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WINTER CAME TO GOODYEAR Lake with a painter’s touch, dressing its frozen surface in broad strokes of silver and white. The night air was clean and crisp, scented faintly of pine and the cold itself, as if purity could be distilled and bottled for those willing to brave the chill. A husky man in a battered flannel jacket and faded jeans stepped onto the ice, his boots crunching softly beneath him. His name was Walter Crowe, but the handful of people who bothered to know him simply called him Wally. He preferred it that way. Names weren’t much more than a formality when you spent most of your nights alone.

Wally had spent his day like most days, hunched over an assembly line at the factory just outside of Oneonta, repeating the same motions a thousand times over until his muscles burned and his mind grew numb. Machines didn’t talk back, and for that he was grateful, but the din of grinding gears and hissing pneumatics had a way of clawing into his skull. Ice fishing, though. Ice fishing was the antidote. It was silent, save for the occasional crack of the ice or the whisper of wind over the lake. Out here, he could be alone with his thoughts—the way he liked it.

The annual ice fishing derby was set to begin the next morning, and Goodyear Lake had already been transformed into a carnival ground. Neon-colored tents lined the shoreline, their cheerful hues muted and ghostly in the moonlight. Signs for sponsors—local bait shops, beer brands, even a radio station—dotted the snowbanks, their slogans promising a weekend of prizes and camaraderie. It made Wally’s skin crawl. He wasn’t much for crowds, and he sure as hell didn’t want to swap stories with the kind of people who needed a contest to justify wetting a line. That’s why he was here tonight, hours before anyone else, slipping past the tents and banners like a shadow.

“Fools,” he muttered to himself, his breath forming clouds that drifted and disappeared in the cold. “Can’t just enjoy the damn thing for what it is. Gotta turn it into a goddamn spectacle.”

The moon hung fat and low above the lake, bathing the world in an icy glow. Wally’s usual spot was farther out, past the cluster of tents, near a small alcove where the trees leaned over the ice like spectators at a play. It was quiet there, untouched by the chaos of the event setup. As he walked, his thoughts turned to the two colleges in town. Damn kids. Everywhere you looked, there they were, clogging up the diners and blasting their music. Wally had seen them at the grocery store, buying beer with fake IDs and laughing like hyenas. When he was their age, kids knew how to show respect. He’d worked two jobs and still found time to help his old man chop wood. These days, they just wanted to party and dress like freaks. Aliens, the lot of ‘em.

Wally shook his head, muttering curses under his breath as he tightened his grip on his fishing sled. He had a thermos of coffee, a folding stool, and his trusty auger. The essentials. The cold bit at his face, but he barely noticed. Years of working outdoors had toughened his skin to leather. As he neared the alcove, the moonlight suddenly disappeared, swallowed by a thick bank of clouds that crept across the sky like a giant quilt unfurling. The darkness was immediate and suffocating, pressing against him like a living thing.

“Well, that’s just great,” he grumbled, fishing a flashlight from his coat pocket. He clicked it on but kept the beam low, conserving the battery. The faint circle of light revealed the uneven surface of the ice, dotted here and there with patches of snow. Wally kept moving, his boots skidding slightly on the slicker spots.

Then he slipped.

It wasn’t a hard fall, just enough to knock him off balance and send him sprawling to one knee. He cursed, bracing himself with one hand as the flashlight clattered onto the ice. The beam swung wildly, illuminating something odd a few feet away. A small pile of... what? Wally squinted, leaning closer. They looked like chunks of meat, pale and glistening in the light. Bait, maybe? Someone must’ve spilled their stash.

He crawled toward the pile, curiosity tugging at him despite the sour taste of unease creeping into his throat. As he drew closer, he realized they weren’t bait. They were ears. Human ears. At least ten, maybe a dozen of them, severed cleanly at the base and arranged in a crude trail leading farther into the darkness.

Wally stared, his breath catching in his chest. For a moment, he thought they might be fake—some Halloween gag the college kids had cooked up. They went all out for that crap, didn’t they? But something about the way the ears glistened in the flashlight’s beam, the faint smear of frozen blood on the ice... It felt too real. Too wrong.

