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Enigma


 

The little man in the expensive suit sneered as if I should have known what brand he wore and wilted before its awesome power. Armani? Versace? Burberry? I had no idea, and it didn’t matter to me that I wasn’t current on suits likely to cost more than my monthly mortgage.

His sneer had come from a designer collection, too. Men more generous than I am might have imagined he’d meant his lip movement as a smile that had come out deformed, but every time his lip curled, his aura came up spiky and dark. No, it was a sneer.

He was not happy to be in my office. In fact, he’d walked in carrying some kind of grudge. Since I’d never met him before, I figured his issue wasn’t mine to fix until he shared. I let him stew.

He leaned forward and snapped his business card on the middle of my desk like it was an ace of trump. “My client wants you to find his son’s blackmailer.”

I picked up the business card and studied it, although I already knew what it said. Andrew Kommen, Managing Partner, Stelnach, Kommen and Breyer. On the phone, his assistant had spoken the name with outright reverence, expecting I’d be awed or at the very least grateful for this visitation.

I pulled one of my own cards from the desk drawer. It said Rhys (Russ) Morgan, Investigations and listed my license number, address, and phone number below my name in a perfectly professional manner. Granted, it wasn’t embossed on the same quality stock as Mr. Kommen’s, but I offered it to him anyway, the second half of the business card minuet. When he smiled, thin lipped, and didn’t take it, I smiled back and placed it gently on the desk in front of him.

He gazed at it for a second, just long enough to let me know touching it was beneath him. I had to hand it to him—his sense of nuance and timing was impeccable. I tried to imagine him doing stand-up comedy. It didn’t work.

According to reputation, Andrew Kommen’s firm had enough money to hire every detective in the city for a whole year and still never think of cutting back on the Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee beans in the general staff room. But here was the managing partner, sitting opposite me in my modest too-close-to-Colfax-Avenue office, slumming.

“I’m a little surprised you’ve come to me,” I said. “We don’t usually travel in the same circles.”

“Believe me, you were not my first choice.”

He didn’t like me, and I didn’t like him. That made us even. “Who’s your client?”

“Until you sign this nondisclosure agreement, there will be no names.” He lifted an attaché case too sleek to be made anywhere but Italy onto the desk and popped it open. Out came two documents, which he pushed across to me.

I read far enough to learn they would ruin me if I breathed a word about this case to anyone but an authorized representative of the firm or its client. Recovery of fees, punitive damages, etc., etc. I stopped before getting to the paragraph stipulating grievous bodily harm if I divulged any information, but I’m sure it was in there somewhere.

I looked up. “You guys play hardball.”

“I’m so glad that registered with you. It would be unfortunate for you if that were to slip your mind. Ever.” He smiled again, this time showing teeth. “On the other hand, we will pay you well for your services. Very, very well.”

“There are limits to what I can keep confidential with the police, for example. I won’t violate those.”

“Of course.” Kommen shrugged, a tiny gesture dismissing a tiny concern. “You will receive no harassment from the police in this matter, I can assure you.”

That smelled bad. I shifted my focus to check his aura. Calm and probably quite clear for him. At the very least, he believed what he was saying to be true. I watched him for more clues but didn’t see any.

Could he and his firm work their connections with the police to deliver on that promise? If so, did I really want to do business with a lawyer who could pull strings like that? I wasn’t eager. I gave him another chance to change his mind. “Surely your firm could do better than hiring me for what is obviously a very sensitive case involving very sensitive people.”

“Yes.”

I had rarely heard that word so carefully filled with insult yet so calmly delivered. It was the perfect smackdown. I couldn’t help smiling in admiration. “Nice. But?”

“You’re a known homosexual, with knowledge of homosexual activists.” This time the disapproval was front and center. “We believe vengeful homosexuals are behind this attack on my client and his family. This matter requires extensive knowledge of your…subculture.”

