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“You’re shaking the lens. Brace it on the dashboard.”

Sebastian sat hunkered behind the steering wheel of the minivan. His trilby hat was down over his forehead, covering most of his short-cropped gray hair. He was doing his best not to stare at their targets. 

Trip ignored him, his finger snapping off multiple photos on the digital camera with the foot-long telephoto lens. “I’m getting the shots. Relax.”

“Don’t tell me to relax. It’s going to come out blurry.”

“It won’t. According to the manual, it has image stabilization.”

“And I don’t trust it. Should have used my Nikon.”

The McDonalds in Brooking, Oregon, had no trees or shade from which to easily spy on the Infiniti SUV they had been following for the past five hours. The driver, a graying man with a heavyset build, wore a floral-pattern collared shirt and blue dungarees. He helped a young girl out of the backseat, holding her glossy plastic backpack and taking her by the hand as they entered the restaurant. 

Trip and Sebastian were parked in the Burger King lot next door. The two stood perfectly in frame as Trip clicked away until his targets vanished inside.

His back hurt. It was hot in the van. He rolled up his sleeves, revealing the black ink that scrolled up both forearms. The van seat bit into his butt and the rear cushioning bulged into the small of his back from all the surveillance equipment Sebastian had packed for their expedition.

Trip examined the camera screen and scrolled through the results. “I think we have it.”

“Give me that.”

Sebastian cradled the camera as Trip handed it carefully over. The man’s weathered face scrunched as he went through the photos.

Trip pointed to a picture where he caught both father and daughter with their faces visible. “That one’s the money shot.”

“Diana will be the judge of that.”

“What’s left to do? Rusty Kimball took his daughter Amelia out of California. There’s the proof.”

“Cases get lost when one side declares a premature victory. Haven’t you been listening to anything I’m trying to teach you?”

Trip had been paying attention. Studying, too. While he didn’t have enough hours as a private investigator to get his own license, a police science bachelor’s degree would be a real-life experience offset for when it came time to take the state exam. Online classes, all paid for by Diana Ramierez, his employer.

After swishing his paper cup and sipping the last of the melted ice, Trip said, “You realize we’re probably breaking rules by coming after them here.”

“No shit. It’s a gray area and this is a onetime thing. Parking lot like this, there’s no expectation of privacy. We break it off before it turns into stalking. This will probably go to trial and I have no doubt the opposing legal counsel will make hay out of anything. So we act prudently, document everything, and let Diana make the call on what we can and cannot do.”

“That’s why you left your gun at home.”

Sebastian grinned. “As far as you know. But yeah, it would be stupid to get in a tangle with the Oregon police because of an oversight like that. Another lesson for your notebook. Overlook nothing, no matter how small. Stuff like that blows up cases.” He finished looking through the photos, detached the lens, and packed up the camera into a padded case. 

“Look good?” Trip asked.

“Good enough. The Nikon would have had better resolution. Now we check in with the boss and see if we can go home.”

***
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AS UNCOMFORTABLE AS the Astro minivan’s seat was, it was pure luxury compared to Trip’s Daihatsu. 

The subcompact purple car barely chugged along at highway speed. Even for his medium frame, the cramped space was too small, causing him to feel claustrophobic. The head rest was too far back, and the rear of the seat had a loose wire that poked him. Each bump and pothole sent a tail-bruising jolt through the chassis.

Everyone passed him. 

Trip received multiple blares of the horn and about one raised middle finger per fifty miles from the other motorists.

They had wrapped up the job, according to Diana. Sebastian emailed her the photos. The case was now in her hands and she had little for her investigators to do the following week. 

“Take a few days off,” was the last thing she told them over the speakerphone. “You’ve earned it.”

Home meant a return to Sacramento. Trip still lived in his transitional housing on Fawn Drive, provided by the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation after Trip’s release from prison. It was Friday, and the last thing Trip wanted was to waste a weekend.

He had a house to restore in Silver River. 

An old run-down cabin on a large property in the redwoods, left to him and his twin sister Rose by their grandmother. It meant a three-hour drive after returning to Sacramento. The way his back and legs ached after the first third of the journey made him question his decision. 

