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Terry Luvello, PI, Book Two

Joe Rielinger


To my wife, Lisa. I love you more than I can say. You put up with me when no other wife would, which is probably a good thing—bigamy charges should always be taken seriously.

To Rachel and Andy. Thanks for putting up with your crazy father and his often oddball sense of humor. Yes, many of those stories I used to tell you were just made up. Ladybugs do not have big giant teeth, and store mannequins do not come alive at night to fight crime. About that little man in your oatmeal box? I would still watch out for him if I were you.

To Scarlett and Scout. Thanks for keeping me doggy company when I write and remember—the old man who walks down our street is not a serial killer. The younger guy in the Nirvana sweatshirt? We can talk about him later.


Prologue

THE CLIMAX OF every magic trick, the word abracadabra is derived from “avra kehdavra,” an ancient Aramaic phrase meaning “I will create as I speak.” As an origin theory, it makes more sense than most—the magician is attempting to create an effect as they wave their magic wand.

My first encounter with illusion occurred when I was nine years old as I followed my usual route home from Saint Jerome’s Grade School. The short, gray-haired man wearing an old-fashioned top hat appeared as if from nowhere, standing behind a small table in front of one of Mayfield Road’s many coffee shops.

Fascinated by the man’s rapid, precise movements, I watched along with three adults as one ball, then two, then three passed through the seemingly solid bottom of one of the three cups standing before him on the table. My adult companions clapped as the trick was completed. Two placed dollar bills in a glass jar already half full with cash.

The grown-ups in the crowd soon moved on, but I continued to watch. In part, I was fascinated by the man’s hands. More importantly, I wanted to know if I was right.

After readjusting his cups on the table, the old man became aware of the child still in his audience. Likely realizing I had no money, he continued his preparations, finally choosing to address me as he finished.

“I suppose, young one, you want to know how it’s done?”

I thought I already knew the answer, but I was afraid he wouldn’t tell me. Even at nine, I knew magicians never revealed their secrets.

“I’m guessing you had a fourth ball. I saw you move the bottom cup toward you, and I figured that’s when you stuck the ball in. After that, you kept doing the same thing over and over until three balls were on the bottom.”

The magician looked at me with an odd grimace as if he suspected I was some sort of double agent. His next words verified the accuracy of my guess.

“How come you didn’t tell any of the others? Most kids your age would have.”

“I figured they’d rather not know. Me telling would have just ruined it.”

He gave me that odd look again, but by then, another small crowd had moved in front of the table. The magician resumed ignoring me as he moved effortlessly into his next act.

He continued performing in front of his coffee shop perch for nearly a month, and I stopped every day to watch his exhibition. Some tricks I could figure out, others I couldn’t. For those tricks I couldn’t fathom, the magician enlightened me after the rest of his audience had moved away.

While I imagined an audience of my own, I never became as good as my teacher. Armed with his knowledge, I still couldn’t match the old man’s patter or the fluidity of his movements. Despite considerable practice, my misdirection skills remained second-rate.

My magical aspirations dashed, I discovered I could still make adult use of my illusionist training. Though private detectives rarely perform feats of misdirection, identifying them is essential to the trade. As Terry Luvello, private investigator, I managed to do so in cases that included cheating spouses, embezzlement, missing children, and, in one notable instance, a priest who spent his off-hours mentoring a serial killer.

But what if in doing your job, you found that one trick, that one con, where the right way to look is only a mirage? What if the misdirection was just another illusion, and the magician himself was never really there?

And as far as abracadabra is concerned, there is another, darker origin story that many now believe to be true. Instead of “avra kehdavra,” some scholars maintain the chant was spawned by “avada kedavra,” a very different Aramaic phrase popularized by Harry Potter and meaning “let the thing be destroyed.” Not being a linguist, I couldn’t say which claim was correct.

Though based on recent experience, I was betting on the latter.


Chapter One

SOME DAYS ARE just meant to be good ones. Maybe it’s Sunday morning, and you can spend a little extra time with your girlfriend; maybe your boss compliments you on a job well done, or a predicted rain shower somehow passes you by.

This was, unfortunately, not one of those days.

