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A novel worth your time puts you in interesting company, takes you to interesting places, and makes you care about what happens—Geoffrey Carter’s latest “In Bad Faith” does all of that and more.

Writing with a crisp, sparse style that puts the reader in the midst of the action, Carter creates multidimensional characters that become traveling companions on a fascinating quest to right wrongs in a world of outrageous schemes and loud-talking big money.

From the tough streets of Chicago to even tougher remote Mexican towns with their religious/gang entanglements, Carter invites the reader along to listen in as Nelson, Mia and Lionel sort through one complexity after another as things go from bad to worse to where is the missing five million dollars and were the Mexican miners actually murdered for money?   In the midst of all of this is the mental health issue that started it all and the sensitive way treatment is approached. 

Carter has done a lot of good work here, and “In Bad Faith” measures up in all the ways a good novel should.

—Bill Stokes, author of Margaret’s War and Treeson

“

In “In Bad Faith,” Geoff Carter’s private eye Nelson West joins a long line of detectives whose talk, brains, scrapes, and adventures keep readers enthralled for hours on end. Like Sara Paretsky with V. I. Warshawski, Carter has created a rough-edged Chicagoan with a troubled past, a nose for lies, and a habit of getting in (and out of) jams. Ex-cop West’s prickly, complicated, relationship with super-rich Lionel Bing—at once a client, boss, patient, sidekick, teacher, and student—adds emotional intensity and comic relief to a well-crafted story. Geoff Carter’s skill in shaping characters with many layers, creating a plot that twists as it sprints, and writing dialog that crackles with tension make “In Bad Faith” a delightful story. West’s inner monologs heighten the tale’s intensity. At times they made me laugh out loud. Once you start this book, you’ll find it gripping. After you finish, you’ll be more than pleased you read it.

—David Riemer, author of Putting Government in its Place: The New Deal 3.0

In Bad Faith is a masterfully plotted mystery/suspense novel that will keep you guessing right up to the climax. The narrative moves along at a crisp pace as the clues lead Nelson closer to the answer, but also closer to peril. Readers will delight in this twisty ride that results in a well-earned surprise ending.

—Gregory Lee Renz, Award-winning author of Beneath the Flames and Beyond the Flames
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It felt as if a fire alarm was going off inside his head. Nelson cracked open one eye, glanced at the clock, and wrapped the pillow around his head. Christ, he thought. Who would be calling at 6:30 in the morning? The ringing finally quit, but it seemed to echo on, caroming off the sides of his skull. He rolled over and shut his eyes, trying to will away the dull ache in his head, and fell into an uneasy sleep.

Again. Nelson opened his eyes. Seven o’clock. The sun was streaming through the slightly opened curtains. He sat up, took a deep breath, and lay back down. Not yet. That cheap bourbon, he thought. You’d think I’d know better. The ringing stopped. Nelson sighed. No way he’d get back to sleep now. He got up, dragged himself into the kitchen, and put on some coffee. He thought about eating but quickly rejected the idea. He sat at the chipped Formica table, cradling the coffee mug in his hands, and waited. 

Sure as hell, as soon as the clock struck 7:30, it started ringing. Nelson paused a moment before picking up the phone—composing himself on the off-chance it might be a client.

“Hello?” 

“Mr. West?” It was a deep voice, but it was a woman’s voice. There was no mistaking that.

“Yes, this is Nelson West.” 

“Of the West Detective Agency?” Client, he thought, and took a deep breath.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“My employer might have a job for you. He’d like to talk to you about it. How soon could you be here?”

“Well, that depends on where you are,” he said. He paused. Nothing. 

“Well, where are you?” he finally asked.

“On LaSalle between Illinois and Ohio.” She gave him the number of the building.

River North, he thought. Nice neighborhood. The address was in those big new apartment towers. That could mean money. 

“I could be there in an hour. What kind of job is it?”

“I’ll let Mr. Bing explain that to you,” she said and hung up. 

Bing. Bing—that name is familiar. He rattled it around in his head for a minute but came up empty. Well, I’ll know soon enough.

All right, thought Nelson, headed for the shower. A job. Things are looking up. He showered, shaved, dressed in his only suit, put on the nicest tie he had, and left. He took the train to the LaSalle station and walked to the building. It was a little chilly for the middle of September, but the sun was out. He felt better than he had earlier. The trip had cleared his head. 

He found the building, walked in, and told the doorman he was there to see Mr. Bing. It was a nice lobby—a lot of dark wood, brass fittings, and high windows. The doorman was ancient. He looked about ninety but was probably older. He gave Nelson the once-over, frowned, and went behind his desk to make a call. 

I guess I don’t make a good first impression. 

The doorman hung up the phone and motioned him towards the elevators. 

“Mr. Bing is in the penthouse,” he said. “Press ‘P.’”

