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DEDICATIONS

This book is dedicated to my Parents and Grandparents


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Just a quick note to my readers: I was excited to write this novel, because the idea came to me one day when I was personally waiting on a gift—cologne, as it turned out—from a friend, and that waiting period set the stage for the opening of Shattered Lung, and ultimately allowed the rest of the story to unfold. I just love it when a personal experience leads to an idea, and even later to inspired words on a page.

I also wanted to mention that I used York, PA, my hometown, for the setting, but took the liberty to insert fictional companies and red-light cameras—or automated law enforcement—as needed to accommodate the scenes.

I hope you enjoy.

 

Thanks for your support.

—Josh


PART ONE


PROLOGUE

THE SCENT

The scent of the last bottle had been a nice one. In fact, when breathed in, it exuded multiple aromas—like a glass of aged wine—Dr. William Bernard allowed to linger, assessed, and savored every chance he could.

The bottle of cologne had come in a well-crafted, well-designed box bathed in the scent, too. The substance poured into a branded vial within, hand made and customized by his friend. Definitely a plus.

What was it now, Bernard thought aloud. “Lemon and spice?” Yes. That was right. It was a mix of elements. A blend of notes.

He stopped by the bathroom, before the mirror-cabinet, in which the bottle resided. There on the second shelf next to the dropper he used to dribble the scent on his skin.

Bernard lightly tugged at the mirror, pulling it from its magnetic lock and open towards him. With care, he reached for the bottle, removed it, and brought it close to his face, under his nose, inhaling the emanating odors that had also left a subtle yet permanent trace behind.

There was something about soaking up an aroma associated with the past—connecting to ties with old acquaintances, old places, old life events. It brought back memories. Made him reflective.

He found himself looking back on his years in the medical field more and more often, now that he was retired. For so long, he had worked tirelessly to establish and maintain his credibility, to keep up with the never-ending needs of the sickly, and in so doing had sacrificed the time to enjoy his victories. Whether it was a slow day at the hospital, an intriguing conversation with colleagues, a kind word from a patient, or an unusual yet striking odor in the ER hallway, trivial as it might seem, he tried to remember what he had missed, and recognize the small things.

After a few introspective moments, Dr. Bernard placed the bottle of lemon and spice cologne back on the second rack next to the dropper, and exited the bathroom. The mailman would be here shortly with a new scent to ponder.

Bernard wasn’t a fragrance expert by any means, yet he eagerly anticipated the arrival of the next bottle. Over the past year, he had acquired an appreciation for the art of perfumery, as he and his friend talked on the phone about cologne derivatives and components, and the general craft of making scents.

He sat on the couch, and waited.

 

A waft of lemon and spice floated down the hallway, and reached Bernard soon after. Curled up and nostalgic on the couch, the doctor took a deep breath and drifted back to an earlier time, to a nice memory that occupied him for a while.

He became engrossed by images of his afternoon lunches in the outdoor, hospital courtyard during the fall season. Brisk though it was, it had always been a welcome respite when he was up to his neck in patient care.

The loud knock at the door roused him from his reflections. Jarred him back to the present. Was it the mailman?

His heart rate quickened with excitement as he surmised the possibility. It happened every time he expected something other than utility bill reminders or promotional coupon booklets.

Normally, the mailman would drop off his packages outside the door, knock to announce the drop off, and then quietly leave. In this case, the man would have to sign papers for the delivery before the escape.

And, sure enough, when Dr. Bernard got up and opened the door, the mailman handed over a sign off sheet, followed by the small package, which he could already tell had a special scent of its own.

The new scent was a departure. Instead of rotating between a citrusy freshness and a musky tinge every few minutes or so, it was a lighter, velvety fragrance that clung to the air a little longer.

His friend hadn’t filled a flask this time, either. He decided the scent would envelope a translucent, cylindrical, spray bottle that showcased a warm, orange-red pigment as well.

After putting the excess remains of the packaging in the trash, the doctor pulled his prize from its box, picked up his new spray bottle, and spritzed a sample of the contents above him. He felt the scented particles fall over him like a wet, outdoor mist.

Convinced, Dr. Bernard concluded his friend had a knack for perfumery, and with pride placed the spray bottle next to the other fragrance sent him.