Got it. Sub, as in lower than. I struggled not to laugh. “I see.” I imagined several generic scenarios, all involving the gay son of some prominent figure. I already knew whose side I was on. I reached for the nondisclosure agreement.

“Well, I think I’d like to help your client’s son.”

“He’s not the one who’s important,” Kommen snapped. “Your job is to help my client. The rest of the family’s affairs are none of your business.”

I studied the man across from me with a sudden twinge of pity. He looked even smaller now—pinched and dried out. Mean and empty.

“I think we both know you may not be able to control the scope of the investigation like that, so please don’t pretend.” I signed both copies, and he signed for his firm and his mysterious client.

Then he pulled out the letter of engagement, check attached. “Your base salary will be $7,000 a week plus expenses for which you will provide receipts. My client wants this matter finished expeditiously. If you solve the case within four weeks of engagement, you will receive a $25,000 bonus. Payment in the method of your choice.”

My pride thought he put just a little too much emphasis on the if. “Before I sign anything else, you need to brief me on the nature of the assignment. Otherwise, we’re finished already.”

He stared at me for a minute. I stared back, prepared to wait him out. He was in my office, after all, and he’d already made it clear he didn’t enjoy slumming with known homosexuals who might even know a vengeful activist or two. Me, I was perfectly comfortable. I often dealt with jerks.

“Your client will be Stelnach, Kommen and Breyer, Mr. Morgan. Our client,” he said as if giving me far more than I deserved, “is Reverend Howard Richardson. It is likely you will never meet him or speak with him. All your communication concerning this matter will be directly with me. Under no circumstance are you to initiate contact with Reverend Richardson or any of his family. Is that clear?”

I nodded. I appreciated that Richardson would want to keep as far as possible from an investigation of blackmail against his gay son. At least, I assumed his son was gay. Even before Proposition 2, Richardson had been a powerful figure in every anti-gay political pushback in Colorado as well as nationally.

Oh, the irony. A high-profile family values advocate with the very abomination he sought to eradicate lurking in his own household.

“And he wants to keep his family aberration a secret?”

“Oh, no.” Kommen looked way too pleased at my wrong guess, as if it confirmed my inadequacy. “He made no secret of his son’s illness.”

He leaned forward, apparently to drive home the point. “In 1993, when James first admitted to his father that he was afflicted with homosexual desires, the Reverend enrolled James in a therapeutic program. He hid nothing from anyone. Indeed, he called to his congregation to pray for his son’s victory over darkness.”

My stomach lurched. Reparative therapy. The devil’s work if ever there was a devil. I kept my face neutral. “And how old was James then?”

“Seventeen. Committing him to the rescue program was perfectly legal.”

“I have no doubt.” I stuffed my nausea, deciding I wanted more than ever to help James to recover from his father’s abuse, although I didn’t know if I had the skills for that. I could read auras, but I’d never tried to heal them. “So what then?”

“He was transformed. His father declared it a miracle. James joined his father in ministry, although not in a political way. He now supervises a number of successful educational and outreach programs for the church as well as the publishing operation.”

The story was way too tidy. “Let me guess. James married, and they’ve got two children.”

“Three.” Kommen’s smirk made his whole face quiver. “They’re very happy.”

“But it’s not all harmony and light in paradise, is it?” I wasn’t asking a question.

“About two months ago, threatening letters from someone calling himself Enigma began showing up. In very disturbing ways.”

I wanted to make sure I understood. “You’re saying that the way the letters arrived was disturbing, in addition to their threatening content?”

Kommen shook his head. “First, the letter of engagement,” he said pointing to the paper on my desk. I signed. He signed. He put his copy in his attaché case and snapped the latches.

“The Enigma letters are in our keeping. Come to our offices tomorrow at nine, and you can examine them. You may make copies, but the originals remain in our custody.”

Kommen stood, and I followed suit. I offered my hand, which he shook for less than a second. I retrieved my spurned business card from the desktop and watched him leave. The documents from my new best friend went in the safe, and I stared out the window at Pearl Street, taking my time to decide where to have lunch. I like taking my time with important decisions. At fifty, I figure I’ve earned the right.

