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  Man’s life is flashing before his eyes.

  He’s a little amazed because it’s happening just like it
    does in a sappy movie. You know, when they run real fast through some homespun
    super-eight film starting with your birth, moving on to toddler’s first step,
    then first day at kindergarten, first communion, first prom, first Gulf War,
    first marriage, firstborn son, first affair, first divorce . . .

  So why’s the life flashing by?

  Man’s about to execute himself.

  He sits alone at the kitchen table inside what used to be
    his childhood home, pistol barrel pressed up tight against his head, only a
    half-inch or so behind the right earlobe. Thumb on the hammer, index finger
    wrapped around the trigger, hand trembling, eyes closed, big tears falling.

  On the bright side of things, it’s beautiful sunny day.

  Outside the kitchen window, wispy clouds float by like giant
    ghosts in a heavenly blue sky. Bluebirds chirp happily from the junipers that
    line the perimeter of the north Albany property. The cool wind blows, shaking
    the leaves on the trees. The fall air is cool, crisp and clean. “Football
    weather” his mortician dad used to call it back when he was a happy-go-lucky
    kid.

  On the not so bright side, a bullet is about to enter his
    brainpan. But then, as much as the man wants to enter the spirit world, he’s
    not entirely insensitive. He’s thought things through. While he might have used
    his service-issued 9mm to do the job, he’s decided instead to go with a more
    lightweight .22—his backup piece. To some people, a pistol is a pistol. But to
    the man, nothing could be further from the truth. Because had he chosen to “eat
    his piece” by pressing the pistol barrel up against his mouth’s soft upper
    palate, he’d guarantee himself an instant death.

  A good death.

  Problem is, that “good death” would leave one hell of a
    spatter mess behind for some poor slob to clean up after his soul has left the
    building. So instead of choosing the safe “good death,” he’s opted for the more
    thoughtful no-mess, easy-clean-up kind of suicide—the assassin’s death. Because
    only a professional killer with a steady hand knows that a .22 caliber bullet
    hasn’t got a chance in hell of exiting the skull once it’s made jelly filling
    of your brains.

  Outside the window, the wind picks up.

  The chimes that hang from the eaves make a haunting, jingly
    ghost music.

  The super-eight memories inside his head have ceased. His
    life story—the entire thirty-six year affair from birth to this very moment of
    truth have officially flashed before his eyes.

  Roll credits . . .

  Man swallows a lump, thumbs back the hammer. The mechanical
    action reverberates inside his skull.

  There’s no stopping him; no penetrating the resolve of the
    already dead. He’s happy with himself for the first time in he can’t remember
    how long. So happy, his entire body weight seems to empty itself from out the
    bottoms of his feet. That’s when a red robin perches itself on the brick ledge
    just outside the picture window. Just a small scarlet-feathered robin that’s
    beating its wings and staring into the house with its black eyes.

  “Don’t look,” the man whispers.

  He plants a smile on his face a split second before he pulls
    the trigger.
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  Albany, New York

  140 miles northeast of New York City

  I’m escorted into a four-walled basement room by two suited
    agents—one tall, slim and bearded, the other shorter, stockier, clean shaven.
    The space we occupy contains a one-way mirror which I know from experience
    hides a tripod-mounted video camera, a sound man and several FBI agents, the
    identities of whom are concealed. There’s no furniture in the room, other than
    a long metal table and four metal chairs. No wallpaper, no soft lamp light, no
    piped-in music. Just harsh white overhead light, concrete and a funny worm
    smell.

  As I enter the room for the first time, the tall agent tells
    me to take a seat at the table.

  “We appreciate your cooperation,” the stocky agent jumps in.

  Out of the corner of my eye, I catch my reflection in the
    mirror.

  I’m of medium height. Not tall, not short. Not too badly put
    together for having reached the big four-zero thanks to the cross-training
    routine I put myself on not long after my hospital release. Nowadays, my head
    is shaved. There’s a small button-sized scar behind my right earlobe in the
    place where the fragment of .22 caliber hollow-point penetrated the skull. I
    wear a black leather jacket over black jeans and lace-up combat boots left over
    from my military service during the first Gulf War. My eyeglasses are
    rectangular and retrofitted from a pair of cheap sunglasses I picked up at a
    Penn Station kiosk. They make my stubble- covered face seem slightly wider than
    it really is. So people have told me.

  Having been led to my chair, I am then asked to focus my
    gaze directly onto the mirror so that the video man or woman stationed on the
    opposite side of the glass can adjust the shooting angle and focus.

  “Please say something,” requests Stocky Agent while removing
    his suit jacket, setting it over the back of an empty chair.

  “There once was a cop from Nantucket,” I say to break the
    ice.

  But no one laughs.

  “You get that?” the taller agent barks out to no one in
    particular.

  “Okay to go,” comes a tinny, hidden speaker voice. “You
    gonna finish that poem, Mr. Moonlight?”

  “Knock it off,” Stocky Agent orders. Then turns back to me.
    “Before we get started, can we get you a coffee? A cappuccino? You can get one
    right out of the new machine upstairs.”

  “Mind if I burn one?”

  Tall Bearded Agent purses his lips, cocks his head in the
    direction of a plastic No Smoking placard to the wall.

  Stocky Agent makes a sour face, shakes his head, rolls up
    the sleeves on his thick arms. He reaches across the heavy wood table, grabs an
    ashtray, and clunks it down in front of me as if it were a bedpan.

  “The rule doesn’t apply down here,” he says. Then, in this
    deep affected voice, he adds, “Let’s get started, Mr. Moonlight. You already
    know the routine. For now we just want to get to the bottom of the who, what,
    where’s and how’s of this train wreck.”

  “You forgot the why,” I say, firing up a Marlboro Light.
    “You need to know the why to establish an entire familiarity with any given
    case.”