By the time he arrived in Silver River, pins and needles ran from his ankles to his hips. His stomach grumbled. The peanut butter sandwich and two apples for lunch hadn’t lasted long. 

Several parking spaces were available at Burt’s Lighthouse Diner. He took a moment outside his car to stretch before heading through the front door.

A light crowd for late Friday. Silver River had a couple of nice restaurants. The diner was a greasy spoon with good pastries. 

“Chicken Philly Cheesesteak and Sour Apple Pie,” declared the specials whiteboard.

Closing time was fifteen minutes away.

As he settled into a booth, the tired-looking server swung by and forced a smile before handing him the menu. The same man who Trip always saw running the front of the house. Receding hair, a slight paunch, a t-shirt with the Burts logo, and jeans. The owner, Trip guessed.

“A few things are out-of-stock,” the server said. “Late in the day like this, there’s no more fish or meatloaf. Most of our sandwiches are still good to go, but we’re out of the sourdough too. Sorry.”

“No worries. How about the special on the board, with fries?”

“One Philly chicken coming up. Anything to drink?”

Trip received his mint tea a moment later. 

A sizzling sound came from the kitchen. The clangs of a spatula on the flattop. The sputter of cold potatoes dropping into hot oil. 

Trip checked messages and drank tea. 

The last of the customers in the diner paid and left. With a noticeable sigh, the server flipped the open light off. The cook slid Trip’s order onto the service counter and the server was quick to deliver the sandwich and fries. 

A young man in a greasy white apron bussed the plates on the counter.

The server returned. He placed a hand on Trip’s shoulder and said conspiratorially, “Now don’t you rush. We never hurry the regulars.”

“I qualify?”

“I always remember the good tippers. Whole pies are half-off, just so you know.”

The sandwich was hot, the peppers tangy, and the Havarti cheese dripped pleasingly. 

Despite the server’s comments, Trip gobbled down his food. Hated to make anyone wait for him and disliked the drive back to the house down the dark highway. 

After paying up, he left. A chill breeze blew off the ocean. Fog blotted out the moon and stars. The handful of lights around the property transformed the place into an island in the center of a sea of night. Besides a few passing cars, there was little traffic.

Only the Daihatsu waited in the front lot. No other cars parked nearby, besides an old Jeep pulled up to the side of the diner near a yellow dumpster.

Trip spent the last moments with reliable internet re-checking his emails. Some bills due, some lingering paperwork from the State of California regarding his previous avocation as an inmate, and offers for health care products he didn’t believe he was old enough to need.

As Trip unlocked the car, a scream erupted from the side of the diner. He pocketed his car keys and ran. The Jeep had its passenger-side back door open and the engine was running. Two men held the young man who was bussing the tables by the arms and were dragging him towards the vehicle.

The first assailant was tall, wearing a dark hoodie with his head covered. The second was shorter, thicker, and clad in a leather jacket. Their victim howled as he dragged his feet, but the two men gripping him were too strong.

Trip charged. He tackled the guy in the leather jacket, knocking him to the ground. A short jab to the face was all he had time for. The lanky man was fast, delivering a kick. Trip rolled with it and away, popping to his feet and getting his guard up.

But the attacker backed off as he helped his partner up. They had released the diner employee. He had fallen. Now he lay curled up, with his arms thrown around his head to protect himself.

The gangly man was pasty, with plenty of acne. “Who are you?”

Trip wasn’t interested in conversation. “Call the police!” he shouted.

He couldn’t tell if anyone from the diner had heard. His focus was locked on the two. If they both came for him, he’d be in trouble. If they had knives or a gun, he’d be dead. But getting knocked to the ground had taken the fight out of the shorter man. 

Early twenties, black tattoos down to the wrists, and blood on his lips. He held a hand to his mouth as he backed away. “Let’s get out of here.”

They ran for the Jeep. The lights flashed and blinded Trip as they backed up and made a three-point turn. One brake light spasmodically winked as they sped away.

