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            ONE

         

         I could never sleep at Catherine’s house, and it made no sense. Everything about her bedroom was engineered to combat insomnia—from the cool French linen sheets to the plush king-size mattress to the blackout curtains—but none of it worked on me. I could never relax there, never quite felt at home somehow. Maybe I missed the nocturnal rustling of people in the alley that ran the length of my own apartment on the edge of downtown, the creaks and sighs of the century-old building, the coppery streetlights that shone straight through my cheap mini blinds. Not even Catherine’s soft, even breath beside me was enough to lull me into unconsciousness when I stayed over—she was really miles away, cocooned in a satin eye mask and the chemical white noise of Ambien, and I was alone with the starless ceiling, my thoughts, and the kind of silence that only existed in ritzy neighborhoods and, I assumed, death.

         The three o’clock hour was usually when I gave up and went home; we’d known each other long enough for that not to mean anything, and maybe it was even better that way, neither of us exactly being morning people. I kind of liked the streets of Bexley in the middle of the night. The giant houses all dark and silent, the traffic lights flashing yellow. But some nights, like tonight, I just lay there and tried to wait it out. Trading the warm bed for the mid-January temperatures outside was hardly appealing. 

         But then my phone rang.

         The tuneless vibration from the floor startled me. Catherine gave a soft sigh and shifted on her pillow but didn’t wake up. I swung my legs out from under the covers, cringing at the chill as I grabbed my jeans and felt for the pocket. I found the phone just as the buzzing stopped and I saw my brother’s name lit up on the screen.

         It wasn’t the first time he’d ever called me in the middle of the night.

         The last time had been the night my father died.

         I went into the guest bedroom and called Andrew back. He answered halfway through the first ring. “Roxane,” he said, his voice tense. “Are you busy?”

         “It’s the middle of the night,” I said, “so no.” Through the window, I could see that the street was already blanched white with falling snow.

         “Well, I didn’t know.”

         I sat down on the futon next to Catherine’s open suitcase, half-full of clothes for her impending trip to Rhode Island. “What’s up?”

         Andrew cleared his throat. “Something really weird just happened. Maybe bad-weird. I’m not sure.”

         I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “What, Andrew?”

         “This girl I know—woman—Roxane, shit, I’m getting another call. Can you just come over here? Please?”

         “Andrew,” I said again, but he’d already hung up.

         
            *

         

         A few years ago, Andrew bought an apartment on the eastern side of Italian Village, where it was still mostly vacant lots and fixer-upper doubles. Now it was dotted with high-end residential buildings for young professionals who wanted their luxury bath fittings with a side of street crime, or at least uncertainty. My brother could  probably sell his place now for twice what he’d paid for it back then, maybe more, but he liked it there. Not least because said young professionals needed to buy weed from somebody, and it might as well be from him. I punched his code into the keypad by the door and went in. It was Thursday morning or Wednesday night, depending on your mood. The lobby was empty and quiet and the elevator doors stood open as if they’d been waiting for me. I rode to the second floor and barely had a chance to knock before Andrew yanked his door open, like he’d been waiting for me too.

         I said, “You can’t just call like that and not say what’s going on—”

         But I stopped talking when I got a look at him. At the long, puffy scratch on his jaw and the side of his neck, ragged and pink.

         I started over. “Are you okay?”

         He nodded, but he didn’t say anything—just fumbled with a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. That was how I knew he really wasn’t okay. Andrew never smoked in the apartment, only on the balcony. A holdover from growing up with my father’s rules: no cigarettes indoors. I studied him. His usual dapper bad-boy aesthetic was not in evidence. His hair, dark like mine and collar-length, was matted and greasy and he wore a faded black T-shirt with sweatpants, all of which told me he’d been asleep somewhat recently. My eyes flicked toward the closed bedroom door, but he shook his head.

         “No one else is here.”

         “What about the girl you were talking about?”

         “She’s gone.”

         I waited.

         “It’s not like that. I was sleeping, okay? She rang the buzzer and I let her in.”

         “Who is she?”

         “Addison, I think her name is.”

         “You think.” 

         “When I worked at the Sheraton, she was on the banquet staff for a hot second. I didn’t know her that well. But she’d, you know, been here. Once before.”

         “How old is this girl?”

         “Twenty-five, I guess.”

         “Christ, Andrew.”

         “Look, that’s not the point. The point is, she came here and rang the buzzer, and she sounded upset. So I let her in. She got up here and she was a wreck. Crying, shaking, no coat. She wanted to use my phone. I asked her what was wrong, but she didn’t want to tell me. I even asked her if she needed a doctor, she was shaking so much. But she said no, no ambulance, no police. She just used my phone to make a call, just one call, but whoever it was didn’t answer. She left this whispered message. I couldn’t really understand what she was saying. So I gave her a sweatshirt and I was fixing her a drink, and it seemed like she was calming down, like maybe she would tell me what was going on. But then something spooked her and she got up and started to run out.”

         “Was she injured at all?” I asked, thinking maybe a car accident on the slippery streets.

         “No.”

         “Under the influence?”

         “No. I don’t know. I mean, you can’t always tell.”

         “What spooked her?”

         He dragged hard on his cigarette and tapped a grey column of ash into the sink. “Not sure.”

         “Okay, and the scratch?”

         “I grabbed her arm. Which, I know. I shouldn’t have.”

         “When she tried to leave?”

         Andrew’s face was lined with worry. “Yeah. I just—obviously something was wrong. And it’s the middle of the night, plus the weather? It was a reflex. Like, to stop her from leaving, because she  shouldn’t be wandering around the city like that. So I grabbed her arm. She screamed and we—she—she was shouting for me to let go, so I did.”