*

The next morning at ten minutes to nine, I entered the hushed LoDo palace of glass, metal, thick gray carpet, and perfect understatement that was Stelnach, Kommen and Breyer.

The sleek receptionist behind the minimalist desk asked me to make myself comfortable, which I did, and looked around. Original artwork lined the foyer walls, western and mountain themes. Regional Estes Park gallery stuff, but top-end.

At 9:01, an adorable young man with scrubbed-pink cheeks, sandy hair, and elfin green eyes appeared and introduced himself as Colin Stewart, one of Mr. Kommen’s assistants. On his invitation, I followed him down the hall.

I couldn’t help admiring the way he walked. Sweet butt of youth, I thought, apologizing half-heartedly to Tennessee Williams. I was pretty sure Mr. Williams would have enjoyed the view, too. Colin ushered me through a glass door set in a floor-to-ceiling glass wall and into a small conference room furnished with laminated-wood-grain furniture. He sat me down and handed me the folio of letters.

“I’m going to have questions,” I said opening the folio, wishing I wasn’t curious whether Colin was gay. He was a quarter century younger than I was. “Are you the one to answer them?”

He sat down across from me, polite and sweetly enthusiastic. “That’s what I’m here for. Mr. Kommen briefed me for it.”

I looked at his aura, full of genuine goodwill and inexperience. He’d do his best.

Still, as sincere as he might be, Colin was another layer of insulation holding me at distance from those who had direct knowledge of these events. That annoyed me and stirred shadows of self-doubt. I relied on my psychic contact with people who had firsthand knowledge or experience. Without that, I was traveling blind.

There were four letters in all. Not really letters—poetry. None of them contained a specific threat or clear demand. Maybe they were coded so only the Richardsons would understand them.

I knew the physical messages had been handled by a lot of different people, but I held them for a moment hoping I could connect with their origin. It took a while, but I got something. Rage. The kind of fury that can lead to serious harm. The danger was real. That was a good start.

“Mr. Morgan, are you okay?” Colin Stewart’s voice pulled me back. “Do you want a glass of water or something?” I looked up. He hovered, half out of his chair.

“Hm? No, I’m fine. I was just thinking. Sometimes I go far away when I think.”

“Sure. Of course.” Colin’s puckish grin showed slightly uneven teeth. He sat back down, looking eager again, all worry erased. “All the time you need.”

“Your boss mentioned that somehow these letters are intended to blackmail James Richardson. How did he come to that conclusion?”

“Well,” Colin said, blushing, “they’re poems. Mr. Kommen thinks they’re from an old lover of Rev. Richardson’s son.”

“On the assumption that if they’re poems, this must be about James Richardson’s gay experiences. Because poetry is just so gay.” I shook my head, disgusted by Kommen’s knee-jerk analysis. That wasn’t analysis, I corrected myself. It was mere prejudice.

Colin had referred to James as Rev. Richardson’s son, and so had Kommen. Was that who James Richardson was to these people, even though now in 2009 he was a thirty-three-year-old husband, father of three, and a successful businessman? Maybe he was little more than a potential chink in Rev. Richardson’s armor to them.

I spread the letters on the table and scowled at Colin. “Why would an old lover wait sixteen years to send him poems?”

Colin looked uncertain. “It’s a long time to wait, isn’t it?”

“I know I wouldn’t wait that long. Unless something happened only recently to open an old wound.” I looked at the first one again. Laser printer, black ink, standard size Times New Roman. Nothing unusual except it was 24-weight paper. Enigma liked nice paper.

April Fool’s Day, 2009—but you can’t fool God!

This is The Cross of Changes

There followed several lines of free verse, part New Age vision, part Delphic warning, talking about universal justice. Signed Enigma.

It didn’t sound like something from an old lover to me. It felt more like an allusion to wrongdoing. Illegal money? Sexual harassment or maybe an affair? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in the history of church leaders.