He stood, his legs trembling slightly as he followed the macabre trail. The ears led him deeper into the alcove, where the ice grew darker and the air colder. The flashlight flickered, and Wally slapped it hard, cursing under his breath. The beam steadied, revealing a pool of blood spread across the ice like spilled ink. It glimmered faintly, the edges frozen into jagged crystals.

And then he saw them.

Six bodies, arranged in a grotesque tableau. They were splayed across the ice in a circular pattern, their limbs bent at unnatural angles. Symbols had been carved into their flesh, intricate and terrible, the wounds frozen into stark relief. At the center of the circle, a crude altar had been constructed from jagged blocks of ice, stained crimson. The bodies’ faces were obscured, their heads bowed as if in prayer to some unseen god.

Wally’s flashlight wavered, the beam dancing across the scene. His breath came in shallow gasps, each one a puff of white against the blackness. He wanted to turn and run, to leave this nightmare behind and forget he’d ever seen it. But his legs wouldn’t move. He stood rooted to the ice, staring into the abyss, as the cold seeped into his bones and the darkness closed in around him.
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6 Months Prior

The Off-Track Betting parlor on State Street in Schenectady, New York was a monument to dimly lit vice, its walls stained the color of yellowed newspaper clippings and desperation. The scent of stale cigarettes clung to the air, mixing with the faint tang of sweat and cheap cologne. A line of old tube televisions flickered behind the counter, each one tuned to a different racetrack, their volume turned low enough to make the garbled announcers sound like ghostly whispers. On a summer afternoon in 1986, the place pulsed with heat and life, though none of it wholesome.

Tommy Olsen leaned against the counter, a half-smoked Macanudo dangling from his lips, the ash dangerously close to dropping onto the well-worn linoleum floor. He swirled the last inch of Jameson in his glass, its amber hue catching the flickering neon light from a beer sign overhead. Tommy had been with the Schenectady PD for nearly fifteen years, and in that time, he’d seen plenty of dark corners. But this? This was a particular kind of low.

The OTB was packed. Old-timers in threadbare suits hunched over racing forms, their faces lined with the unmistakable map of long-lost bets. Younger men, slick-haired and loud, swapped crumpled bills and traded vulgarities, their bravado masking the same quiet desperation that filled the room. The window-mounted air conditioner wheezed under the strain of the heat, doing little to cool the sweat-slicked patrons. The sound of horse names and odds being barked out mingled with the ever-present clink of glasses and muttered curses.

Tommy fit right in. His own suit, bought second-hand and tailored to barely pass muster, carried the scent of too many nights like this one. The Macanudo wasn’t just a prop—he enjoyed the burn in his throat, the bite of the nicotine. Same with the Jameson. It helped sell the act, sure, but Tommy wasn’t the type to draw a line between the job and his own indulgences. All in a day’s work, he told himself. Hell, the sting had been dragging on since ‘85; he deserved to have a little fun with it.

Across the room, under the buzz of a flickering fluorescent light, sat the target: Mo D’Angelo. A stocky man with a barrel chest and a head shaved so close it shone under the dim light. Mo looked like he’d been born in a tracksuit, though today he’d bothered to throw on a gaudy Hawaiian shirt, unbuttoned just enough to show the glint of a thick gold chain. He sat at a corner table, flanked by two younger men—muscle, by the look of them—and a woman with teased blond hair and a dress too tight for comfort. Mo laughed, the sound coarse and loud enough to turn heads.

Tommy caught Mo’s eye and lifted his glass in a mock salute. Mo grinned back, showing a row of crooked teeth, and beckoned him over with a wave. Tommy pushed off the counter, grabbed the bottle of Jameson from a nearby table, and sauntered across the room. His steps were unsteady, though whether it was an act or genuine, even he wasn’t entirely sure.

“Tommy boy!” Mo bellowed as he approached, slapping the table hard enough to make the glasses rattle. “You’re late! I thought maybe you got lost or ran off with some other crew. That’d break my heart, you know that?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Tommy replied, sliding into an empty chair. He poured a generous splash of whiskey into his glass and took a long drag from his cigar. “Besides, who else would give me this kind of hospitality? You’ve got the best damn setup in town, Mo.”