He caught the license plate and committed it to memory. His hands were still packed into fists when the server came out.

“What happened?”

“Two guys were trying to stuff your employee into their car,” Trip said

The cook was outside now, too. They helped the downed young man to his feet and brought him inside.

“Reggie, are you okay?” the server asked. “Oscar, get him some water.”

The young man named Reggie had blood on his cheek from a scuff. Trip handed him a few napkins. He accepted them, but didn’t appear to know what to do with them. Trip took one and dabbed the wound. It wasn’t much more than a scrape, but it was dirty. With the glass of water, he wet the napkin and cleaned the abrasion.

“The deputies are on their way,” the server announced.

Trip set the soiled napkins on the table. “Who were those people? Did you know those guys?”

Red, tear-soaked eyes and a snotty nose. Reggie’s breaths came in gasps. His entire body shivered.

A wallet bulged in his back pocket. If they wanted to rob him, it felt like overkill.

“Can you tell me what they wanted?” Trip asked.

The server crouched next to them. “That’s enough questions. I’m Luke, by the way. I own the place.”

“Trip.”

Luke put an arm on Reggie’s shoulder. “It’s all right. You’re safe.”

Oscar was looking out through the window. “No one’s out there. Think they’ll come back?”

“It was two men in an old Jeep,” Trip said. “About Reggie’s age. No other cars around, from what I saw.”

“Reggie, did you recognize them?” Luke asked.

Reggie shook his head. His voice was thick with phlegm. “I didn’t see them.” Tears welled up in his eyes.

Oscar came over and sat next to him. 

Luke cleaned up the soiled napkins and threw them out behind the service counter. To Trip, he said softly, “Thanks for being there. Are you okay?”

Trip held a hand on his ribs where he had been kicked. “I’m fine. Caught a kick to the side, but that’s about it. Is Reggie...?”

“He’s a great guy. He’s been working here for a couple of years. Has a place here in Silver River.”

“But?”

“No but. He’s got a developmental disability. He’s capable and independent and I can’t understand why anyone would want to hurt him.”

“So he’s never been in trouble with a gang or criminals or anyone like that?”

“No. Why?”

“Some rough-looking tats on one of the attackers,” Trip said.

“Kind of like yours?”

“Yeah. Not that it means anything, but when the police ask me, I want to know what I’m getting into.”

“If you need to get out of here, I understand.”

“That might make things worse. I’m staying.”

“Fair enough,” Luke said. “For what it’s worth, Reggie is part of our little community here. He might need a little clarification on things at times, but he’s not involved in anything or with anyone that I know of who would do something like this.”

“Does he have parents?”

“They died some time ago. I don’t know the full story.”

“So you keep an eye on him.”

“Yeah, I guess. We all do. He works Fridays and the weekend, and I’m here seven days a week.”

“I’ve seen you often enough. You own the place?”

“I do. It was my dad’s place and I planned to sell it once he passed. That was five years ago.”

Oscar went to the front door. “Cops are here.”

“Not too late for you to go out the back,” Luke said.

Trip considered the suggestion. While he had nothing to hide from the cops, in his experience, avoiding conversations with them remained the smart choice. 

He said, “Thanks, I appreciate the offer. Think I’ll stick around for a few.”
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A California Highway Patrol cruiser and a Mendocino County Sheriff’s Department SUV arrived within minutes of each other. 

The deputy entered first, and, after walking through the diner and checking both bathrooms and out back, took down everyone’s story. 

It only took a moment to recognize Deputy Kurt Walcott. A head shorter than the patrol officer, with blond hair and a solid build, the cop took the lead in the investigation. 

Trip had briefly met him at his Aunt Jemma’s house in Silver River. Rose worked there as a nurse during Jemma’s last days before she died. What Trip feared would be another illegal assisted suicide turned out to be his sister caring for the woman and making her comfortable. He had no read on the man, save that his family had been grateful for Rose’s presence.

The police took pictures and videos with their phones. Shots of Trip and Reggie’s scratches from the fight. Besides the cheek abrasion, Reggie had suffered a bump to the head. He held a cloth towel with ice to the wound.

