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For Linda Schwendiman


 


She loved a good mystery, and God unveiled for her


the greatest mystery of all










Luck is a very thin wire between survival and disaster, and not many people can keep their balance on it.


—Hunter S. Thompson










One 


I tried self-restraint once. Not on purpose. Caught a bad virus. Put me down for a bit. When I got better I continued not using, but after a couple days I came back, preferring high spirits and liking myself again over a state of near comatoseness and self-loathing. 


That’s the memory that comes to mind when I think about what I have left of my stash. I can’t get it outta my head. It’d be an incredible supply for the mere social user, and it might even last someone months, but it certainly isn’t enough for the devoted. 


Like me. 


So in part, that’s what has kept me working this case after I learned what my cousin Jeffrey Baldwin got himself into. I’ve been tailing and surveilling him off and on for over a week now. 


Jeffrey’s mom, Linda, still lives in the same small town outside Akron, Ohio. Last time we talked I was a detective at Narcotics Branch, but we lost contact when I was sent into retirement. 


Didn’t return her calls. It was on me, not her. She didn’t give up trying for a long time. 


Then when she called me last week, I answered. She talked like we’d been keeping in touch all this time, told me she hadn’t heard from Jeffrey in days and he was skipping classes at George Washington University last semester so now he has to attend summer school to catch up. Said he got in with a bad crowd in his senior year of high school in Ohio, and she’s worried he’s found another bad crowd to pull him down again. She thought I was still a cop and could help. I told her I was a PI now and maybe I could. No fee, though, I insisted. The least I could do in return for not keeping in touch and because she’d been there for me as a kid after my mom died. 


I hate to admit it, but Aunt Linda was right. I have enough to give her, but for my own selfish reasons, I need to go further. That stash of mine ain’t gonna grow on its own. 


Last Thursday I followed Jeffrey to the same spot I’m headed to now—Spotlight, a trendy nightclub on Connecticut Avenue. Mostly college kids, but they get a few locals from the area, including some who look like players. Real players, not wannabes like my cousin. It didn’t take me more than a few minutes to figure out the action going on. 


Jeffrey would do some little deals there on the sly, quarter and half grams, a dime of weed, but only occasionally and nothing that would draw attention. Most of his dealings were with other students, outside the nightclub. 


He’d meet up at the club with one of the local boys who’d re-up him for the weekend. I don’t think the local is a supplier, but he’ll lead me to whoever is. Eventually. Another benefit, but I’m not ready to go that far just yet. I’ll get a quick hit out of Jeffrey before I tell his mom, though. It’ll be like I’m doing her a service anyway. Maybe teach him a life lesson along the way. 


I find a nice spot to park on Connecticut. I’ve got a good view of the front entrance, and there’s a large tree at the curb with a trunk that gives me good concealment. 


I drive a newish-model Volvo with nice tint, so I’m not worried about the pedestrian traffic, even without the tree and its large trunk. These people aren’t gonna pay much attention to me. 


I honed my skills conducting surveillance when I was on the department working 7D Vice, then later as a detective. You wouldn’t get away with what I’m doing here in most of those locations, and most of the time you’d have one or more partners to watch your back. 


I need a boost, so I grab my prescription-pill container out of my left pants pocket. It has fifty capsules that I packed tightly with cocaine. Two capsules make for a nice line—or, in this case, pile. I twist one of the capsules open and squeeze the powder out of each half onto the back of my hand. After I look around, let a couple pedestrians pass, I take a snort, twist the capsules back together, and repeat the process. Light a cigarette after. 


It’ll never be like the first time, but the initial wave is still nice. Also takes more than it used to, mostly when I’m home alone. 


The sunset isn’t so sudden during the summer months. It just softens into nighttime. This area is well lit, too: large office buildings, restaurants, and retail stores. 


I notice Jeffrey. It’s just after nine. Right on schedule. Not like working some of the street ops from back in the day. Can’t depend on those drug boys worth shit. At least he’s reliable. He’s wearing designer jeans and a stylish black slim-cut sport coat over a gray V-neck T-shirt. 


Fucking kid. What happened to you? 


Fuckin’ me. What the hell am I doing? Just go tell Aunt Linda and leave it, maybe have a talk with him after. In my mind he’s still just a small round-faced boy. 


I watch him enter, then I give myself another bump and exit the car. I flick my cigarette to the gutter, put my suit jacket on to conceal my sidearm, straighten it out so it falls nicely over my shirt collar, then make my way to the front entrance. 










Two 


An older cop in a cheap suit is working the door tonight. He greets me with an upward tilt of his head. I don’t know him. He’s not one of the regulars who work this part-time gig. He’s a big man, mid-to late fifties, but I wouldn’t ever fuck with him. He looks like he hits the gym almost every day. 


The music’s loud, though not as uncomfortably loud as it’ll get when the DJ hits the mixing board with that techno-electronic shit and scratches vinyl on his turntables. Scratch vinyl? Good God. I should be long gone by then. 