         “And she just left?”

         He dropped his cigarette into the sink, the ember sizzling against the wet basin. “I followed her into the hall,” he said, “and she jumped into the elevator. By the time I ran down the steps, she was gone.” He laughed humorlessly. “I tried looking at the footprints in the snow, like to see where she went. But you know there are drunk assholes wandering around at all hours down here. So that was useless. But something wasn’t right. I don’t know what, but something was not right.”

         “Did you call the police?”

         “I called you.”

         “I’m not the police, Andrew.”

         He leaned his elbows onto the counter and dropped his head between his forearms. “I didn’t. She said not to call anyone. She said that. And, you know.”

         I nodded. He had weed in the apartment, and while most cops wouldn’t care about a little bit of weed, Andrew probably had enough to constitute intent to distribute. But that didn’t exactly matter, not compared to what might be going on with Addison. “We can call Tom,” I said. I got out my phone and started scrolling. Tom Heitker was a homicide detective and had been my father’s partner before he died. Now I considered him a close friend, though my brothers had never liked him much.

         Still facing the counter, Andrew sighed. “Tom. No.”

         “Either that, or take your chances with whoever gets dispatched here. You need to call the police. You should’ve called them first.”

         “And say what?”

         “Exactly what you said to me.”

         “That this girl who may or may not be named Addison showed  up here three years after I slept with her—one time—and she was hysterical and crying and she scratched me and then left?”

         My thumb hovered over Tom’s name on my phone. “How sure are you that her name’s even Addison?”

         “It was something like that. Addison, or Madison? Maddy? Rox, I called you because it was strange, and I just want to make sure she’s all right. I tried reaching out to a few folks from the Sheraton, but so far no one remembers her. That’s why I hung up on you, by the way. A dude from the hotel was calling.”

         “But he didn’t have anything?”

         “No.”

         “What about the number she called?”

         “It goes straight to voice mail. The greeting is just that robot voice reading the number.”

         “So you essentially have zero information about her.”

         “Exactly. So there’s no point in calling the police, even if she hadn’t told me not to.”

         I wasn’t sold on that yet, but I put my phone down. “What do you expect me to do?”

         “If anyone can figure out what’s going on with her, it would be you.”

         I shook my head. “I appreciate the vote of confidence but the best thing to do is probably to call the police and get them on the lookout for her.”

         But even as I said it, I wondered if that was the right call. The police wouldn’t have more information than I did, but they would have less time. Other things to do. And if Addison was in some kind of trouble, it might be the sort that she didn’t want help from the cops getting out of. My brother wasn’t looking at me, though. He was looking down at my phone, the screen of which had gone dark.

         I said, “What aren’t you telling me?”

         He dropped his eyes to the floor. 

         I folded my arms over my chest. “Andrew, you’re my brother, and I love you. But I need to know what happened. Right now.”

         Finally he said, “I told you what happened. Tonight, everything happened like I said. But here’s the thing. She and I … it was only twice.”

         “Twice.” I folded my arms over my chest. “You said once.”

         “It was only once here, and once at the hotel. And here’s the thing, it didn’t end that great. She got me fired.”

         Now it was my turn to slump on the counter. “Why?”

         “She thought it was a more serious thing, her and me. It wasn’t, that was never going to happen. She didn’t take it well. She told management that I was selling weed from the bar. And that was that, really. I hadn’t seen her or heard from her since then.”

         “So why’d she come here tonight? If you’re just someone she went crazy ex-girlfriend on a few years ago?”

         My brother looked at me. His eyes, bluish-grey like mine, were anxious but honest. I saw that he was telling me the whole truth this time. He said, “I have absolutely no idea. It makes me think she’s really in trouble, if she’d come here after all that.”

         There was an unspoken ugliness in the air—that the police would listen to his story, take one look at the scratch on his neck, and assume the worst of him.

         I nodded. “Fine. I’ll try.”

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

         

         At home, I made a cup of tea while my computer booted up, a strange sense of déjà vu taking hold of me. Andrew, calling with bad news. It had been a cold morning just like this when my father died—in fact, it was almost two years to the day. Last year, to mark the first anniversary, the police department had put together a prayer service and we all knew how to act. But the two-year anniversary loomed up ahead, dark and shapeless and unspoken.

         I pushed the thought out of my mind and sat down at my desk with my tea. I started with the phone number she had called from Andrew’s phone, but it went directly to the voice mail greeting robot voice announcing the digits of the number I had just dialed. A quick search around the number turned up nothing either. Then I switched gears to see what I could uncover about Maybe Addison Something herself. It should’ve been harder than it was. But living in the modern world meant latent traces of a person all over the place—social media tags, online petitions, user names, it all told a story that was alarmingly easy to follow if someone wasn’t careful. After noodling around on LinkedIn for a while, looking at people who had listed the Sheraton as their employer, there she was: Addison Stowe. She had dark reddish-brown hair, wide brown eyes, generally my brother’s type: a small silver stud in her nose and a pair  of feathery earrings dangling from her earlobes. Her build was the heavier side of medium, and she smiled like she had a secret.

         Her job at the hotel had been “catering associate” and she’d left a year earlier, and either hadn’t bothered to update her LinkedIn page since or hadn’t gotten another job yet. Her Facebook and Instagram profiles were set to private so there wasn’t anything for me to see there beyond the same photo from LinkedIn. But that was fine; all I needed was her name in order to get an address.