“P? You’re sure?”

The guy made a face. Nelson smiled, stepped into the car, and pressed the button. 

The elevator stopped at the top floor and opened. Nelson stepped out into a small room—a sort of foyer. There was no hallway, only a massive set of double doors directly across from him. He walked over, looking for a doorbell. Nothing. He raised his fist to knock when one of the doors opened suddenly. A young woman stood there, examining him through a pair of black, thick-rimmed glasses. She was tall and her hair was cut into a shoulder length bob. It was dyed sort of a maroon color.

“Hello,” she said, sticking out a hand suddenly. “Mr. West, I presume.”

Nelson nodded as he took her hand. She was the woman who’d called. He recognized that voice—husky, sort of a cross between Scarlett Johansson and Kathleen Turner. 

“Please come in,” she said, going back inside. He followed. 

Nelson had been expecting a high-class, even opulent space, but this was something else. The interior foyer opened up into a cavernous living room. The exterior wall was glass from the floor to the ceiling, which was at least fifteen feet high. The hardwood floors were covered with luxuriant area carpets. Nelson spotted a leopard skin rug near the stone fireplace, and if he wasn’t mistaken, that was a genuine Monet on the wall. Holy shit, he thought. I’ve hit the jackpot. 

He followed the woman through the living room and into a small dining space just off the kitchen. A man was sitting at the table, reading the newspaper, his bare feet up on a chair. He didn’t look up as they walked in. Nelson judged he was in his early to mid-30s. His long, dark, shoulder-length hair hung loose, and he was wearing a black bathrobe that looked like very expensive—probably mulberry, maybe even Muga—silk. A half-consumed plate of toast and eggs sat off to the side. 

“Lionel?” said the woman softly. 

The man looked up suddenly, and Nelson felt rather than saw his eyes clamping onto him. They were dark brown, so dark they seemed black. Nelson held back the man’s gaze with his own.

“Lionel, this is Mr. West. Mr. West, Lionel Bing.”

“Yes,” said Bing, putting down the paper and standing up. “I’ve been expecting you.” 

He was a shade taller than Nelson—six-foot-two or so—and slender. His dark eyes were framed by a set of high cheekbones and a sharp, thin nose. As he tilted his head back, Nelson couldn’t help thinking he was looking down that nose at him. The guy had that vibe. He was pale and dark bags hung beneath his eyes. Bing extended his hand. It was large and delicate-looking with tapering fingers. Nelson took it and was surprised at the strength of the man’s grip—delicate-looking was all it was. 

“Please, Mr. West. Have a seat. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“Thank you. That’d be great,” said Nelson, sitting down. The coffee smelled good, a lot better than the swill he had at home. Bing sat down slowly, never taking his eyes off Nelson, who looked back and smiled. Bing simply kept staring at him. It was a little creepy, but Nelson kept his mouth shut and kept smiling. This was a job interview. Bing finally broke eye contact.

“Mia,” he said to the woman with the burgundy hair, “would you mind getting Mr. West a cup of coffee?”

“Not at all.” 

Nelson watched her saunter off into the kitchen. He hadn’t noticed her legs before. Bing waited until after Mia wandered off into the kitchen. He leaned over toward Nelson.

“Mia Wentworth is my full-time assistant,” said Bing, with kind of a proprietary air. “She assists me with my—projects—and helps around here during the day.” He crossed his legs and leaned back.

“But don’t let appearances fool you,” he said. “She’s not just another pretty face. Mia has a master’s in chemistry from Stanford and a PhD in physics from the University of Chicago.” 

“Wow.” 

“Yes. I sought out a candidate with those specific qualifications and hand-picked her. She’s indispensable.”

Nelson nodded. He wasn’t sure exactly how advanced science skills were useful for a secretary, but he didn’t say so.

“I see,” said Nelson, looking up as Mia came in with his coffee. He thanked her and took a sip. Nice. Much better than what he was used to. “This is great,” he said. 

“Yes,” said his host. “I have it specially imported from a private grove in Jalisco.” 

Nelson smiled and took another sip.

“So, Mr. West. I’m sure you’re wondering what this is all about, and we’ll get to that shortly. But first things first. My name is Lionel Bing. My father is Reginald Bing.” 

Reginald Bing as in Bing Contracting, thought Nelson. The company that handles outdoor lighting contracts for the city. That company that’s responsible for nearly every streetlight in Chicago. Sure. That’s why the name seems familiar. The Bings were rich—filthy rich. The son, Lionel, the guy sitting in front of him, was heir apparent to the one of the biggest family fortunes in Chicago. 

Nelson nodded to himself. Yep. I know all about this guy. 