Jeffrey’s standing at the bar nursing a beer. Everyone seems well dressed. Trendy. Black leather booths set in darker areas for those special moments. The area around the bar is backlit against gold to highlight the liquor bottles on the shelves. Two bartenders working—one male and one female. She’s wearing a bra like it’s an eighties fashion statement. 


It’s early enough for me to find a seat at the edge of the bar, where it’s darkest. I’ve got a couple of hours before the in crowd starts to show. I order a double Jameson Caskmates ’cause the bartender measures the shit out, and an ounce and half is nothin’ but a sip for me. 


I notice Jeffrey over my left shoulder still nursing his beer when I’m surprised by a question: “Just saw ya last week, Frankie boy. You becoming a regular here?” 


Willy Jasper is leaning on the edge of the bar between me and an empty stool. He’s a master patrol officer out of the First District and runs the part-time here. It’s an unsanctioned off-duty job, ’cause cops can’t work as bouncers at a club. 


Who am I to care? 


Jasper’s not wearing a suit tonight, so I’m assuming he’s not here to work. 


“Willy, hey. Just finishing up that security gig, that building down the street. What’s up with you? I thought they had a dress code here. Or are you working undercover?” I ask with a bit of a smile. 


“Undercover. Shit. I’m on my way to work midnight shift. Stopped by to check in on my boy first. Then I saw you at the bar here all by your lonesome and thought I’d drop by.” 


The bartender in the bra shows up for Jasper. 


“Hi, sweetie,” he says. 


“Hey, there, Willy. Can I get you something?” 


“Just a soda.” 


She shoots him a smile before she turns. 


“Yeah, you got a good gig here,” I tell him. 


I casually look over my shoulder to make sure Jeffrey’s still there. 


He is. 


“I can hook you up if you want. Money’s good, and I can use the extra manpower. Chief’s got us working all kinds of mandatory OT shit. Hard for me to fill up some of the hours here.” 


“I keep myself busy enough, and I’m not pressed for money right now. But you never know what the future holds. I’ll keep it 


in mind. Thanks.” 


The bartender returns with his soda. 


“Thanks, hon,” Jasper says with a smile. “And give my boy here another of whatever he’s drinking on my tab, would ya?” 


“’Preciate it, Jasper.” I lift my glass toward him, and he clinks his glass of soda against mine. 


He throws me a peculiar half smile after. 


“But seriously,” he says after sipping his soda. “Big boy Wyatt Morris over there at the door is retired, like you. He’s been working with me for a few years. We go back. In fact, he was my training officer.” 


“No shit? Yeah, I noticed him. Looks like he keeps in shape for his age.” 


“Ex-military and straight to DC police after. Retired outta ERT.” 


I down the rest and trade the bartender the empty for another. Looks like she gave me a good pour this time. 


“Job comes with benefits, too, huh?” I take a drink. 


“Naw, man, I ain’t tapping that,” he tells me. 


“I meant the drinks.” 


He belts out a screwy laugh. “Oh, yeah. They take care of ya here.” 


I casually look toward Jeffrey again. 


Jasper looks at the time on his big wristwatch. 


“I gotta roll. Still have to hit the locker room and change up before roll call.” 


“Be safe, Jasper.” 


“Likewise, brother. Drop by again sometime. I’m always here Fridays, Saturdays.” 


“I’ll be sure to do that.” 


He walks back to the front, talks with his boy for a moment, then rolls out. 


With any luck, after tonight I won’t have to come to this place again. My hangouts are the spots that never change, like Shelly’s and Rebellion DC. They don’t cater to crowds who expect the next trend. Or, thankfully, play this fucking music. I’m just hoping my cousin gets this shit done before the DJ hits the stage. 


“You a cop, too?” the bartender with the bra asks. 


She’s leaning over the other side of the bar facing me. Maybe a little too close. 


“No. Not anymore.” 


“You look too young to be retired.” 


“Moved on is all.” 


“So what do you do, then?” 


“I like to drink. Occasionally sleep,” I say straight-faced, with a tone that I hope expresses lack of interest. 


She shoots me a cute smile, and with little effort she slips away to help another customer. 


There was a time in my life I might’ve been interested, pursued it with enthusiasm. See if she really liked me or was just making a flirty attempt at getting a bigger tip. But no, I’m too fixed on a certain lifestyle, one that I can’t jeopardize. And Leslie Costello is a major part of that lifestyle. Last thing I want to do is fuck it up with her. You don’t get that many chances in life. 


Third drink in, more people showing up, and Jeffrey is still at the corner of the bar, but now nursing a martini. It’s been around forty-five minutes, and he hasn’t budged. 