         It turned out to be a shambling yellow half-double on California Ave., near where it dead-ended into the river. The street, already narrow, was even tighter with cars parked on either side and clogged with snow that hadn’t been cleared from the last storm. My boots crunched as I climbed the slippery front steps. The hope was that she’d answer the door, tell me everything was fine, maybe even be a little pissed at the interference, and then we’d all go about our day with the matter squarely behind us. I rang the doorbell and I listened; the house was emptily silent.

         I peered through the slats of the mini blinds in the window next to the front door and saw a darkened room with an old, puffy couch and berber carpet and a television atop an entertainment stand packed with the trappings of modern life—DVR, stereo, multiple video game consoles. The other half of the double was similarly quiet, though its blinds were pulled firm.

         Stepping off the porch, I looked down the alley between Addison’s unit and the apartment building beside it. The snow there was deep—at least eight inches, thanks to Ohio’s semiweekly winter storms—and muddled with footprints, lots of them. I added my own to the pattern and moved quietly to the back of the house.

         The fenced backyard was long and narrow, like mine. The snow was mostly undisturbed except for a scuffed path from the alley to the back of the duplex. A set of slippery wooden steps led to a tiny  screened-in sunporch. Beside them, a dimple in the snow, a length of dirty garden hose, an oscillating sprinkler.

         It definitely wasn’t sprinkler weather.

         I picked it up. Why would someone have gotten this out at this time of year? On closer inspection, the rest of the hose was still under the porch, but someone had been digging at the snow to get to the sprinkler. I flipped it over and saw a flap of duct tape stuck to the side with an outline of a house key on it.

         I had to give somebody credit—that was a decent hiding place for a spare key. I wondered if Addison had been here this morning already, or if the sprinkler had been unearthed by someone else.

         I looked around, still didn’t see anybody nearby, and tried the screen door; it was unlocked. The porch was barely three feet square, a sloping deck with a piece of green Astroturf covering the slats. Three bins stood along one side of it with corresponding signs taped to the wall above them: TRASH, RECYCLE, COMPOST. Next to the back door that led into the house, there was a pair of ankle boots, corduroy, soaked through from bottom to top, and a lump of grey fabric. I picked it up with a gloved finger; an Ohio State hoodie, damp and very cold.

         I took out one of my business cards and wrote Andrew’s sister on the back and underlined it. Call if you need anything.

         I tucked it between the door and the frame.

         
            *

         

         I had other things to do. I did. Not necessarily better, but other. For example, I had to go check my new post office boxes—plural—to see if any of the four had received packages in the past few days. It was as thrilling as it sounded. I’d been hired by the owner of Spin-Spo, a viral women’s apparel startup whose leggings and sports bras, supposedly unparalleled in their quality and fit, were being knocked  off by a competitor and sold in a variety of online stores. Unsuspecting consumers had taken to social media to complain about the sharp decrease in quality, and Gail Spinnaker was sick of it. I was to figure out where the knockoffs were coming from, something that was impossible to tell from simply studying the online listings because it turns out most photographs of black leggings look the same.

         Gail Spinnaker was an energetic, rigid blonde, barely thirty but already quite successful, if success was to be measured by people’s eagerness to rip you off. A few weeks earlier, I’d gone to the SpinSpo office by the airport to discuss the drama. She’d made the dingy warehouse space surprisingly cheery with patterned rugs and painted murals on the cinder block walls. One was even in progress when I got there—a young lady with a shaved head and tattoos from her chin on down was inking multicolored flowers over a stark black-and-white typographical piece in the small lobby. O MORE THAN JUST BE was all that was still visible.

         “You know how they say necessity is the mother of invention?” Gail was saying in her office, which was just a corner of the warehouse with a curtain separating her desk from the row of floor-to-ceiling bins that contained the brand’s styles sorted by color and size. “Well, that’s really true. I wasn’t happy with the performance apparel on the market, so I dusted off my sewing machine and started making my own.”

         She paused for effect like she was delivering a PowerPoint presentation. I could almost picture the backdrop behind her fading to the next slide.

         “Now I have a team of twenty women who construct each piece for me, here in the warehouse. Could we do it in some factory in China? Sure. But I’m very big on supporting the local economy, supporting the community of working women in central Ohio. The business has grown literally more than a hundred percent in the last  year, thanks to some very key partnerships on Instagram, so I definitely couldn’t keep up with the demand on my own!”

         I knew all of this already. I’d done my homework on Gail and the company before coming here. She was going to pay me for my time regardless, but I wasn’t inclined to sit through her keynote address before we got to the good stuff.

         “But back to the knockoffs,” I said. “Any idea where these are coming from?”

         “No. The problem is, we sell direct through our website, but also wholesale through performance apparel and athleisure boutiques. So there are a lot of places where people can get SpinSpo. The real SpinSpo. But the fake stuff is coming from somewhere, and I need to know where.”

         “Do you sell on Amazon?”

         She scoffed. “No.”

         “Do any of your wholesalers?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “I did see a lot of SpinSpo products for sale on—”

         “Apparel,” Gail said.

         “What?”

         “I hate the word product. We call it apparel.”

         “Um, okay. SpinSpo apparel is for sale on Amazon for a whole range of prices, starting around twenty bucks, so—”

         “I’m not talking about people who are buying knockoffs on purpose. Frankly, I could care less.”

         I declined to correct her misuse of that phrase the way she’d chastised me about products. Instead I just raised my eyebrows.

