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CHAPTER ONE







GUESTS ARRIVED ONE by one through the afternoon. Sammy was first, just like the old days. Adam let him in and gave him the tour of the house, pointing out which rooms other guests had been assigned to and all the relevant places a guest needed to know about. Sammy needed this getaway. He hadn’t even talked to Adam for years, but when he got the invitation saying the old crew was getting together, he RSVPed without a second thought.

Pete showed up second, and Adam greeted him at the door. They exchanged a strong hug and shook hands. Adam showed him around the place and up to his room. 

On the way back to his study, he knocked on Sammy’s door.

“Hey, Sammy. You decent in there?”

A muffled response came from inside.

Adam stepped in, holding the door open.

Sammy looked up from his suitcase, folded shirts in one hand and pants in the other.

“What do you need?”

“I’ve got a few last minute things I need to finish up before everyone gets here. Work stuff. Do you mind showing the others around when they get here? Same as I did with you? Pete’s already in his room. You already know where everyone’s staying, and I think you got the layout down, right?”

“Down to a T. Bathroom: end of the hall on the right; don’t use the one by the stairs cause it’s busted; game room, den, and sauna. What about outside? You didn’t show me any of that.”

Adam backed up in the doorway and lowered his eyes.

“Bad news there, I’m afraid. Take a look at the weather report. Turns out we’re getting some nasty weather this weekend. There’s a Nor’easter coming in.”

Sammy absently set the shirts and pants on the corner of the bed.

“Bummer. I was hoping to get a little time to look around on the mountain.”

“It’s not so bad really,” Adam told him, checking his watch. “You’ll find there’s more than enough to do inside. Sorry to leave, but I really need to get these last few things taken care of, and I’m on a tight deadline.”

Sammy finished unpacking and hurried downstairs. He had no idea when people were going to arrive, but the invitation had said to arrive by seven, and it was already almost six.

Sitting on the front step, Sammy caught himself ruminating about the others. Would everyone show up? If not, who would be missing?

Adam had bcc’ed him on the email, so he had no idea who else had been invited, but the tone of the invitation told him it went out to the whole crew. Peter made sense. He had to be there. If it was the old high school crew, Gene, Augustina, and Alamo would be coming too. They were consistent. The least likely to attend was Tasha. Sammy wondered how she would react when she saw him after the last time they’d talked.

But he was able to banish the thought by telling himself things would be the same as ever between them. If they had changed, the spirit of a reunion would keep her from confronting him publicly. If everyone else was here, it might even diffuse any awkwardness between them.

Over the next hour, the rest of the guests arrived. First, Stina, with more luggage than made sense for a weekend away, followed by Alamo, who brought a camping rucksack and nothing else.

“Still packing light I see.” 

Sammy pointed at the pack.

Alamo ran her hand through her cropped hair. “Sorry if I’m late. Hiked up from the main road. It’s a hell of a beautiful place up here.”

“You’re telling me. Must have cost a lot of money.”

She dropped the rucksack to the ground and stretched her arms, peeled her sweat-soaked shirt loose, and tugged it to fan her skin. “Yeah, sounds like you and I feel the same way. It’s a little much isn’t it, the house? I mean, I’d live on this mountain if I could.”

They stared up at the cavernous dome above, from which a gargantuan, tasteless chandelier hung. Nothing about it made sense in the room, which was vintage Adam.

“Guess you can do whatever you can afford,” she mused, and hefted the pack onto her shoulder. “Alright, where’s my room?”

By the time Sammy had her settled in, the sun was setting, and Gene was waiting at the door.








CHAPTER TWO







MY THERAPIST SAID it’d be good for me to go. 

Right.

I talk to a therapist cause I’m legally required to. According to a judge, I need one because I get bad instincts sometimes. He said I see things in a way that’s sorta…askew. 

Bad news for me was I was standing there now, not Dr. Mathis. He never held back from telling me what was good for me from his arm chair.

Adam’s mansion loomed in the landscape, an eyesore growing like toxic fungus out of the woods. The thing gleamed new, almost had a shine to it, like it was intended to appear futuristic. From the path I could tell it had at least three floors, and could have over a hundred rooms. The smoothness, how eggshell-like the mansion’s edifice was, momentarily embarrassed me on Adam’s behalf, but then I remembered who he was. 