  Stocky Agent does a double take, smiles. Like he knows I’m
    fucking with him.

  “Don’t be a dick, Dick,” he says.

  I guess it’s important not to take life too seriously. He
    laughs. I laugh. We all laugh. Ice officially broken. I exhale some smoke, sit
    back in my chair.

  They’re right, of course. I know the drill. I know it’s the
    truth they’re after. The truth and almost nothing but the truth. But what they
    also want is my perspective—my take on the entire Scarlet Montana affair, from
    soup to peanuts. They want me to leave nothing out. I’ll start with my
    on-again/off-again love affair with my boss’s wife. Maybe from there I’ll move
    on to the dead bodies, my cut-up hands, the Saratoga Springs Russians, the
    Psychic Fair, the heroin, the illegal organ harvesting operation, the
    exhumations, the attempts on my life, the lies, deceptions and fuck-overs
    galore.

  As a former full time Albany detective, I know that nobody
    sees the same thing through the same set of eyeballs. What’s important to one person
    might appear insignificant or useless to another. What those federal agents
    want right now inside the basement interview room is my most reliable version
    of the truth—an accurate, objective truth that separates fact from fantasy.

  Theoretically speaking.

  “Ask away,” I say, just as the buzzing starts up in the core
    of my head.

  “Just start at the beginning,” Stocky Agent requests. “We
    have all night.”

  Sitting up straight, I feel my right arm beginning to go
    numb on me. So numb I drop the lit cigarette onto the table. The inside of my
    head chimes like a belfry. Stocky Agent is staring at me from across the table
    with these wide bug eyes like my skull and brains are about to pull a JFK all
    over him.

  But then, just as soon as it all starts, the chiming and the
    paralysis subsides.

  With a trembling hand, I manage to pick up the partially
    smoked cigarette, exhale a very resigned, now smokeless breath and stamp the
    cancer stick out.

  “Everything you wanna know,” I whisper. “You want me to tell
    you everything.”

  “Everything you remember,” Tall Agent smiles. “If that’s at
    all possible.”

  Stocky Agent pulls a stick of gum from a pack in his pants
    pocket, carefully unwraps the tin foil and folds the gum before stuffing it
    into his mouth.

  Juicy Fruit. I can smell it from all the way across the
    table.

  By all indicators, it’s going to be a long night.

  “I think I’ll take that cappuccino after all,” I say.

  For the first time since entering the interview room, I feel
    the muscles in my face constricting. I know without looking that my expression
    has turned into something miles away from shiny happy. I’m dead serious.
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  One Month Earlier

   

  It all began with a choice.

  Rather, not a choice, but a really bad decision—the decision
    to stay with Scarlet Montana for more than her allotted forty minutes. It was
    the last thing either one of us needed, but the first thing we wanted.

  Or I wanted, anyway.

  In my right mind, I’d spend an hour tops on a soothing
    massage, collect my forty bucks, make a swift exit. I swear on my dad’s
    cremated remains that’s exactly the way I planned it on my way over through the
    rain. It’s the reason I didn’t take the collapsible table with me; the reason I
    didn’t bring my oil belt, opting instead to shove a small plastic bottle into my
    gym shorts.

  Get in quick, get out even quicker.

  Just enough time for a quickie massage, while yours truly
    kneeled over the spot where she lay on her belly on the living room floor, only
    a white bath towel covering her heart-shaped glutes. In a professional manner,
    I’d allow my well-oiled hands to do what they had recently been trained (and
    nearly licensed) to do. At the same time I’d act as a kind of psychiatrist—a
    well-trusted sounding board to this thirty-eight year old woman who could no
    longer stand the sight of her life partner, Jake, the man who had given up any
    possibility of a happy marriage for the title of Albany Chief Detective.

  Now instead of a wife, he had a second in command (my former
    A.P.D. partner, Mitchell Cain); instead of kids he had the South Pearl Street
    precinct full of upwardly mobile young cops; instead of a cozy suburban home
    life he had his late evenings, early mornings and more frequent days and nights
    spent away from home altogether.

  As for the beautiful Scarlet, she might have had yours truly
    at her beck and call. But then instead of a family, she had a huge helping heap
    of loneliness sprinkled with despair.

  Maybe I should have stayed put, ignored Scarlet’s phone
    call. Maybe I should have stayed true to my significant other, Lola, the
    brown-haired, brown-eyed lovely who was slowly but surely becoming my legit
    love interest. Maybe I should have listened more closely to my built-in shit
    detector and not dropped everything to answer the call.

  My brain. . . it couldn’t always be trusted to make the
    right choice.

  Braving a violent thunderstorm, I made the mile-long trek to
    her house on foot in less than ten or twelve minutes. This had to be just
    around nine o’clock.

  Why?

  Because I’d been right in the middle of my incline presses
    when I took the call. Jogging through the downpour across the lawns and
    suburban driveways in gym shorts, tennis shoes and gray t-shirt, I must have
    looked like the most insane neighborhood night-crawler you ever saw.

  My intentions were good.

  I promised myself I would stay with Scarlet for no more than
    forty, maybe sixty minutes. Considering the way I felt about Lola, I would
    fight to stay in control. Just a nice massage, an understanding listen, then a
    quick “Hang in there baby, everything’s gonna be just fine.” Maybe a hug, a
    peck to the cheek and then like lightning, I’d be gone in a flash.

  Would I ever learn?

  Why couldn’t I restrain myself?

  Why couldn’t I just be satisfied with listening to her soft
    voice? Why did I have to stare into her soft green eyes? Why did I have to gaze
    upon her ocean of thick auburn hair and picture myself swimming in it? Why did
    I have to picture my lips touching her thick, heart-shaped lips? Why did I have
    to imagine them running the length of her sweet neck all the way down her back?
    Why did I have to gently slip my hands underneath the white towel to cup her
    perfectly carved glutes, to caress her milky white breasts?