“Do we have any input from the Richardsons about the letters?”

“Not that I know of. Mr. Kommen just said they were really bad poems.”

“That’s it?” I looked up at him, amazed. “You’ve had these things for weeks and no one thought to find out more about them?” Colin squirmed but kept silent.

“C’mon. Let’s find a terminal.”

Colin logged me into the library computer and sat in an adjacent chair, holding the letters. I found Google, pecked in “This is the Cross of Changes” and hit return. A page of links to lyrics for a song called “The Cross of Changes.” By a group called Enigma. A few more clicks. The album was The Cross of Changes, released in 1993, the very year young James Richardson had been sent away to be cured of his deviant lust.

I pointed to the screen. “You think that might be relevant, Colin?”

The poor kid flushed scarlet as he read. He looked down at the letters in his lap. He had nice eyelashes. He was almost certainly straight, and even if he wasn’t, he was way too young for me. But he had pretty eyelashes just the same.

“I think we should have a little chat with your boss, don’t you?”

His eyes popped wide. His mouth opened, but it took him a couple of seconds to speak. “Please wait here while I see if he’s available, Mr. Morgan.” He disappeared into a stairwell. A few minutes later he came back, looking frazzled. I guessed Andrew Kommen disliked being interrupted.

“He says he can give you five minutes. Please come this way.”

We took the stairs up two flights, and Colin swiped us onto the floor with his badge.

*

Andrew Kommen’s office was vast. He sat on a little throne behind about fifty square feet of carved mahogany desk, its dark gleaming expanse unblemished by anything resembling work. Other than the big desk, the room was sparsely appointed—bookshelves, conference table, expensive cool artwork. Classic unimaginative power-attorney decor for a temple of litigation. Nothing personal, not even a family photo. The big space felt barren to me.

He didn’t invite me to sit, so I stood. As I began talking, he leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers against the tip of his chin. If he thought that made him look clever, he was wrong. It made him look silly.

I wrapped up. “The album was released in 1993, the year James was introduced to the joys of heterosexual orientation. I’m amazed your earlier investigators didn’t learn that.”

“In fact, we did know it.”

“What?” I shifted focus. The muddy spikes in his aura said he was lying through his teeth.

“I said,” he repeated, voice dripping with condescension, “we did know that connection.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Mr. Kommen, you’re lying. You didn’t know.”

His eyes narrowed. He pulled in a sharp breath and sat up straight. “How dare you!” He was clearly not used to being challenged by contract labor.

“How dare I? It’s easy, believe me. I have a sixth-sense kind of thing that goes off when someone lies to me. It’s very valuable and very reliable. You just made it ring, big time.”

I dropped the letters on his desk. “Find someone who doesn’t mind your bullshit, because I don’t have the patience for it. I’ll send your check back by courier this afternoon.”

“Wait.” He leaned forward, pushed the papers back toward me. “What I meant was that we were confident there was a connection to James Richardson’s past.” He paused. “It’s true, we didn’t actually know about the connection to the music album.”

“Still not interested. You don’t bother taking the most obvious step of researching the text of the letters, then you obstruct and mislead the efforts of the people you hire to help. I can imagine you’ve gone through investigators like shit through a goose. No wonder you finally ended up in my office.”

I turned toward the door and caught sight of Colin, standing behind me, slack-jawed, eyes wide as a spooked horse.

“What will it take to keep you on the case? I’ll double your fee.” The voice from behind the big desk actually sounded frightened.

I stopped and turned back. “I don’t want double your fee. I want your cooperation. No more games. That’s what it’ll take. Starting with in-person interviews with the Richardsons. All four of them.”

“Very well.” Kommen sounded contrite. His aura sparkled with fear.

I pointed to the letters. “By themselves, these don’t constitute blackmail. There’s no demand. There’s not even a target. How do you know James is being blackmailed?”