         “I mean,” she said, “SpinSpo offers a perfect fit, microsizing, performance fabrics with amazing recovery, and all of that on the cutting edge of fashion. Our leggings retail for ninety dollars, for a reason. Ninety-dollar leggings are not going to go for twenty dollars. Anyone with a brain should know that. It’s like the people who  buy knockoff Louis Vuitton from a street corner in Midtown Manhattan. They don’t do it because they think it’s real. They do it because they like the bag, they like that for one hot second under not very intense scrutiny, someone might see it and think they’re the type of person who owns the real deal. When the straps fall off after three weeks, what are they going to say? ‘I’m so mad that this obvious knockoff that I paid about ten percent of what it’s worth for isn’t made well’? No. They chuck it and move on. I’m not worried about that. What really worries me is that someone might be spending ninety dollars expecting to get the quality that we’re proud to offer our clients, but getting something worthless instead.”

         So Gail Spinnaker was not the most sympathetic character I’d ever met, or worked for. But she wasn’t the least. She explained her idea to me thus:

         She wanted me to order purported SpinSpo merchandise from any store that claimed to sell it, have it shipped to one of a few post office boxes I’d need to open to cover my tracks, such as they were, then catalog the leggings’ authenticity or lack thereof, and narrow down the source of the knockoffs that way.

         “Why not follow up on the social media posts complaining about the leggings?” I suggested. “Instead, or in addition to. Or did you try that?”

         Gail glared at me. “If someone thinks that a brand ripped them off, they’ll be too angry to answer honestly. But whatever you think will get to the bottom of it. We’re planning a huge event this spring, a major new launch, plus we’re a founding sponsor of Columbus’s first women’s wellness lifestyle expo, and I really want to be out from under this dark cloud by then.”

         A mystery with a deadline—what could go wrong? But I agreed because the winter had been too shitty for there to be any new puzzles to solve in the city. I wasn’t complaining about that—the second a single snowflake melted, people would be raging at each other  in full force once again—but it left me with more time on my hands than anyone with an overactive imagination and a tendency toward pessimism should have.

         So I’d spent two grand of Gail’s money on authentic SpinSpo product in this way, buying from boutique websites, having them shipped to my four new post office boxes; no knockoffs yet. But my client had authorized five times that in expenses, so there I was. My apartment was beginning to look like the wardrobe department of a very basic movie.

         I picked up a small box at the post office on Mount Vernon, and two flat padded envelopes from the Mail Boxes Etc. in Whitehall, somehow managing to wait until I got back to my apartment to tear into the packages. Three pairs of leggings in varying shades of black—onyx, ebony, and anthracite—but all with the genuine SpinSpo embroidered squiggle on the back of the left hip.

         “The case continues,” I said to the apartment. I hung the leggings up on a rolling garment rack I’d purchased at IKEA and entered each style in a spreadsheet—quickly, so that I didn’t pass out from boredom before I finished it—while my mind wandered back to Addison Stowe. I was still thinking about the sprinkler, the boots, the sweatshirt.

         I called my brother to ask what kind of sweatshirt he’d given her.

         “Um, I don’t know, I guess it was grey?”

         “Ohio State?”

         “Like I own an Ohio State sweatshirt.”

         “Come on. I’m sure Mom’s given you at least three Ohio State sweatshirts.”

         “I don’t know. I grabbed one out of the closet. I wasn’t really thinking about which one.”

         “A pullover, or a hoodie?”

         “Hoodie.”

         “But it was definitely grey?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Dark grey, light grey?”

         “Roxane, I don’t know. Why?”

         I sighed. “Do you remember what kind of shoes she was wearing?”

         “Boots. Ankle boots. Brown, I think.”

         “Made of?”

         “I didn’t ask to see the tag. I don’t know. Why are you asking about her clothes? Did you find something out?”

         “No.”

         Just more questions.

         
            *

         

         I drove back to her place. I wanted another look at the hoodie and the shoes. Maybe these were proof that she’d made it home okay on her own, that there was no reason to be worried.

         The backyard was as I’d left it. I went into the enclosed porch and snapped a quick photo of the items in question.

         Then I heard someone undoing the dead bolt.

         The woman who opened the door a crack and peered out at me was not Addison Stowe.

         “Uh, can I help you?” she said.

         “Is Addison home?” I said, trying for friendly.

         “This isn’t the front door, you know.”

         “Sorry. But is she at home?

         She shook her head. She was younger than Addison, barely twenty. She had curly blond hair and wore a preppy green cable-knit sweater. “I don’t think so. Hey,” she said, calling over her shoulder, “Addy, are you home?” Silence followed. “No.”

         “Are you her roommate?”

         Nod.

         “Have you talked to her this morning?”

         The young woman shook her head again. “Why?”

         “I just wanted to make sure she was okay.”

         “What do you mean?”

         It was a long story, so I summarized: “Just wanted to make sure she got home safe last night.”

         “Well,” the roommate said, seemingly familiar with that type of explanation, “it smells like she got home safe enough to burn her eggs this morning, as usual, so I’m sure she’s fine.”

         Now that she mentioned the burned eggs, I could smell it in the air wafting out of the kitchen. “Well, okay.” I glanced down at the doorknob; the business card I’d left a few hours ago was gone. “Maybe she’s at work?”

         “Maybe?” She looked down at her watch and frowned. “She’s never home.”

         “Do you know where that is?”

         “Not really—look, I need to go—”

         “Is she still working at the Sheraton?” I tried. I knew she wasn’t but I hoped that throwing out a detail like that would make the roommate more inclined to share something useful with me.

         “The Sheraton? No, she’s, like, a deejay or something now.”

         “A deejay, like on the radio?”

         “No, like at a nightclub.”

         “Which one?”