Deputy Walcott crouched next to Reggie. “I’d like to call the paramedics so we can check those injuries.” 

“I want to go home, Kurt.”

The diner owner, Luke, held the first aid kit. “Reg, it’s for the best. I know this is hard, but you might have a concussion.”

“Too expensive.”

Trip thought the young man would start crying again. “You can say no if you want. Decline the ambulance and go home. But if you feel at all dizzy, you’re going to get really sick.” When everyone looked at Trip, he added, “I’ve had enough blows to the head to know.”

“It’s your call,” Deputy Walcott said. “You’ve been through an experience and once the adrenaline goes, it’s like your friend here says.”

Reluctantly, Reggie nodded. The CHP officer made the call. 

“Where would they take him?” Luke asked.

Walcott removed latex gloves. “They’ll check him curbside first. Might not go further than that. The North Coast Clinic in Fort Bragg would be the next step unless the paramedics find something more serious.”

The patrolman left. So did the cook Oscar. Reggie sat and stared at the table and was whispering to himself.

Luke said to Trip, “You’ve done more than enough. I’ve got it from here.”

“Reggie’s able to care for himself?”

“He does just fine. This kind of thing doesn’t happen here.” 

“Until it just did. Is this Reggie’s problem or something about the diner?”

“I don’t know why anyone would try to hurt him. It has nothing to do with this place.”

“No irate customers? Reggie accidentally spill hot soup on some thug’s lap?”

Luke shook his head. “He would have told me. I don’t miss much that goes on here. Like I said, thanks for your help. Looks like the ambulance is here, so if you’ll excuse me.”

As the paramedics examined Reggie, Trip went outside to his car. 

Deputy Walcott followed him. “I had a couple more questions.”

“I figured you might.”

“Look, it’s not personal. Your sister was a miracle with my aunt. I’m not interested in stirring up trouble, but Silver River is my backyard. Does tonight have anything to do with you?”

Trip’s mouth tightened. “No, it doesn’t.”

“I had to ask. You’re new here. Have a place just out of town on the highway, right?”

“You looked me up.”

“I did. It first came out when I was checking into your sister’s referrals when she came to work for my family. A few weeks later, the realtor gave me a call when she dug up information about your house. Probably hoping you’d be interested in selling.”

The realtor’s office was next door to the diner. With only a photograph of the place, Trip had chatted up the real estate agent while searching for Rose.

“Any word from your sister?”

Trip realized the entire conversation was a trap. Had Walcott learned Rose was a wanted woman? “No. I’ve already got a Sacramento detective bugging me. Do I need to worry about you, too?”

“I don’t know the facts regarding her case,” Walcott said, as if reading his mind. “If I had learned about it before she came on with my aunt, I would have done something. But now? I’m not your enemy. Rose’s neither. At the moment, I’m trying to understand what’s best for Reggie.”

“He called you by name. How well do you know him?” 

“Seen him around enough,” Deputy Walcott said. “Unique kid. Sharp in his own way. Just processes things differently. He’s one guy around here who doesn’t cause problems. I can’t see why he’d earn this kind of attention from any bad people.”

“But he did. Are there a lot of criminals in a small town like this?” 

“You’d be surprised.” He glanced distractedly past Trip before handing over a card. “In case you can think of anything to add to your statement.”

The paramedics sat Reggie on a gurney. A second deputy showed up and he, along with Walcott, were in the kitchen talking with the owner.

“Luke?” Reggie called as they were wheeling him out the front door. “Luke?”

Trip went and held the young man’s hand as they placed him in the ambulance. Luke appeared to have not heard Reggie’s cry.

“It’ll be okay,” a paramedic soothed.

Reggie was struggling as if he wanted to get out of the gurney straps. “Where’s Luke?”

“Hey, just relax. The clinic’s only a short drive away. We’ve got to get you checked out.”

“We’ll take care of you, honey,” the second paramedic said. “Say goodbye to your friend.”

But their patient was having none of it. He clung to Trip with both hands and began hyperventilating.