“Reverend Richardson is convinced it’s aimed at him. I’ve just assumed he has good reason to do so.”

“And what does James think?”

Kommen only hesitated for a second. “He agrees.”

“I look forward to confirming that. If you jerk me around again, Mr. Kommen, I will quit, and you will pay me two weeks additional fee as the cost for your bullshit games. Please amend my engagement letter to say if I quit, you owe me two weeks.”

“Very well,” he repeated.

“Set up the Richardson interviews as soon as possible, please. I want to meet with each of them separately. Let me know when and where.”

I picked up the letters. “Colin, can you make copies of these for me?” I followed him out of Kommen’s office without looking back.

After he’d made the copies, Colin and I walked to the elevator together in silence. Once the doors closed, he grinned at me. “You’re gutsy. I’m impressed.”

I shook my head, and a wave of sadness washed through me. Or maybe it was just fatigue. “No, not really gutsy. Just beat up enough to know there are things that leave bigger holes in your life than money, if you lose them.”

I could tell he didn’t really get it. But then when I was his age, neither had I.

“Still,” he said, looking at me sideways with a bashful smile. “I liked it. Kinda hot.”

Had he batted his eyelashes on purpose? Oh, damn. Don’t, Morgan. Bad idea.

*

On the thirty-minute walk back to my office, I thought more about what I’d told Colin. I knew something about those larger holes firsthand, the ones left by integrity and love, when they’ve been lost.

I’d been sober just over fifteen years now—the same length of time, I realized with a start, since James Richardson’s conversion. We’d both started a new life in 1993.

Whatever he felt about his, I was grateful for mine. I’d worked hard to find a new sense of myself as a human being, one that I could live in with a little contentment.

When I was drinking, I’d told myself that I drank to insulate myself from the constant bombardment of other people’s auras, and that was probably true, at least in part. A few stiff drinks served as insulation that would last all night. My sensitivity wasn’t a big deal until I came out and began my new life. Somehow suppressing my sexuality had also kept my sensitivity damped down. When the door to everything I’d kept locked in the basement finally blew off its hinges, I found not only did I have to build an authentic life, but cope with new receptivity that made me feel very vulnerable.

I had no idea how to keep enough distinction between me as an individual and those wild sensations that could literally bring me to my knees without warning, usually when I was near someone in rage or grief. I ended up on my knees a lot. Alcohol numbed me out at first, which was helpful when I felt overwhelmed. Eventually, alcohol taught me not to care at all, and that’s when it stopped being helpful.

I finally made it to AA and learned that an alcoholic could rationalize his drinking six ways from Sunday. Whatever the given reason, it was never as important as the behavior it sought to excuse, and the resulting wreckage was just as terrible.

In my case, I’d driven away a smart, gentle, loving partner by hiding in a bottle and hadn’t seen much of love since I crawled out. Maybe I never would. But I wanted another chance at it now. I may have been fifty, flawed, and a little psychic, but I was as real as I’d ever been in my life. Some nights I wanted another chance at love so bad the longing was a metallic tang along my tongue.

As tasty as Colin looked, he was an hors d’oeuvre for a man my age, not a full meal. Above the belt, I knew very well he wasn’t what I was hungry for, but if he made it clear he wanted to play, I wasn’t convinced I’d be strong enough to say no. Was a snack better than no meal at all? Maybe, but more complicated, too.

I wondered if James Richardson’s hunger for love had been satisfied, but that was well outside the scope of my assignment unless he’d started fooling around with men again and someone was blackmailing him about it. But if this really was blackmail, it felt to me like the letters were aimed at Howard, not James.

I pushed all those question marks aside as I unlocked the door to my office and my home. A few years ago, I bought half an old two-story red brick duplex on the corner of 16th Avenue and Pearl Street. I’d set up my office in the front room downstairs, in what had been the living room, complete with a small but functioning fireplace, expanded the kitchen, and half bath in the back, then made my living quarters upstairs.