Lionel Bing. The black sheep. And he’d earned that bad-boy reputation. Partying, drugs, slumming, and accumulating a slew of drunk driving, resisting, and drunk and disorderly arrests along the way. He’d also gotten involved in a few altercations, a couple of them nasty. Nelson remembered one that made the rounds in the daily news cycle a few years back. Lionel had beaten a man so severely he’d been hospitalized for a week. There’d been rumors he was chemically dependent, mentally unstable, and then—finally—in treatment. Of course, young Bing had gotten away with it—all of it—until he crashed his Porsche on Lake Shore Drive and nearly killed somebody. After that, his father had reined him in and got him into rehab. That was maybe a year or so ago. Nelson looked at his host. Bing was staring at him intently, as if reading his thoughts.

“Yes, of course I’ve heard the name, Mr. Bing,” said Nelson. “Bing Contracting.”

“Yes,” he said slowly, “my father’s company. His baby. He’s a great man, Mr. West. An institution. A visionary. Shrewd. Ambitious. He built that business up from nothing.” 

Nelson noticed an odd vibe in Bing’s voice. Dry. Cold. It didn’t exactly sound like an admiring son. More like a schoolboy reciting the pledge.

“You must be proud of the old man.” 

Lionel frowned, nodded slightly, and stared into his cup for a moment. He cleared his throat. 

“Yes,” he said, without looking up. “Of course, I’m proud.” 

Nelson nodded and waited.

“Anyway,” Bing continued, looking up suddenly, “for the past year or so, I’ve been working for my father, helping some friends of his solve problems that they would rather keep quiet. Under the radar.”

“Problems?” 

“Yes, Mr. West. Problems. All sorts of dilemmas. For example, a few months ago one of my father’s old fraternity brothers asked me to help track down a granddaughter who had been spirited away to New Orleans.”

“Spirited away?” asked Nelson, trying not to smile.

“Yes,” said Lionel brusquely. “The girl fell under the spell of a rather glib charmer who swept her off her feet. She followed him all the way down to the Tremé.” 

“And you went down there and got her back?” 

“Yes,” said Bing. “Once I found her, all it took to get her to come home was a little bit of leverage.”

“Money?” 

“That and a little persuasion,” said Bing.

“Persuasion?”

“Yes, the man who convinced her to accompany him wasn’t very happy about her leaving so suddenly.”

“And the leverage didn’t quite bring him around to your way of thinking?”

“It did at first,” said Bing, “but then he changed his mind and said he wanted the girl to stay with him.”

“I see. So, what sort of alternate persuasion did that call for?”

Bing stood up and stretched.

“The man was quite confrontational and needed to be persuaded physically,” said Bing. He smiled slightly. 

“I’m on probation, Mr. West. I also have a family reputation to protect. I can’t afford to get into trouble with the law anymore, so I enlisted the help of a local private investigator. He helped me persuade the young man in question.” 

“I see—”, started Nelson.

“I have to be careful,” said Lionel, sitting down. “I can defend myself, of course, but I have to consider the consequences. I can’t embarrass my family by having any further run-ins with the law.” He opened his mouth as if to add something, but then paused.

“Which,” he added, “is why I called you.”

“Because I’m a violent man?” 

“Not exactly,” said Bing. “You are when you need to be. I know that. But the real reason you’re here is because of your experience as a police detective. Apparently, you were very good at it. You did your work quickly, cleanly, and quietly. You still have a good reputation in the department.”

“Thank you,” said Nelson, wondering who might have said something nice about him.

“Yes,” continued Bing. “According to Chicago Police Depart-ment records, your cases had a ninety-four percent clearance rate. Which is excellent.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. 

“My father insisted I hire someone with experience in the field. That’s why you’re here. If it were up to me, I would go it alone, but this is his show.” 

“Okay,” said Nelson. I’ll take what I can get.

“He told me to interview you specifically. He said he got your name from a very reliable source.”

“However, Mr. West,” he said—a bit stridently, “I have misgivings. The records also show you also had some conflicts with your superiors and that you sometimes carried out your assignments a little too zealously. That you have, on occasion, used excessive force. Is that true?”

“I did my job the best I could,” said Nelson. “If that meant using force, that’s what I did. It’s part of the job sometimes.”

Bing leaned back and scratched an eyebrow.

“Part of the job,” he repeated. “Then what about Oswald Press? What happened with him?”

Nelson nodded. It figured this would come up again. He sighed. Screw it. Here goes.

“Well,” he said, and cleared his throat. “That happened just after I’d left the force and started working freelance. I’d been hired to track down an old lady’s niece, her only living relative. The girl’s name was Janie. She was seventeen and had run away from home. The aunt—the great-aunt—had just been diagnosed with cancer and wanted to speak to the girl about her inheritance, so she hired me to track her down. The parents weren’t really in the picture at that point.”

Nelson paused and took a sip of coffee.