I remember my father, a fireman in Cleveland’s ever-busy arson squad, telling me arsonists were the biggest whiners he ever had the misfortune of meeting. According to Dad, he never met an arsonist who didn’t attempt to justify his actions by claiming:


	
The building was covered by insurance;



	
The owners were assholes; or



	
They were helping to ease Cleveland’s ever-growing problem with urban blight.





The last excuse was Dad’s personal favorite, a rationalization combining a fair degree of imagination with just a hint of actual truth.

Though I was sure Dad’s observations were sound, I saw nothing of the whiner in Azazel Jessup. Facing him in an abandoned apartment building, I wondered if Azazel’s malevolent self-assurance may have been due to his unfortunate first name. Whether out of spite or foresight, his parents named Azazel after a demon in the Hebrew Bible. My friend John mentioned the name was also a cosmetic brand. Somehow, I was betting that wasn’t it.

It may have also been Azazel’s predilection for setting buildings on fire without regard for the homeless who might be camping inside. My client, the Cleveland Catholic Charities, leased a few of those properties, intending to repurpose them as short-term residences and treatment centers for said homeless. Whatever his reasons, I figured Azazel was just evil—maybe his parents had been onto something after all.

That evil had led to the desperate nature of my current predicament. Armed with my Glock, I stood six feet from Azazel in the basement of the ancient Acadia apartment building. An abandoned three-story structure scheduled for demolition, the Acadia now housed only squatters, the number depending on Cleveland’s ever-changing outdoor temperature.

Even acknowledging my so-so accuracy with my weapon, the six-foot distance between Azazel and myself would have normally made his unusually large forehead a can’t-miss target. Azazel’s own weapon, a black matte Zippo lighter helpfully monogrammed with a stylish letter A, served to complicate that calculation.

Currently lit, the Zippo was only one of my problems. Azazel stood at the far end of a trail of gasoline that would ignite his latest conflagration. He had me, and he knew it.

Shaking the lighter slightly for emphasis, he said, “Put the gun down, asshole, unless you think you’re a good enough shot to knock this lighter out of my hand. You miss, and this whole building goes up in flames. You might escape; you might not. The one thing for sure is a lot of homeless on the floors upstairs will die in their own version of hellfire.”

I was genuinely curious. “Is that what this is, Azazel? Your attempt to justify your ridiculous first name?”

“My parents poked their finger in the fucking Bible and randomly picked out a name. Do you really think this is about me thinking I was the devil? I’d have set this building on fire even if no one was inside. You’re standing on some valuable land.”

Valuable land? The building was off an old courtyard just south of Superior Avenue. The church intended to knock the Acadia down and establish a more formal shelter, but that hardly made it valuable. The city hadn’t planned any other renovations in the area, and I’d consulted building records before I narrowed down my list of potential targets. I figured I had maybe thirty seconds before Azazel tossed the lighter, but I still had to ask.

“Why would you possibly think this old place is valuable?”

“They paid me, didn’t they?”

While insane, there was a certain logic to that theory. Watching Azazel, however, I could see I was pretty much out of time.

“You talk about this place like it’s some sort of castle.”

Azazel looked confused, not that I could blame him. As for me, I was just pissed. I tried again.

Speaking louder, I repeated, “You talk about this place like it’s some sort of castle.”

Two shots fired, virtually simultaneous with my last word. The first struck Azazel in what used to be his head. The second struck his right hand, Azazel’s fingers still somehow gripping his monogrammed Zippo lighter. The impact flipped the lighter to his right, though not far enough to avoid the gasoline trail. Wishing I could throw it toward Hannah’s moron SWAT friends, I dove for the lighter as it fell from Azazel’s now-lifeless fist.

I stood a hair over five foot seven with a reach maybe two feet beyond that. Cut two inches from that reach, and I would never have made it. I caught the lighter a second before it struck the basement floor, which was fortunate since I had no wish to join Azazel as part of some psychotic funeral pyre. The flame died a second after singeing one of my gloves, an accessory I always wore in case it became necessary to deny my presence at a location where I didn’t belong.

I got up slowly, choking from the smell of gasoline, as my police detective girlfriend ran into the room from her office hideaway. Two Cleveland SWAT sharpshooters and three members of the Greater Cleveland Arson Squad quickly followed her, the latter armed with Class B fire extinguishers.

Cleveland Police Detective Hannah Page and I had been dating since our first case together, a string of serial murders inspired by a Catholic priest. The resolution of that case had almost torn us apart, and we were still working through some of those issues. We’d partnered on this string of arsons as Azazel’s first fire had occurred in Hannah’s Twelfth District.