Few minutes later, a young kid wearing a white T-shirt with an abstract cannabis leaf design on the front seems to bounce through the entrance. His baggy dark blue jeans hang a bit too low, and his dreadlocks fall to his shoulders. It’s not the same kid as before, when I was here last Thursday, but I note Jeffrey clocking him. 


At the bar, they share some kind of special handshake. They talk for a second, then Jeffrey gets the attention of the male tender and orders something. The tender draws a glass of beer from the tap, slides it to Dreadlocks. Jeffrey pays the tab, and the two walk to a corner booth in a quieter area of the club. 


For an experienced guy like me, the exchange is obvious and quick. Jeffrey stuffs something into the left inner pocket of his sport coat—something that seems too large to fit there. He stands afterward and walks to the men’s room. 


Dreadlocks picks up his beer and walks toward a group of girls near the DJ booth. A couple of them smile as he approaches. 


I could follow him into the restroom. It’d be easy. So easy I even find myself giving it serious thought. He’d know who I am. That’d make taking the shit off of him easier. What’s he gonna do? It’d scare the shit outta him, but then maybe we’d hug after. Fuck me. I know what he’s got, and I know he’s going into the rest-room to check it out. At most he’ll share a half a gram with a couple of cute girls, but that’s about it. He’ll go home, probably shove what he got in a shoe box, and hide it somewhere close to his bed. I’ll snatch it up after he goes to his morning classes. After I give his mom everything I know, she’ll kick his ass into the military or some shit like that—I hope. 


I down the rest of my drink, then signal the bra queen for the tab. 


“It’s taken care of,” she says kindly. 


“Thank Willy for me, then.” 


I drop a twenty on the counter. She smiles. 


I go home, see if I can find some sleep. 










Three 


First thing I do when I get home is go check my stash wall. I admit I’m getting increasingly paranoid, but for some reason being aware of it makes it feel less like a weakness. It’s become obsessive, I guess, a stupid little ritual. Otherwise I don’t feel safe. Seeing the neat little wall in its place, I feel my heart lift. It’s like magical thinking in reverse. 


There’s a small room just before the entrance to my kitchen. Inside is the HVAC system for the house as well as a washer and dryer. I unlatch a phantom hinge that allows me to open the molding along the outer edge of the drywall. It’s like a tall, thin secret door. I slide the drywall that’s against the right side of the washer out along its hinges to open the enclosed area. 


Inside there are several shelves affixed to two-by-fours. 


I got rid of the weapons I’ve picked up along the way, ’cause I’m sure they had bodies on them. I still carry, but I’m covered under my retirement and 218, so mine’s legal. Will a certain assistant chief at the department try to fuck me out of my weapon? Maybe. But then maybe he forgot about old Frank and I’m just being twitchy. 


I also have a shelf where I store several large baggies of weed; four pill containers, the labels torn off, containing Oxy, Vicodin, Valium, and Klonopin, none of which is prescribed for me; another shelf that holds a little more than twenty grand in cash, stacked and secured with rubber bands; and a baggie that contains around an ounce of good powder. That’s what’s left—an ounce. 


Who knows if I’ll get anything out of Jeffrey’s apartment? So I gotta slow down a bit on what blow I have left. My body says I gotta slow down, too. Just have to start cutting back to certain times of the day, never while working. Unless it’s an emergency. Most of the time it is. That’s why I have to do the quick hit on my little cousin’s place and have a plan for what comes after. Planning these ops and then executing them can often take up more of my time than my real job as a PI. But that, along with my scanty pension and whatever work Leslie Costello throws my way, pays the bills. 


I’m not getting much work from Leslie, though. It’s taken a while, ’cause I’ve known her for a long time, but we’ve finally settled into a relationship of sorts. It’s something cozy and fun for now. But I don’t think she feels comfortable with bossing me or having to pay me for my PI services. I don’t mind. I actually like it. 


After I’ve had my time with the bank, I slide the wall back, secure it. 


Upstairs, I grab two 1mg Klonopin pills out of a container I keep in my pocket and down them with a nice shot of Jameson. 


I set my iPhone on the coffee table in case Leslie calls, think about putting an old Johnny Cash record or maybe the Cowboy Junkies’ The Trinity Session on the turntable. I light up a smoke instead and bide my time reclining on the sofa. After a bit, the Klonopin flows. It helps ease the tension and my cravings with it. 










Four 


Daylight is sudden. Trying to surprise me by creeping behind the top edge of the curtains. Pretty sure I found sleep. Unusual because of the amount of blow I put through my system. I check the time on my phone: 7:00 a.m. Damn! 


No time for a shower, just a quick change of clothing. I throw on a newly pressed shirt and the suit from last night, but no tie. I snort up a couple of lines. Almost feel human again. I check the vial to make sure I’m supplied, then secure my holster and the pouch holding two magazines to my belt, grab my backpack containing my essential items, and head out the front door. I lock it, check it, then check it again. 