  Why was it that every time a despairing Scarlet Montana
    called me over to her lonely home I could not be content with concentrating on
    my new career while she pontificated upon the horrors of being married to the
    top cop in Albany?

  So here’s how it happened with Scarlet inside the living
    room of my former department superior: our eyes connected, sort of like two
    deer that hopelessly lock horns. We jumped up from the floor and by the time we
    made it up to her second-floor bedroom not a stitch of clothing was left on our
    backs.

  That’s exactly how it went down, only with one further
    significant fuck-up added to the mix.

  That is, a series of fuck-ups.

  The first being my incessant need to get down with Scarlet
    just because she rang the dinner bell. The second being the stupid decision to
    suck down one of her husband’s tall-necked Buds just before falling into a
    post-sex deep sleep on her queen-sized Serta. The third being the very sudden
    and unexplained homecoming of said husband. The fourth being Scarlet’s failure
    to wake me before I was jarred awake to the rattle and hum of an abruptly
    triggered overhead garage door.

  Here’s what I did: I jumped out of bed, scrambled about the
    dark room in search of my shorts and sneakers. All the time I’m doing this
    crazy one-legged dance while trying to step into my shorts mouthing “Shit,
    shit, shit” in this sort of screaming whisper voice.

  Then comes the back door off the kitchen opening and
    slamming closed.

  “Why’d you let me fall asleep?”

  “Relax,” Scarlet insisted. “What’s he going to do? Shoot you
    in the head?”

  Listen, even from behind closed doors I could see Jake’s tight,
    mustached face, big beefy arms, barrel chest and sausage-thick fingers already
    reaching for my neck. He didn’t have to shoot me. A stranglehold would do the
    trick.

  And get this: while my life and death were flashing before
    my eyes, Scarlet calmly lay on her side. What a couple of beats before had been
    tears were now suddenly replaced with the sweetest smile you ever saw, a white
    bed sheet covering only her legs, leaving those lovely white titties exposed. I
    swear, even with the old man marching up those stairs, I almost laid back down
    with her, started kissing her sweet mouth, pressing her body tightly against
    mine.

  My right mind: it’s not always right.

  “Are you going home to Lola?” she asked, casually firing up
    another Virginia Slim. “I think you’re beginning to like her more than me.”

  “I’m about to die,” I said, pulling up my gym shorts.

  “No really one dies, Richard.”

  She laughed. I had no idea what the hell was so funny.
    Especially with the tell-tale footsteps just outside the door—one heavy
    heartbeat-like clump after the other. But then, that was the thing about
    Scarlet. You never knew exactly which woman you were getting. Her mood could
    change as easily as the second hand on a watch face. So that one minute she
    might be laughing hysterically and the next staring out into space in an
    all-consuming sullenness. She could go from sexy to teary-eyed in one point
    five seconds, especially post-coitus. The time when lovers should be hugging,
    not pulling away.

  I took one final look at Scarlet before climbing out the
    second-floor window. With my socks and Nike Airs balled up inside my left arm,
    I heard her smooth voice utter the words I’d never before heard: “I love you,
    Richard.”

  Without a response, I jumped down onto the back porch
    overhang. Bare feet slid out from under me so that I landed flat on my ass just
    a second before falling forward, dropping down onto the rain-soaked lawn on
    hands and knees.

  No time to check for broken bones, no time to feel the pain,
    no time to consider the sudden stiffness in my right arm.

  No time like the present to avoid one of my seizures!

  I just bounded back up, caught my breath, and like my fellow
    Marines drilled me in the first Gulf War, selected a direct line of retreat.

  But before I started to run…just in that instant it takes
    your gray matter to shift from Stop to all-out Go…I took one last peek up at
    Scarlet’s bedroom. Through the driving rain, I made out her face, her green
    eyes and auburn hair made all the thicker and richer when the bedroom light was
    suddenly flicked on behind her.

  In that quick second, I could tell that she was no longer
    laughing.

  From where I stood in the rain and the quick flashes of
    lightning, I saw that she was simply smiling. A lonely kind of smile that had
    nothing to do with happiness. When she raised her right hand, extended an index
    finger, pressed it to her lips as if to give the sign for all quiet, I knew
    that I could trust her not to reveal anything about our affair to Jake. That no
    matter how difficult things might get for her that night, no matter how rough,
    I could trust her and her silence. She, in turn, could trust in me—trust in the
    fact that I would do just about anything for her. Anything but brave a
    face-down with Jake in the flesh inside his wife’s bedroom.

  When Scarlet turned away from the window, I made my swift
    and stealthy exit from the Montana homestead, such as it was, praying that a
    damn good lesson had finally been learned that night—that I would never more be
    led astray by my other head.
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  Here’s how Scarlet first invaded my life: we were both
    guests at a department fundraiser held every Christmas season inside the Elks
    Club ballroom. Me having attended the function by department mandate without my
    first wife—a chief E.R. nurse for the Albany Medical Center who that night was
    working the four-to-midnight “action shift”—and Scarlet, the guest of her
    then-fiance and my department super.

  That winter night back in ‘99 was her coming out, so to
    speak. No one had ever met her before. We only heard rumors about Jake’s
    long-distance love affair with a beautiful young woman from the west coast. But
    we had never seen so much as a photograph. Considering Jake’s wide girth,
    sloppy appearance, and constant three-day shadow, expectations weren’t running
    terribly high. To be frank, we expected a Montana look-alike in drag.

  Our expectations could not have been more wrong.

  When she walked in arm-in-arm with the top cop, I thought
    the dance floor might fall out from under my feet. This slim young woman,
    dressed all in black with thick auburn hair and green eyes, was nothing like
    I’d imagined. When Jake left her side to get her a drink, she could not have
    stood more than ten feet away from me. Maybe it was the effects of one too many
    Jack and Cokes, but I guess I must have been staring, because it was only a
    matter of a few seconds before her green eyes were drawn to my browns. When
    they locked on me, I would have sworn that somebody had sucked the oxygen from
    my lungs.

  I remember wanting to say something. Something to put her at
    ease.

  The tight-lipped look on her face, the way she cocked her
    head, the way she brushed back her hair with a slightly trembling hand, the way
    she speed-blinked her eyes, it was if she were begging me to say something.
    Anything at all. Even a simple “Hello” would have been fine, I’m sure.

  But instead I just stood there staring, the biggest dolt you
    ever saw dressed in a blue blazer, wrinkled button-down and blue-striped rep
    tie, coffee stain painting its center.

  By the time Jake made it back with the drinks, Scarlet
    shifted her focus to him. Gladly. Or so I guessed.

  The spell might have been broken, but what had definitely
    become an infatuation-at-first-sight was not.

  Jake wasn’t blind.

  He threw me a silent glare, one that suggested territorial
    boundaries. The big bear staring down the littler bear. I knew my opportunity
    to introduce myself had come and gone, at least for the time being. Naturally,
    Jake would make a formal introduction to everyone on his support staff later in
    the evening.

  But then what difference did introductions make? Or more
    accurately, what difference did my crush make?

  I was married to a woman who had recently given birth to our
    first and what would be our only child together. As far as life partners went,
    I was locked up till death did us in. But standing there alone on the Elk’s
    Club dance floor, Bing Crosby singing “White Christmas,” I eyed the woman who
    jealously clung to Jake Montana. For the first time in our brief working
    relationship, I would have cut off my left nut to trade places with him.

  This is what I learned about Scarlet over the course of the
    evening: that she was a recent transplant from Southern California. Santa
    Monica, to be precise. Why she chose to transplant herself to an east coast
    Deadwood-like Albany might have been anybody’s guess.

  Santa Monica. . . the name just dripped off your tongue and
    lips like sweet nectar. It evoked images of bright sunshine, long stretches of
    white sandy beach, clear blue surf and killer waves.

  Scarlet’s bright smile and gentle grace seemed so out of place
    inside a city like Albany, a place known more for its gray winters than
    anything else.

  There was something else too.

  The way Scarlet clung to Jake’s beefy arm. Not like he’d
    become her significant other; more like he’d become her bodyguard. It was as if
    behind the beautiful smile existed something tragic.

  It would be much later on, back when my own marriage was
    finally falling apart, that she would reveal the fate of her first husband and
    only child—about how they’d been killed in a head-on by a drunken driver— a
    stockbroker who crossed over the meridian after having passed out at the wheel
    of his Lexus sedan. From what Scarlet told me while the two of us lay side by
    side in her bed, she’d waited up all night for her husband and son to arrive
    home, knowing that as the hours ticked by she should have been calling the
    police; she should have been searching for them. But instead she chose to do
    nothing, because in her heart she already knew that they were dead. She
    physically felt their absence the same way a person will feel only a cold
    sensation when a limb is suddenly and unexpectedly severed.

  She came east not long after burying her family in the hopes
    that she could start over, forget the past, begin anew in a different
    location—a location as far away from sunny California in geography and spirit
    as a location could get.

  For a while, her relationship with Jake represented a
    brighter future. For a time he became her guardian angel, her protector against
    what I would come to know as her “psychic demons.” But what Scarlet didn’t know
    then was that Jake also had a past as tragic as her own. Like one violent
    hurricane merging into another, it would be the coming together of those tragic
    forces that would inevitably spell destruction for them both.
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  But then why did she have to call me on that particular
    Sunday night?

  Or why did I make the wrong decision by answering the phone?

  I’d have been better off letting the digital answering
    service do its job while I kept on pumping out repetition after repetition on
    my incline bench, filling muscles and veins with precious over-oxygenated
    blood.

  Blame it on the head injury or blame it on plain bad luck.
    But one thing was for certain, the gods were not with me that night any more
    than they were with Scarlet. But then maybe the gods had nothing to do with it.
    Maybe none of this had to do with a damaged cerebral cortex for that matter.
    Maybe it was just a man thing.

  What is it about the deceptive face of lust that taunts us,
    lures us, tests us? The monster disguised as the prettiest little package you
    ever saw topped off in delicious auburn hair?

  Such were the rapid-fire deliberations that immediately shot
    through my brain when, later that night, I was startled out of a restless sleep
    by a fist pounding on my door. I immediately pictured Lola. But then she would
    never pound on the door. That wasn’t her style. Besides, she had a key to the
    place.

  I sat up, rubbed the sleep from my eyes. The gears in my
    temporal lobe started churning. Thoughts drifted from Lola to Scarlet.

  I pictured Scarlet standing outside my front door, the
    rainwater dripping off her long hair onto chiseled cheekbones and succulent
    lips. She would have had a knock-down-drag-out with Jake. He came home drunk,
    angry. He would have landed into her, blackened one of her teardrop eyes.

  That’s what I imagined

  But it wasn’t until I dragged myself out of bed, slid into a
    pair of jeans, hobbled on down the stairs to the front door, that I realized
    how false my imagination could be.

  The late-night caller was a far cry from Scarlet.

  He was just a police officer. The kind of cop you might call
    “kid” if you were, say, in your mid to late forties. Anything beyond that and
    you might not notice him at all.

  But I recognized him for exactly who he was.

  A young cop with barely thirty-six month’s experience under
    his belt—a twenty-something cop with a degree in Criminology from Providence
    College who went by the name of Joy.

  Officer Nicolas “Nicky” Joy.

  I remembered him all right.

  Just this wiry, nervous little guy with a
    better-than-regulation buzz and snug-fitting uniform blues, sized thirty-eight
    short at the max. Actually, a boy/mankind of cop—pink-cheeked where most men
    his age were bearded. If he didn’t look studious enough already, he wore round
    granny specs over baby blue eyes.

  I’d been running into Joy all year long on those occasions
    when my old partner, Detective Mitchell Cain, called me in on a situation
    requiring a still-medically-inactive cop who might be willing to work part time
    with an overtaxed, or should I say, non-existent S.I.U. (Special Independent
    Unit).

  That night, the blue-eyed Joy stood four-square on the small
    front portico of my Hope Lane home, the rainwater dripping off the transparent
    plastic that protected his headpiece and clothing. It didn’t take a genius or
    part-time detective with a constant headache to see that he was breathing
    unusually hard, bottom lip shaking to the point of trembling. Gripped in his
    right hand, a heavy black Maglite. As for the palm of his left hand, it rested
    securely on the butt of his service sidearm.

  Looking over the kid’s shoulder, I made out the Albany blue-
    and-white parked up against the opposite curb, a beam of sodium street light
    shining down upon it, the still heavy rain strafing the metal trunk and hood.
    From where I stood inside the open door, I couldn’t help but make out the man
    who was sitting in the back seat, round mustached face looking out onto an
    empty, rain-soaked neighborhood street.

  Jake Montana.

  I knew then that something terrible had happened.

  I caught my reflection in the door light— my two-day
    stubble, bald head, and brown eyes. My face said I need sleep. But sleep
    suddenly seemed out of the question.

  I told Joy to step inside. He did. The rainwater dripped off
    his plastic raincoat.

  “Jake wants you to come with us, Moonlight,” he said.

  I began to feel the familiar tightness starting in the back
    of my head, already working its way towards the middle.

  “What’s wrong?”

  “Jake would rather tell you himself.”

  I stood there, bare-chested and stone stiff, the cool May
    mist soaking my skin.

  What choice did I have but to go along for the ride? Didn’t
    matter that I was trying to separate myself from police work; reinvent myself
    as a massage therapist and a personal trainer. I was still a detective. . .
    Rather, a private detective still collecting a Council 82 Law Enforcement Union
    disability pension. Technically speaking, that meant the cops still owned my
    ass—private license or no private license. By law and by all that was morally
    right under God and country, I had no choice but to “heed the call” whenever
    the mighty trumpet sounded.

  I said, “Wait for me in the cruiser while I put on a shirt.”

  But Joy just stood there stiff as a plank, not saying a
    word, but somehow shouting volumes.

  I said, “Let me guess. You think I’m gonna forget you’re
    even here.”

  “You shot yourself in the head,” he said as I started up the
    stairs. “People say you’re not the same.”

  “It was an accident,” I said. “And it’s not memory that’s
    the problem.”

  “Hey Dick,” he jumped in. “Maybe you should explain it to
    someone who understands.”

  “The name’s Moonlight,” I said, slamming the bedroom door
    shut.
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  Joy opened the cruiser’s rear door for me.

  I slipped inside, sat myself down beside Jake, my once
    full-time now part-time superior in the Albany P.D. I held my breath, tried to
    remain as calm and collected as possible.

  The first thing I noticed, besides his sheer mass, was that
    he wouldn’t look at me. From the moment I sat down on the springy back seat, he
    turned away, focused his gaze outside onto the rain-soaked blacktop.

  The cruiser smelled bad; a cross between worms and old tuna
    fish gone south.

  He was dressed in gray slacks with matching suit jacket,
    white shirt underneath. No tie. The suit was wrinkled as if he had just picked
    it up off the bedroom floor and threw it on. Maybe he had. His once-jet- black
    hair had developed some significant gray across the temples over recent years.
    It blended naturally with the metallic gray that sprinkled his mustache.

  Joy sat up in the driver’s seat, blue eyes forward, but on
    occasion sneaking their way into the rearview.

  I had no idea what was thicker: the humidity or the tension,
    until both were broken by the sound of the chief detective’s baritone.

  “They almost never leave notes,” he uttered in a voice that
    bore the weight of the world. “Something like ten percent leave notes. That’s
    all.”

  I swallowed my breath, hoping that somehow it would slow my
    pulse. It dawned on me that maybe Scarlet had finally left him. That her
    walking out on him, once and for all, might be the reason behind all of this.
    In my mind, I saw my easy lover with suitcase in hand, closing the back door
    behind her, stepping out into the night . . .

  I said, “She’ll contact you. Just give her a little time to
    get her head together.”

  Jake grunted like he’d been stabbed in the stomach. He said,
    “At this point contact would be a miracle.”

  I turned to him. “What’s happened?”

  “She’s dead,” he said. “And that’s all.”

  Off in the near distance, a streak of lightning followed by
    a slow, rolling thunder.

  I pictured the light going on in Scarlet’s bedroom, not
    seconds after I’d jumped out the window. Had Jake seen me standing outside on
    the back lawn in the rain?

  I repeated, “Tell me what happened.”

  He told me to say nothing more. “Not a fucking word.”

  Up front, Joy put the car in drive. As he pulled away from
    the curb, I crossed one hand over the other. For the first time that night I
    felt the tacky, bloody residue that stained the palms of my hands
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  The ten-minute ride from my home to the Pearl Street
    Precinct felt like it lasted an entire hour. The whole time I was rubbing my
    palms together as if to erase the thin layer of dried blood that coated them.

  Where the hell had blood come from? Had something happened
    in the night that I could not remember?

  Maybe if I hadn’t been startled from out of a deep sleep;
    maybe if I hadn’t put my pants on in the dark and in such a rush, I might have
    noticed the blood before leaving the house.

  Riding in the back of that wormy-smelling cruiser, I felt so
    dizzy I had to swallow slow, deep breaths. Do it without Jake being the wiser.

  When Joy pulled up to the old stone-and-glass monstrosity
    that I once referred to as my home away from home, the big chief turned to me.