I’d only seen him a few times since high school. We’d all been best friends back then, everyone he’d invited to the mansion, but that was twenty years ago now. 

We got along well enough, hung out a few times in the intervening years, but Adam had always had an atrocious sense of what was appropriate, and he had no taste. Come to think of it, I hadn’t spent an entire weekend with him since we were teenagers. 

Same with the others, but having six people created a buffer if things got awkward.

Dr. Fucking Mathis.

He’d said with everything I had going on, it might be good for me to go. A weekend trip with my best friends from high school. People I’d told him a surprising number of details about over the years, even though we barely knew each other any more. People I’d described as being the closest thing I’d had to a family at one point. I guess it’s cause I knew them in that period of your development that’s so critical, the transition to adulthood.

Even people that important to you disappear or grow distant over time. You change in ways the others might never know about or understand. 

For better or worse.

I mentally scrolled through packing my medication. At this point, I felt pretty grounded. The worst had come and gone months ago, but Dr. Mathis said I should keep taking meds for a while, and that between us, he was considering discontinuing them. The point is, he said I didn’t need them, and I’d agree. But I kept taking them anyway.

There were a few cars parked in the dirt driveway along the side of the house. I’d taken a rideshare and was probably the last one to arrive, considering it was after seven.

When I first agreed to show up for this, I’d accepted Adam’s invitation with neutrality, but as the weeks had drawn closer, the reality of what I’d agreed to sank in. I started having nightmares about seeing these people again. In my dreams, they still looked like high schoolers because I didn’t really know what they looked like as adults. These people were effectively strangers. 

Strangers I’d once been close with.

“That’s what you need right now.” I could see Dr. Mathis in his armchair bobbing his head. “This is a chance for you to reconnect with the happy memories you have. To see that that part, the idealistic person you used to be, is just as real as the injured part and waiting for an opportunity to heal.”

I’d liked the sound of it at the time. 

Standing outside the door I felt different. 

The knocker was heavy in my hand and fell with a loud clank when I let go. I stepped back from the door, holding my suitcase.

Sammy opened the door, slinging his head to the side to flip his ponytail over his shoulder.

“Hey, man. How’ve you been?”

He swung his arm over my shoulder catching me in a sidehug. 

I said, “Well enough, I guess,” by reflex.

He ushered me into the mansion with mock ceremoniousness. 

The entryway’s ceiling stretched three stories to the top of the mansion, a loosely spiraled staircase coiled around the walls. The place felt barren with all that open space. There were a few rugs, but not much furniture or decoration to speak of. Kinda like a silo. 

Sammy’s voice echoed in the chamber. “We’re all staying up on the third floor. I’ll show you around real quick. Got here this morning, and Adam showed me around the whole place, so I’ve been trying to help everyone else get set up when they arrive. He’s finishing up some work. Tight deadline.”

That was the same old Sammy. If he knew a fact, you could guarantee he was going to recite it. Again and again and again. Born to be a tour guide.

Some of my anxiety dropped away, and I followed Sammy up to my room.

We were staying at the close end of a hall that ran far into the depths of the mansion.

I nudged Sammy and pointed down the hallway. “How many rooms you think this place has?”

“Too fucking many. Glad you said something, man. I almost forgot. The bathroom on our end of the hall is busted. I know, right? So the closest one is at the end of that hall. FYI.”

Come to think of it, it’d been a long drive.

I set my suitcase in front of my door. “Say, you think you could show me where it is exactly?”

I forgot to count how many rooms there were. I found myself too awed walking through what felt like an endless hallway. At the far end, another hallway branched off.

Sammy raised his eyebrows and said, “There you go. Kinda sucks to have to use this in the middle of the night though. Bet this hallway’s creepy in the dark.”

The bathroom itself was pretty nice. It had a large shower and a separate bathtub, the tub being big enough to lie flat in. I thought maybe I could give it a spin while I was there.

Sammy was waiting for me in the hallway when I came out.

I nudged him and said, “I’d walk down a hallway twice as long to have the privilege of using that bathroom.”

He shook his head and dropped me off at my room. “Take some time to get set up. I think most people are in the game room downstairs.”

I turned, holding the door open with my back, suitcase in hand. “Where’s that?”

“I know. You practically need a map to get around this place. Take the stairs down to the second floor. Go down the hallway just below this one. Fourth room on the left, I think. If you get that close, you’ll be able to hear us.”