 

It was nearly time for dinner. About an hour had passed, and an entirely different scent—that of food—now permeated the air.

Moving about the kitchen, in and around the food scent, Dr. Bernard admitted to himself that his friend’s new fragrance blew the current aroma out of the water.

He went back and forth in his mind, also, about what and where he really wanted to eat. It was always a debate; he could scrap the frozen meal, order out, or walk across the street to a fast food joint, for that matter.

Single and older, he would normally eat out; would endure the scents that came with the territory. Tonight, however, he stayed home. It smelled better, and he didn’t have to prepare a whole lot to appease his appetite. One fork. One spoon. One microwaved dinner. And a seat at the table.

He was famished, but otherwise felt alright. A bit tired, but nothing out of the ordinary. Or so he believed. After a quick bite, he thought, I should be good.

Once situated—fork in hand and meal before him—the doctor scrambled the dish and leaned forward to take a mouthful. But that’s when the first drop of blood fell from his nose and splashed onto the tabletop.

 

At first he thought nothing of it. But that initial drop of blood would not be contained—despite immediate efforts to tighten the bridge of his nose and achieve coagulation—and was one of numerous beads to follow and stain the eating area.

Had the ordeal stopped there, a warmed-up meal interrupted by a random albeit messy bloody nose, perhaps due to temperature fluctuation or one of his many consumed medications, Dr. Bernard wouldn’t have considered it again.

He wouldn’t have debated whether he was having an allergic reaction, whether he was experiencing an adverse side effect, or if it was simply a symptom of a missed diagnosis.

The nosebleed, however, persisted, and preceded a litany of unusual physical responses that made him say, “Something is wrong here.” And then wonder what exactly was happening to him.

Suddenly, the fork dropped from his hand, bouncing off the wood with a platinum ping. He looked to the table, and then at his hand, perplexed. All his fingers, palm included, had fallen asleep. The numbness wouldn’t cease. In fact, it seemed to grow more intense, and spread to his lower extremities.

Even as he attempted to move about—to defeat the power of suggestion and regain normal sensation—a metallic taste filled his mouth, and he was overwhelmed by what felt like an unquenchable thirst.

With haste, Bernard gulped down several bottles of water to quell his thirst, to no avail. In his misery, the doctor noticed a more disturbing phenomenon: his mouth and throat—despite exposure to wet and moisture—remained dry, saliva-free, and it aggravated his consumption efforts.

He swallowed with difficulty, only successfully managing to down part of the meal after several tries. Like a pile of rocks, the food just lingered inside him, failing to mollify his hunger. Cramping and nausea forced him to leave the table and run to the sink, where he barely made it in time to wretch.

His eyes felt like they were bulging. A tension headache had emerged on his way to the kitchen, grown with each gag reflex, and crescendoed as he finished tossing his cookies.

Pain and exhaustion weakened Dr. Bernard to near-delirium, and on his way to the bathroom for the third time that day he swooned, knees buckling beneath him. He bounced off the closet door handle along the right wall, and collapsed, landing on his back.

Numerous scents encircled him on the ground. Thoroughly enveloped, his throat was tight and scratchy. His head throbbed. His chest hurt. His breathing was labored. And his stomach ached.

Lying there, in his final moments, Dr. Bernard could tell his organs had failed him. Eyes rolling back, Death closed in on him. Time was up, and his life slipped away. His last wheezy breath smelled of garlic.
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LOOKING UP

I placed my cell phone back on my dining room table, a grin still plastered on my face. Content, I sucked in a deep breath and blew out, releasing a lung full. Things were looking up. Another design job had fallen onto my lap, and my client-to-be just confirmed he, in fact, needed my help for a sizable fee.

I pulled out a chair from the table and took a seat, folding my left leg over my right, intent on enjoying the notion of an acquired, paid task for a few moments.

It satisfied me I was now reaping the rewards of early rapport building with my clients. For so long it had seemed I invested hours and hours to help establish mutual trust and foster respect without any guarantee I’d design for them again, but did so motivated by an intrinsic hope I continually had to re-visit.