“It didn’t take me long to find her. She was being held against her will by a man named Oswald Press, a known felon. A pimp. He was keeping her in his stable. He’d confined six girls he’d picked up on the street. He had them living in dog cages. Janie was the oldest. The youngest was eleven. Press was pimping them out. I told him I was taking Janie back to her family and he didn’t like that. He wanted to get rough, so I had to take care of the situation. I guess I got a little carried away.”

“If I remember correctly,” said Bing. “Mr. Press suffered a fractured skull, a broken arm, and a fractured orbit.” 

Nelson shrugged. Yep. The son of a bitch got what he deserved. 

“The city nearly pulled your private investigator license, but the board ultimately determined it was a case of self-defense.”

Nelson nodded. “That’s right. I’m kind of on probation myself.”

“And because of you, the police were able to restore all of those girls back to their families. And prosecute Mr. Oswald Press.”

“A couple of the girls went to foster care,” said Nelson. “That’s no picnic.”

“Well, I’m sure it was better than the alternative. Personally,” said Lionel. “I thought Mr. Press had it coming. I understand there’s still a civil suit pending?”

Nelson nodded. 

“Press’ family is suing me for damages. I don’t know why. I don’t have anything. I think their lawyer is trying to get at the old lady who hired me. She’s loaded.”

“All right,” said Lionel. He leaned forward in his chair. “So, Mr. West, are you still willing and able to ply your trade?”

“Yep.” They hadn’t taken that away. Not yet.

“Good.” Bing stood up. “Let me tell you a little about the position,” he said. “The person I hire will be helping me fix problems for my private clientele who typically want their issues solved quickly and quietly with as little police involvement as possible.”

“So, this is kind of a private detective agency?” 

“Not exactly,” said Lionel. “I’m more of a troubleshooter. A fixer. Although some investigation will usually be involved, which happens to be something I excel at.” 

He paused a moment, scratching an eyebrow. Thinking. 

“It’s not easy to explain how this works,” he continued. “I occupy a niche that’s difficult to describe. Perhaps a little background information might help.” 

Nelson nodded and crossed his arms. Lionel cleared his throat and began.

“I earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology with a minor in abnormal psychology at the University of Chicago when I was nineteen. I have a master’s degree in sociology and a PhD in criminology.”

“And,” he continued, “I have what has been called an uncanny knack for solving real-life problems. I recently helped an associate of my father’s analyze some irregularities inside his company. There were a few discrepancies in the accounts. It took me all of two hours to find the aberration and track down the perpetrator. A straightforward case of embezzlement.” 

Nelson nodded politely. Real-life problems. Sure. 

“After that,” he said, “and with my father’s encouragement, I decided to pursue this line of work. And so, I studied forensics, psychological profiling—anything that I felt could help me.”

“You went back to school?” 

“Not exactly. It wasn’t necessary. I did most of the work myself, although I did commission a few experts to tutor me on the finer points. You might know of some of them. I studied with Eric Diedrich, John Maxwell, and Dr. Frances Wilhelm. And others.”

Nelson nodded. He knew about Diedrich, a forensics guy, but that was it. “You hired them to teach you?”

“My father did,” said Bing, smiling. “And after working with them, I feel prepared—with Miss Wentworth’s help—to tackle any sort of problem my clients might encounter.”

“That’s great,” said Nelson. “Quite an accomplishment.”

Bing nodded and looked down at his hands.

“Why focus on crime?” asked Nelson. “If you don’t mind me asking. I mean you can do anything you want. Why do you want to be an investigator?”

“Why?” answered Lionel. His voice quavered a little. He swallowed and his mouth tightened. “It’s not necessarily something I would have chosen to do, Mr. West, but after my last—incident—my father told me I needed to straighten up and start being a productive member of society. He—we—decided this would be the best course for me to take.” He shrugged. “Which is fine. It’s all right. I like it. And doing this is the easiest way to keep him happy.” 

And to keep yourself in the will, thought Nelson.

“So, he wants you to hunt down the bad guys? Those hardened criminals from the boardroom? Your father wants you to make them pay?”

Bing stared at him a moment, opened his mouth, shut it, and then leaned forward, squeezing his hands together so tightly his knuckles began to turn white. His whole body tensed up. His shoulders raised up and a muscle in his throat had begun to twitch. 

“I want to—,” he said, his voice tight. “I want to stop—, I need to help—.” 

He took a deep breath and opened his hands. Nelson noticed red crescents where his fingernails had bit into his palms.

“But it’s more than that,” he said, “—it’s—it’s something I need to do. For me. It’s complicated. I—,” Nelson noticed Lionel’s hands shaking. A sheen of sweat appeared on his forehead. He swallowed again and clenched his hands together. 

A dark expression passed over the man’s face—a cloud of pain and anger—and something else, something Nelson couldn’t read. Bing’s breathing quickened into raspy gasps and the cords stood out from his neck, tense as wires. 

Seizure? thought Nelson. 

He moved closer, ready to catch the man if he passed out. Bing suddenly exhaled, leaned on the table, and took some deep breaths. His face slowly began unclenching, and he swallowed. His color began to come back, and his breathing returned to normal.

“My apologies, Mr. West,” he whispered, glancing up at Nelson. “I get these panic attacks sometimes. It’s nothing. It’ll pass.” 

Lionel’s face was covered in sweat. He sat down heavily.

That’s not like any panic attack I ever saw, thought Nelson. 

Bing took out a handkerchief and mopped his forehead. He took a few deep breaths and then squared his shoulders.

“To answer your question,” said Lionel, taking another deep breath. “Yes. This is more than something I need to do for myself and for my father. It’s a responsibility—an obligation. I don’t have a choice, Mr. West.”

No choice? Why would he say that?

“Hey,” said Nelson. “You don’t have to explain anything. I think I know what you mean. I tell myself I got into this line of work to help people, but that’s not really it. I wanted to put away the scum. That’s why I became a cop.”

“The scum,” said Lionel, in a low tone, almost a whisper, nodding. The same darkness flitted across his face. His eyes became distant, focused on a point beyond the walls of the room. He grimaced and clenched the arms of his chair. 

Nelson wondered if he should call in Mia. Bing didn’t look so good. He leaned over and placed his head in his hands. Nelson glanced toward the kitchen and then back to Bing.

“Are you okay, Mr. Bing?” Nelson asked in a low voice. It’d be just my luck to get a job and have my boss keel over on my first day. 

Bing raised his head and looked at him as if he’d just awakened. He closed his eyes and nodded.

“Yes,” he said, sitting up slowly. “I’m sorry, Mr. West. This happens from time to time. It’s nothing serious. I’ve had these attacks since I was a child. They’re mostly under control now with medication.”

Nelson nodded. Mostly under control.

“Back in prep school,” continued Bing, “my classmates assumed I was handicapped or mentally deranged. Brain damaged, they said. I had to put up a with a lot of crap.”

“Sure.” 

“It helps,” said Lionel, “that I’m rich. People tend to be a little more understanding.”

Nelson allowed himself a smile. 

“I believe that, Mr. Bing.”

Bing smiled. “Call me Lionel, Mr. West.”

“Sure. I’m Nelson.”

“So, this is how we’re going to do things,” said Lionel slowly, sitting up straight. “We have a very exclusive clientele that does not like publicity. I fix problems that come up for them.”

Nelson nodded. Sure. Private eye to the rich. 

“So, our investigations have to be kept quiet,” Lionel continued. “We need to be discreet. We might run into some violent situations during the course of our work. And, because of my legal situation, I won’t be able to handle those myself. That’s where you come in.” 

“I’d be the muscle?” asked Nelson.

“Partly. And, of course, you’ll assist with our investigations. We’re also hoping you can talk to the right people at CPD should any of our cases get their attention. Is that something you can help us with, Mr. West?”

“Yeah, I think I could handle that.”

“My father is not very comfortable with me being out there on my own,” said Lionel. “He’s worried that I lack experience, especially dealing with the police and other authorities. Even if I’m on the right side of the law. He’s worried I may do something rash.” 

He glanced up at Nelson, who nodded.

“He told me,” continued Lionel, “I need to have someone with experience assisting me. Someone like you. He said it isn’t every day I can work with a twelve-year veteran of the police force. A homicide detective, no less.”

No less, thought Nelson. 

“So that’s about it,” said Lionel. “I have a case pending that I wanted to get started on this afternoon. I would like to have you work with me on it.”

“So,” said Nelson, “about the job. Is this a one-time deal for this particular case or is it more permanent? And how exactly how does it shake out in terms of a job?”

“If you would find it acceptable, you will be hired as a full-time consultant. We will work on my cases as a team.”

“And you would be the lead investigator?” asked Nelson.

“Of course. I think you’ll find the salary quite competitive. Per year, $95,000. You will also enjoy full health coverage under our insurance plan.”

Health insurance. Damn! 

“Mia is also part of the investigative team. She is my analytics and forensics expert. My science officer, as it were.”

Spock, thought Nelson, smiling to himself. 

“So, what do you think, Nelson?” 

Well, thought Nelson, I’ve got a rich guy here who wants me to babysit him while he plays cop with his nerdy girlfriend. And I’ll be making more than I ever did for the city. Plus health insurance. That’s a big yes.

Nelson stood up. 

“This sounds great, Lionel,” he said. “You’ve got a deal.”

They shook hands. Lionel smiled and said something about how pleased he was to have Nelson on the team, but it seemed flat and a little forced. Nelson smiled and kept his mouth shut. Lionel excused himself and went to get dressed. 

Nelson sat down and finished his coffee. He stood as Mia came into the room.

“Don’t,” she said. “I hate it when people do that.”

“Do what?”

“Stand up when I walk into a room.”

“I’m just trying to be polite,” he said, sitting back down.

“I know, but please don’t do it.” She started clearing the table.

“Mia?” 

“Yeah?”

“Do you mind me asking you something?”

“What?”

“Why would a PhD be working as a maid?”

“I’m not a maid.”

“You’re serving coffee. You’re clearing the table,” Nelson said. “I’m pretty sure that’s what maids do.”

“I’m employed as Mr. Bing’s consultant,” she said. “I do forensics and scientific analysis. That’s my job.” She shrugged. “I help out here between cases because I like to keep busy. At any rate, I know a fair number of PhDs who are also waiting tables and mopping floors. There’s no shame in it.”

“Do you live here?” 

“No, but Mr. Bing expects me to be here during working hours, whether there’s a case or not.”

“Why?”

She paused a moment, then looked Nelson straight in the eye.

“He enjoys the company.” 

Nelson nodded and grinned.

“It’s not like that, Mr. West. I have my own apartment and my own life. Lionel enjoys having people around. He doesn’t like being alone.” She paused a moment, as if to say something else, then continued. “That’s all it is.”

“All right,” he said. “All right. I didn’t mean anything.”

Mia grunted and walked the dishes back into the kitchen. Nelson watched her. If she’s not attached to Lionel, I wonder who she goes home to at night. A cat? 

Nelson heard someone coming and turned. Lionel walked in, wearing a plain cotton button-down shirt and a pair of black jeans. He was carrying some manila folders. He seemed fully recovered from his—attack.

“Are we ready, Nelson? Have you eaten breakfast? I’m sure Mia wouldn’t mind whipping something up for you.”

She might mind, thought Nelson. I’d mind.

“No, thanks. I could use another cup of coffee, though.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Lionel. “Mia,” he called. “Could you bring in a fresh pot of coffee, please?”

“Sure thing,” she said from the kitchen. A PhD, thought Nelson. Man, I’m glad I never finished college.

“So,” said Lionel, sitting down across from Nelson and opening one of the folders. “I mentioned that we were going to be getting started on a new project this afternoon. I thought we could start by going over some of the basic facts of the case.”

Nelson glanced over at Lionel. There was a different sort of tone in his new boss’ voice. A gravity that hadn’t been there before. 

“Sounds good.”

“All right,” said Lionel, handing a sheaf of papers to Nelson. “I’ll go fast, so please try to keep up.” 

Nelson nodded. All right, boss. 

“You’re looking at a file on a Mr. Bradley Baker,” said Lionel, speaking rapidly. “He has been employed at the Consolidated Union Bank for the past twenty-seven years. He’s presently an executive vice president and doing quite well. Mr. Baker is—or was—very likely next in line to become CEO.” 

Mia came in, put a pot of coffee on the table, and sat down. Lionel slid her a copy of the file. 

Nelson started reading Baker’s file. BS in Economics from the University of Illinois, an MBA from Booth School of Business, and a two-year apprenticeship at a major Wall Street brokerage firm. He’d been hired by Con Union after that and stayed at the bank since. He’d been working mostly in real estate loans. Sterling record. A wife and two kids, one grown, one in college. Big house in the suburbs. Well, thought Nelson. It’s a wonderful life. They probably have a little purebred dog, too—one his wife keeps in her purse. 

Nelson turned the page to a financial report that looked to be a compilation of Con Union real estate transactions. It was a summary of acquisitions, liquidations, everything. Everything listed took place in Mr. Baker’s department.

“Where’d you get these records?” asked Nelson.

Lionel glanced up at him and frowned. “I compiled the information in that report from tax records, sales reports, and bank records, which Con Union was exceedingly reluctant to let go of. If you notice,” said Lionel, leaning over and pointing at a column, “there seems to be a deficit in Mr. Baker’s area.”

“Five million dollars’ worth,” said Mia.

Well, thought Nelson. Things are getting interesting. 

He leaned over, puzzling over the spreadsheets. Nelson was no expert, but it looked to him as if a loan for the Hindman Group had been approved by Con Union. Baker and several other loan officers had signed off on the transaction. It all looked pretty straightforward until Hindman abruptly defaulted on the loan—a five-million-dollar loss. Nelson leaned back in his chair and looked up. Lionel was watching him and smiling. He started tapping a pen against the table.

Oh, boy, thought Nelson. I guess I’m under the gun. He kept reading.

“Well?” asked Lionel after a moment. 

“Fraud and embezzlement are not my areas, but I’d have to say if looks as if there’s something pretty funky going on with this Hindman Corporation.”

“Uh-huh,” said Lionel, nodding. 

“Out of curiosity, Lionel, how did you find these numbers?” asked Nelson.

“Well,” said Lionel. “I followed the money. Hindman applied for and received a five-million-dollar loan to support a business venture—a mine in Mexico. They defaulted shortly after the loan was granted. Con Union was ready to write off the losses until they were alerted to a number of irregularities by Reynolds Hanson, the CEO. Irregularities that he maintains point to Baker. Reynolds thinks Baker created the shell company, diverted the loan, and pocketed the proceeds.”

Okay, boss. Not bad.

“How’d you get this case?” asked Mia. Nelson glanced over at her. He’d almost forgotten she was there.

“My father referred it to me earlier this week,” said Lionel. “I assume Reynolds asked him to help. They want to keep it quiet so the shareholders don’t panic. Reynolds knew a sum that large couldn’t have been embezzled by just anybody, so he figured that the culprit was upper management. That narrowed the field of suspects down quite a bit. After looking at their financial records, 

I—” 

“How’d you get hold of those?” asked Nelson. “That’s quite a trick. You usually need subpoenas to get that stuff.”

Lionel shrugged one shoulder and frowned. He doesn’t like being called out, thought Nelson. Too bad. 

“The bank wants this fixed. Besides, money talks, Nelson. As does reputation. I don’t usually have much trouble getting the information I need.”

Nelson nodded. That kind of clout would make life a hell of a lot easier. 

“What tipped you off to Baker? Why not the other loan officers?” asked Mia. “Was he gambling? Spending it on young girls? Buying little red sports cars?”

Lionel held up his hand.

“Whoa, Mia,” he said. “No. There was no evidence that Mr. Baker had been up to anything wrong, let alone criminal. No unexplained money flow, no new business ventures acting as fronts for money laundering, and no unusual expenditures.”

“What tipped you off that it was him?” asked Nelson. “Did he crack during questioning?”

“No,” said Lionel, leaning back and clasping his hands together. “I haven’t spoken to Mr. Baker yet. This has all been very civilized. So far. No, I knew he was our man when I discovered that he had been taking long walks at night.”

He stopped and smiled at the two of them, waiting. Nelson glanced over at Mia, who didn’t even twitch.

Fucking games, thought Nelson. This is all I need.

“I give up,” he said. 

Lionel leaned forward, grinning. Like the goddamned Cheshire Cat.

“First, I narrowed my list of suspects down to three executives who were the only ones with the opportunity to get at that much money. I had each of them trailed. Only Mr. Baker strayed outside his normal routine. He started taking long walks every night that took him into the downtown of his little suburb. He’d stop at the local bar, Harvey’s, have a drink, go to the payphone outside—yes, they still have a working payphone—and make a short call. An international call. Every night at nine-thirty. On the dot.”

Nelson nodded. 

“Did he ever meet anyone?” 

Lionel shook his head. Nelson went back to the report and scanned it again.

“No affairs, no gambling, no drug habits, nothing untoward?”

Lionel shook his head.

“Where does his son go to college?” 

“Rice,” said Lionel. He nodded at Nelson. “I thought of that, too.” 

“Did you try to reach the boy?” asked Nelson, the hairs on his neck rising. It was the cop in him. It never went away.

Lionel shook his head. “No, we didn’t want to put anyone on guard.”

“What is it?” asked Mia. “Do you think he’s been kidnapped or something?”

“Maybe,” said Nelson, “or it could be blackmail if the son is involved in something he shouldn’t be.”

“I don’t think so,” mused Lionel. “He’s not that type of kid. No, the motivation is somewhere else. Something we’re not seeing.”

“The first thing we have to do is find out whether the kid’s okay,” said Nelson. “Where is Rice exactly?”

“Texas,” said Lionel, “but I’m not sure of the city.”

“Houston,” said Mia. Lionel and Nelson looked at her. 

“I interviewed there for a tenure-track position,” she said. “It wasn’t a good fit.”

“Mia,” said Lionel, “could you call the university under some pretext and find out if this kid is a student in good standing?”

“Sure,” she said, “no problem,” and stood up.

“Wait a minute,” said Nelson. “Wait a minute. What are you going to say exactly? We don’t want to get this kid hurt.”

Mia shrugged. 

“I’ll think of something,” she said. 

What the fuck? thought Nelson. Really?

“This is not some sort of game,” said Nelson, rising. He realized he had raised his voice. Control, Nelson, control. He took a deep breath.

“No,” said Mia, tilting her head back, “it’s not. And you’re not dealing with amateurs, Mr. West. We do know what we’re doing.” 

She turned on her heel and left. Nelson sat back down. Lionel leaned toward him.

“Nelson,” he said, his voice icy. “Never, ever presume that I don’t know what I’m doing. Not if you want to continue to work here. I’m running things. You’re not here to supervise me. I know what I’m doing. Don’t embarrass me again.”