“Can you guys wait for Luke?” Trip asked.

“He knows where we’re going. Best not to delay any more than we need to. Can’t you ride with him?”

Trip glanced back at the diner. Rescue was nowhere in sight. “Sure. I’ll go. Reggie, can I sit with you on the ambulance ride? Luke will be right behind us. What do you think?”

The fussing stopped. “Okay. You’ll stay with me?”

“As long as you promise not to barf while we’re driving.”

This earned him a grin from Reggie. “Promise.”

After climbing in, a paramedic got Trip into a jump seat at the front of the gurney. 

The second paramedic checked Trip’s seatbelt as if she was a flight attendant. “Usually it’s patient family members only, and they ride up front. But Reggie is in good shape. This will be a quick visit for him.”

“Appreciate you making the exception here,” Trip said.

“No problem, hon.”

The ambulance was sealed up, the lights threw blue and white flashes onto the dark road, and they pulled onto the highway.

––––––––
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REGGIE CHATTED THE entire way to the clinic. He yammered on about king snakes, banana slugs, and western fence lizards. All things he saw in the past week on the nearby trails. He only grew quiet when they slowed to pull into their destination.

The clinic had a pair of nurses running the show. A small place with a tiny waiting area. The paramedics rolled Reggie past the reception desk and helped him to a bed covered in paper. One nurse had Trip wait at the seats by the entrance. He stood leaning as a family of six occupied the chairs. 

Reggie’s excitability and subsequent talkativeness were replaced by a leaden disposition as a nurse with a clipboard interviewed him. The paramedics filled out a couple of forms before stepping outside.

Where was Luke?

Trip watched through the glass as the EMTs hung out at the ambulance’s back bumper and vaped.

How was he supposed to get back to the diner and his car?

An old Chevy suburban with oxidized paint pulled up to the disabled parking spot. A pair of women got out, one helping the other climb from the vehicle. The second woman used a cane and followed the first as she burst through the doors. A paisley scarf barely contained her mass of gray hair. Her sun-beaten face and set jaw were a mask of concern as she headed for the reception desk. 

A nurse from the back came to greet her. “Can I help you?”

“Reggie Ennice is our nephew. Is he here?”

“Our head nurse is checking him now. If you’ll wait in the seating area, it’ll be a few minutes and he’ll be out.”

“That won’t do,” she said sharply. “We’re his family.”

The woman with the cane rounded the desk and headed towards the curtained-off patient beds. The scarf-clad woman followed her. Maintaining a forced smile, the nurse tried to head them off. The woman with the cane thrust the stick in her path, allowing the woman who claimed to be Reggie’s aunt to get ahead of them. She pushed through the curtain.

Voices followed, those of Reggie and the aunt, along with the nurses, but they were too muted to overhear.

Family could be such a mixed blessing. At least the kid had people. As Trip pondered the night beyond the glass and whether a walk back to the diner was feasible, an electric Nissan car pulled in at the front of the clinic. 

Luke got out and came inside. “I’m sorry. It took a few minutes longer than I expected. I’ve had after-hour break-ins at the diner. They’ve always gone after the register and hurt no one. Two-hundred-dollar door hardware destroyed for forty bucks in small bills. So irritating.”

“You think this is related?”

“I have no idea. None of it makes sense. How’s Reggie?”

“His aunt or aunts are here. I haven’t been told anything. Besides being upset, Reggie seems okay.”

“I called his Aunt Lydia before heading over. She’s his emergency contact. It’s probably also his Aunt Carol. She lives close by too.”

“Fair enough,” Trip said. “Will you be able to get me a ride back to Silver River?”

“Did you get yourself checked out?”

“They barely looked at me. I’m fine. But I need to get back.”

“Let me check in with Reggie first.”

Luke waited at the desk. It took a while for a nurse to come help. She was finishing up with another patient, a young boy with wads of gauze wrapped around his nose. The family of six in the waiting area collected him and left. Luke joined the aunts behind the curtain at Reggie’s bed.

Reggie was laughing. 

An aunt, the one with the scarf, emerged a moment later and approached Trip. 

