage?” he asked, as he took another small step backward, into the kitchen proper. He stopped and moved his hands side to side as if in a nervous motion. She moved closer in a strange, slow motion dance, her gun extended and unwavering in front of her.

“My car. We’re going for a ride.” She turned her head for a quick moment, looking down.

Zeke immediately knew that she was lying. Prior to this, Catrin had maintained a confident eye contact with him. He knew that looking down and away is often a sign of discomfort, the result of a lie.

“OK,” he said, nodding his head, hands still moving slowly. “Just don’t shoot me.” He stepped back again, away from the door and to the near side of the island. “You shot Susie Loper,” he said, his voice flat.

“Those damned kids. They came to me asking for money. When I said no, Will started threatening me. He said he’d tell everyone that I was involved in selling illegal drugs.”

“He knew from his dad, you said?” asked Zeke.

“His big mouth father told him that we were selling drugs and that we had a lot of money.”

“You said he was your chemist,” said Zeke, keeping Catrin talking.

“And he was a loose cannon all along. We had to show him we were serious, keep him in check,” said Catrin with a faint smile.

“You shot his wife?” asked Zeke.

“Dylan did. Chet was trying to quit, but we couldn’t allow that. So Dylan and Luc killed her to send him a message. It worked, too,” said Catrin.

“And you shot the kids, and Dylan and Luc moved the kids’ bodies to Suburban Square? Put them in the dumpster?” asked Zeke.

She nodded slightly, lost in thought.

Almost unconsciously, Catrin stepped closer in the tight quarters to maintain an unobstructed view of Zeke. She held the gun comfortably at chest height, pointed at Zeke’s heart. They were now two feet apart. She took a step closer, her gun inches from his chest. “Let’s go. Move.”

That should do it, thought Zeke.

Zeke said, “No, really, Catrin, you don’t have to...”

He stepped in and pivoted to the side, to her right, away from the loaded pistol. With his left hand, he slapped the side of her gun, keeping it pointed past him. Then, using both hands he pulled and twisted her wrist, extending her arm and pointing the pistol at a spot behind him. Her gunhand was now upside down and her arm tucked under his. 

She winced at the pain in her elbow and fell to one knee to relieve the pressure from the standing armlock.

With his right hand on the barrel Zeke twisted the gun against her fingers and out of her grip, then pointed it at her. “Sit down,” he said. 

Catrin was slowly rubbing her elbow. She looked at Zeke and slowly sank to the kitchen floor, her legs crossed.

He slid the gun into his belt at the small of his back.

“I can make you rich,” she said, as if nothing had happened. “I can make you very rich.”

“Not a priority,” said Zeke. “For me, at least.”





 

 


Chapter 59

 

Catrin looked at the back door and then looked away.

Zeke caught the glance and turned just in time to see Chet Burns enter the kitchen, an Ithaca shotgun held across his chest with both hands.

Model 37, thought Zeke. Very effective weapon.

Chet had cleaned up nicely. He was wearing a pressed, blue, long-sleeved pinpoint oxford shirt with button down collars, tails out, over a pair of khaki pants and brown leather driving moccasins.

Zeke stepped away from Chet and toward Catrin, who was still sitting on the kitchen floor. He chose an angle in the small space that included Catrin in the arc of any shotgun blast.

Just inside the doorway Chet stopped and pointed the gun at Zeke’s stomach. To Zeke the barrel looked about as wide across as a teacup but not nearly as fragile.

“Shoot him,” said Catrin from the floor. She suddenly sounded crazed. Zeke glanced at her and saw a small drop of spittle foam at the corner of her mouth. “Shoot him, damn it!”

Chet was standing with his back to the kitchen door, gun aimed slightly to his left, past the counter and into the kitchen area. Catrin was sitting on the floor, legs crossed and back against the island about six feet away. Zeke was positioned directly between them, closer to Catrin than to Chet. He was looking at Chet, watching his index finger.

Chet hesitated.

“Shoot him!” Catrin screamed again.

“I’d hit you,” Chet said. “If I shoot him, I’d kill you, too.”

Catrin paused suddenly and was quiet.

“She killed your wife, Chet,” said Zeke. “And Will. She had them killed. You know that.”

Chet thought for a minute. “I know, but I love her,” he said, mostly to himself. He collected himself. Then he shook his head.

“OK, we’re going out the back door now,” Chet said. “I’m going to move to my right, and you’re going out the door in front of me. Then we’ll walk across the lawn to the garage, OK?”