I’d furnished the place with comfortable, well-made used items. Maybe it was a reflection of my age and condition, but I found most new furniture to be soulless and uninteresting. I preferred something unusual, sturdy, and a little beat-up any day.

I loved my little place. It represented so much of what I’d managed to build in sobriety. It wasn’t huge, but it was plenty big for one. In fact, it was plenty big for two, but that was a different problem altogether.

I made fresh coffee, went upstairs, and parked in my favorite armchair next to the front windows overlooking the street.

A little more internet research showed all the messages used lyrics from the same album. I shut down the laptop and put it away, then spread the letters in chronological order.

April Fool’s Day, 2009—But you can’t fool God!

This is The Cross of Changes

That one I’d already looked at, so I turned to the next.

April 15, 2009—Tax Day! Soon it’s time to pay…

The Silent Warrior

This one was more ominous, a promise of a judgment day for those who abuse the name of God. “The Silent Warrior” was the title of the song, but Enigma also had to be saying it’s time to pay some silent warrior, presumably him- or herself.

May 1, 2009—Beltane, sex and fire! Who have you been screwing?

Out From the Deep—come terrible secrets…

Clearing ancient debts and learning over lifetimes were the themes of this one. New Age blackmail? Interesting concept.

May 31, 2009—And then it’s all over.

I Love You—I’ll Kill You

The title alone gave me chills. Mixing love and hate, the song was a poetic declaration of enduring love and a promise of imminent death.

Was it a literal threat? The police probably wouldn’t think so even if Kommen had wanted them involved. If the threat was less than literal, there still had to be a skeleton or two in the Richardson closets that danced to these tunes. My incentive of 25k told me just how seriously they took the letters.

Mr. Enigma—or I suppose Ms. was a possibility—had a strong attachment to The Cross of Changes. I could easily understand how this stream of oblique references to wrongdoing and the inevitable working of justice could make the Richardsons nervous. Some intuition whispered at me about that, but I couldn’t make sense of what it wanted me to see.

I closed my eyes to listen better. Nothing came for a while, but I’d learned how to wait.

When I’d settled into the stillness, I glanced down at the letters in my lap and read through all the lyrics again. A line about playing games with ones who loved you called to me from the last song. Okay, good. That felt right—a clue that family issues might be at the heart of this case. Not very specific, but a working start. Maybe there was more.

I closed my eyes again, and Colin showed up, fresh and eager. Or not Colin, but his face reminding me of what I wanted, what I’d thrown away by playing games with one who had loved me.

“I’m so fucking sorry, Robbie,” I whispered into the hole in my heart, knowing there would be no answer, since he’d packed up his stuff and moved out over fifteen years ago.

Again, I saw him standing sadly at the front door holding his last box, his tears all cried out weeks earlier.

“You love him more than me, babe,” he said, pointing to the bottle in my hand. “I wish I still loved you like I used to, but I just don’t. Can’t. I can’t compete, and I can’t stay to watch you kill yourself.” And then he was gone.

Even though I was five years sober when he and Eric got married, I couldn’t go to the ceremony. I couldn’t bear to see the man I threw away marry someone else, knowing I could have had him if only I had…

If only. That was pure bullshit. If nothing. I hadn’t, and I was living with the consequences. If I kept swigging from my favorite barrel of self-pity, a tumbler of booze might not be far off, and that was one hell I did not want to revisit. They say in AA you learn not to regret the past nor close the door on it. Apparently, I wasn’t finished working on that.

I stared at the papers again for a long time. They felt incomplete.

Was this really blackmail, or something else? Knowledge of wrongdoing was clearly implied, most explicitly in the third letter: “Who have you been screwing?” But was that literal or figurative? Then again, maybe the blackmailer was just preparing the ground for a demand more specific than “soon it’s time to pay.” Regardless, he/she was definitely sending loaded messages to the Richardsons. Enough to make Howard Richardson call his high-powered and, no doubt, very expensive lawyer.