She offered a hand. “I suppose you’re the man to thank. I’m Lydia.”

“Trip.”

“Trip? Interesting name. Reggie’s my nephew. He’s a dear, and I don’t even want to think what those men might have been doing.”

“They got scared off easily enough.”

She clung to his hand as if testing his grip. “I’m sure you knowing how to handle yourself played a role. It’s been a long evening for you, no doubt. Could I trouble you for your phone number?”

Trip shared it with her. 

“Do you live out here or are you passing through?” she asked.

“I’m fixing up my mom’s place just north of Silver River.”

“Oh? Then I likely know her.”

“I doubt it. She hasn’t lived here in decades, since before I was born. She just passed.”

“I’m sorry to hear, Trip. I’ll call you tomorrow. There’s something I’d like to discuss.”

With a final pat of his hand, she returned to Reggie. Trip had a few moments to ponder what the woman might want before Luke returned and drove him back to the diner.
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“If anything had happened to Reggie, I don’t know what I would do.” Lydia set her tea down. She hadn’t tasted it, only stirred at the sugar cube dissolved in the steaming water. The porcelain cup matched the saucer. Finely painted scrolling vines and roses marked the ceramic. 

Trip sipped. Black tea, bitter, with a rich, roasted flavor. Not his favorite, as he avoided caffeine.

They sat in a sun room replete with ferns. A terra cotta wall fountain trickled water. There was a view of a grassy hill with the Silver River basin below. The morning fog was burning off.

The house itself was a rustic two-level home with an upper-level balcony. Besides a couple of cats, Lydia lived alone. Framed photos, many black and white, stared down from the wall. Miners, fishers, farmers—Lydia’s family, according to her. 

“Is Reggie’s family in any of the pictures?” Trip asked.

“My sister Elizabeth is the one with the bonnet in the photo by the lake. She was the youngest of us and lived away from the family. She died not long after giving birth to Reggie.”

“And the father?”

“They were never wed. He was an alcoholic who died in a car crash. Never acknowledged his son. It’s an awful story.”

Trip put the cup and saucer on a side table he guessed was older than his late grandparents. “How can I help you?”

“First, I wanted to thank you again. If you had done nothing, there’s no knowing what might have happened to my nephew.”

“Did the police say what those guys were trying to do?”

“Without knowing who those two men were, they won’t speculate. It’s why I needed to speak with you. Luke from the diner said you were new in town.”

“I inherited an old place I’m fixing up on the weekends.”

“Oh? Are you a contractor?”

“A private investigator in training.”

“How interesting. You’ll forgive me, but you don’t look like the type. Do you have law enforcement or a military background?”

“Neither. I’m employed by a law firm to handle their field work. I’ll apply for my investigator’s license once I have the hours.”

She studied him. Her hard look was impossible to read. Unlike the night before, not a hair was out of place. Her lips were lined red and Trip detected the scent of rosewater. 

“This isn’t the first time Reggie’s been in trouble. Six months ago or so, he was brought home by the deputies after a rave. My nephew said he had been invited to a party by ‘friends’, but wouldn’t tell me who these people were. I’d like you to find out. I’ll pay you.”

“While I appreciate the offer, I have a job. And I wouldn’t know where to start. Why not ask the deputies? At least one of them has family here, if you’re looking for someone with a local connection who Reggie might be comfortable with. Kurt Walcott is his name.”

She waved off the comment. “I’ve tried. You don’t know this town. They’d help in an official capacity, but even now, I know last night’s incident will be written up as an attempted robbery or some such nonsense. You were there. You know what those hoodlums were trying to do. And you demonstrated the courage to stand up to them.”

“I got lucky.”

“Luck should never be undervalued. I understand this request is a surprise. We don’t know each other. I’m offering a sum of money to make this worth your time. I can compensate in other ways.”

Trip adjusted himself in his seat. “I’m not sure what—”

“Don’t be crass. I know contractors and county officials who award permits. My connections could streamline the entire process of bringing your home up to snuff. That way you could sell it at a healthy profit.”