  He said, “Consider yourself back on the clock. I want you to
    act as a special independent investigator. For the record, you’ll report
    directly to Mitch Cain. You’ll take his lead, corroborate Scarlet’s suicide.
    When it’s all over and your report filed, I want you to forget that any of this
    ever happened. Which shouldn’t be too difficult for you.”

  Memory’s not exactly the problem, I wanted to say. But then
    imagine the time it would have taken to admit the God’s honest truth? That
    because of a bullet fragment barely one millimeter in length lodged up against
    my cerebral cortex, I sometimes felt the overwhelming need for sleep, or that
    on occasion my speech became slurred while my right arm went stone stiff, or
    that when faced with even the simplest of problems I might make the wrong
    decision.

  So was memory a problem?

  There were moments I could be forgetful, especially in the
    short term. But I didn’t suffer from amnesia. Technically speaking, I
    maintained one-hundred percent of my physical faculties. It’s just that the
    bullet fragment sometimes acted like a monkey-in-the-works.

  But I remembered Scarlet’s face all right.

  Sitting in the back seat of that foul-smelling cruiser, I
    couldn’t help but picture the green eyes, the long hair, the milky skin, the
    full mouth. The face that attracted me to the point of desperation all those
    years ago. The face that Jake loved, or was supposed to love, anyway. But now
    that the face belonged to a dead woman, he was dismissing her, not even giving
    her the benefit of a proper investigation. He was supposed to be her husband;
    her protector. What I mean is, why not throw every resource available as the
    captain of the A.P.D. into a hunt for a killer or killers? Why not call in the
    Staties or even the FBI? Why was he so sure we had a suicide on our hands?

  I looked into Jake’s eyes and saw the past.

  I couldn’t help but recall the incident that resulted in my
    forced leave of absence from the cops. Not my attempted suicide, but the
    incident that occurred not long after my “recovery”—when after passing out on
    an eight-man drug stakeout, I suddenly regained consciousness only to order the
    raid of the wrong house.

  I hadn’t been back on the force for more than a week.
    Despite Jake’s objections, I talked him into giving me another shot at my old
    “Violent Crimes” job. It was a major risk employing a man in possession of my
    kind of head injury and Jake knew it. But seeing as Albany was outgunned and
    outmanned, he might see his way to giving me another shot at V.C. But at the first
    sign of trouble, the first sign of seizure or memory loss or so much as a
    twitch of my eye, I’d be out on my ass.

  Was I clear on the matter? Crystal.

  The strings pulled, I was reissued my badge and my service
    weapon.

  It wasn’t long before my first shot at a significant collar
    presented itself. We’d been monitoring a row house in downtown Albany that we
    suspected of being the base for a major synthetic crack cocaine and crystal
    meth operation. It had been my job to assemble a team of plainclothes dicks to
    perform a middle-of-the-night raid in the interest of safety and maybe catching
    the operation at its busiest. While I took the lead car, Jake and Mitch Cain
    teamed up behind me in an unmarked suburban. Around the corner awaited four
    blue-and-whites filled with A.P.D. officers. They would provide immediate
    backup as soon as the raid was initiated. Everyone was to wait for my signal.
    Or so it was understood. S.O.P.

  And while I aimed night vision binoculars on the bottom
    floor of the three-story inner-city row house, a radio headset wrapped around
    my head, the earpiece fitted into the right ear canal, I observed complete
    silence. But what I didn’t know at the time was that the numbness I was
    beginning to feel in my right arm was actually the telltale sign of an oncoming
    seizure. Not having experienced one during my convalescence (but having been
    warned of them), I chalked up the sensation to having slept on it the wrong way
    the night before. But as the night wore on, the radio silence maintained, the
    numbness turned to trembling. Flashes of light began to explode behind my
    eyeballs. Not man-made light, but a super bright white light manufactured
    inside my brain. I began to feel faint. My breathing grew strained. I tried to
    speak, but my words emerged from my mouth as a slow, slurred whisper. It was
    all I could do to hold my head up.

  Then a big black nothing.

  What woke me from out of my spell was the banter of panicked
    shouting coming over the earpiece.

  “Suspect’s fleeing the scene! Suspect’s fleeing the scene!
    Moonlight, you with us?”

  With a start, I threw open the cruiser door. Pulling my
    service weapon, I shouted “Go, go, go!” into the headset. I was certain that
    the wood door I was heading for had to be the right one. I’d been staring at it
    all night.

  Even when I kicked the fucker in, I was certain I had the
    right place.

  But then imagine twelve armed cops dressed in black barging
    into a quiet family flat during the late night, drawing weapons, startling a
    husband, his wife, and their two teenaged daughters to the point of tears.

  The six-figure false arrest lawsuit that followed pretty
    much put an end to my full-time work with the A.P.D. As a kind of consolation I
    was relegated instead to partial Medical Disability and the part-time
    investigation of “nothing” cases—accident victims, suicides, drug-related
    shootings, beatings, and stabbings. Nothing that required a true investigation
    per se, other than my John Hancocking a case synopsis.

  Not exactly glamour work, but it was badly needed work all
    the same.

  My eyes were back on Jake.

  “Since when do you ask me in on something this important?” I
    said. “I’ve been assigned to the nobodies that nobody will miss, remember?
    Scarlet is a somebody. You should know that better than anyone.”

  “She committed suicide, Moonlight,” he said. “She’s my wife.
    I want the case shut before it’s even opened. That’s why you’re here.”

  But what if it’s not suicide? I wanted to ask him.

  In the end, I decided not to. I was the fuck-up who made all
    the wrong moves, took all the wrong turns, raided the wrong house! He was the
    captain. Where the hell would I get with him in his present condition, anyway?

  I said, “Am I back on the clock?”

  He made a sour face. “I just told you that.”

  He was right. He had. The simplest things get by me
    sometimes.