She came striding up to me as I rose gingerly from the hard concrete.

I was feeling more than a little grumpy. “You should have told me I’d have to repeat the safeword multiple times. There are only so many ways to work ‘castle’ into an arson-related context.”

Hannah shook her head. “The SWAT guys were convinced you said ‘shithole.’ They’re great shots, but their listening skills need work. Be glad they didn’t accidentally pop you. One of them did that on a case last year—he just got off suspension, as a matter of fact.”

I could never tell when she was joking—always dangerous when your girlfriend carries a Smith & Wesson.

“You could make it up to me by coming over tonight.”

“As much as I’d like to spend the night in your postage stamp-sized bed, I will be spending the rest of tonight doing the paperwork for this little mess. At least now we know somebody paid him. A crazy asshole like that, I thought he might be doing it for fun.”

“Can you keep Azazel’s death out of the newspapers while we figure out who’s responsible?”

“That I can do. I intended to do the same even if he was arrested.”

As Hannah walked away, she turned back to ask the question I had hoped I could avoid.

“You never told me how you tracked down this dipshit. We didn’t have anyone named Azazel on our list of suspected arsonists, and that name I would have remembered. How did you manage to find him?”

“You can credit my amazing powers of deduction.”

She knew enough not to fall for that one, but she also knew she wouldn’t be getting a straight answer. After realizing I would say nothing more, Hannah and I parted ways for the evening as she left to interface with her apparently hard-of-hearing special weapons friends.

The truth was, I first heard Azazel’s name from Amos Johnson, an enforcer with the Cleveland mob. Amos had assisted me on a few previous cases as payback for helping him find his kidnapped daughter. While not exactly a friend, Amos once said that if ordered to kill me, he would do so with a bullet to the head. In mob circles, that was about as friendly as things got.

Like many triggermen, Amos instinctively mistrusted those who killed or otherwise caused mayhem without directly confronting their prey. Amos had happily put me onto Azazel as the new firestarter in town, also alerting me to his monogrammed Zippo lighter. Using the description Amos provided, I spoke with numerous homeless residents near buildings I viewed as potential targets. After two days of relatively fruitless conversations, I finally found a grizzled old man who remembered seeing someone flashing Azazel’s trademark lighter by the old Acadia apartment building.

I alerted Hannah, who trusted me enough to arrange a stakeout. Tonight was day two of that effort. Though the plan had been to monitor and confront Azazel before he dumped his accelerant, the night had still ended with a reasonable degree of success.

I reminded myself to thank Amos for his tip. Before the SWAT team could mistake me for some other criminal, I exited the Acadia and drove back to my apartment.


Chapter Two

HEADING BACK TO my tiny studio, I thought about Hannah’s bed comment. In her not-so-subtle way, she had begun hinting I should consider moving into her Cleveland Heights home. The move would make sense; I was already spending most of my nights there anyway. Once you navigated past Hannah’s numerous bookshelves and sundry piles of unwashed laundry, she also had plenty of room—several times what I enjoyed in my more humble abode.

My equivocation had nothing to do with Hannah herself. Though we had both shied away from using the word, I was honest enough to realize I loved her. Despite my lifelong lack of confidence when dealing with women, I also believed she loved me back.

In part, my hesitation was due to changes in my own life. As a transgender male three months into the Cleveland Gender Reassignment Program’s opening therapy protocol, I worried how that change might affect our relationship. Somehow, it seemed like I was asking her to date an entirely different person.

Continuing with therapy would mean one more visit, scheduled unfortunately for tomorrow, with my program-assigned therapist. Though befuddled over what I did for a living, Dr. Bob was exceptionally well-intentioned and did his best with what little I gave him to work with.

Much of that work-related confusion stemmed from my first visit. I had neglected to confess my true profession at that appointment, presenting myself instead as a security consultant. My lie was an on-the-fly attempt to calm the good doctor and his office assistant after I let slip I was still carrying my Glock.

In truth, I also had mixed feelings about therapy. One year ago, I faced a different psychiatrist, a man who spent his off-hours doubling as a serial killer. That therapist and his mentor had almost killed me on two separate occasions. I first met Hannah on that case, so at least something good had stemmed from the whole affair.