Mo’s laugh boomed again, and he clapped Tommy on the back. “Damn straight I do. And it’s about to get even better. Got some new girls coming in from Jersey. Top shelf. You’ll see tonight, Tommy boy.”

Tommy felt the familiar churn of disgust in his gut but masked it with a grin. “Can’t wait,” he said, raising his glass. The two men toasted, and Tommy’s mind raced. He’d been working his way into Mo’s inner circle for over a year, enduring long nights and greasy handshakes. Tonight, though, felt different. Mo was loose, too loose. Maybe the heat had gotten to him, or maybe the drink. Either way, Tommy sensed the moment was near.

As the afternoon bled into evening, the OTB grew louder, the haze of smoke thicker. Tommy played his part perfectly, matching Mo drink for drink, his laughter a half-second behind the man’s jokes. He’d gathered enough intel to know that Mo was the ringleader of a sprawling operation—gambling, prostitution, drugs—but tonight, he needed something concrete. Names, locations, numbers. The kind of evidence that would bring the whole operation down.

“You’re all right, Tommy,” Mo said, leaning back in his chair and patting his stomach. “I don’t say that about a lot of people, you know. Most guys, they’re just out for themselves. But you? You’re loyal. I like that.”

Tommy tipped his glass in acknowledgment, his pulse quickening. “Loyalty’s everything, Mo. You taught me that.”

Mo nodded, his expression turning serious for the first time that day. “Yeah. It is. Which is why I’m gonna let you in on something. Big job coming up. Biggest yet.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You’re gonna want in on this, trust me.”

Tommy’s heart thudded in his chest. He forced himself to stay calm, to keep his voice steady. “I’m listening,” he said, leaning in to catch every word.

—————
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PETE FARRINGTON SAT in the passenger seat of an unmarked Crown Vic, its air conditioning wheezing in the humid summer evening. The parking lot across from the OTB was a mess of cracked asphalt and weeds, but it provided just enough cover for the small army of law enforcement waiting to bust Mo D’Angelo’s operation. Pete tapped his fingers on the dashboard, his patience wearing thin.

“Anything yet?” Sergeant Harlan asked from the driver’s seat, his meaty hands gripping a coffee cup that looked comically small.

Pete adjusted the headphones connected to the wire Tommy Olsen was wearing inside. “Oh, there’s something all right. Just not what we’re looking for.” He leaned back, rubbing his temple as the sound of raucous laughter and slurred toasts blasted through the receiver.

“What’s he doing now?” Harlan asked, a note of exasperation in his voice.

Pete sighed. “Let’s see. About five minutes ago, he was arm wrestling some guy named Vinny. Lost fifty bucks. Then he started comparing cigars with Mo. And now...” Pete winced as Tommy’s voice crackled in his ear, shouting something unintelligible. “Now he’s singing. Sinatra. Badly.”

Harlan groaned. “Christ. He’s supposed to be gathering intel, not headlining karaoke night.”

From the back seat, rookie officer Delgado stifled a laugh. “Sounds like he’s just getting into character.”

Pete shot him a look. “There’s getting into character, and then there’s whatever the hell Tommy’s doing. You’d think he’d remember he’s wearing a wire.”

The radio crackled again, and Mo’s voice came through, rough and booming. “Tommy boy, you’re a goddamn legend! Another round, huh?”

“Make it a double!” Tommy shouted back, his words slurring slightly. “And get Cindy here another champagne. She’s been working too hard, poor thing.”

“Oh, for the love of...” Pete ripped off the headphones and tossed them onto the dashboard. “He’s buying drinks for the girls now. Champagne, no less. Classy.”

Delgado couldn’t hold back his laughter this time. “Hey, at least he’s consistent.”

Harlan wasn’t amused. “He’s consistent, all right. Consistently a pain in my ass. We’ve been sitting here for hours, and he’s in there playing Rat Pack Fantasy Camp.”