“I haven’t decided what I want to do with it.” He left out the part where his sister owned half of the house. “Look, if you want to know what Reggie is up to, there are legit PI firms who have the resources to do a better job than me.”

“True. But none of them know Reggie.”

“I don’t know Reggie.”

“He likes you. He told me himself. Knows what kind of hot sauce you like on your eggs. I guess you’ve been to the diner more than once on your visits. He’s a marvelous boy, that one, with a beautiful mind. But I’m afraid he’s gotten into something with his new friends. I’m afraid for him. This morning, I’ve again spoken to the police. None will take a personal interest.”

“I just don’t know how much time I’d have to dedicate to this.”

She nodded sagely. “This is out of the blue. An unusual request. I wouldn’t imagine you’d expect this kind of offer. All you want is to get back to your work for the weekend. But me saying Reggie likes you isn’t just polite talk. He doesn’t open up to many people. You should have heard him after you left the clinic last night.”

“He was on an adrenaline high.”

“Likely. But at the moment, you’re in the best position to speak with him and find out how best to help. I’ll compensate you for your time. One discussion. He won’t tell me or my sister anything about who his friends are. Luke is limited in what he’s willing to do because of his position as an employer. But you? You’re the one who thrashed the men trying to accost him, and he’s smitten.”

“I can do a conversation. But I can’t guarantee I’ll learn anything.”

She opened a drawer and pulled out a checkbook. The pen was already on the side table, the moment clearly planned. “This will cover a day of work. If you decide to help further, we’ll come to a more formal arrangement.”

The amount was a half-month’s salary. 

He felt his face grow hot. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything. Talk to my nephew. Tell me if you learn anything. Either way, call me.”

The check felt odd in his hand. He held it as if deciding whether to give it back. “This is too much for a simple chat.”

“It tells you how much I want to help Reggie. Would you prefer PayPal or Venmo?”

“It’s not that. I’m a complete stranger.”

“Not so much. I read about you on the news after your little incident. I know you’re intelligent and resourceful. And since you’re not the police, you aren’t obligated to report anything to anyone.”

“Assuming Reggie tells me something worthwhile.”

“Of course. Oh, and Trip? Welcome to Silver River.”
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“Cash that check and forget about it.”

Down to one bar on the phone, the call went in and out. But Sebastian’s last sentence was clear enough.

Trip leaned on his car. He was parked near the library, not far away from Reggie’s apartment. “But what if this kid needs help?” 

“He probably does. But you’re no cop and you’re not a licensed investigator. This sounds fishy. The fact you’re even considering this makes me question your judgement.”

“You and me both.”

“What was that? Hey, this connection isn’t good. Aren’t you supposed to be working on your place? You’ve got a long weekend. Make the best of it. An extra payday will pay for a lot of flooring.”

The check was folded in half in Trip’s back pocket. 

“You there?” Sebastian prompted.

“Yeah.”

“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

“It’s one conversation. Maybe the kid will tell me enough to help the family and the cops out.”

“Then why’d you bother calling if you already knew what you were going to do? It’s Saturday. I’m going to a ball game. Do what you want to ease your conscience so you can cash that check, then lay some road between yourself and that can of worms.”

Trip ended the call.

How hard could a simple chat be? No doubt Reggie would be over his infatuation and Trip would once again be just another customer from the diner. At least he could then call Aunt Lydia and tell her he tried.

He knocked on the apartment door. Reggie peeked out from beneath the chain. Slammed the door shut. Then, nothing. 

All this fuss, and that was it? He had the check. Would need to call Lydia. Let her know Reggie’s one evening obsession was over.

The chain clicked, and the door opened. Reggie waved Trip inside. “I was in my underwear.”

He now wore jeans and a collared, button-down work shirt. His feet were bare as he led Trip to a couch in front of a giant TV mounted to the wall. A nature program showed odd birds cavorting about in the rain forest. The volume was low. 