  Joy got out of the car, opened the door for me. I could tell
    it wasn’t the night for long goodbyes.

  I got out of the cruiser just as Joy got back in, shut the
    door behind him. I lifted the collar on my leather jacket and started up the
    stone stairs. Maybe I didn’t feel the need to empty my bladder, but as soon as
    I made it through the glass doors, I headed directly for the safety of the
    men’s room.
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  The bathroom was empty.

  I locked the door behind me, took my place at the sink,
    positioned my hands beneath the faucet, allowed the hot water to pour down over
    them. Didn’t matter how hot the water was, how much it stung the skin.
    Blood-pink water was pouring into the bowl, disappearing down the drain.

  Clean hands, never mind a clean conscience. That’s all that
    counted.

  I turned off the water, dried myself with the paper towels,
    discarded them not into the trash bin but by flushing them down the toilet. It
    was only then that I noticed how much I was sweating. The black t-shirt
    underneath my jacket was wringing wet. Beads of sweat covered my brow. Turning
    the water back on, I splashed it onto my face, repeated the drying process.

  Then I looked down at my hands. There were no cuts on the
    tops of them. No scratches, no abrasions. Nothing that could be construed as
    defensive wounds. No wonder I hadn’t noticed the dried blood immediately upon
    waking.

  But then I turned them over.

  My palms and finger pads had seen better days. The cuts
    weren’t deep. Nor were they bleeding any longer. Still, they’d been scratched
    up pretty bad. I moved my fingers, cocked my wrists. The bones, muscles, and
    ligaments weren’t damaged in any way. But there was a definite soreness there.
    Or maybe the dull pain was all in my head.

  I swear you could have heard my heart beating inside the
    empty echo chamber of the men’s room.

  Why couldn’t I recall having done that kind of damage to my
    hands? What had happened between the time I arrived home from Scarlet’s house
    earlier and the arrival of Joy to my North Albany split- level at two-thirty in
    the morning? Had I slept-walked, stumbled and tripped? Had I fallen forward
    onto outstretched hands and not remembered a single detail about the mishap?

  Or had something worse occurred?

  Scarlet was dead.

  Did I have something to do with it?

  I looked at my face in the mirror. It was as ashen as a dead
    man’s. The face didn’t to belong to me. It belonged to someone else. Someone
    who looked just like me. Someone with my face, my voice, my name, my life.
    Someone who was following me, trying to kill me. The man who had tried to kill
    me once before but failed. Maybe the same person who killed Scarlet. I had no
    way of knowing; of being sure about anything.

  My mind. . . it wasn’t always right.

  There was a knock at the door. It startled the daylights out
    me. I took a deep breath, exhaled.

  Unlocking the bolt, I opened the door to an old man pushing
    a cleaning bucket and a mop.

  “What the hell you been doing in there?” he snapped.

  “I wouldn’t go in there I were you,” I said, pushing past
    him.
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  It was no coincidence that my former colleague, Mitch Cain,
    was waiting for me inside the hallowed stone walls of the Albany P.D. booking
    room. Dressed in blue blazer and tan khakis, he was patiently sitting on the
    edge of one of a dozen identical metal desks set out equidistant from one another
    inside the wide open space. Gripped in his right hand, a big white Styrofoam
    cup of Krispy Kreme coffee. In his free hand, a lit cigarette.

  An identical coffee cup sat on top of the desk to his left.

  Without exchanging a single word, I picked up the second
    cup, cracked the plastic lid.

  “Thought you quit,” I said.

  He stole a quick glance down at the cigarette.

  “Blame compulsion,” he said. “The more Lynn tries to make me
    quit, the more I feel compelled to do it.”

  “What do you expect from a nurse?” I said, recalling the
    face of my ex-wife and ever-tenacious chief nurse for the Albany Medical
    Center’s emergency room. That’s right, Mitch Cain was married to my ex-wife,
    which pretty much made our personal and professional relationship an awkward
    one, to say the least. It also made for some heavy personal baggage, at least
    when it came to my love life, that is. What I mean is, while on one side of the
    spectrum was Lola, the psychologist who was willing to cross over professional
    boundaries to pursue an as-of-yet unconsummated relationship, on the other side
    was Scarlet, the secret love that was all about the sex. Taking up the middle
    was Lynn, the former wife who now regarded me with a hatred best described as
    palpable.

  I took a quick look around the dimly lit room. The place was
    as hollow as a church.

  Two or three comatose cops sitting at metal desks, hands
    positioned atop computer keyboards—chubby, static faces glowing in the radiant
    light that shot off their monitors.

  Mounted to the painted concrete block walls, numerous
    plastic signs declaring the A.P.D. a “Smoke-Free Workplace.” When Cain wasn’t
    around, that is.

  Joy stepped in. He approached Cain and me, transparent
    raingear still protecting his uniform blues like Saran Wrap.

  “They’re ready for us, Detective,” he said.

  Cain shot Joy a silent look. The kid about-faced and exited
    the room by way of an unpainted solid metal door that led out into the parking
    garage.

  Stamping out his cigarette into a metal ashtray, my old
    partner set down his coffee. He ran his right hand through cropped hair and
    down a clean, narrow face.

  Exhaling a breath, he said, “I see no need for briefings.
    You know the seriousness of the situation.”

  “Dead serious,” I said. “Which is why I’m a little surprised
    you called me in.”

  “Listen, Moonlight, it’s Jake’s wife we’re talking about
    here. We can’t give Internal Affairs or Prosecutor O’Connor an opportunity to
    plunge into a full-blown investigation. It just wouldn’t . . .” He raised his
    right hand as though searching for the right words. “It just wouldn’t look. . .
    copastetic.”

  “Copasetic,” I corrected.

  “What?”

  “It’s copasetic, not copastetic.”

  He smiled.