Pete crossed his arms, staring out the window at the neon glow of the OTB sign. “It’s classic Tommy. He’s a hell of a cop, but the guy’s allergic to authority. Can’t resist a chance to push the boundaries.”

The radio crackled again and Pete put the headphones back on. This time, Mo’s voice carried a conspiratorial edge. “You’re all right, Tommy. And I’m tellin’ you... that thing I mentioned earlier is big. Real big.”

Pete perked up. “Hope Tommy can hold out long enough for Mo to tell him what this ‘big’ thing is that he keeps alluding to.”

But before Mo could elaborate, the sound of glass shattering erupted through the wire, followed by raucous laughter. “Cindy! You gotta be careful with those bottles, sweetheart!” Tommy’s voice rang out, followed by more slurred singing.

Pete groaned. “Or not.”

“He’s gonna blow this whole thing,” Harlan muttered, shaking his head.

Delgado leaned forward, a grin plastered across his face. “Should we pull him out?”

Pete shook his head. “No way. Not yet. He’s an idiot, but he’s our idiot. Besides, Mo likes him. That’s half the battle right there.”

Another voice cut through the wire, this one a gruff baritone Pete didn’t recognize. “Hey, Tommy. You know you’re my kinda guy, right? But I gotta ask... what’s your angle? Nobody just stumbles into a setup like this without wantin’ somethin’.”

Pete tensed, the mood in the car shifting instantly. “Here we go. Let’s see how he gets out of this one.”

“What is it? What’s he doing?” Harlan barked as he reached for the headphones.

Pete pulled away. “Hold on.”

After a long pause, Tommy’s voice came through, smooth as silk despite the whiskey. “My angle? Same as yours, pal. I’m here to make money and have a good time. Life’s too short, you know?”

A long silence followed, broken only by the hum of the wire. Then Mo laughed, loud and hearty. “This guy’s all right, ain’t he?”

Pete exhaled, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Unbelievable. The guy’s a damn magician.”

Harlan eased up, but he still scowled. “Yeah, well, he better pull a rabbit out of his hat soon, or we’re storming that place. I’m not letting this whole operation go belly up because Tommy can’t keep his act together.”

Pete smirked. “Relax, Sarge. It’s Tommy. He’ll pull through. Probably."

From the wire, Tommy’s voice drifted out again, this time softer, almost sincere. “You know, Mo, you’re like family to me. And I take care of my family.”

Pete shook his head, unable to suppress a chuckle. “He’s insane. But you gotta admit, he’s got style.”

—————
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TOMMY WAS DROWNING in whiskey and cheap perfume, the room spinning around him like a carousel he couldn’t get off. The private backroom of the OTB was bathed in a sickly amber light, courtesy of a single, dim bulb hanging from the ceiling. Empty glasses and overflowing ashtrays littered the table, and the air was thick with cigar smoke and muffled laughter.

Mo was in his element, sprawled on a sagging couch with a girl on each arm, his Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned to reveal a hairy chest and a gaudy gold chain. Tommy sat across from him, slouched in a threadbare armchair, the Macanudo he’d lit hours ago now a forgotten stub in the ashtray. His tie was loosened, his shirt untucked, and his cheeks burned red from too much Jameson.

“Tommy boy,” Mo slurred, raising his glass in a sloppy toast. “You’re one of us now. Part of the family. Ain’t that right, ladies?”

The girls giggled, their laughter high-pitched and hollow, the kind that came with the job. One of them, a blonde with too much eyeliner and a dress that barely clung to her, slid onto Tommy’s lap. She smelled like drugstore perfume and cheap wine, and her hands were already fumbling with the buttons of his shirt.

“Whoa, hey now,” Tommy said, his words slurring as he tried to push her hands away. “Let’s not get too friendly, huh?”

The blonde giggled again, misinterpreting his resistance as playful. “Don’t be shy, baby. You’re cute when you’re drunk.”

Tommy’s heart pounded in his chest, not from her advances, but from the wire taped just beneath his undershirt. His fingers clumsily grabbed at her wrists, trying to stop her without drawing attention. “Seriously, sweetheart. Not a good idea.”