I have a little time to kill before Jeffrey goes to his class, so I head to the diner on 18th Street in Adams Morgan for a couple cups of coffee and a quick bite. 


When I’m done, I drive to Jeffrey’s little English-basement apartment on N Street. Don’t see his car. I drive around twice looking for a legal parking spot. Find one around the corner on 22nd. He’ll have left for classes by now. 


It ain’t cheap renting in this area. GW ain’t cheap, either. Aunt Linda must’ve done well for herself, especially after the divorce. It’s too bad about Jeffrey, but I’ll snatch him up eventually. Try to talk some sense into him. But first I’m sure he’ll be good for at least a couple of ounces, maybe more. That’s only pocket shit for me, but I’ll take what I can get at this point. 


He’s too easy, really. All these expensive homes, with their heavy landscaping, make for perfect targets. I have to wonder how many of these spots have already been hit. One more won’t matter. Doubtful if Jeffrey will even report it. After I get done in there I’m sure that’ll be the last thing on his mind. 


I walk down the steps to his front door like I got a reason for being there. I take the tactical gloves out of a side pocket of the backpack and slip them on. Ring the doorbell. After a minute, ring it again, followed by a couple of knocks on one of the door’s square glass panes. I look behind me and up the steps. Clear. The brick walls on either side of me are concealment enough. The front door looks simple—probably just need a screwdriver to pry it open, or, better yet, I could smash out one of the door’s glass panes. 


I grab a hand towel and a screwdriver out of the middle compartment of my pack, fold up the towel, and cover a corner pane on the door. Using the butt end of the screwdriver, I hit the towel toward the bottom, smashing the glass inward. Only sound comes from inside when the glass breaks on the floor. I reach in and unlatch the door, open it, step in, and lock it behind me. I stand still by the front door for a moment to survey the scene. To listen. 


Looks like it was furnished by the owners, not a kid Jeffrey’s age. The small living room opens to a tiny kitchen separated from the living room by a wooden breakfast counter and three stools. A love seat flanked by two mission-style end tables is against the wall ahead of me. There’s a coffee table in front of it and an armchair to the side. A sixty-inch flat-screen television, along with an Xbox and several stacks of Xbox games, sits on another coffee table across from the sofa. A short hallway to the right of the kitchen leads to two doors on the left and one at the end of the hall, which is probably his bedroom. I scan the ceiling and the walls, including the entryway where I’m standing. Nothing that looks like surveillance. Don’t expect it, but you never know, especially when the occupant is a rich white kid dealing drugs. My little cousin: damn. 


It’s messy, but the kind of messiness you’d expect from a kid his age living on his own—worn clothing hanging over the sofa; sneakers everywhere; couple of empty containers of Chinese takeout with plastic forks still in them; microbrew beer bottles on the coffee table and breakfast counter. Not close to looking or even smelling like some of the spots I’ve hit over the years, both in my current position and when I was on the job executing actual search warrants. 


When I’ve taken in enough I walk down the hall toward his bedroom. I always start in the bedroom. That’s where I usually find what I’m looking for. Most of these boys like to keep the shit close. 


The bedroom is messier than the living room. No family photos. Something happened there; probably the divorce. I look under the bed, lift the mattress, but don’t find anything. Find a couple of joints in an ashtray on the nightstand beside his bed. I put them in my shirt pocket. I search the drawers, then go to the closet. After a thorough search of the bedroom I return to the living room area and the small kitchen. I find some paraphernalia in a cabinet beside the stove—little Ziploc bags for quarter and half grams, a scale with residue on it, cutting agents, and that’s fucking about it. It pisses me off. I mean, who am I to judge? But shit, I don’t deal, and I certainly wouldn’t want to put my lifestyle on someone else, especially Jeffrey. It ain’t for everyone. 


The apartment is so small it doesn’t take long. I’ve spent too much time in here already. He either took the shit with him or hooked up at the club and didn’t come home at all. Fucking waste of my time. Fuck. 


I roll out. Figure I’ll go back home and write this thing up for Aunt Linda. I got what she wants—or, rather, what she doesn’t want. I’ll give her some comfort and say I’ll talk to him, scare him, even. I know how to use fear, and with any luck Jeffrey’s not so far gone that it won’t work. 










Five 


When I make the turn onto 12th I see several marked and unmarked units as well as an ambulance. Couple of local news media vans, too, with cameras already set up on tripods. Looks like a bad scene, and it’s near my house. Shit, I’m high. Now I have to take an illegal spot at the corner. And fuck, I gotta walk through all that to get to my house. If I can get to my house. They got the yellow tape up, connected to a fence a couple homes down from mine and stretching across the sidewalk to a utility pole. One of the cruisers, I notice, is cruiser 1. 


The damn chief. 


A few neighbors are out. Worried faces all around. 


When I get half a block up I’m more than startled to see the house they’re moving through is mine. 


Fuck! 


I got my pack full with shit I don’t want to be found, and I probably smell like weed. 