  “That head of yours,” he said, “it’s working pretty good
    these days, old partner.”

  “I’ve been taking better care of myself lately. Doctor’s
    orders.”

  He added, “Well then, just follow my lead and you, me and
    Jake will get through this thing without a hitch.” Grinning. “Per the usual
    deal there’ll be a little bit extra for your trouble.”

  I listened like a good, pension-collecting, on-again-off-again
    cop should and sipped my coffee. Until my brain kicked in. I pictured Scarlet
    lying back on her bed, auburn hair fluffed up against her pillow, tear- soaked
    eyes wide open, lips smiling wryly. Maybe the reality of her death hadn’t begun
    to sink in. But somehow I knew she deserved better than what I was hearing from
    her husband and her husband’s second in command. Then there was the issue of my
    hands—the blood, the scrapes, the soreness in the wrists. Just what if I’d had
    something to do with Scarlet’s death? Was I somehow blocking the memory?

  One thing was obvious: the question of whether or not Jake
    had seen me standing on the back lawn outside Scarlet’s bedroom window had been
    answered. No way he would have called me in on the case if he knew I’d been
    sleeping with the deceased.

  But then something else might have been happening.

  I gazed into Cain’s slate-gray eyes and took a shot.

  “You plan on booking Jake tonight?” I said. “Or is all this
    copasetic stuff about giving him a little head start?”

  As stale as it was, the air inside the booking room was
    sucked out like starlight into a black hole. Cain’s grin suddenly morphed into
    a frown.

  “You suddenly grow a conscience overnight, Moonlight?” he
    whispered, firing up another smoke. “This is an extremely sensitive situation
    which will require every bit of your professional talents and resources.”

  In other words, my old partner was asking me to do exactly
    what he told me to do.

  Joy walked back into the room.

  Cain exhaled the smoke through his nostrils. First he gave
    the rookie a confirming nod. Then he looked back up at me.

  “I don’t mean to be pushy, Moonlight,” he sighed. “It’s just
    that your A.P.D. needs you like never before.” Pausing for a beat, as if to
    correct himself, he added, “Rather, I’m asking you, as an old partner and a
    member in good standing of this most decorated force, to just go along for the
    ride.”

  “Part-time member,” I interjected. “I made that false bust,
    remember?”

  “We all make our little mistakes,” he said. “Besides, your
    head … well, let’s just say you weren’t up for that kind of job.”

  A frigid sensation enveloped me. Like my pants had somehow
    just fallen down around my ankles with everybody watching.

  I glanced over at the two uniformed cops, their faces never
    veering from their computer switchboards. I knew they had to be dying to get a
    better view of our apparently friendly exchange. But I also knew they wouldn’t
    dare.

  “No choice,” I said like a question. The non-committing
    part-timer suddenly committed.

  He grinned. “Not really.”

  He checked the pockets of his blazer to make sure he had
    everything he needed: keys, smokes, lighter, wallet, bullets.

  Copasetic. . .

  He began walking towards Joy.

  “Hey,” I called out.

  He turned.

  I said, “You haven’t mentioned a word about my boy.”

  He said, “Kid’s okay. Just started Little League. . .
    Tee-ball.”

  Little League, I repeated to myself. I didn’t know why it
    hurt so much to hear those two words. Sure I had a visitation schedule with my
    son—every other Saturday afternoon; every Tuesday evening for dinner. But it
    was never enough time together. Harrison, or Bear as I nicknamed him, was going
    on eight years old. Over the past four years Cain had become a dominant force
    in his life. All it took was half a boy’s life for my former partner to replace
    me as a stable parent. Suicide, successful or not, was not looked upon with a
    smile by the New York State family court system.

  “How’s he doing?” I asked.

  Cain sort of smirked, nodding over one shoulder and then the
    other, as if to suggest not bad, but not great. “Kids are awkward at that age,”
    he said. “But he’s having fun. I help with the coaching.” He looked at his
    watch.

  I took one last sip of the still too-hot coffee and set it
    back down on the booking desk. My hands felt like they were on fire. I lifted them
    up to my face and blew on them. That’s when I remembered the cuts and scrapes.
    Abruptly I shoved them back into my jacket pockets.

  “There’s a kill scene waiting for us,” my old partner said.

  I exhaled a breath. I just could not get it through my head
    that Scarlet was dead; just could not get over the nagging possibility that I
    might have had something to do with it.
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  It’s been nearly twelve years since my initial meeting with
    Jake.

  It was only my second night on the job without having to
    wear uniform blues. Cain and I had finally graduated to the level of Junior
    Detective. That night we were called in to participate on a drug surveillance
    op going down inside the Henry Johnson-assisted housing complex located in the
    south end of Albany’s no man’s land, not far out of view of the Hudson River.
    Or as some cops liked to refer to it, the “Garden of Evil.”

  Considering that this was our second full day on the job as
    J.D.s, we were ordered to meet up with then-Lieutenant Montana. He’d recently
    transferred from the Troy P.D. and was presently assisting a handful of F.B.I.
    inside the bed of one of those white unmarked command vans with black-tinted
    windows—the kind of van that just screams cop.

  I remember Cain dressed all in black—black sweater, black
    jeans and sneakers, gray eyes covered in narrow sunglasses. And me, dressed the
    same way. I remember our having to sit on low swivel chairs because you
    couldn’t possibly stand. We said not a single word while the big mustached Jake
    announced that throughout the op, all he expected of us was to stand back along
    the staked-out perimeter and “Observe, observe, observe!”

  Our target that early evening was a well-known drug dealer.
    A young man by the name of Cox, who was wanted on a three-hundred grand bench
    warrant for failure to appear in County Court. Seems he failed to answer to
    charges for the sale and possession of high-grade heroin and numerous automatic
    assault weapons, including an entire case of 7.62mm Soviet-made A.K.M.s.
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