“Oh, come on,” she teased, leaning closer, her breath hot against his ear. “You a cop or something?”

The irony would’ve made him laugh if he wasn’t terrified. He forced a grin, his mind racing for a way out. “Nah, I just... I’ve got sensitive skin, you know? Allergic to... to buttons.”

She rolled her eyes, her hands persistent. The others in the room were too drunk or too distracted to notice what was happening, but Tommy’s luck was running out.

“Relax,” she cooed, pulling his shirt open despite his feeble attempts to stop her. Her fingers brushed against the wire, and she froze. The playful smile vanished from her face, replaced by a look of dawning horror. Her eyes locked on his, and for a moment, the room seemed to go silent.

“What the fuck!” she hissed, loud enough to cut through the haze of noise.

Tommy’s stomach dropped, the weight of her words hitting him like a freight train. The laughter stopped, and every eye in the room turned toward them.

—————
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PETE FARRINGTON’S STOMACH churned as he listened through the headphones, the wire crackling with bursts of laughter and muffled voices. The summer night outside the OTB felt suffocating, the humidity pressing down on him like a heavy weight. Around him, the backup team loitered in tense silence, weapons checked and ready, waiting for the call to move in.

“Anything?” Sergeant Harlan asked, his tone clipped as he leaned against the car, his eyes scanning the empty lot.

Pete shook his head, one hand adjusting the volume dial. “Still the same. Just Tommy being Tommy.” He grimaced as Tommy’s voice came through, slurred and laughing, followed by the shrill giggle of one of the girls. “He’s laying it on thick. Too thick.”

“Damn it,” Harlan muttered, his fingers drumming restlessly on the dash. “He’s gonna blow this. I can feel it.”

Pete didn’t respond, his attention glued to the sound of Tommy’s muffled voice. There was a rustling noise, then a faint thud, followed by a girl’s voice, sharp and alarmed. “What the fuck?!”

Pete’s heart sank, his grip tightening on the headphones. “Something’s happening,” he said, his voice low and urgent.

“What do you mean, something?” Harlan demanded, stepping closer.

Before Pete could answer, the wire erupted in chaos. There was a scuffle—furniture scraping, voices shouting over each other. Then, the unmistakable crack of a gunshot split through the feed, followed by the bloodcurdling screams of the girls.

“Shit!” Pete ripped off the headphones, his eyes meeting Harlan’s. “They made him!”

Harlan’s face hardened. “Move in! Now!”

The team sprang into action, doors slamming and weapons drawn as they rushed toward the OTB. Pete’s heart pounded in his chest, the sound of the gunshot still ringing in his ears. Whatever was waiting for them inside, he knew it wasn’t going to be pretty.

—————
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TOMMY OLSEN’S EARS rang, and his vision swam as he stood over Mo’s lifeless body, his gun still hot in his hand. Mo had toppled backward into the couch, his Hawaiian shirt now a grotesque splash of crimson. The Macanudo Tommy had abandoned earlier smoldered in the ashtray like a stubborn coal clinging to life in a forgotten campfire, unwilling to admit its journey had ended. The girls were shrieking, their high-pitched wails piercing through the haze of smoke and adrenaline.

“Everybody calm the hell down!” Tommy slurred, though the command fell flat. One of the girls scrambled to the corner, hands clutching at her face, while the other banged against the locked door, screaming for help. Tommy wiped sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his untucked shirt, the room spinning faster than the whiskey could account for.

The door burst open, and Mo’s men stormed in. Big guys, all leather jackets and bad tempers, their faces twisting into masks of rage as they took in the scene. Tommy staggered back, raising his gun, though his grip was far from steady.

“Hold it!” he barked, but they weren’t listening. One of them, a bulldog of a man with a busted nose, lunged toward him. Tommy fired a shot into the ceiling, plaster raining down as he shouted, “I said, hold it!”

Outside, Pete Farrington and the backup team were already moving. The sound of the gunshot had sent them into high gear, and they stormed through the main floor of the OTB like a tidal wave, weapons drawn and badges gleaming in the flickering fluorescent lights.

“Police! Everybody down!” Pete’s voice boomed over the cacophony, but inside the backroom, it was already bedlam.

The first officer through the door barely dodged a wild swing from one of Mo’s goons, and within seconds, the cramped room erupted into chaos. Gunfire popped like firecrackers, bullets slamming into walls, tables, and the unfortunate jukebox that had been crooning Sinatra earlier in the evening.

Tommy ducked behind an overturned table, his head pounding as he tried to focus. “Jesus Christ, Pete,” he muttered to himself. “Took your sweet time, huh?”

Across the room, a stray bullet caught one of the gamblers in the arm, a grey-haired guy who’d been too slow to dive for cover. He howled in pain, clutching the wound as blood seeped through his denim jacket. The girls screamed louder, if that was even possible, their shrieks blending with the shouts of cops and criminals alike.

Within moments, the officers had the upper hand, their training and firepower quickly overwhelming Mo’s disorganized crew. One by one, the goons dropped their weapons, hands raised as they were shoved to the floor and cuffed. The air reeked of gunpowder and sweat, the smoke hanging thick as the dust from shattered plaster settled.

Tommy emerged from his hiding spot, stumbling over to Mo’s body. He nudged the dead man’s shoulder with the toe of his scuffed shoe, as if expecting him to spring back to life. “Well, that’s one way to shut down a racket,” he muttered, tucking his gun back into its holster.

Sergeant Harlan stormed in, his face a mix of fury and disbelief. “What the hell, Tommy?”

Tommy grinned, his eyes glassy and his tie hanging at an awkward angle. “Relax, Sarge. We got ‘em, didn’t we?”

Harlan’s jaw tightened. “You’re drunk off your ass, and you just killed the key suspect!”

Tommy shrugged, swaying slightly as he gestured at the handcuffed goons. “Yeah, well, his pals are still breathing. Plenty of witnesses, right?”

Pete crouched over a wounded patron and turned his head toward Tommy and Harlan. “You’re unbelievable,” he spat, running a hand through his hair. “Do you have any idea how bad this looks?”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea,” Tommy said, slumping into a chair and lighting another cigar with unsteady hands. “But hey, Mo’s dead, the book’s shut down, and those girls are out of a job. Sounds like a win to me.”

Pete and Harlan stared at him, both with looks that seemed torn between throttling him and laughing at the absurdity of it all. “You’re gonna get fired for this.”

Tommy took a long drag from his cigar, exhaling a thick plume of smoke. “Yeah, probably,” he said, a lopsided grin spreading across his face. “But it was one hell of a night, wasn’t it?”
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Chapter 2
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Present Day

Tommy Olsen sat behind a battered desk in his shoebox of an office, a place that smelled faintly of mildew and stale coffee. The blinds were half-broken, letting in streaks of harsh midday sunlight that only served to highlight the peeling paint on the walls. A rattling radiator hissed and knocked in the corner, doing little to push back the damp winter cold that seeped in from the street. The sign on the frosted glass door read Olsen Investigations in faded black letters, though the only people who’d seen it so far were the mailman and a kid selling candy bars for a school fundraiser. 

It had been six months since the incident at the OTB. Six months since he’d fired that fateful shot, since he’d sat through an endless parade of hearings and interrogations, since the department had cut him loose. Officially, it was for negligence. Unofficially, everyone knew Tommy had been circling the drain for years. Now, the badge was gone, the pension was gone, and all he had left was this crummy little office and a dream of going legit as a private investigator.

He leaned back in his chair, the springs groaning in protest, and flipped through the Times Union. The front page screamed about the economy, some political scandal, and a couple of Knicks games. But it was a smaller headline that caught his eye:

GRISLY DISCOVERY IN ONEONTA—BODIES FOUND IN APPARENT RITUAL KILLING

Tommy’s lips tightened as he skimmed the article. Six bodies, mutilated and arranged in some kind of freaky pattern, discovered by some poor bastard out for a night of ice fishing. The cops were baffled, and the press was having a field day with the whole “Satanic panic” angle. Tommy shook his head and tossed the paper onto the desk. Sick world.