         “One night here, one night there. But she has a deejay name, it’s funny, like a fruit or something? But it’s some nickname? Oh—it’s radish. But with two ds.”

         “DJ Raddish?”

         She nodded.

         “Does Addison have a car?”

         Something hesitant entered her expression. “Who are you, again?”

         I told her who I was and produced another card. She took it from  me and studied it, her eyes narrowing in a clear WTF expression. “This is super weird. A private investigator now?”

         The way she said now made me think that I wasn’t the first person to come around looking for Addison recently. “Has there been someone else asking for her?”

         The roommate sighed. “There was this guy a few days ago. Or a week, I guess. A cop. I told him, just like I told you, she’s never home.”

         “A cop?”

         She nodded.

         “What did he want?”

         “To talk to Addison, but she wasn’t here.”

         “Did he come back?”

         “Not while I was here.”

         “Did he ever talk to her?”

         “How would I know that?”

         “Okay, do you remember his name?”

         Her mouth twisted slightly as she considered that. “No, but I think—hang on.” She stepped away from the door and studied the front of the refrigerator and plucked something off. “Here,” she said, thrusting the card at me. “This is him. I told her about it but she was like, whatever, okay. That’s her usual speed. Now, I really need to go.”

         “If you see her, can you give me a call?”

         The roommate made a noncommittal noise and closed the door in my face.

      

   


   
      
         

            THREE

         

         The card belonged to one Michael Dillman, a sergeant in the investigative subdivision. A phone number was written on the card in a haphazard scrawl.

         I got back in the car and cranked up the heated seats. The car was new, or new-to-me, anyway: a black Range Rover with champagne-colored interior that I’d picked up at a police auction after I’d gotten the bad news about my beloved old blue 300D Mercedes last summer; the car accident I’d been in had bent its frame so severely, there wasn’t any hope. It had died a noble death, absorbing most of the impact so that the damage to me was limited to a touch of whiplash and a nasty cut on my neck from the seat belt. But I still wasn’t sure how I felt about the Range Rover. Although it was a couple of years old, it was still packed with new-fangled features that seemed wholly unnecessary to someone who’d been driving a car older than I was. But in the dead of winter, the heated leather seats were damn nice.

         I studied Michael Dillman’s business card and dialed the number written in ink. The line rang three times before kicking over to voice mail. “You’ve reached Mickey Dillman,” a gruff voice said in my ear. “Leave me a message and I just might call you back.”

         I left my name and number and turned my attention to the information printed on the card. 

         The direct-dial number under Dillman’s name rang and rang and rang, which was weird enough, since city phone lines were generally nestled in a web of voice mail boxes or central receptionists. So it was unusual that one would just ring uninterrupted. Finally, someone picked up, quizzically. “Homicide?”

         “Um,” I said, not expecting that, “is Sergeant Dillman available?”

         “What’s this regarding?”

         “I’d just like to speak to him—is this his number?”

         “This is nobody’s number, sweetheart. You called an empty desk.”

         I frowned. “So Sergeant Dillman is—”

         “Hang on.”

         The phone clunked down.

         I waited, definitely curious now.

         After a minute, the line beeped in my ear and started ringing again.

         “Columbus Division of Police, Professional Standards Bureau,” a woman answered.

         “Hi, I’m trying to reach Sergeant Michael Dillman—”

         “Please hold.”

         I waited again. Maybe the third time would be a charm?

         But no—this time the line delivered me to the voice mail box of “Acting R and D Sergeant Greene.”

         I hung up, not sure what any of that was supposed to mean but distinctly not feeling any better about the situation. Burnt eggs were evidence of nothing. A random visit from a cop was evidence of nothing—maybe Addison had lost an engraved, platinum watch in a Laundromat and he just wanted to return it to her. Unless Sergeant Michael Dillman wasn’t a cop anymore.

         
            *

         

         I took a deeper dive into Addison’s existence. She drove a maroon Scion coupe, in which she’d been cited for failure to yield nine months ago. I scanned the records for Dillman’s name, but didn’t see it. That was the extent of the court records on her name. I moved on to her deejaying career; DJ Raddish had a Facebook page with just under a hundred “likes.” This one was public, but contained few updates; the last was from the previous October, when she had posted a flyer for a roller-disco fund-raiser at the Skate Zone off of I-71. I clicked on her Events tab; the only thing listed there was a traffic party for the upcoming Valentine’s Day at a club called Nightshade. Because what was more romantic than a themed hookup night at a club named for a poisonous plant? In the Past Events section, I saw a few other holiday-themed dance parties, also at Nightshade: Christmas Sucks! and 24 Hours of New Year’s Eve. I leaned back in my desk chair. Now that I’d completed my mailbox run, I truly didn’t have anything better to do. Which meant that the mystery of DJ Raddish was the only thing I had going on at the moment. The name Nightshade was vaguely familiar to me. I remembered hearing about it in the context of a certain type of nightclub with dirt-cheap well drinks and periodic appearances in the news when fights broke out. I opened a new browser tab to find out where it was located.

         “Huh,” I said out loud.

         The club was across the street from my brother’s loft.

         I called him again. “Do you know anything about the club across the street, Nightshade?”

         “Why?”

         “Do you?”

         “Not exactly my scene,” he said. “It got shut down a while back for serving underage kids—they never carded anyone, I guess, so it got a reputation as that kind of place. Self-perpetuating cycle. But that was, I don’t know, more than a year ago. I heard it was reopening, or maybe it already did.”

         “I think Addison deejays there.”

         “Really.”

         “Seems that way.”

         “So it’s open again?”

         “Unless she’s dropping beats for an empty room, yes.”