He leaned back in his chair. “I know I hired you to provide support and advice, but understand I am not a dilettante. I am a professional. I take care of my clients and I am very careful that no one involved in my investigations will ever be harmed. The boy will be safe. Mia knows what she’s doing. She is more than qualified to handle this. All right?”

“All right,” said Nelson. He hoped he sounded convinced. And contrite. He had always hated getting this sort of shit from his supervisors. The more things change... Meet the new boss.

“The boy,” continued Lionel, “is named Mark. He doesn’t present with anything out of the ordinary. Decent grades, member of a fraternity, parties on the weekends. No known criminal activity.”

“What about the wife?”

“Nothing,” said Lionel, shaking his head. “Younger—but not too young. Apparently she plays around, but there’s nothing there to indicate any sort of suspicious activity.”

“Where’s the money?”

“We don’t know yet. Probably offshore somewhere.” 

“And Baker’s still in town?”

Lionel nodded.

“Could he be getting ready to bolt?”

“Possibly,” said Lionel, “but I don’t think so. I don’t think he knows we’re onto him, or even that the bank knows about his little escapade yet. I think he might be working with someone right here in the city.”

“To launder the cash?”

“Or to act as a straw man.” 

“A girlfriend, maybe,” mused Nelson. “He could be using her as a mule.”

“Well, if he has one, he never goes to visit her,” said Lionel. “Not since we’ve been tailing him.”

Nelson nodded. All right. So this guy Baker embezzles a ton of money, gets out of the house every night, and makes a midnight phone call. No gambling, no payoffs, and no money laundering. It added up to blackmail. Or just plain greed. 

“Lionel,” asked Nelson, “did you get the phone records on that payphone?”

“We tried that. The calls were all to disposable cells. The receiver could be anywhere.”

Mia came back in. 

“I just spoke to student services,” she said. “Mark is fine. He’s cutting a 3.7 grade point average, attending his classes, and has not gotten into any sort of trouble on campus. He was in class this morning.” She sat down. 

“Good work, Mia,” said Lionel, reaching over and patting her on the arm.

“Nice,” said Nelson. “How’d you do it?”

“I said I was Mark’s mom and I told them how concerned we were given our darling son’s predisposition to bouts of depression. The assistant was more than glad to help.”

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that, Mr. West. They wanted some personal information, but we have all that, so it was no big deal.”

“And,” she added, “no one got hurt.”

Nelson nodded. Okay. I deserved that.

“So, Lionel,” said Nelson, leaning back in his chair. Boss, he thought. “We’ve come against a series of dead ends. Where do we go from here?”

“Well,” said Lionel, leaning forward on the table, “what would you do, Nelson? Dazzle me with your vast expertise.”

“I would say it’s time we pay Mr. Baker a visit,” said Nelson. “I’d like to ask him a few questions. Discreetly, of course.”

“Good,” said Lionel, getting up from the table. “Very good. Exactly what I was thinking.”

Lionel glanced at his watch. 

“I have a few errands to run this morning,” he said. “Could we meet back here at one?”

Nelson nodded. 

“Good,” said Lionel. “Mia can show you out.” 

He disappeared into the rear of the apartment. 

“Come on,” said Mia. “Welcome aboard, by the way.” 

“Thanks.”

“I’ll walk you out.”

They got into the elevator together. Nelson glanced at her on the way down. She was looking sideways at him through her thick-rimmed glasses.

“What?” he asked.

“What yourself?” she answered. 

He shrugged. 

The elevator door opened, and Mia led the way through the lobby and onto the sidewalk. 

Jesus. Does she think I don’t know where the street is?

She stopped near a long, black limousine standing at the curb and beckoned him over. Nelson glanced at the logo. 

A Rolls Royce. Are you kidding me?

Mia opened the rear door. “There’s someone here who needs to speak to you, Mr. West.” 

Nelson hesitated, then walked over and peeked into the back. An older man sat in the far seat, glaring at him. Reginald Bing.

Now what the hell is this? thought Nelson.

“Get in,” whispered Mia. “Mr. Bing doesn’t have all day.” 

Nelson glanced back at her, took a deep breath, and got into the car.
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Chapter 2
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Nelson slid into the rear seat of the Rolls and was struck immediately by the rich smell of oiled leather. A television hung on the panel facing them, hardwood trim lined the seats and door interiors, and a fully stocked bar, complete with what looked like Waterford crystal, stood on the console between himself and Reginald Bing. 

Well, thought Nelson. What a morning. The hits keep coming.

“Mr. West.”

Nelson glanced over at the man sitting next to him. He’d recognized Reginald Bing immediately, and no wonder. The man’s face was everywhere. Bing was a philanthropist, a bit of a celebrity, and richer than God. He had a reputation as a tough, sometimes ruthless businessman, but he also donated generously to local museums and colleges as well as several charities. Lately, he’d been focusing primarily on mental health advocacy groups. 
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