Thinking of Dr. Bob, I resolved once again to give therapy a fair try. The good doctor would be the person determining whether I could remain on course with the gender reassignment procedure that had been my goal for some time.

If allowed to move forward, I would next begin what my physician described as masculinizing hormone treatments. That was a medical term for shooting me full of testosterone, a prospect I dreaded as I imagined an acne-covered me speaking with a client while trying not to sound like a preteen boy. If the hormones weren’t scary enough, my eventual surgery would include a metoidioplasty, a feature Hannah referred to delicately as “real working man parts.”

Arriving in my apartment, I checked my texts. Most I could ignore, but my best friend, John, wanted to know if we would still be watching the Browns game on Monday Night Football. John had several times requested that I never text him after 1:00 a.m. It was now after three, but I texted a yes anyway—no reason I should be the only one up this late.

With the prospect of surgery still weighing on my mind, I finally decided to get some sleep. I had slept just two hours the previous night, and the clock at my bedside had almost reached 4:00 a.m.

I should have gone to Hannah’s house after all. The knock came just fifteen minutes after my head hit the pillow.

I threw on a robe and glanced through my peephole. Half expecting to see Hannah or John, I was instead looking at a young girl, African American, about five foot two and maybe thirteen years old.

Though she wore some of the thickest glasses I had ever seen, it was still hard not to spot the determined look in her eyes. I figured she had a) come to the wrong apartment or b) decided to get an early start on Girl Scout cookie season. Based on the time and the fact that she held nothing in her hands, the first option appeared more likely. I opened my apartment door and waited.

Instead of an explanation or an apology, my youthful doorknocker continued staring with that same intent gaze I noticed through the peephole. As she looked me up and down, the disappointment in her voice was clear. “Who are you?”

Though I’d never been good at social niceties, I thought I was supposed to ask that question. Now even more exhausted, I tried a direct approach.

“I’m Terry Luvello. Who exactly are you looking for?”

My mystery girl looked me over for several more seconds before asking, “Are you really a private detective?”

Having viewed my five-foot-seven, one-hundred-forty-pound frame, she wasn’t the first person to doubt my profession. I realized I’d seen my intruder somewhere before—in the building, perhaps? Feeling the effects of my late-night excursion and beginning to fear this was John’s idea of payback, I decided to try again.

“If I’m not a detective, I will have to invest in new business cards.”

The girl still looked doubtful—my humor clearly wasn’t working.

I tried again. “Yes, I am a detective. Do you want to tell me exactly why you’re here?”

Instead of answering, my visitor strode past me into my apartment. For a brief second, I found myself wishing I hadn’t locked away my gun.

Now standing beside my desk, my visitor again faced me and finally explained her problem.

“I want to hire you. My father’s been accused of murder.”

Suddenly, I didn’t feel tired anymore.


Chapter Three

MY EIGHT-STORY apartment building mainly consisted of smaller-sized units like the one I inhabited, with a handful of far more expensive, family-sized apartments on floors seven and eight. My late-night intruder lived with her father in one of those larger apartments, likely the reason I remembered seeing her somewhere before. Assuring her once again I was who I said I was, I motioned for her to sit in the desk chair Hannah had given me for my twenty-eighth birthday.

My visitor sat without further prompting. After telling me her name was Allison West, she finally began her narrative.

“My dad and I moved into this building about three years ago, just a few months after my mom died of cancer. Before that, we lived in a house in Moreland Hills. When we moved, Dad said he just wanted to live closer to his job at the Cleveland Federal Reserve. I think he just couldn’t stand living in that house any longer with all the memories of my mom.”

Moreland Hills was one of Cleveland’s more expensive suburbs. Many of the houses there could legitimately be described as estates—home turf for a number of Cleveland’s one percent.

“You moved from Moreland Hills? What does your dad do for a living?”

“My dad is the director of the Cleveland Federal Reserve. Before that, he was the lead economist for Chase Bank. When he worked at Chase, my mom and dad lived in New York.”

That explained the Moreland Hills home. My question answered, I motioned for Allison to continue.

“The insanity started one week ago, October 25th, when the cops came by after supper. My dad wasn’t expecting anyone. When the lead detective introduced himself, Dad figured it was something to do with the bank. He thought somebody stole something or threatened to blow the place up—something crazy like that.