         “Dropping beats?”

         “Is that not what the kids are saying these days?”

         “I don’t know any kids. What else did you find out?”

         “She always eats burnt eggs for breakfast.”

         “That definitely seems like a clue.”

         “I know.”

         “Anything else?”

         “Her roommate said some cop was looking for her a few days ago.”

         “Why?”

         “I don’t know. From the roommate’s attitude, it seems like it’s always something with Addison.”

         “That sounds about right.”

         Neither of us said anything for a while.

         “Are we being ridiculous here?”

         I sighed. “No, this truly seems weird. I might try to check out Nightshade later.”

         “Good idea.”

         
            *

         

         “What’s even in Rhode Island?”

         Following dinner at Lindy’s, Catherine and I were in her bed. Or, rather, I was in her bed, and she was going back and forth between her walk-in closet and her dresser and the open suitcase that had been relocated from the guest room to the corner of Catherine’s bed. My sense of uneasiness had been temporarily pushed back by dinner and sex but I could feel it creeping up again. “Catherine.”

         “I told you,” she said. Then she paused, lost in thought over two black dresses.

         I cleared my throat.

         She looked up and smiled before tossing them both into the suitcase. For a short trip, it was a rather large suitcase, and it was getting rather full. “It’s a conference. About art and education. At RISD.”

         She said it ris-dee, like it was all one word.

         “Don’t go.”

         “I have to go. They put me on a panel. I’m expected.”

         I snaked an arm out from under the covers for my whiskey. I was drinking it neat tonight—it was too cold out to consider ice cubes. “I still don’t think that’s a good excuse.”

         “You’ve made your objections known.”

         I watched her as she disappeared into the closet and returned a moment later with an armful of dresses in bold prints. Right now, she was wearing just a T-shirt, white, that barely reached her thighs. She’d gotten her long blond hair styled into a pixie cut last fall once she’d healed up from her head injury and it was shorter than I was used to. But of course she could pull it off. I said, “How many dresses are you taking?”

         She dumped the latest armful of garments onto the bed and folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what I’m going to feel like wearing. So probably all of them.”

         “Every dress you own.”

         “Every dress. In fact, tomorrow night, we’re going to Saks so I can buy a hundred more dresses. Which one for Saturday night?”

         She held up two more black dresses, a shift and a vintage-looking fit-and-flare.

         I covered my face with my hand. For months, Tom’s girlfriend, Pam, had been obsessed with getting the four of us together for dinner. I’d managed to get out of it on three separate occasions, but the time had come. It was finally happening.

         “I don’t know why you hate her,” Catherine said. “Which dress?”

         “I don’t hate her.”

         “Then why the dramatic gesture?”

         “I just don’t like her that much.”

         “Isn’t that the same thing?”

         “Hardly.”

         “She’s nice.”

         “Yes.” I frowned at that word: nice. Pam was nice, but I wasn’t, and never had been. You could stand to be a little nicer, my father told me the last time we talked before he died. You’re a girl. You have to be nice. But not too fucking nice. “I just don’t think she really gets him.”

         “What is there to get? He’s a guy.”

         I didn’t want to talk about the matter anymore. “Come here,” I said.

         “I’m busy.”

         “Come here.”

         The corners of her mouth tipped up. “I already came there. As did you.” But she flipped the suitcase closed and lay down next to me.

         “I’m just going to miss you. Sue me.”

         “Oh I will.” Catherine scooted over until her back was curled against me. I fluffed the duvet over her and slipped an arm over her hip. “I’ll take you for every penny you’re worth.”

         I didn’t say anything, just breathed in the smell of her.

         “It’s only four days. Three sleeps.”

         “I suppose you won’t miss me at all.”

         “Maybe a little.” She rolled over and kissed me. Her mouth was full and soft and every time we kissed it felt like the first time. A kiss like that made it easy to forget everything else, at least for a few moments.

      

   


   
      
         

            FOUR

         

         Later, when she was asleep and I wasn’t, I thought about scribbling a note and tucking it into her suitcase: something cute and sweet that would make her want to jump on a plane to come home as soon as she found it. But I didn’t really do cute, or sweet, and Catherine would never jump on a plane for anybody, except herself. Part of me wanted to ask her to stay. But the rest of me wanted her to want to stay, not because I said I needed her, but because she knew I did. If I did. Being with Catherine was like spending money you don’t have: a dazzling thrill in the moment, bookended by uneasy weirdness before and after.

         I decided not to think about it anymore and got out of bed and put my clothes back on. In Catherine’s dark kitchen, I got a glass of water from the sink and gazed out the window above it as I drank; the wide backyard was pristine with undisturbed snow. At my apartment, the fenced-in postage stamp that constituted a yard was always dotted with the footprints of people and animals coming and going. That probably should have unsettled me, but I found it comforting—proof that life continued all around us. Here, the isolation was what left me feeling unsettled.

         Then again, when I was at home, I always found something else to unsettle me there too.

         I leaned over the counter and closed my eyes for a minute, nearly  jumping out of my skin when my phone began vibrating across the counter. Another middle-of-the-night call from my brother.

         “Okay,” he said when I answered, “this is weird.”

         I sat down at the kitchen table and slowed my breathing. “So this is one of those calls.”

         “I came over to Nightshade, and it’s closed.”

         “Closed?”

         “Like, unexpectedly closed. The doors are locked. People have been coming up, trying to get in, and leaving.”

         “No sign?”

         “Nothing.”