I needed to listen to the music, see if I could get some other lead from it. I phoned Pete at my favorite indie music store, Wax Trax. He had a used CD, and I asked him to hold it for me until I could pick it up. Pete was eager to give me the whole history of the album over the phone, but I asked him to hold off until I could get it in person.

As soon as I hung up, Kommen called. He’d regained his aggressive tone, but to his credit, he kept most of the sneer out of his voice. I had appointments tomorrow with the Richardson men at his office, Howard at nine, and James at one-thirty. Colin would arrange any other appointments I needed, and I should call him directly.

Finally, some traction. This was good. I headed out to Wax Trax for the album and Pete’s enthusiastic history lesson.

*

The next morning, Colin met me in the foyer right on time. He was so deliciously puppy-eager, I began to worry about what I might do if he was hitting on me. Neither of us needed that complication.

I opened my vision to take a quick look at his aura. It’s hard to describe what I do for that, even though I have better control over it now. I kind of expand the energy around my head and shoulders, making space, and then relax my eyes until my vision shifts—pretty much like when an optometrist clicks away one of those obscuring lenses and suddenly you can see things you couldn’t before.

Colin wasn’t flirting, although I thought I saw the warm glow of attraction. His aura was more professional than mine, congruent with his full-bore Eagle Scout mode. The kid just loved helping others. I understood. In my own jaded way so did I. I hoped he wouldn’t get too badly hurt for his natural generosity, even though I knew it was inevitable.

Odd. I was both relieved and offended he wasn’t flirting with me. I’m impossible to please sometimes.

This time we marched directly to the elevator and went up to the big shots’ floor. Once inside Kommen’s office, Colin led me past the massive desk and through a door behind it into a spacious sitting room. He backed away, and there was a soft click as he closed the door behind me.

Kommen and the Reverend Howard Richardson sat next to each other in a pair of overstuffed leather chairs against the far wall. They’d been talking for a while; I could feel it. The air between them hung thick with their conversation.

I looked around. Very comfy in a bland way. Private. The place shouted with whispers it was so full of secrets. A wall of glass looked south and west over the Platte, and off through the tawny Denver haze to the mountains. On the opposite wall, a kitchen and fully stocked wet bar waited for customers.

Neither one stood as I crossed the room, but I stretched out my hand to Richardson and waited.

After a beat of silence, Kommen introduced us. “Reverend Richardson, this is Rhys Morgan, our investigator.” The reverend stayed put as he shook my hand. His grip was firm and crisp with a fast release. Very professional, and not as oily as I’d expected. But underneath the smooth polish, panic sparked off his hand, stinging mine. Sometimes, it still physically hurt to be an empath.

Richardson reached up to caress his hair into place. He needn’t have worried. It remained fixed in silver perfection. His whole face was so smooth I figured it had benefited from a little cosmetic surgery.

I gave him a polite smile. “Please, call me Russ. Nobody uses Rhys.”

Richardson turned businesslike. “Well, Russ, thank you for your help with this unfortunate business.” He turned on a just-between-us grin. “I hope Andrew hasn’t been too hard on you. He’s my fiercest protector in the entire congregation, and I know he can be, ah, intimidating.”

So Kommen was a congregant. That explained a lot about his behavior, including his fear at losing another PI while his spiritual leader panicked.

I sat on the near end of a cream leather-covered love seat where I could see both of them at the same time. “I’m sure he’s doing the best he can to protect you and your ministry, Reverend. And I’m not intimidated in the least.” I saw that register in both.

“Good for you. Good for you.” Richardson sat back in his chair and raised his hands, palms turned slightly out and up, a gesture of openness, welcome, and benediction all in one. “You have some questions for me.”

“Yes.” I pulled out my pocket recorder and set it on the coffee table in front of me.

“No recordings. Absolutely not.” Kommen’s voice dropped the temperature in the room about fifteen degrees.

I raised an eyebrow at Richardson, who shrugged an apology. I put the recorder back in my pocket and took out a pen and notepad. “Okay, no recording. This will take more time, then. I’m pretty slow at taking notes.”

I got myself set and shifted my vision so I could watch Richardson’s aura. “I’m told that these threatening messages are blackmail against your son. Is that your take?”

“It’s the only explanation that makes any sense to me.” His aura spiked. A serious lie. I nodded studiously and made a note.

“What’s your most likely scenario?”

“I believe someone wants to harm me and my ministry by discrediting my son.”

He fixed me with an intense gaze worthy of a biblical prophet surviving in the desert on locusts and honey. “As you know, since he was delivered from the chains of homosexual desire,” he intoned, dragging out the bad word as “HOE-moe-SEX-shul”, “he’s become my right arm in Abundant Life and Gospel Ministry Church.”

My body contracted at his pronunciation as if I were fifteen again, braced against my own father’s righteous fury pouring from the pulpit. It’s sad, in a way, how the body can remember the pain of darkness long after the soul has found the light switch.

“How might they attack your son and your ministry, Reverend?”

“You don’t need to answer that, Howard,” Kommen cut in. He glared at me. “That’s your job, to find out how.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Kommen,” I said, putting more emphasis on due than was polite. His aura darkened. He got it. “That’s not true. You hired me to find out who’s sending the letters. It seems to me that understanding how the letters might be effective in doing damage to your client could yield some idea of who might be behind them.”

“Now, Andrew,” Richardson’s mellifluous pulpit voice wafted sweet as the balm of Gilead across Kommen’s darkening face. “I’m sure the man means well. We must let him do his job no matter how uncomfortable that makes us.”

Kommen’s hands turned into claws on the arms of his chair, but he said nothing.

Richardson turned to face me, his saintly smile radiant. “If someone were to cast believable doubt on my son’s commitment to the true path of Christ, it truly would be like cutting off my right arm.” He shook his head with ineffable sorrow at the prospect. “All we’ve built together would fall into terrible jeopardy.”

“Specifically, you mean cast doubt on his sexual orientation?”

“Yes, in spite of his miraculous healing years ago, and his exemplary life as a family man ever since.”

I nodded and made another note. “And he’s never, um, slipped up in that?”

“Absolutely not. Never. His healing is full and complete, praise the Lord.” A significant lie. And behind it something even darker, I couldn’t tell what. That warranted much more exploration when I could find a way to do it.

“When did your son go into treatment?”

“Let’s see, that would have been 1993. November.”

“And he left treatment when?”

“Just before Easter of the following year.” Richardson’s voice swelled, lofty as a pipe organ. “He was resurrected from Satan’s darkness on that blessed anniversary by the blood of Our Savior, and the stone over his tortured heart was rolled away by angels.” He cleared his throat, as if stopping himself from a longer sermon.

I forced myself to write carefully as a way of countering my nausea:

Easter, 1994. Check date.

Howard Richardson’s bloated certainty was suffocating, and some claustrophobic part of me wanted to end this interview so I could run away and breathe again. But I’d committed to the case. I’d never bolted before just because I didn’t like the person I was supposed to be helping, and I wouldn’t now. Keeping a promise was bedrock to me, part of my living amends; a sober man being in the world the way it is. I couldn’t betray that.

I changed focus to watch his aura. “I’m told the letters were delivered in disturbing ways. How did the first one arrive?”

“It was in the interoffice mail.” True.

“Envelope?”

“Yes. Addressed to me.” True.

“Who can I talk to about your interoffice mail system?”

“Our office manager, Marianna Stokes. I’ll arrange it.”

“Thank you.” I wrote down her name.

I decided to push the good reverend a bit more. “If the letter was addressed to you, why would you think the threat was directed at James? Could it have been about something else?”

“The threat is to me, using James as the weapon.” Richardson’s aura spiked. Anger as well as fear. Something there he didn’t want to talk about. Maybe this wasn’t really about his son at all.
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