Zeke said, “Sure, Chet. Then what?”

Chet faltered for a moment, not certain of the plan.

“Then we all go for a ride,” said Catrin. Her voice was sing-song, a little girl’s voice. “Then we kill you. We kill you,” she repeated.

Chet, apparently satisfied that the plan had been finalized, said, “You heard her.” He moved to his right with shuffling steps.

Catrin stood up, still partially behind Zeke from Chet’s viewpoint. She said, “Give me back my gun.”

Chet looked confused. He said, “This gun?” and lowered the nose of the shotgun a couple inches.

Zeke watched his eyes.

He won’t shoot at me if Catrin’s behind me, thought Zeke. He’s already made that decision. 

“Don’t shoot, Chet, wait,” said Zeke as he pulled the MKII target pistol from the small of his back and in one fluid motion leveled it and shot Chet Burns in the right eye. The shotgun clattered on the tile floor twice before Zeke snatched it up left handed and turned to Catrin.

Catrin held a ceramic butcher knife taken from a stand on the counter and was wielding it, slashing the air as she walked toward Zeke. Her face was contorted. “You’ve ruined everything,” she said. “I’m not going to jail because of you.”

Zeke moved to the back door and opened it. Kimmy stepped into the kitchen. 

“Hey,” she said. “You didn’t wait for me!” 

Kimmy glanced around the room, sized up the situation and moved directly between Zeke and Catrin. A moment later she was vertical, her left shin slamming against the back of Catrin Davies’ right elbow, dislodging the knife from her hand and sending it skittering across the room. In a flurry of movement, Kimmy landed quick, repetitive blows to the woman’s throat, face, groin and eyes, knocking her to the ground, pummeling her, and quickly incapacitating her.

In less than fifteen seconds, Catrin Davies lay on the kitchen floor, semiconscious and moaning.

“Krav Maga,” said Zeke, mostly to himself. “Nicely done.”

Krav Maga is the Israeli military self-defense system. The philosophy is simple. If you must fight, finish the fight as quickly and aggressively as possible. The attacks taught are aimed at the most vulnerable parts of the body, and the countermeasures can cause permanent injury or even death to an opponent. 

Kimmy smiled at Zeke and shrugged. “Might as well get it over with,” she said. “No sense drawing it out, right?” 

 

* * *

 

“Go figure,” said Detective Harrison. “She tried to kill you?”

“She thought about it,” said Zeke.

“Yeah,” said Kimmy, “she tried, but Zeke’s hard to kill.” She was standing with them in a circle on the front lawn of Catrin Davies’ home, the green brick muted by the setting sun. Clive stood next to Harrison, who was making notes on a small pad in cursive lettering.

“We were here,” said Clive, “in case anything went wrong.”

Zeke looked at him.

“Kimmy was around back, and I was parked in the street.” Clive pointed to a parked car. It was a dark blue Jaguar XJ. “Just in case it got dicey.”

“I saw Chet Burns with the shotgun and I knew I’d better get in there,” said Kimmy.

The Lower Merion Police had arrived a few minutes after Kimmy called them, and they took Catrin Davies away in an ambulance, accompanied by two officers. Chet Burns’ body still lay on the kitchen floor.

“Anything else?” asked Harrison. He looked at his notes. “We’ve got a prescription drug ring operating here and in Philly; we’ve got a guy stealing controlled substances from the Johnson-Matthey chemical plant; we’ve got his brother who was going to skip the country, but ended up on the short end of a baseball bat; we’ve got a sister who was the brains of the operation; and we’ve got two – no, three—murders that we know of, attributable to that gang.” He leaned forward a bit, looking at them as if he were waiting for the answer to a serious question, his eyes squinting.

Zeke nodded.

“You’ll stop by the precinct tomorrow, I expect,” said Harrison.

“We surely will, Detective,” said Clive. “We’ll come see you in the morning.”

Zeke nodded again. 

 

* * *

 

“You guys all OK?” asked Oscar when they arrived at his house in Ardmore. He met them on the front porch and backed his wheelchair into the home, clearing the way for Clive, Zeke and Kimmy to follow him into the house.

“George is in the kitchen,” said Oscar, his voice flat. “He’s not doing well at all,” he added, quietly.

They sat at the kitchen table. George was already there, sitting in a straight chair, his face leaning heavily on his cupped hands, his elbows propping everything up.

Kimmy circled the table and sat next to George. Zeke sat next to Oscar. Clive waited until everyone was seated, and then took the remaining empty chair.

“It sounded like you solved it, from what you said on your call,” said Oscar. “Is it wrapped up?”

Zeke nodded. “It is,” he said.

“A teacher at the school,” said George. “Go figure.”

“She was the brains behind it all,” said Zeke. “Her brothers were the muscle, but Catrin Davies was in charge.”

“And they killed my little Susie over this?” wheezed George.

“And others,” said Clive. “Will found out about the drug sales from his dad, Chet, who was the chemist for the gang. Chet tested the opiates and lactose mix, and capsulized the drugs for the gang. Then they’d send them via UPS to their dealers. They included a new burner phone number, untraceable, in each package they sent. That’s how they communicated without revealing their identities. Everyone thought they were dealing with Kevin McCarthy, when in fact it was the Jones boys.”

“Aw, geez,” said George Lopper. He looked around the table.

Oscar said, “So they killed Susie and Will Burns because they knew too much?”

“Will wanted to travel, to get away with Susie. They had plans to run off this summer,” said Kimmy. “According to Catrin, Will was putting pressure on her to fund their travels. It seems that his dad had been trying to get away from the Joneses for some time, to quit working for them. That’s why his wife was killed...to keep him in line. Somehow Chet Burns told his son too much, and Will decided to exploit the situation. He went to Catrin Davies to blackmail her. She killed him.”

“It was a sticky wicket,” said Clive.

“But the police have the Jones brothers and Catrin in custody. Luc Jones is up for Federal charges for stealing the drugs, and they’re all looking at murder or conspiracy to commit murder. As well as Federal controlled substance charges and a number of others,” said Zeke. “It won’t be long before the cops flip someone in return for leniency.” 

 

* * *

 

“So what’s playing on ‘Tracy Johnson radio’ right now?” asked Zeke. 

“How did you know?” asked Tracy.

He smiled. “It’s pretty much a sure thing when you’re happy. And you look pretty happy right now.”

She pursed her lips, hiding the smile, but Zeke saw her eyes gleam.

“You really can’t hide it. You smile with your whole soul,” he said.

“You got me,” she said. “I was listening to Leonard Cohen in my head.”

“‘Suzanne’?” he asked.

“No, ‘Hallelujah.’”

“That’s a bit haunting for a romantic dinner, isn’t it?” asked Zeke.

“I like it. It’s catchy and clever, and it gets inside your head and stays there,” she said. “The major key is perfect for the whole tone of the song.”

“You studied music?” asked Zeke.

They were eating at a small steakhouse named Bonz, located in Buckhead about ten minutes from Tracy’s midtown Atlanta condo. Zeke’s plate was filled with a bone-in rib-eye steak and truffle butter mashed potatoes, and Tracy was working on a seared tuna loin with cilantro and lime. The atmosphere was clubby and comfortable, and the service was excellent.

“I did. It was an early major. I changed to Legal Studies in my second year.”

“At Wharton,” Zeke remembered.

“The Legal Studies were at Wharton. But I spent my first year at Bard College. Then I switched.”

“What do you play?” Zeke asked, curious.

“Piano and violin, mostly,” said Tracy. “But not enough to be very good.”

They each took a bite from their plates. Tracy blotted her lips and took a sip of the New Zealand Merlot. They were sharing a bottle. “Mmm,” she said, and smiled at Zeke.

She is something special, thought Zeke. 

“Glad you had another ‘layover,’” Tracy said with innocent, wide eyes. “It seems like you’re passing through Atlanta a lot more these days.”

Now she’s teasing me, thought Zeke.

“Actually, the layover was a weak excuse,” said Zeke. “I came to Atlanta to see you.”

She chewed slowly for a moment, thinking about that.

“And I’m planning to stay for the weekend,” he added.

“How do you know I don’t have plans already?” she asked, suddenly serious.

“It was worth the gamble,” he said. “I think I can bribe you to change those plans.”

“How?” she asked.

“Remember how good we feel together, naked in each other’s arms? Warm and safe and loved? That, and, I cook a great breakfast.”

“Hmm. You had me at ‘naked,’” she purred.





 

 

 

 

If you enjoyed Zeke’s latest adventure, consider leaving a review on Amazon.com.

 

And sign up for the author’s e-mails at: http://eepurl.com/b5JIkf
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