I light a cigarette. Puff the smoke down so it folds around my clothes. 


What good is that? 


Did they finally hit me, and that’s a search warrant? 


I think about going back to my car, taking off. At the least drop the pack off in my car. Taking off sounds better, though. 


I’m frozen. I never freeze. 


One of the officers notices me. I know him. Hal Lloyd. He’s an old-timer outta 3D. He waves me toward him, then signals a detective close by and points me out to him. 


I think I just got fucked. 


Cameras pan toward me. 


So much for taking off. 


I acknowledge him, and after a couple more puffs of the cigarette I slowly make my way over there, still considering the possibility of running. 


How stupid is that? Fucking cameras got me on the local news now. 


“That’s my house. What the hell’s going on here, Lloyd?” I ask. 


“Hey, Frankie. I’ll let the detective here advise you about that,” he says while lifting the tape so I can duck under and enter. 


The young detective is there to greet me. No cuffs out, so maybe… 


“Detective Joe Hurley.” He introduces himself and extends his hand to shake. 


I accept. 


“What happened?” I ask with more than a bit of trepidation. 


“Let’s talk at your house. Let me get the detective on the scene.” 


When they don’t answer, then it’s not gonna be good. 


“You’re a detective,” I tell him. 


“I’m on a burglary-fencing task force downtown. I’m not the lead on this.” 


“My house was burglarized?” 


“Let’s find Detective Millhoff.” 


When they don’t answer… 


“Millhoff? I know him. He’s Homicide.” 


“He’s inside your house” is all he says. 


The chief is standing beside his number two man, Deputy Chief Garrett Wightman, who is on his cell. I have a history with Wightman, and it’s not good. What the fuck is going on? Am I done? They got something on me and hit my house? 


The chief turns to take notice of me, but there’s no reaction. He just lets the detective walk me to my stoop. 


I snuff my cigarette out on the sidewalk. Heart’s racing. I need a drink. 


I notice Wightman again. He’s off his cell. Looks at me hard. Not with the Wightman half smile that he likes to give to those who are about to get fucked, so maybe… 










Six 


My house is a crime scene. I’m in the hallway but can see to my living room. It’s been ransacked. Sofa cushions are turned over; end-table drawers are open and the contents spilled out. 


Search warrant or burglary? 


Hurley steps away toward my kitchen to find Millhoff. He walks past the laundry room, where my stash wall is. Doesn’t look that way when he passes. A good sign? It’s a small room, so even from here I’d notice movement inside. But maybe they already cleared it. Can’t take not knowing. 


I’m not in handcuffs, but a rookie in uniform is stationed at the front door behind me. Seems at ease as I stand there alone. 


Millhoff walks out of the kitchen, followed by Hurley. He doesn’t gaze in the laundry room, either. Millhoff has latex gloves on. He’s wearing khakis and an untucked navy-blue polo shirt with mpdc homicide branch embroidered in gold on the breast. I go back with Millhoff. He’s good people. Handled a drive-by shooting I got caught up in about a year back when I was working a missing-girl case. A patrol officer got killed on that one. I was damn lucky. Most of that crew they arrested will be lucky if they ever see the light of day. The cop who got killed was found to be dirty. Of course that was based on information I leaked to a certain FBI agent. Didn’t hear much about that part on the news. Go figure. You didn’t hear anything about my early retirement on the news, either. 


“Frank” is how he greets me. 


Doesn’t take off the latex gloves to shake. 


“What the hell is going on here, Timmy?” I ask. 


I look in my living room. 


“That wasn’t us,” he says like he knows I’m worried. 


“You saying my house got hit?” I ask Millhoff. 


“It looks that way. Where you been?” 


“Working a job early this morning, then breakfast. So why the hell you here? And for that matter, why the two chiefs outside just for a burglary?” 


My stash wall. 


“Can we talk in your living room?” 


That was a question. 


“Yeah.” 


They follow me into the living room. 


Wires are hanging out of a hole in the wall where the flat-screen once was. Worst of all, the stereo equipment, including the old turntable and vinyl collection, most of which belonged to my mother, gone, along with my CD collection. Who’d steal vinyl? The laptop’s also missing from the coffee table. 


“Shit,” I say. 


Lot of activity in the kitchen. I try to get a glimpse. I got a strong feeling about what’s in there. The air has a nauseating sweet odor to it. I’m all too familiar with that smell. 


Hurley lifts a couple of the cushions off the floor and places them back on the sofa. I sit on the edge so I can look toward the kitchen. Millhoff takes the armchair. 


I light a smoke, offer one to Millhoff and Hurley. 


Shake their heads. 


“You have a roommate, Frankie?” 


What kinda question is that? 


“No, of course not. I live alone. You got a body in my kitchen,” I say, not ask. 


“Yes, we do.” 