As I finished up the past year’s projects and prepared to face the challenges of the year to come, I was surprised by call after call from these same clients, presented with design opportunity after design opportunity—ranging from corporate logos to promotional booklets to wedding invitations—that, to an extent, helped me plan my own life and assist in the plan development of others.

As long as I was celebrating my success, I decided to top it off with some ice cream. It was a valid justification, right? Rising from my seat, I walked over to and pulled a pint of Cherry Garcia from the nearby freezer, and a spoon from the drawer. Before I again situated myself at the table, I dug in.

 

Another thing I remembered over dessert was the past week I’d lived without seizures. My uncontrolled condition, epilepsy, rarely afforded me the opportunity to live without some kind of sensory interruption in my eyes, or nausea in my gut, without a nearly immediate fall that almost always led to injury or turned into a public spectacle.

But, of late, things had been better. I had been able to view and walk in the world as everyone else did. Which was something to smile about, I concluded. The only thing I could guess was the design work that had originally seemed to go unnoticed and had stressed me sub-consciously diminished some, a temporary calm finally inside me.

If the past was a reliable source, I’d likely have a cluster of generalized seizures in a week or so, but until then I’d enjoy my treat. The sugar in the ice cream probably didn’t do me any favors, but I just enjoyed it too much.

I knew life was already complicated, and in time would only grow more so.

 

Three months earlier, my long-time friend, Jamie Sillinger, had contacted me, requesting I assist him with a new business venture. He had pursued and completed training in perfumery, was certified, and utilized his new skills, perfecting his own line of products—a variety of masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral fragrances—to put out there in the market and accrue passive income.

My role in the venture was pretty straightforward. I would start developing a corporate identity for Jamie, and then move onto labeling, packaging, and the marketing of his line.

It seemed like a reasonable project. I didn’t have to worry about the front end of a typical freelance job: the rapport building, the contract, or the trust factor. My friend’s loyalty was tried and true. That was established.

And all I had to do was employ my own skill set: had to use my fine art savvy, apply my design sense, and explore multiple creative options in the process.

I’d say the biggest thing I repeatedly had to remind myself of was to work hard, but not too hard. In every instance, I had a tendency to push ahead in excess, always coming close to wearing myself out.

But, honestly, Jamie was the one who had to make the venture work. He had to concoct and duplicate his different fragrances on a timely and consistent basis, in his makeshift laboratory at home. That would be a feat within itself.

The side project seemed to go off without a hitch. Until the call that changed everything.

 

The next phone call quickly brought me back down to earth. I had been able to soak in my success for a bit, to relish seizure-free living and the incredible ice cream flavor, but the familiar and worried voice of Jamie, on the other end of the line, was enough to pull anybody off their high.

“What’s the matter, bub?” I asked Jamie, holding the phone in one hand, while throwing out my ice cream container with the other.

It really was uncharacteristic of my buddy to get worked up without a reason. He was emotional, for sure, but usually rational when it was all said and done.

I heard him sigh into the receiver, a mix of static and hot air clouding my end. I withdrew the phone from my ear until he at last answered my question.

“They say Dr. Bernard’s dead.” Jamie sniffed. “Dead!”

The news hit me hard, too—like a punch that for a moment made me pause.

“That older friend of yours,” I clarified, just to be sure.

“Yes. That’s right.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Jamie,” I offered. “Are you ok?”

“That’s just it, Remi,” he blurted. “Physically I’m fine. But it’s everything else!”

“Everything else,” I repeated, unsure what to make of it. How was I to know what that meant? “Could you be more specific?”

“They’re saying he’s dead because of me!” my friend yelled in horror.

“It’s not true, is it?”

“Of course not!” exclaimed Jamie. “How could you ask that?”

I didn’t reply to his last question. I then said, “How could they make such a bold claim?”

“I don’t know.”

“And who exactly are ‘they’?” I added. “You keep saying ‘they’.”

I had a feeling he was referring to some form of law enforcement. Perhaps the police. But at that point, it was only an educated guess.

“Bottom line, Remi,” he said, ignoring my inquiry, desperation evident in his trembling voice. “I need your help.”
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SEE THRU

When Officer Winston of the York County Police Department went to York County Prison for aiding and abetting in a fraud and money-laundering scheme between the homeless shelter, the HUNGER HOUSE, and the mayor’s office nearly two years ago, private eye Lincoln Harris of independent detective firm, See Thru, Inc., was brought on full-time to look into select crimes in which the city only wanted indirect involvement.