“Then I’ll see you in maybe a half hour.”








CHAPTER THREE







WALKING INTO THE game room was like walking into the past. It felt like the old days, with Sammy holding court, telling some story that had everyone in stitches. I waved hello without interrupting him and snatched one of the beers I’d spotted on the bar.

The game room had ping-pong tables, air hockey, foosball, pool, and an assortment of arcade cabinets from our childhood that had been modified to play for free. The old crew had gathered on three couches arranged in a C around a big screen. 

Nothing was on. They were too excited catching up.

I knew she’d be here. I’d asked Dr. Mathis about it specifically. Told him how things had been between us. He’d asked me if I felt like I couldn’t relax with Stina there. If I anticipated her being an emotional trigger. I’d really thought about it and told him I was over her. 

I’d even convinced myself.

But now, seeing her a few feet in front of me, patting the spot beside her on the couch and looking me in the eye, I felt a little weak. We’d only been together for a few months. Well, being honest it was more like a few weeks. I’d called her out of the blue, sitting home alone drunk one night, my termination from the FBI on the horizon. We’d hooked up, and it turned into a regular thing for a few weeks. And maybe a couple times in college, after Adam left.

The thing is, I didn’t want anyone else there to know what happened. In high school, Stina dated Adam. All four years. They were the sorta prom king and prom queen, meant to be couple, two of the most popular kids in school. Adam a star footballer and Stina the beautiful theater girl. Everyone assumed they’d get married right out of high school and have kids and become small town lifers. Instead, Adam had moved to San Francisco before the ink on his diploma dried.

I didn’t know where things stood between them these days, but they had to be at least as in touch as he and I were, cause he had her email to invite her. 

The only regular missing was Tasha. I was a little surprised not to see her, but when I asked if she was running late, Alamo said she wasn’t coming.

Stina moved closer to me on the couch and said, “Yeah, I was disappointed too. Does anyone know what she’s been up to?”

Shrugs all around.

I tried to act like I didn’t notice her leg touching me. No one else was looking.

I got up from the couch and made way for the pool table. “Let’s play pool or something. We can play teams. Pete, I know you’re down for a game.”

He waved me off. “I’m good, man.”

“Any takers?”

Alamo looked at the others, waiting for anyone to respond. When they didn’t, she stood up and said, “Fine. I’ll play. I don’t need a team to beat you.”

I circled the table and racked. “You can break.”

Alamo sighted down the cue and drew it back and forth a few times, testing its heft. She dropped her weight into her toes and loaded up, pushing all the way from the floor into the cue.

“Hey, everyone. Sorry I’m running late!”

Her cue jerked and glanced off the side of the ball, scratching harmlessly into the right side pocket.

All eyes were on the speaker.

Adam waved. He was wearing a light tan sport coat and loose slacks with an undershirt. His sunglasses rode the hooked edge of his gelled hair like they were in a display case.

“Oh, you can continue you game. Don’t stop. I got tied up with some work stuff. But now I’m off the clock. Actually, wait. Before you continue, I’d like to propose a toast. Does everyone have a drink?”

He poured himself a whiskey at the bar, pouring without looking as he scanned the room.

“Looks like you do. Alright then.” He cleared his throat. “I’m so glad you all could make it. This whole thing was a silly little idea a few months ago. I know most of us haven’t seen each other for almost twenty years now. It seemed like a shame, considering how tight we used to be. We did everything together…”

He eyeballed Stina from across the room.

“…To old friends, the old days, and how things used to be.”

A surprisingly vigorous round of cheers burst around me.

I held up my beer and drank.

The old crew caroused for a while, making small talk and drinking. 

Adam had slipped away to check on dinner and returned with the good news. “We can eat anytime.”

Stina was complaining to Sammy and me about how many work calls she’d gotten since she arrived.

“I told them I’m taking the time off. That means off-grid. I don’t want to be disturbed for anything.” 

I leaned back into the couch and propped my elbow on the back.

Adam squatted in front of us holding his drink with both hands. “Life was a lot simpler before we had to be on call all the time.”

Sammy nodded and said, “Yeah, sometimes I feel like I want to turn it off for a couple days or something. You know? Remember what it was like to be left alone.”

Alamo scoffed and said, “You know you can do that anytime you want, right?”

“Easier said than done,” Stina said. “I feel like just knowing the phone’s there, I get sucked in. I get so many messages every day.”