“Police-involved shooting? The burglar?” I ask, assuming it was a burglary in progress that went bad. 


“Not police-involved,” Millhoff says. 


What the hell, then? 


I feel uncomfortable as shit sitting there, high as I am. Racing heart and negative adrenalin is making it worse. My head like a hare trying to outrace a pack of wolves. 


“You were working these last couple of hours?” Millhoff asks again. 


“What?” 


“What the fuck, Frank? I gotta ask. You know that.” 


“What you gotta do is tell me what happened in my house.” 


“All right. Was going to have to do this part anyway. May as well now.” He stands. “I’m going to need to see if you can identify the body.” 


“Fuck,” I say more like an exhale of air. 


Please, not my stash wall. 


I need to know. 


I snuff out my smoke and follow Millhoff through the dining room and into the kitchen. Another detective is there, but I don’t know him. 


A body on the floor. 


My back door busted inward, splintered frame. 


A white male. 


On his back. 


It’s Jeffrey. My cousin. My legs buckle a bit, feeling like I’m about to fall out. 


“Frank?” Millhoff sounds concerned. 


Holy fuck! 


His shirt’s rich with blood. A fresh color at the chest with an area near his waist that has pooled. Looks like strawberry Jell-O without the film coating. And this was the smell in my home—a lingering, disagreeably sweet odor. My cousin’s. 


I drop to my knee. 


“You okay, Frank?” Millhoff asks. 


I don’t respond. 


Death is in his dull eyes—a frozen, forsaken stare, as if taken by surprise. He’s wearing the same clothes he wore last night at the club. Jacket’s still on. Same V-neck T-shirt, but his blood has turned it a darker shade of gray. I wanna put my hand on his head, feel him. He can’t be dead. 


“What in the fuck—” 


“Frank, you know this guy?” 


But still—my stash wall. 










Seven 


He’s my cousin. Jeffrey Baldwin,” I say. “It doesn’t make sense.” His face an older version of the five-year-old kid’s. I wanna take his hand. “I thought you said you didn’t have anyone staying with you,” Millhoff says. “I don’t. That’s why this doesn’t make sense.” 


“Did he have a key?” 


I don’t answer. I just shake my head, like I’m starting to lose it. Fading away. I have to turn away from him. Can’t look at him like this. 


“Let’s talk in the living room,” Millhoff says. 


Still have enough sense to be worried about my stash. 


How could I think about that right now? 


I purposefully walk toward the hall. They don’t stop me. I watch my steps, though, make sure I don’t trample evidence that might be on the kitchen floor. 


When I enter the narrow hallway I casually look in the laundry room as I pass. 


It’s all good. 


Wall still intact. 


Fuck. I’m so relieved I even get the chills. For a brief moment I feel fine, but then reality slaps me in the face. 


Jeffrey. Dead. On my kitchen floor. 


I light another cigarette when I get back to the sofa. 


This time Hurley sits at the other end. Millhoff on the armchair again. I’m having a tough time. Feeling a bit sick to my stomach, even. 


“Did he have a key to your house?” Millhoff asks again. 


“No, of course not.” 


“Why ‘of course not’?” 


“’Cause he’s the case I’ve been working. For his mother. My aunt. He didn’t know.” 


Did he know? 


“Last time he saw me he was about fourteen years old.” 


“So where exactly have you been the past couple of hours?” Millhoff asks. 


“Driving around the GW campus looking for him.” 


“He was missing?” 


“No. His mother wanted me to watch him. That’s all. Report back if he was up to no good. He was. Why the fuck is he dead in my house? It makes no sense. We never met after he moved here. Never even talked. Everything was surveillance. Nothing close. I don’t understand this shit.” 


“But aren’t they on summer break?” Millhoff asks. 


“He was in summer school.” 


“What’s his address?” Millhoff asks. 


I give it to him, and he writes it in his notebook. He goes on his radio. 


“Carlson, you on?” 


Carlson’s response is filtered through the radio. “Go ahead, Timmy.” 


“I have an address for the decedent when you’re ready to copy.” 


“Go on.” 


After he gives it to him, Carlson returns with, “I’ll get some patrol guys down there to secure it.” 


Fuck me. 


But I know they won’t find anything they can connect to me. I’m no amateur. 


“What was the kid into?” Millhoff continues. 


“Jeffrey knew I was a cop here. Maybe he found out where I live, came here for help. Or maybe I fucked up and he made me. Came over and he was followed. But it was just petty shit he was into.” 


“Frank, what was he into?” 


“Um—have you notified his mother yet?” I ask. 


“No. We didn’t even know who he was until you identified him.” 


“No ID on his body?” 


“Nothing. Clean. His mother live in the area?” 


“No. Ohio. I forget the town, but I have numbers.” 


“We’ll have to notify her through their local jurisdiction. Not on the phone, but I’ll still need those numbers. So what was he into?” Millhoff tries again. 