         
            *

         

         Andrew stood on the sidewalk in front of the place—a hulking warehouse with a neon sign above the door: NIGHTSHADE LOUNGE. The sign cast a sickly yellow glow on the brick façade and the sidewalk below, which gave the impression that it should be open. Then again, the Wonder Bread building a few blocks south had left its sign lit up for years after the factory closed.

         The place had no windows, just a black metal door and an empty poster frame mounted beside it. There was moisture trapped behind the pane of Plexiglas in the frame, along with a torn scrap of whatever poster had previously occupied it. WELL DRINKS $2 12AM–

         It was pretty uninviting, even for kids looking for a bar that wouldn’t check IDs; a giant brick building with no windows seemed sort of like a horror movie waiting to happen. We made a lap around the perimeter but encountered no signs of life, no signs posted that the place would be temporarily closed today, no police seals to indicate that Nightshade had been shut down again for any reason.

         “Well, okay,” I said.

         “Now what?”

         I shook my head. “We still have the burnt eggs as an angle.” 

         Andrew yawned and pushed his hands into his pockets. “Remember when we used to come to places like this?”

         “I’d like to think we were a little more discerning than this.”

         “Everyone would like to think that. But we were kids.”

         He had a point, and I did remember. The days when we just wanted to be somewhere cheap and hot and noisy to drown out the quiet in our heads. Bernie’s, Long Street Lounge, Victory’s, Little Brothers and the Carlile Club, most of which were gone now, sacrificed to the gods of high-rise apartments. It was a miracle nothing worse than a three-day hangover ever happened to me back in those days.

         Whenever I thought about whiskey, I thought about my dad. And whenever I thought about him, I thought about how he was gone and we were all still just as lost, under the surface, like grief was an abscess, walled off but roiling. And that just made me think about whiskey again, repeating the whole cycle. The end result was that I thought about both, constantly. “Do you think we should do something on the eighth?” I said.

         Andrew required no explanation to understand that I was talking about the anniversary of Frank’s death. “No. I don’t know. It’s going to be a horrible day. It’s never going to be anything other than a horrible day.”

         “We should go with Mom to Greenlawn.”

         “Yeah.”

         “And get flowers and stuff.”

         “Yeah. So what’s your question? You already have it figured out.”

         Now it was my turn to sigh. “I don’t want to be the one to bring it up. Like, hey, Mom, it’s a beautiful day to go to the cemetery, what do you think?”

         “Well,” Andrew said, “it’s not like she forgot what day it is. I don’t think it requires a ruse. Besides, she’ll probably bring it up first. Or just go without us.” 

         “Strangely,” I said, “that does not make me feel any better.”

         “You’re in a mood.”

         “No, I’m just—never mind.”

         “Go home. Get some sleep. Thanks for your help. Sorry for the dramatics,” Andrew said.

         “Hey, no.”

         He hugged me quickly around the shoulders and set off across Fourth. When he reached his side of the street, he called out to me, “Go home.”

         “I’m going, I’m going.”

         But instead I got back in the car and sat there in the cold for a while, watching Andrew’s silhouette blur into nothing. I couldn’t quite see his building from back here, thanks to the cars parked along Fourth and a massive drift of snow deposited at the curb by a halfhearted snowplow attempt at some point. But it couldn’t have been more than a three-minute walk. I was parked on the left edge of the one-way street, the long brick side of Nightshade hulking up beside me. On the other side of Fourth: a row of porchless brick town houses with three floors that somehow came together to look like an elementary school. I could remember when there was nothing more than a vacant lot from here to the freeway back when Andrew moved in. Now there was a whole community; they’d even named the little alleys that had never been given real names before. Directly across from me, the street was called Neruda, an oddly poetic moniker for a roadway that was still very much a construction zone on Google Maps satellite view. I looked at the cars parked up and down the street. Was Addison’s among them?

         It was too dark to see.

         I used my phone to look at Nightshade’s Facebook page again. Three people had “checked in” as recently as last night, posting badly lit, drunken photos full of raised glasses and smeary smiles,  meaning that the club had been open twenty-four hours ago. There were no announcements indicating a planned closure here either.

         In the past, when I’d been hired to find someone, the person was almost always fine. Just busy, maybe actively avoiding a nosy relative or a shitty boss, but not missing. Missing wasn’t the same thing as not here. Sarah Cook had been the exception, trapped in that nightmare house. But it wasn’t like I was going to have another case like that, so why was I so uneasy about Addison? Was this what getting older was like—being reminded by every young person you encounter that it’s something of a miracle you’re still alive?

         I was knee-deep in thoughts like that when I heard the sound of shoes crunching over snow, a split second before ungloved knuckles rapped sharply on my window. I snapped my head to the window, saw only a dark coat over a broad torso and the glint of a handgun. “Roxane Weary,” a familiar voice said.

         He stepped back and leaned down, one forearm on the roof of my car—tall, buzz cut, with a face I realized I’d last seen eight months earlier, also in darkness, during the shootout in the Capitol Square building. It was Vincent Pomp’s bodyguard, Bo.

         In the scant moonlight, I could see his eyes narrowing. “What the hell are you doing here?”

         “I heard this place has great well drink specials,” I said. “What are you doing here?” Then I remembered what Andrew had told me about this place. A sleazy dance club would fit quite nicely under the Phoenix Group’s umbrella of businesses. “Is he here?”

         But the big man shook his head. “It’s fuckin’ cold out here. Let’s talk inside.”

         
            *

         

         The interior of Nightshade seemed to be as uninviting as the outside, just a big black rectangle with a bar on one wall and a damp, murky smell. It wasn’t quite as cold as it was on the street, but it  also wasn’t much better. We felt around in the dark for the light switches and failed at finding them; finally, Bo gave up and just led the way over to the bar using the light from his phone. “What do you drink?” he said.