His phone rang, the shrill jangle startling him out of his thoughts. He snatched the receiver, his heart quickening. “Olsen Investigations,” he said, trying to sound professional.

He’d been running ads in both the Times Union and the Daily Gazette. Nothing fancy, just his name, a phone number, and the words Discreet Investigations. Competitive Rates. He’d had exactly two clients so far: one looking for a runaway cat and another trying to confirm a cheating spouse. Hardly the big cases he’d envisioned.

“You know, you’ve got a lot of nerve,” a sharp voice snapped through the line, bursting his bubble of hope. “Two weeks late on alimony, Tommy. Two weeks!”

He sighed and rubbed his temple. “Hello to you too, Marianne.”

“Don’t ‘hello’ me,” she shot back. “I swear, you’re impossible. How hard is it to write a damn check?”

Tommy glanced at the stack of unopened bills on the corner of his desk. “I’ve been busy,” he said, which was technically true if you counted reading the paper and napping as being busy.

“Busy doing what? You’ve got no job, no prospects, and an office in a building that looks like it should be condemned.”

He chuckled, which only seemed to piss her off more. “Thanks for the pep talk, Marianne. Really appreciate it.”

“You’re a piece of work, you know that?” she said, her voice dripping with exasperation. “You’re lucky we never had kids. God knows how badly you’d screw that up.”

There was a click, and the line went dead.

Tommy set the receiver down with a shrug. “Nice catching up,” he muttered to no one in particular. Then he leaned back in his chair again, letting the radiator’s rhythmic creaking fill the silence.

—————
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THE NEON GLOW OF BL’S Tavern sign buzzed faintly as Tommy Olsen leaned on the sticky bar, a half-empty glass of cheap whiskey in front of him. A battered TV mounted in the corner flickered with the game: the Giants were up against the Packers, and Parcells’ boys were dominating the field. Phil Simms was on fire tonight, threading the needle to Bavaro like it was child’s play.

“I’m tellin’ ya, that defense is gonna take us all the way this year,” Tommy said, pointing at the screen with his glass for emphasis. His words slurred just enough to hint at how many he’d already had.

“Yeah, yeah, Olsen, you been sayin’ that all season,” replied Marty, a regular with a gut that strained against his flannel shirt. “Let’s hope they don’t blow it in the playoffs.”

“Playoffs? Giants are gonna crush it,” Tommy shot back, his confidence as unwavering as his bar tab was unpaid. “Simms is dialed in, defense is airtight. We’re Super Bowl-bound, my friend.”

“We’ll see,” Marty said, smirking as he sipped his beer.

The bartender, a grizzled guy named Lou who’d seen it all, leaned over and tapped the counter with a damp rag. “Hey, Olsen. Tab’s lookin’ real fat. Time to settle up, don’t you think?”

Tommy gave him his best crooked grin, the one he used to charm witnesses back in his Schenectady PD days. “Come on, Lou. You know I’m good for it. Business is just slow, that’s all. Got a big case comin’ any day now.”

Lou didn’t look convinced. “You’ve been sayin’ that since the Mets were still in the playoffs. Clock’s tickin’.”

Tommy raised his glass in mock salute. “And when that case comes through, you’ll be the first to get paid, Lou. Swear on Bavaro’s hands.”

Lou snorted, shaking his head as he walked away. Tommy turned back to the game, pretending not to notice the sideways glances from the other patrons. The truth was, he didn’t have a dime to his name. His PI gig had all the promise of a bad scratch-off ticket, and Lou’s patience was thinner than the ice on the Hudson in January.

By the time the game wrapped up, with the Giants securing a 55–24 victory, Tommy knew he’d had one too many. Around him, the place loosened up—guys slapping the bar, voices rising as the conversation drifted from the blowout to Christmas. New ties, noisy in-laws, kids tearing through wrapping paper before dawn. Tommy stayed quiet, nursing what was left of his drink. The only thing he’d given himself that Christmas was one of the worst December 26th hangovers he could remember, the kind that came with regret baked in.
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