Pete rolled his eyes. “From your adoring fans I presume.”

Stina put her hands under her chin and pretended to be demure. “I just try to put out quality content. If audiences connect with that, then I’m happy.”

Alamo chuckled. “As if.”

But Stina was in her element, and that element was herself. “It’s really a combination of hard work and luck. Like, not everyone could end up where I’m at, but all the years of acting, combined with busting my ass hunting the dark corners of the internet that no one else knows about, play a big role too. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I’m just a pretty face.”

Sammy rolled his eyes. “Sounds like an episode of her show.”

I hadn’t listened to it, but I knew Stina had gained some notoriety for her true crime podcast. I didn’t even know the name of it cause I wasn’t interested. I’d had enough of that stuff for one lifetime. These days, I wanted to listen to audiobooks about travel or science. Happy thoughts only. Rumor had it she was making six figures off the show, which isn’t huge but also isn’t bad. She had a devoted fan base and cranked out merch to milk the cash cow.

“Well, let’s do something special for the weekend.”

We all turned to hear Adam’s proposal.

“Why don’t we just turn our phones off? Make any calls you need to now, in case people expected you to check in. Then we can turn them off. Just for fun, we can put them in my time-release safe. Set it for, say, Sunday afternoon. A few hours before Pete’s leaving.”

No one answered.

I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not, but I didn’t really care. No one was gonna call me either way.

Stina got off the couch and held out her phone, but Adam waved it away. “Come on everyone. The safe is in my study.”

We followed him and powered off our phones. He gestured toward a small metal box with a timer on it like he was revealing a gameshow prize. “Put your phones in here.”

We put our phones in the box one at a time.

“Alright everyone! Let’s make this a celebration! One weekend totally free! One more party for the old crew!”

Sammy nodded and said, “Maybe we could do another one in twenty years.”

Pete said, “Sixty’s pushing it a little. I might get too old to whip you at foosball.”

Adam waved to get our attention. “Folks. Let’s make this a celebration.” He lit a few candles, giving the safe an eerie glow. “I’m setting it for Sunday at one in the afternoon.”

We all checked the clock on the safe. 

Adam gently closed and latched it. 

“This weekend is going to be so much fun.”








CHAPTER FOUR







ADAM APPARENTLY HAD staff to cook meals for him. 

This whole place was a far cry from the Adam we’d grown up with. I’d always thought of him as a scrappy, sorta working-class guy. That’s who his dad was. So I guess I’d just always seen kid Adam as a soon-to-be mechanic, and not a rich tech guy.

He had packed up the night after graduation and headed for Silicon Valley with his program for mapping cell phone locations. At the time, it sounded like a far-out idea, and when he’d told any of us about it, we’d dismissed it as boring tech stuff. But for all of senior year, Adam had dutifully toted his laptop everywhere, programming on it any time he had a spare moment. Often in class too, which teachers hated.

The meal was a perfectly cooked, crispy duck with seasonal greens. Light but filling. I wished there was more, but Adam had already told the help to bring out coffee and was clearly preparing to shift gears.

“I hope you all enjoyed that meal. Unfortunately, for the rest of the weekend we will be cooking for ourselves.” Adam got up from his chair and held up the chef’s hand. “Our head chef, Roberta, runs an expert kitchen for me.” She smiled and nodded at us. “But due to the bad weather we’re expecting, I’ve asked her and the rest of her staff to go home. The roads in and out of here get pretty muddy, and we’re expecting a Nor’easter in a few hours. Makes them damn near impassible. Even four-wheel drive won’t get up that road when it’s wet.”

Adam dismissed the kitchen staff with an insistent wave.

“Maybe it’s time we get down to business.” Adam looked to Stina and said, “Are you ready?”

Pete raised his eyebrows in my direction. I shrugged my shoulders.

Adam stood in front of the table and dropped into a sort of rehearsed cadence, like he’d planned this speech. “I’m sure many of you noticed that someone very important is missing tonight.”

Alamo whispered, “Tasha.”

“That’s right.”

Sammy nodded and said, “We were talking about that earlier. What’s the deal? Did you invite her?”

Adam clasped his hands behind his back. “I did try to invite her. But unlike you, she never responded to my messages. So then I tried to find out anything else I could. As you probably know, I’m very good at locating phones.”

We all knew locating phones is what had paid for this mansion. 