See Thru, Inc. was run out of Harris’s home attic in the small, PA borough of Yoe, and was basically comprised of three people: Lincoln, his brother, Dirk, and his secretary and sister-in-law, Dakota. And, sometimes, Dakota’s snooty poodle terrier.

Lincoln sealed his firm’s position on the day he publicly read Mayor William Savage his Miranda Rights at the Heritage Hills golf course, cuffed him, and walked him off the final green and to the back of his silver Caddy. Lincoln was appointed by the interim mayor shortly after.

Lincoln embraced the federal agent stereotype most people pinned on him. He was tall, he did wear the dark suit, he did hide behind the black sunglasses, and he spoke as little as possible. His persona bled authority everywhere he went, especially when he took charge of a crime scene.

In public, Lincoln boasted his image was a direct reflection of his company and its mission to pinpoint and pursue the bad guy. Some bought it. Others not so much.

Appearance and perception only helped to a certain degree. He had to adjust his persona and approach to his assignments. They required expert methodology and extensive data collection up front, and persistent follow through later on. From what he could tell, they all were difficult yet solvable cases.

 

The morning prior, Lincoln had left See Thru, Inc. headquarters, and driven to Red Lion, intent on moving ahead on a recent assignment, in his opinion an inventive case of cold-blooded poisoning, and an incident the county would again want to avoid.

This character, Jamie Sillinger, was either naturally evasive, or purposely cunning. Lincoln hadn’t yet decided. On the phone, reaching a conversation with him was like pulling teeth. At his home in Red Lion, Jamie argued innocence. Even went so far as to claim a love for perfumery and gift giving, that he made a fragrance as he usually did, and sent it out to his friend—plain and simple.

Lincoln hoped an on-site visit would yield better results, although he didn’t expect them. He didn’t buy the story—refused to believe it—despite the fact Sillinger didn’t sway from his tale. After some aggressive prodding, Lincoln knew if he didn’t scare this guy, he’d likely walk out empty-handed. So he told Sillinger it’d be in his best interest to stay put.

That seemed to work. The investigator hit a fearful chord. Jamie’s mood shifted from one of confidence to one of vulnerable uncertainty. The change in state preceded a whole host of emotional denials that might have been perceived as innocence or guilt. He paced back and forth in the kitchen, approaching tears, ranting and raving.

Lincoln wasn’t satisfied with the response, but he had touched a nerve. And he had bought more time. That’s all it takes, he thought.

Once more, before leaving the house, Lincoln said, “Again, I’d stay nearby if I were you.”
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LOOKING BACK

Junior was twelve when his father left their home for good. Looking back on it, he had been pretty devastated at the time, but he hadn’t really been caught off guard. He was young, but highly perceptive, and it was nearly impossible to overlook the change of mood in his household.

From the start—based on stories and memories—his mother and father seemed to have that inescapable connection, the increasingly idealistic, loving relationship you only ever saw in movies. And by watching closely, you could tell it was real—the kissing, the hugging, the general satisfaction that washed over them both while in each other’s presence. Junior’s best friend, Axel, had always agreed.

The love his parents shared laid the groundwork for a relatively stress-free and stable place for Junior to live, grow, and transition towards young adulthood. And as far as Junior could tell, he had done that. Until the day his parents’ relationship started to break at the seam. Until the mood turned sour.

Junior was also extremely self-aware for his age. And he knew, like many young adults without siblings, he had a tendency to side with one parent over the other, depending on the topic, as new issues arose day to day.

The times he had previously jumped ship, siding with one parent over the other and vice-versa, had initially been sparse in number and dealt with light topics like what sweets should be avoided, and what was his proper sleep apparel. But with the shift in mood, he noticed his parents argued more and more, and did so over silly things he had no desire to side with, things even he thought were juvenile in his youth.

At night, before he slept, he pondered what was really at the heart of his parents’ arguments. Surely it couldn’t be they were falling out of love because his room was too messy or because mother was irritable.
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