Last thing I want to do is hinder a homicide investigation. 


“GW student pretending to be a player; nothing but low-level shit. Deals small quantities of cocaine, weed. Nothing else. Damn.” 


“And you found all this out how?” Millhoff asks. 


I like Millhoff, but that question pisses me off. 


“You forgetting what I did when I was on the job?” 


“No. You were one of the best narcotics detectives in the city. 


I still gotta ask, though. There has to be some connection that brought him here.” 


“Yes, and I don’t mean to sound hostile. It just…I don’t…I don’t understand this.” 


“Are you sure he didn’t know you were following him?” Millhoff asks. 


“Right now I’m not sure of anything. But I’ve never been burned before.” 


“Anybody else know about you watching him and what he was up to?” 


“Leslie Costello knew I was watching him but not what he was up to.” 


“Former cop Costello turned defense attorney?” 


“Yes. We go out on occasion. Talk about work.” 


“We’ll need to talk to her.” 


“There’s no connection there, but do what you gotta do.” 


“Anyone else you can think of you may have talked to?” 


“No,” I say. “I was coming home to write it up for his mother and give her a call after.” 


“You were coming straight from the GW area?” he asks. 


“Yeah. His car wasn’t there, so I figured he finally went to a class.” 


“Approximately what time in the morning did you leave your home?” Hurley asks. 


“Maybe oh-seven-hundred. Wanted to try to catch him leaving his place and going to class. Like I said, the car wasn’t there, so I stuck around for a bit. I’m guessing patrol got dispatched for sound of gunshots here.” 


“Yeah,” Millhoff advises. 


“With what I saw outside, including the media and in here, it had to be close to an hour ago, maybe less. Right?” 


“Something like that.” Millhoff is vague. 


“Neighbors see anything?” 


“Got our boys canvassing now.” 


I start thinking like a cop again. 


“The back alley is narrow as shit. Hardly fit in one car. Couple of the homes rear of mine are three stories. Might want to have that street canvassed, too.” 


“We’re on it, Frank.” 


“His car, too,” I say as I pull the notebook out of my back pants pocket. 


Leafing through it, I find the entry I made when I first made his car, including the tag. I hand it over to Millhoff. He copies the information into his notebook. He seems to hesitate before handing it back to me. 


“Can I keep this? Make copies and return it?” he asks. 


“Fuck no. That’s about all the notes I took on him, anyway. It wasn’t the kind of case that involved a lot of note taking.” 


I have nothing to hide in there. I’m not stupid enough to take notes about what I do outside my legit work, so I add, “Go ahead and look through it if you want. I certainly don’t want to impede your investigation, but I’m not giving it up to you.” 


It pisses me off when he takes me up on it and looks through it briefly. Fucking doesn’t trust me. He hands the notebook back. I slip it back in my pocket. 


“Thanks, Frankie,” he says. “Rizzi!” he calls out toward the kitchen. 


“Yeah” from the kitchen, then a young plainclothes officer appears. 


“This is the info on the decedent’s car. Get a couple of patrol guys to canvass the area, all right?” 


“Copy that.” 


After Rizzi writes everything down in his notebook, he exits the front door. 


“Did you identify where he was getting his drugs?” Hurley asks. 


“Huh? No. No, that wasn’t part of it. But I did see him get re-upped a couple of times. A trendy dance club on Connecticut every Thursday night.” 


“Last night, then?” asks Hurley. 


“Yeah, last night.” 


“What trendy club?” 


“Spotlight.” 


“You were there last night?” Now it’s Millhoff asking. 


“Yes. Look in his breast pocket. He should have a baggie of cocaine or something.” 


“He’s clean. Remember I said he was clean. No ID, keys, nothing,” Millhoff says. 


“The kid your cousin met with—you think he could’ve made you?” Hurley asks. 


“No. Too much going on in the club, and it’s not like I was in his face. In fact I was talking to Willy Jasper from 1D.” 


“I know Jasper. He’s a good FTO,” Hurley says. 


“Yeah, and I don’t want to get him fucked up, because he’s got one of those part-times at the club. And you know how Wight-man can be.” 


“I could care less about the part-time. Hell, I work one. Does he know your cousin?” Millhoff asks. 


“Why would he know my cousin?” 


“Because he’s working part-time as an officer in the club where your cousin was dealing drugs.” 


“That’s something you’d have to ask Jasper. But I doubt it.” 


“Why were you looking for Jeffrey this morning?” Now Hurley. 


“I told you. His mother wanted to know when he was cutting classes. I know he had one this morning, though.” 


“Obviously he wasn’t there?” 


“What, we repeating questions now?” I say, a bit hyped. 


No answer from either of them. 


“By the way, those look to be the same clothes he was wearing last night,” I add, then “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” like I thought it instead of said it. 


“What?” Millhoff asks. 


“What do you mean, ‘What?’” 