He’d stepped out of making apps when he realized what people wanted was his code, not his packaging. Law enforcement and the military used Adam’s phone mapping algorithm. I didn’t know how much he was worth, but it had to be big numbers.

“When I tried to find her phone, it had been turned off. You all know how I am. I like, needed her to be here for this weekend, so I called in some favors with my telecom contacts. The same day her phone pinged a cell tower for the last time, in the early hours of the morning, her mom reported her missing to the police.”

Alamo gasped. “Is she okay?”

Adam shook his head. “Police haven’t found her.”

“Well, if it’s been more than forty-eight hours,” Sammy began.

Stina shushed him. “I’m the true crime expert here. The forty-eight hours thing might not necessarily be true. There’s a good chance Tasha’s still alive.”

Pete put his hands up and said, “Whoa. Let’s slow down a minute everybody. We went from Adam can’t get her on the phone to she’s been abducted or murdered! Let’s pause and take a breath here!”

Adam made eye contact around the circle.

“We know for a fact she was abducted. Police confirmed it. They said there was evidence of a break-in and a struggle. They sure talk about it internally like they think she’s at least injured.”

Alamo teared up and covered her eyes. “That’s so horrible.”

Stina fished a tissue out of her purse and handed it to her. Alamo blotted her eyes and held it in her lap while Adam continued.

“That’s not the half of it. There’s something very interesting about who she talked to before she disappeared.”

My legs tensed under the table. I had texted her a couple weeks ago. I prepared for him to point the finger at me, but instead he faced each of us one by one as he spoke.

“Every single person in this room except myself and Stina talked to her the week before her death. Interesting group of people, isn’t it, considering we haven’t been in touch, at least most of us, for the last twenty years?”

My legs unclenched, but my confusion replaced my unease. I wasn’t sure if the mind-numbing tension or the spirit-crushing confusion was worse. “Are you implying you think we’re involved cause we talked to her on the phone?”

He smiled. “I didn’t say anything like that. I just thought it was an interesting coincidence. Of course, I’m not the only one who found it a little strange.”

Stina stood up and joined him at the head of the table. She held out a digital recorder and said, “That’s why we’re going to figure out who killed her.”

Pete’s face paled. “I don’t really think we should be talking like she’s dead. It’s already horrible she’s missing, but you can’t be serious that you want to play a game about it.”

“It’s not a game,” Stina explained. “You all are going to be on my podcast. These kinds of stories are really popular right now. Amateurs solving an ongoing police investigation. Come on, guys. Plus you all knew her really well when we were kids. It’s an angle no one else is doing. I’m in a unique position here. We’re in a unique position.”

I spat an olive pit into my martini. “This all seems pretty fucked up.”

Now they were all watching me.

“Look. Nobody knows what really happened to Tasha. Just let the police do their thing. Chances are, they won’t get anywhere. Most cases, that’s how it goes. I’m sure the true crime queen could tell you the same thing...”

Stina nodded.

“…But that’s still the best hope for her being okay. I’m not giving interviews for a podcast.”

That was the last thing I needed my name on. Then when you searched me on the internet, it’d be my dismissal from the FBI and a true crime podcast connecting me with a possible murder victim.

Pete said, “I think Gene’s right to do that, if that’s how he feels. But I think it does sound suspicious that everyone here talked to her that week. Were they all outgoing calls? Like calls to her?”

Adam kept smiling. “They were.”

“Meaning everyone called her first?”

He nodded. “Exactly that. She never called them.”

Pete crossed his arms and stared through the bones on his plate. “I think we should do it. Whatever Stina wants to do.” He looked around the table, getting acknowledgment before continuing. “Otherwise, I’d feel a little uncomfortable hanging out with all of you this weekend.”

Alamo blotted her eyes. “Oh, I think we’re far beyond having any potential for fun here. You’re a real prick, Adam. You lured us all out here to drop this bomb on us? You always were such an asshole. Why couldn’t you just call and tell us, or be normal about it? I’ll tell you why: you do it for the reaction.”

She stood up and pointed at him.

“Just like forever, you do things for the reaction.”

His face remained slack, like she was talking about someone else.

“I understand that emotions are running high,” he said, cutting her off. “It’s shocking news for all of us too.” He panned the room. “I’m a little sad to see us like this. You remember back when we were trying to clean out your old apartment, Gene, and Tasha let you borrow her truck to haul all your garbage?”

The garbage had belonged to my roommates, but he was functionally correct.

“Sure, I remember.”

He turned to Alamo. “And what about when you got pulled over, and Tasha ate a lit joint so you wouldn’t get caught with it?” She sniffled and blotted the corners of her eyes. “And now, when she needs you, where are you all?”

Adam slapped the table.

“What happened to that spirit we used to have? That camaraderie?”

I let out a sigh and said, “Fuck it. I’m in.”

Sammy and Alamo looked at me with raised eyebrows.

“Our phones are locked up until Sunday anyway.”

Stina gestured for us to be quiet. We could hear rain against the windows. “Sounds like the storm’s here.”

I wasn’t sure if these guys were kidding around anymore or not, but Stina really planned on recording interviews about Tasha. 

Pete and Adam worried me.

The two of them were always scheming together back in the old days. Adam always the ringleader with Pete bending to his will. The thing with Pete was he had a sense of right and wrong. You could relate to him in ways you couldn’t relate to someone like Adam, who had to run the show and wasn’t limited by anyone else’s rules. Even with the separation of twenty years, Pete was following Adam’s lead already by joining Stina’s amateur sleuthing game.

I really didn’t want to get wrapped up in this, but I thought I could be polite for an hour or so and let it blow over. Let Stina record a couple segments for her show. Sure, it was in bad taste, but then we’d be back to playing games or going to the sauna or something. 

The thing is, when you’ve seen enough real crime scenes, live and in photographs, something inside you changes. Especially when it’s your job to try to see them how the killer saw them. There’s a diabolical mental hopscotch that begins. Pretty soon you’re thinking about dismembered bodies on the way to the corner store. It can invade your whole life, starting at a slow trickle, and one day you have a moment where you snap back to your old self. You see how far you’ve drifted into the darkness of the world. That’s how you end up getting shit-canned from the BSU.

Adam smiled at me from the head of the table.

“But before we begin the interviews, everyone here should know that we have a professional of sorts in our midst, when it comes to solving murders…”

I didn’t look up. I knew where he was going and I didn’t want to go there.








CHAPTER FIVE







THE WHOLE PICTURE came together for me instantly. It was about the most Adam move he could make. Adam was rich. He could have anything he wanted that money could buy. But what he wanted more than anything else was to be young again. To turn back the clock to before he was a businessman, back to when he had Stina and was captain of our little team.

Money could buy part of it: he had a mansion to host at. The hard part was getting us all to behave how he wanted.

Adam knew I worked for the BSU. We’d talked about it before, along with all kinds of other things, when we met up a few years ago. He didn’t know a lot about my old job, but we’d talked enough for him to have a general idea. 

What bothered me was not knowing if he knew how I got fired. It had been in the papers. A killing by a decorated FBI agent is a real “if it bleeds it leads” situation. He could’ve seen it or found it online, but it’s not the first result if you search my name.

Adam raised his eyebrows, expecting me to take the lead, but I death-stared him back, daring him to continue. 

“Gene here works for the FBI.”

Eyes widened around the room.

“Yeah, he’s a real ace detective. He isn’t a desk jockey somewhere, he’s a criminal profiler.”

I tried to play it off by saying, “I don’t know. Lots of profiling is sitting at a desk.”

No one responded.

“Do you want to tell them, or should I?”

My legs ached, and the color had to have left my face, but I tried to sound calm.

“You’ve been doing alright so far. I wouldn’t wanna stop you from jerking me off.”

“Feel free to step in and correct me if I get anything wrong,” Adam began. “Gene is a hotshot profiler in the FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Unit. That’s the guys who study serial killers and develop profiles on them. Really gruesome headspace to be in, I have to imagine. Part of what they’re trying to do is learn how to think like a serial killer. How to do what a serial killer does.”

“More like understanding how they think. Your version sounds like a cheap thriller.”

“Nonetheless. His job is figuring out how criminals think. Basically the perfect person to have helping us figure out who killed Tasha!”

“We still don’t know she’s dead,” Pete said.

Stina shot me a smile across the table. “Gene’s also a perfect guest for my show. Think about it. We have a professional detective working with us.”

Adam nodded excitedly and said, “Exactly! It could be a lot of fun. Haven’t you ever wanted to solve a mystery?”

I held my tongue and guaged the reactions of the others. Alamo looked distraught, her eyes puffed up like balloons. Pete was impassive, his eyes moved back and forth slightly, like he was reading through his options. Sammy stared bullets through his plate.

Adam’s tone flipped in an instant to the cordial host again. “Let’s get some cocktails going.” 

Sammy raised his head and said, “I don’t drink.”

He had been the only one with water in the game room. He had looked nervous when he held the glass too, like he couldn’t trust it was only water. I’d guessed recovering alcoholic. But then again, he’d never really drank when the rest of us did back in high school, so it wasn’t out of character for him to be the only sober one.

Adam opened a liquor cabinet on the wall behind his chair and removed a decanter. The thing was hideous, like blocks stacked on each other. No sense of taste at all.

“I already made up a pitcher of margaritas earlier.”

He circled the table filling our glasses, then held up his own.

“Another toast. Justice for Tasha!”

We touched our glasses, but only Adam and Stina looked excited. Alamo was barely holding herself together, and Sammy was sweating up a storm. 

I figured I’d rather be drinking for this. When Dr. Mathis said this was a good idea, he couldn’t have anticipated they were going to have me playing detective on a possible murder for a podcast. This was exactly the kind of headspace I’d come here to get away from. I told myself that my meds were in my room, and that even if they weren’t, their effects would last for the weekend. But based on other people’s reactions, the scenario was genuinely strange, and not a paranoid delusion.

Adam took his seat at the table and said, “Well, let’s get down to it then. Augustina my dear, you need to set anything up for audio?”

“What’s the plan here?” Pete asked.

Stina leaned across the table and placed her digital recorder in the center. “I’m going to record each of you talking about Tasha. Then I can edit it for the episode.”

“Uh-uh,” Sammy said, shaking his head. “We want to hear the edits before the episode releases. I’m not doing it otherwise. I know how these reality shows work. They take a bunch of audio and cut it to make you fit a character.”

Stina held two fingers up. “I swear I will get the interviews edited while we’re all here together. That way you can re-record anything if you need to.”

“There’s something else that bothers me about this whole thing,” Sammy said. “Your premise is that one of us might have killed our close friend.”

“But I don’t really believe that.” Stina stretched across the table and touched his hand. “That angle’s just good for the show. To create some buzz. I’m betting we’ll get a couple episodes with updates about Tasha before the police solve the case. Then we’ll do a wrap-up episode on it. It’s not like anyone’s gonna think you guys actually did it. The audience is sorta in on the joke.”

“That sounds dumb as hell to me,” I said. “But I don’t claim to understand entertainment. So people tune into your show, knowing you gas them up with bullshit on the regular, but they still trust your research on murder cases?”

“And kidnappings, rapes, assaults.” She counted them off on her fingers. “Most violent crimes. It’s just a little bit of theater. Come on. Everyone listens to podcasts while they’re at work. Don’t you get disappointed when you run out of new episodes at the beginning of the week? It’s like, my sworn duty to produce content for my listeners.”

I slouched in my chair. The margarita wasn’t half bad.

“So you’ll help us then?”

Adam watched me, waiting for my response.

I pulled a pack of cigarettes from my jacket pocket and mumbled, “Sorry, hope you don’t mind if I smoke.”

I wasn’t even thinking about it. Just old reflexes firing. My body rearranging itself into the profiler. I’m not sure those instincts die out once you’ve activated them.

“I guess I’m ready when you are.”

Adam smiled. “Great.” He wove his fingers and rested his chin on them. “Maybe we could start with why each of you contacted her?” He turned to me. “That is, if it’s okay with you, Gene.”

I rolled my finger to tell him to go ahead.

Stina spoke to the recorder.

“We’re here with the FBI profiler Gene Bronsky, who’s attached to the prestigious Behavioral Sciences Unit. These are the guys who track your Jeffrey Dahmers and your Ted Bundies.”

I could feel the food rising in my stomach. I stood up fast.

Everyone turned to stare.

“Does anyone mind if I use the bathroom real quick?”

Adam clasped his hands and exhaled. “That’s a good idea, Gene. Everyone, let’s take a few minutes to stretch our legs before we do the interviews. I have a feeling we’ll be in for a long, intense conversation. No one will want to miss the excitement.”

Pete whispered something to Stina, but I couldn’t hear it.

I headed straight for the bathroom without waiting for them to move.