         “Whatever’s handy.”

         He leaned across the bar and grabbed a nearly empty bottle of Old Crow and two glasses.

         “So this is the latest Phoenix Group investment, then?” I said.

         He poured himself a drink and pushed the bottle to me, and I did the same. Old Crow was worse than I remembered, though that didn’t stop me from drinking it.

         “Owner took out a loan with Mr. Pomp,” Bo said. “A large loan.”

         “Ah. So not an investment, per se.”

         “Mr. Pomp just wants his money back. Once that happens, he won’t be involved in this shithole any longer.” Bo smirked. With his face illuminated from below by his cell phone, his features were stony and intimidating. “So what are you doing here?”

         The solidarity during our search for the light switches had made me almost forget that he was a dangerous individual. I took a few steps away, casually. “There’s a young woman who I think may have been working here,” I said. “I’m just trying to find her.”

         Bo visibly relaxed. “Who is she?”

         “A deejay.”

         “Well, I don’t know the staff so I can’t really help with that.”

         “So why’s the place closed?”

         “Great question.”

         “Not supposed to be?”

         He finished his drink, frowning at the taste. “Since the place reopened, we’ve had an arrangement. Every night at two, I come by for Mr. Pomp’s take from the register.”

         “So you’re not just a driver anymore.”

         “No.” 

         “Promotion?”

         “I’m glad you’re so interested in my career path.”

         “So what is Mr. Pomp’s take?”

         Bo didn’t say anything.

         “Okay, so every night at two …”

         “And tonight, the doors are locked, nobody’s home.”

         “Why?”

         He gestured at the dark, empty space. “Like I know? There’s no one here, except you and that guy. Who was he?”

         “My brother.”

         Bo shook his head. “Your whole family is like this, then?”

         “Who runs this place, day-to-day?”

         He frowned, like he was debating whether he wanted to give me any more information.

         I said, “I think I proved myself to be a person of my word, last year. I think Mr. Pomp would agree.”

         Finally, he said, “Look, all I know is I’m supposed to come in and get the cash—it’s always in a zippered pouch in the back. I take it. That’s it.”

         “Every night.”

         “Every night.”

         “Wednesday night?”

         “Every night.”

         “Anything out of the ordinary that night?”

         “It’s the same every night.”

         “Including Wednesday night?”

         “Are you deaf?”

         “I’m just being thorough,” I said. “I’d like to talk to your boss tomorrow.”

         Bo picked up his phone and motioned toward the back door with it, marking the end of the conversation. “He has a secretary,” he said, “and I’m not her.”

      

   


   
      
         

            FIVE

         

         Shelby was working the counter at the Angry Baker when I got there later that morning, patiently waiting while a man talking on his phone listed every variety of muffin to whoever was on the other end. She shot me a smile and tried to get his attention. “Sir, maybe if you could … sir …” But I shook my head and pointed at the carrot muffin I usually got and handed over a five-dollar bill.

         “Keep the change,” I whispered so as to not interrupt the Muffin Man’s conversation.

         Shelby beamed at me. “I’m making chili tonight, you should come by.”

         I gave her a thumbs-up as I took the paper sack containing my muffin from her hand. She lived upstairs from me now, which was excellent news as far as my prospects for actual dinner food went. With her addition to the building, the queer quotient among tenants was also now three to one, since Alejandro, with whom I shared a wall, was gay as well. But, as I had to remind them, Shelby also brought the average age in the building way, way down.

         Muffin and more tea in hand, I headed to Tamarack Circle to visit Vincent Pomp and his secretary at the office of the Phoenix Group. For all the entanglement I’d had with them last summer, I’d never actually been to the office. It was located in an ugly brick  building of brutalist inspiration on the northeast quadrant of the massive roundabout. The parking lot hadn’t been cleared of ice and snow since winter started so the terrain was jagged and uneven. I picked my way across, grateful for the tread on my warm Sorel boots. I went into the lobby, which was empty in an abandoned sort of way. A bronze plaque on the wall told me that Pomp’s office was on the second floor next to a periodontist. I personally would not want to expose my gums to anyone in a building like this, but to each their own. I climbed the steps and found the office and pushed open the door to a narrow waiting area with an unattended receptionist’s desk at the front. I looked down the hall past it, saw nothing but closed doors, and heard nothing at all.

         A silver bell sat on the counter. I waited a good two minutes before pressing it, not wanting to fill the office with the cheery, out-of-place ding. Then, finally, I tapped it with an index finger; even though I was bracing myself for the horror of the sound, it was loud enough to startle me. Almost immediately, a door at the end of the hall snapped open and a woman stuck her head out.

         Her hair was disheveled, escaping from her updo, and the large bow on her blouse was askew.

         So this must be the secretary.

         “Hi there,” I said. “I’m hoping to speak with Mr. Pomp. Is he in?”

         She patted at her hair and clothing like she was on fire. “Mr. Pomp, ah, no, do you have an appointment?”

         “Nope,” I said, cheery as the bell on her desk, “but I think he’ll want to talk to me. Roxane Weary.”

         Next I heard the low rumble of a man’s voice from the room behind her. She nodded, closed the door, and strode down the hallway toward me, still adjusting her clothing. She wore stilettos that had to be a bitch to walk in on the berber carpet. But she managed it with grace and took a seat behind the counter where I was standing. Only after she stapled a few things together and logged in to  her computer did she say, “Mr. Pomp will see you now. Last door on the right.”
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