“You just said ‘fuck, fuck, fuck’ like you realized something.” 


“What? No, it’s just…” I try to keep my heart from hammering too loud. “There’s got to be something I’m missing.” 


“Well, let’s work through it, then,” Millhoff advises. 


“Did you follow him out after he re-upped?” Hurley asks. 


“No. I only wanted to see him do that shit, and I was out of there. Can’t stand the music.” 


“Would you be able to recognize the guy who brought him the drugs if you saw him again?” 


“Yeah, pretty sure I can.” 


“Describe him for me.” 


“Medium complexion, early twenties, maybe five eight, dreads down to his shoulders. He was wearing a T-shirt with a marijuana-leaf design on it. There’s a female bartender who was working. She served him a couple of times. Maybe she knows him.” 


“You know her name?” 


“No, but she was the only female bartender working when I was there. First time I was surveilling him, though, he stayed until closing. Left alone.” 


“What times were you there?” 


“Around nineteen thirty to around twenty-three hundred hours.” 


My mind, still riding on coke, keeps moving. 


“What was he shot with?” I ask. 


“We don’t have that yet,” Millhoff says, and I know he’s not telling the truth. 


“I have a .38 I keep upstairs in my nightstand drawer. You’ll wanna go check if it’s there.” 


Hurley stands. 


“I’ll check it out. Be right back,” he says. 


“You know how it looks, Frank,” Millhoff says after Hurley leaves. “For all we know you were gone because you were disposing of your own property. You confronted your cousin about what he was doing, and it went real bad.” 


“Fuck you, Tim.” 


“And you made it look like a burglary.” 


“He is my cousin, but if I was the shooter I’d sure as hell do a better job at making it look otherwise. The body certainly wouldn’t be in my kitchen. So again, fuck you.” 


“Take it easy, Frank. You know I had to go there, just like I have to go here.” 


“What’s that?” 


“Don’t leave town.” 


“Fuck you twice.” 


He smiles, but it’s the kinda smile you make when you understand. 


“Don’t waste too much time on me or you’ll never solve it, ’cause next time it’ll be more than a ‘fuck you.’” 


“That a threat?” 


“A bitch-slap threat.” 


He smiles again, differently this time. 










Eight 


There’s gotta be an answer. I try hard to relax myself on the sofa, take slow, deep breaths, without drawing attention to how high I am. “I’ll need an inventory of what’s been stolen,” Hurley tells me. “When we get finished here, I’ll do a walk-through with you.” 


I bow my head, cup my chin in my hand. I feel sick. I never feel this way when working, but this is my home. My own damn family. 


“Frank, we’re going to have to test you for gunpowder residue. Rule you out. And your fingerprints, because they’re obviously going to be all over your house and we need to rule those out, too,” Millhoff tells me. 


“I don’t have a problem with that,” I respond because I knew that was something Millhoff would ask, and they won’t find my fingerprints at Jeffrey’s house. “You have to let me know when you notify his mom so I can call her, all right?” 


“Of course.” 


I stare at the wires hanging out of the wall and the vacant area on the dusty entertainment console where the CDs and my mom’s vinyl collection and turntable used to be. The thought that it is or was all in the possession of some bottom-feeder sets my blood hot. And there’s Jeffrey. 


I kick the coffee table with the sole of my foot, sending it across the room to land legs up ahead of the fireplace, surprising the hell outta Millhoff and a couple officers in the hallway. Two detectives enter from the kitchen, guns drawn at a tucked position. 


Millhoff waves them off. 


“Didn’t mean to do that. Sorry.” 


“Understandable,” Millhoff says. “Understandable. You’ll have to come to VCU. Give a formal statement.” 


“Yeah, I know.” 










Nine 


A patrol unit located Jeffrey’s car parked on W, about a block away. They got guys in his house, too. I heard it come over Hurley’s radio that it’s a burglary. Shit. I just made the investigation more complicated for these guys. 


My mind is skipping, tripping over itself. I need a Klonopin. I need two, but Hurley and I are doing the walk-through. 


Everything’s a mess. Same way I’d do it if I were the burglar. 


In my bedroom the drawers have been pulled out, dumped on the floor. Clothing, personal items, and papers tossed into a pile. 


I move around the bed to the nightstand. The drawer and its contents also on the floor. No gun. Back downstairs, I sit on the living room sofa with Hurley. Millhoff is now outside, probably getting Jeffrey’s vehicle towed. I have a preliminary list of what I know to be stolen. The revolver’s serial number is on a concealed-carry permit in my wallet; I note the make, model, caliber, and serial number along with my rounds. I also note approximately two hundred assorted vinyl albums and a few of their titles; approximately three hundred assorted music CDs, also with a few of their titles; one old-model Technics turntable (no serial number); two Polk shelf speakers; a sixty-inch Samsung smart TV; a Samsung laptop (serial number unknown). Approximately three years old. I got the main stuff. 
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