Posters of natural wonders decorated the walls. Half-Dome, Mount Denali, the Grand Canyon, and the Grand Prismatic Spring in Yellowstone National Park. Besides a couple of pairs of black sneakers by the front door, there was a pair of hiking boots. The kitchen counter held a bowl with three spotted bananas, a wallet, a pocket knife, and a set of keys.

Photo albums covered a low coffee table, along with messy piles of pictures. Plants, flowers, snakes, bugs, and deer.

Trip examined a photo of a coyote. The animal was staring at the camera from a meadow. Its eyes were sparkling amber. “What’s all this?”

“I was organizing my last year. That’s one of my favorite shots.”

“Amazing work. You do all this with a phone?”

“I have a camera.” Reggie collected the photos on the floor into a stack. He turned over one after another as if he was playing a game of solitaire.

“How are you feeling after last night?”

“I’m all right.”

“I’m happy to hear that. The police probably asked you a lot of questions. Is it okay if I ask a few more?”

A nod from Reggie. The slight smile was now a tight expression. The young man’s brow was furled as if he was concentrating. 

“Did you know those two guys?”

“No,” Reggie said quickly.

“Did you ever see them before, maybe at the diner?”

A shake of the head. 

“You’re not in trouble with the cops or with anyone. But those guys must have wanted to grab you for a reason.”

“Maybe they thought I was someone else.”

“Yeah, that’s possible. But what they did was a big deal with the police. They’re risking going to prison. So that’s why we need to make sure it’s not about you.”

“It’s not.”

The brief answer was less than helpful. Reggie selected more photos but looked bewildered, as if he no longer recognized the images.

Time for another tactic. “You took these around here?”

Reggie showed a photo of a black butterfly on a purple thistle flower. “Sinkyone Park.” Next was a picture of a burned pine tree. “This one’s from the Cooksie Ridge. Lightning strike.”

“You do all this hiking alone?”

“Sometimes Luke comes along, but he works all the time. There are local hikers I know.”

“And how about your Aunts Lydia and Carol?”

Reggie laughed and the smile returned. “They’re old.”

“So these aren’t easy hikes.”

“Sometimes overnight if it’s not too wet. I like going alone.”

“You probably at least let someone know when you’re going.”

“Luke.”

“But not Lydia or anyone related to you.”

Reggie set the photo aside. “Luke reminds me when I’m working next.”

Not close enough to the aunts to bother calling them before his jaunts. If Luke was involved in the attempted kidnapping, surely it could have been done in a less conspicuous spot, considering Reggie’s habit of solo hiking.

“Diner pay pretty good?” Trip asked.

Reggie placed a stack of pictures into a shoebox. “It pays the rent.”

“Then you must be good at saving to have a nice camera for all these pictures.”

“I guess.”

“You didn’t borrow money from anyone?”

“I don’t need anyone’s money.”

Trip watched him put the shoebox into a hall closet next to a dozen or more similar containers. “Well, your aunt is concerned. I’d like to tell her there’s nothing to worry about, but without knowing what those guys wanted, it’s possible they might try something again.”

“They won’t.” Reggie’s words were filled with an unwavering determination. 

The reply surprised Trip. “How can you be so certain?”

When Reggie shrugged, Trip forced himself to maintain a calm expression. It was like arguing with his sister when she was a teenager. She could say a lot and share nothing. Infuriating, especially when Trip was trying to pick a fight in his younger years. Reggie, in his straightforwardness, was a master of verbal riposte.

***
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WHAT TO TELL LYDIA?

From his car, Trip spent a few minutes watching people come and go from a city lot close to the Silver River library. Parents with children for a Saturday storybook hour, he guessed. Some were tourists heading to the antique shops and café on the main road.

Down the block, a dark green Subaru parked on the street. Two men got out and headed for Reggie’s apartment building. Trip would have ignored it but noticed one man, a big guy with a gut, tucking a revolver behind his back into his belt.

Trip couldn’t discount the fact they were police. Cops could be sloppy and disregard weapon safety as much as a criminal might. He called 911 anyway. Then he hurried towards the apartment. Cursed himself and knew this wasn’t part of the assignment.

Wasn’t he supposed to be working on rotten floorboards?
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