“It turned out they wanted to ask where he was the night before, specifically from eight to ten that evening. As it turns out, they could have asked me because Dad spent the night quizzing me for my test in advanced algebra. I’m a freshman at Saint Robert Bellarmine, and that’s the only class I’m having trouble with.”

She saw my face and made the wrong assumption. “Saint Bellarmine is a Catholic high school in Cleveland Heights. We’re not Catholic, but my dad sent me there because he heard it was a good school.”

It was a good school and apparently one I would never escape. “I’m familiar with Saint Bellarmine—my brother and I graduated from there. Why were the cops interested in October 24th?”

“I didn’t find out until afterward. The cops asked to speak to my father alone in the bedroom. They didn’t talk with me until later—they wanted to confirm the homework story I just told you. The cops left after I answered their questions. My dad didn’t want to talk about it at first, but he finally admitted a woman he knew had been murdered. He said the police thought he might be involved.

“My dad had been dating Miriam Artest for about two months. Miriam was the first woman my dad had been out with since my mother died. I’m not really sure what my father saw in her—she had short, gray hair and looked a lot like the librarian in my school. My dad said she taught economics at Cleveland State, and he met her at some sort of conference.

“The few times Miriam came over, it was clear she had no idea what to do with me. One time, she even brought over a doll, like I was some sort of five-year-old. I didn’t have the impression my dad was that interested. I think he was just lonely for somebody his own age.

“After telling me about Miriam’s murder, Dad then told me the rest. The cops entered Miriam’s apartment after a neighbor complained she heard yelling. Once inside, they found her with what the cops described as six or seven stab wounds to the chest. Miriam was already dead, though the cops called the EMTs just to be sure.”

“How did they connect her murder with your dad?”

Through most of her account, Allison had sounded surprisingly calm. With my question, she reverted back to a thirteen-year-old, unsure of herself with tears hiding behind her large Coke-bottle glasses. Looking directly at me with all the uncertainty of her age, she then blurted out the rest of the story.

“It’s the hotel security cameras. The cameras in Miriam’s apartment show my dad entering the building at 8:45 p.m., about forty-five minutes before the noise complaint. The same cameras show my dad leaving just after the call. Here’s the thing—cameras or no cameras, I know my dad was with me that night. I didn’t go to bed until eleven.”

Was she lying? My bullshit detector, while not infallible, usually worked reasonably well. Allison looked right at me when she spoke. There was no head tilting, rocking back and forth, or any of the usual signs that someone wasn’t telling the truth. Still, I had to ask.

“You clearly love your father and have every incentive to lie for him. Why should I believe you any more than the police did?”

I expected a protest, some impassioned teenage defense of her honesty. Instead, her argument was eminently more practical.

“Check the security cameras. I don’t mean the ones in Miriam’s building; I’m talking about the ones right here. If I’m telling the truth, they’ll show my dad walking into the building around 6:00 p.m. You won’t see him walking out.”

The cameras would be a point in her father’s favor, though not a definitive one. I needed to find out what else the cops might have, and I needed to speak to her father myself.

“You came here at four o’clock in the morning, which I assume means your father has no idea you’re out of the apartment. If I’m going to help the two of you, it will require his buy-in. The fact he hasn’t been arrested is a good thing. The cops may have little else besides the video and their suspicions. I can help, but I won’t do anything until I talk with your dad.”

The evasive body language cues I hadn’t spotted before suddenly appeared in spades. Allision looked anywhere but directly at me when she spoke.

“My dad is modern in pretty much every way you can think of, but he’s still a very old-school Baptist. Dad was the one who told me you were a detective when we saw you in the apartment lobby. It was also clear he didn’t exactly approve of your lifestyle. I don’t care if you’re transgender, but he told me you were someone I shouldn’t be talking to. He also mentioned you killed a priest.”

Even my mother still brings that up. “There are other private detectives. If your dad feels that way, why choose me?”

“I googled you. If you work past the other stuff, you seem pretty good at this.”

“I am—once you work past the other stuff. I’m not sure what you saw on Google, but I actually shot two priests, one intentionally and the other by accident. The accidental shooting likely saved the innocent priest’s life.”

After thinking through my options, I said, “Here’s the deal I’ll make with you. Give me your apartment number, and I’ll stop by your place tomorrow at seven. