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Chapter 1



It was sunrise in the City of Angels, another gritty, grimy, manic Monday, just like any other. At least, I figured it was sunrise in Los Angeles because the sun had been up for four hours here in the Bronx. I walked into the Penrose Building. “Oof!” I need to remember to use the door next time and made my way to my office on the fifth floor. Why the fifth floor, you might ask? Because have you ever heard of a hard-boiled detective having his office on the first floor, the penthouse? Invariably, the offices are on the third, fifth, or seventh floors. Always, the odd number. 

I entered my office, this time opening the door first, and prepared for another day of reading the newspaper and placing casual bets on the ponies. I don’t have enough money to make formal bets. It seems there wasn’t a big call for hard-boiled detectives in the Bronx, these days. The morning went by ever so slowly, and I was getting ready to head down to the deli on the corner and get a pastrami sandwich on rye. Pastrami belongs on rye. There was a knock on the door, and I said, “Come in.” The door opened ever so slowly, and in comes a babe that was a feast for the eyes.

“Are you Sam Foureyes?” She pointed at my name on the door. She was tall, with long, auburn hair that fell to her shoulders, and a figure that would make a supermodel jealous. Her A-line skirt stopped just above the knees of her exceptionally long, shapely legs, and she wore flats, more suitable for walking than high heels.

“At the risk of sounding glib, why else would I be here?”

She half smiled. “You could be the landlord, waiting to evict him. Or you could be a mark, here to snub him out, just waiting for him to come through the door.”

“Or I could just be Sam Foureyes,” I replied flatly. “In which case, how can I help you?”

“I’m sure, with your heavy caseload, that you’re terribly busy, but I’d like to hire you.” I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or genuine. “I need you to find somebody.”

“Well, you caught me on a good day.” I resisted the temptation to call her “sweetheart.” To Bogey-ish. “My rates are a thousand dollars a week, plus expenses. First week in advance, and if your case takes me less than a week, I’ll refund the difference.”

“You’re cheap,” she informed me.

“No, just frugal. Who was that you wanted me to look for, anyhow?”

“My father, Madison Cartwright III. He’s been missing for,” she shrugged, “almost two weeks now. We thought he was just being eccentric because he’s been known to do that. But I went up to his house last night, and the housekeeper handed me this.” She held out an envelope. “Go ahead and read it.”

I pulled the sheet of plain typing paper out of the envelope and unfolded it. Interesting. Her old man evidently still used a real typewriter. I read the typewritten page.

“My dearest Theadelinda,” I glanced up at her.

“My parents had a thing for unique names. My brother’s name was Bartolomeus. He and my mother were killed in a car crash when I was young. You can call me Thea.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Are there any other uniquely named relatives? She hesitated, then shook her head, and I continued reading.

“If you are reading this, something has gone wrong. Very wrong. Find a tough, hard-boiled detective. I think it’s a category in the Yellow Pages. Do not, in any way, shape, or form, go to the police. They’re in on it. I know it sounds paranoid, but trust no one but the right detective. His office will probably be on an odd-numbered floor of an obscure office building in Brooklyn or the Bronx. That’s where they hang out.

My proverbial “Achilles’ heel,” has always been you, particularly since your mother and brother were taken from us while you were so young. I’m enormously proud of what you have achieved for yourself since you graduated from that posh, and extremely expensive college for young women. You quickly moved beyond needing the trust fund monies that I had set up for you and made a name for yourself in your chosen profession. But the fund is still there, or it was, which is why I have to go away for a while. If I’m not back in a week you need to come looking for me, with the detective. Tell him to bring something heavier than a snub nose .38.

You’ll need to go west, to cities that begin with Las and Los. Not just Vegas and Angeles, but Cruces, Molinas, Alamosa, Osos, and so many more. In each of the right places, another clue will be left. If you leave it up to yourself, you’re going to be let down. You need to make the right choice; you won’t be left penniless.

If he can find the clues in this letter, you found the right man.

Your Glock is in the wall safe in my study.

Good Hunting!

All my love,

Daddy”

“So, are you the type of detective my father told me to look for?”

I scratched my nose, and lightly massaged my chin with my forefinger and thumb, as if considering her offer. The truth of the matter was that it’d been pretty quiet. Incredibly quiet in the detective business and I needed the chips. “I suppose that I am,” I told her. “The expenses on this are going to be pretty hefty. There’s going to be a lot of travel involved.”

“No worries. In addition to my own funds, I can still draw on the aforementioned trust fund. There is one qualification, however. If you don’t agree to it, we don’t have a deal.”

“And what might that qualification be?” I was fairly sure where this was headed.

“I’m going with you.”

“I can live with that,” I replied. “For now.” I said to myself. “First stop, your father’s place. Incidentally, does he have an office here in town?”

“He does, over in Manhattan, but we are closer to his place out on the Hamptons. Your choice which one we go to first.”

“Hamptons, it is.”

“What do you drive, Mr. Foureyes?” she asked, eyeing me like a cat that was about to eat the canary.

“A Ram pickup, why?”

“How’d you like to get behind the wheel of something a little more powerful?”

“What did you have in mind? My truck has a hemi.”

She laughed, an enchanting sound like I’ve heard Elven laughter described in the Gewellyn Chronicles. “Sweet,” she replied. “I drove the Maserati today.” She tossed me the keys to her car. I pulled on my Fedora, and we set off.








  
  
Chapter 2



In anything but a Maserati MC20, the drive from the Bronx to Southampton takes an hour and forty-five minutes in good traffic. Thea decided I was driving too slowly and took over before we were even out of Queens. We made it in an hour. I never knew that there was a special lane for vehicles that could travel faster than the speed of sound. Thea pulled in the circular driveway and let the sports car cool off. 

“What do you think, Mr. Detective?”

“That depends on whether you’re talking about the Maserati or your father’s house, both of which are very impressive. Don’t the troopers sort of frown on going twice the speed limit?”

She laughed. “They know me. Besides, they don’t have anything faster than this or my Ferrari.”

“There is an old saying in law enforcement, that you can outrun anything but a Motorola. That’s a radio in case you weren’t familiar.”

“I know what a Motorola is. The cops also know that they don’t want to run afoul of me. Besides, I don’t normally drive that fast unless I have a reason.”

“Well, aside from being extraordinarily wealthy, just what is it that you do for a living that makes them not want to run afoul of you?” My curiosity was piqued.

“I’m an adjunct district criminal court judge, and also an assistant prosecutor,” she said with a knowing smile. “Top of my class at Cornell Law. Anything else you want to know before we start working on the matters at hand?”

“Benign curiosity, are you married?” She laughed so hard I thought she was going to fall over. “What?” I queried. “Would you really want to be married to me; somebody like me?”

I made a face. “I’ve known you for all of two hours. I don’t have anything to judge on so far.”

“That’s a good, safe answer.” She nodded at the house. “Let’s go in and see what we can find, shall we?”

I’ve been in some gorgeous houses, and I’ve been in some big houses, and this house was bigger and more gorgeous than any I’d ever been in before. From the original oil paintings on the wall to the ornately carved staircase winding up the sides of the entry, this place was as classy and as gorgeous as the dame I was working for. “So, Sam, where should we start looking?”

“I presume your father has a study, and a library. Let’s start there,” I told her.

“Okey-Dokey, but I’m going to put on some work clothes. A-line skirts and silk blouses aren’t conducive to searching for evidence.” She started up the stairs and then looked back at me. “Come on, Sam. You’re not going to find anything standing slack-jawed in the foyer.” She cocked her head up the stairs. “Papa has three studies. Two of them are up here, and the other is in the guesthouse. You can start nosing around the main one while I get changed.” I followed her up the stairs to where they split into two hallways. She pointed in one direction. “Second door on the left, and there is a door in the study to his bedroom.” She pointed in the other direction. “My room is the third door on the right, in case you find anything of note., Ta-ta.” She sashayed down the hall towards her room.

Papa’s first study was exactly what I would expect from a multi billionaire. Oak, mahogany, and genuine leather. At first, I resisted the temptation, but then decided, ‘what the heck?’ I sat down in the plushest seat in the room and looked around. If this wasn’t the old man’s library, then the actual thing would probably rival the central library in Manhattan. (And we all know what’s underneath that.) My eyes were drawn to a painting of an earlier Madison Cartwright, perhaps number one or number two. The eyes seemed to follow me around the room, which was curious because I hadn’t moved. To test the theory, I rolled my chair across the front of the desk, and the eyes followed. I got up, went to the picture, and pulled the frame away from the wall. There was nothing there but the back of the picture. Interesting.

A noise behind me caused me to spin around. There was my employer, looking like a redhaired Angelina Jolie as Lara Croft in Tomb Raider, in cargo shorts and a tank top. All that was missing was a shoulder holster, and from what she had said earlier, that was going to complete the outfit soon. Thea looked at me curiously. “Do you like women, Sam?”

“That’s a silly question. I’m a hard-boiled gumshoe. Of course I like women, dames, broads, babes. What brought that question up?”

She raised one eyebrow. “I’ve given you no less than three invitations to follow me to my room, yet here you are in Papa’s study. I figure you’re either a monk, oriented in a different direction, shall we say, or you already have a girlfriend or wife.”

“As I already said, I like women just fine. Fair enough question, since I asked you if you are married, no, I don’t have a wife or girlfriend. And I am definitely not a monk. You’re my client, and I keep work and pleasure separate.” I pointed to the painting on the wall. “Besides, I think that dude is watching me.”

Thea laughed. “Oh, that’s just Great-Grandpa, Madison Cartwright I. Everybody gets the willies from that painting; everybody except my father, I guess. It’s something to do with the eyes.”

I nodded. “The eyes have it. Where is that safe your supposed to get your Glock out of?”

“It’s actually not behind a painting.” She walked over to a bookshelf and pulled three different volumes on different shelves halfway out. The entire bookshelf swung open revealing a room behind it. “Come in. I promise to not try and seduce you, at least while Great-Grandpa’s watching.” She flipped on the light switch as we entered the room, and I found that it was definitely not set up for seduction. Guns lined every wall. Lots of guns. Guns of every size shape and description. There seem to be entire cases dedicated to various models of Glock, Smith & Wesson, SIG, H&K, and Springfield, plus muskets, lever guns, shotguns, and a vast variety of machine guns. “Papa’s a collector,” Thea said lightly.

“I should say so,” I said slowly. “And which one of these is yours?”

She marched over to the Glock case and plucked a pistol out of the center. “This one. It’s a .380. Do you think I’m going to need a bigger gun?”

“Are you going to be suggestive through this entire case, or can we just deal with what we have to deal with?”

She rolled her eyes. “Have it your way, Sammy. I can be a lot of fun when I want to be.”

“I’m sure you can, Ms. Client. But that’s not what we’re here for. First question,” I said looking around me. “Is there any weapon missing? Something your father would consider a favorite?”

She looked around the room and then sauntered over to a case where one spot was empty. “Here,” she said softly, quite out of the demeanor I had come to know in the brief time we’ve been together. “His favorite; an Israeli IWI steel-framed Jericho 941 .45 caliber with extended magazine. He calls it a mini-Eagle. Sam, if he took the Jericho, he’s expecting trouble.”








  
  
Chapter 3



“I’ll drive.” 

“No, I’ll drive,” I insisted.

“You drive too slowly. I’ll drive!”

“You drive too fast. You’re paying me.”

“You’re making my point for me, Sam. I’ll drive,” Thea was equally insistent. “But I’ll let you pick the car. The Maserati and the Ferrari are a little garish, I’ll admit.”

“A bit,” I agreed. “What else do I have to choose from?”

“Anything in daddy’s barn.” She paused, as if thinking. “Anything but the Silver Ghost. That absolutely belongs to my father. The Rolls is as conservatively garish as the Mas is liberally. I’m going to go pack a bag. Should I bring a bikini?” I shrugged. She eyed me suggestively again. “I could always go without.”

“You do, and you’ll be going without me.”

“I thought you said you weren’t a prude?”

“I didn’t say, and I’m not a prude. You’re my client. I want to maintain a professional relationship.”

“How about your partner? I could be your partner instead of your client.”

“I’d still have to maintain a professional relationship with you.”

“I’ll stuff a couple of swimsuits in my pack with the rest of my clothes.” She sashayed back down the hallway, and I went out the door she had indicated to the barn. If there is such a thing as Nirvana, it had to be pretty close to this. Daddy, as she called him, had more toys than Carter has little liver pills. There were probably twenty high-end cars and SUVs in the massive garage, and a selection of motorcycles from Harley-Davidson to Vespa. As I walked down the aisle, my eye hit on something almost as beautiful as Thea, a dark green metallic Bentley Bentayga Mulliner SUV. Thea appeared back at the door of the garage, now wearing a crop top and with her cargo shorts. “Did you find something you like?” her words dripping like honey. “Bring the keys to the Bentley,” I called back.

“Which one? Bentleys are my father’s favorites. He has four.” Thinking quickly, I popped the hatch on the back. “The one with all the flyfishing stuff in the back end!” I replied.

“Okay,” she answered. “But, if you’re going fishing, I’m definitely bringing my bikinis so I can lounge by the pool sipping Mai-Tais.”

“Works for me,” I responded. Thea probably wished I was looking at her with as much lust as the handcrafted fly rod I currently had in my hand. Maybe she would work a swap in exchange for my fees. Or maybe I really did need a partner. One whose daddy had a Bentley flyfishing edition.

“I’ll let you drive through the city and into Jersey,” Thea said as she tossed me the keys to the Bentley. “Just stop at Sawbucks so we can get some coffee.”

“Don’t do Sawbucks. Don’t care for their coffee and I don’t like the way they treat veterans or first responders. Besides, Quick Trip has better coffee all around. We’ll swing by my office. I have some Anglers Coffee Company Rainbow Trout Blend. You’ll like it, I promise. Maybe grab a bag of Lewis and Clark Northwest Passage from Frontier Coffee while we’re at it.”

“I like my coffee like,” she started.

“Let me guess, like your men. Tall, dark, and rich.”

“You’d be wrong again, flatfoot. Tall, yes, but I’ll take cream and sweetener in the morning and black after noon.”

“Works for me.” I pulled into the Quick Trip and got us two large coffees to go, filling four of the thermoses from the Bentley’s coffee bar in the process. We grabbed some beans from my place, and we were on our way.

I have to tell you; I don’t think I ever have enjoyed the ride through NYC over the Triborough and across the GW bridge as much as in that Bentley. I mean, I like my pickup truck, but everything about this car was a delight. Thea surprised me by picking some Reba McIntyre on the satellite radio and we sailed through the Big Apple to the tunes of the girl from Oklahoma. I stayed a respectable five miles above the limit and my client seemed happy. We settled down to find the first clue. First destination, Lost Creek, Pennsylvania. It began with an LOS, and it’s on the way.

Thea had let me drive the entire four hours to Lost Creek, a tiny little burg just down the road from Shenandoah. I knew the area; my granddad worked the Gilberton mine just a few miles south of there, and I’d read a story about that same mine and an Irish assassin who’d helped the town constable rid the world of the Ripper, but that’s another story for another time. I don’t know why Theadelinda said she wanted to drive. She spent most of her time glued to her cell phone and complaining about the intermittent service in the Pennsylvania mountains. I was glad she wasn’t behind the wheel when we were going through Dutch country. Just the thought of her coming up behind the horse and buggy scared those bejeebers out of me. Nobody knows what bejeebers are, but they do scare easily.

“Hey!” Thea looked up and took in her surroundings. “I know where we are. This is the place my grandpa was born.”

“Really? How do you even know where we are? You haven’t looked up from that thing since Scranton.” She gave me a rueful expression and appeared to be on the verge of giving me an obscene gesture, but thought better of it. “Yes, flatfoot, I know where we are. We just went through Shenandoah, Pennsylvania, home of Madison Cartwright I, my great-grandfather.”

“You mean the dude with the eyes in your dad’s study?” She nodded. “Okay, so if old Madison I lived in Shenandoah, how did your grandfather happen to be born in Lost Creek?”

“I’m not as dumb as you think I am, Sam Foureyes. They were renovating their house in Shenandoah, and rented, or foreclosed on, more than likely, a place here in Lost Creek.” We had slowed down to the speed limit as we drove through the little hamlet. “In fact, I think that may have been the house, but I’m not sure.” She pointed to a green and white clapboard two-story house that had seen better days.

“You have a law degree, and you’re an ADA. No, Thea, I don’t think you’re dumb. I’m not sure yet what your game is, and I’m not sure if you’re playing me, but you’re not dumb. No way.”

“And if I’m really attracted to you?” I shook my head. “Another notch on your proverbial belt. Dames like you don’t fall for guys like me. It’s not how this world works. A week, a month? Then you move on. Some other handsome stud will catch your eye and you’ll be gone.”

She gave me an extremely critical once over. “What are you, in touch with your feminine side? You sound more like a girlfriend than a guy. Whine, whine, whine.”

“You’re just not used to guys who don’t flip head over heels for you the first time you bat your eyelashes at them.”

“And you’re just playing hard to get. We’ll see how long that lasts.”

“Yeah, that’s it. We’ll see.” Inside, that one part of my brain kept telling me, “This gal is almost throwing herself at you, Foureyes. Take her up on it.” But the other part of my brain kept screaming, “NO! No! No!” Silly brain. “So, where do you think we should look for clues here in Lost Creek?”

Thea looked around and then pointed. “There’s a post office over there. Maybe somebody remembers my family.”

“As good a place as any to start.” We parked the car and went into the little post office. A lady bustled up to the counter and asked if she could help us.

“My name is Theadelinda Cartwright. I believe my grandpa was born in the house at the end of the road here, and I wondered if you knew if any of our family was still around?”

“Hmmm,” the woman intoned. “Cartwright? Cartwright? Hmmm. No, I don’t think any of your folks are still here. Your granddad, he was a banker in Shenandoah, right?”

“Yes, he was.”

“Well, obviously, I wasn’t around back then, but if you want to come back tomorrow, I can ask around and see if any of our seniors know any of your kin.”

Thea flashed her best award-winning smile. “Why, thank you. That would be wonderful. Say around this time tomorrow?”

“That would be fine,” the postmistress agreed.

“And can you recommend anywhere nice for my friend,” she said, indicating me, “and I to stay the night?”

The woman eyed me like I was leftover bacon grease. “There are some nice places along the interstate in Frackville. I’m sure you can find a couple of rooms there,” she added, with emphasis on “couple.” Thea smiled again and thanked her. We were on our way out and the woman called after us. “Excuse me, sir?” We both looked back. “Are you perhaps a detective?”

“What gave it away? The trenchcoat or the Fedora?”

She glanced at my hat and then shook her head. “Oh, that. No. I have a general delivery letter here for the detective from the Bronx. That’s in New York City, you know.”

“Yes ma’am, I know. Brooklyn born and raised.” I pulled out and flashed my creds. “New York State Licensed Private Investigator. This must be for you,” she said and handed me a thick envelope.

“Thank you. We’ll visit with you again tomorrow.”

Outside, Thea and I looked at the envelope before I opened it. The letters L-O-S were all that made up the return address. “What’s in it?” Thea asked.

“I haven’t opened it. I don’t know yet.”

“Geez. No need to get so testy. I just asked.”

“Suppose we sit in the car and open it there.” She nodded. We sat down in the Bentley and tore open the end of the envelope. I pulled out a roadmap of the United States, with a Post-it note on it saying, “Ask about the family. However, if you visit every little hamlet and town with a LOS in it, you won’t make it to the main course in this lifetime. Open the map and follow the road west.” I unfolded the map part way and found the road leading west was highlighted.

“So, what do you want to do now?”

“The lady in the post office said to come back tomorrow around this time, so let’s go check into the hotel. You can go fishing if you want. I’m going to put on my bikini and lounge by the pool.”

“The pool is indoors. You not going to get to work on your tan.” Thea made a face. “You could always go fishing with me. I saw one of the rod cases in the back had the initials T. A. C. On it. I assume that’s you.”

“It is. Theadelinda Anastasia Cartwright.” She brightened. “Do I hear Mr. Heart of Stone allowing for some personal interaction with his client?”

“Don’t let it go to your head. It’s just fishing.”








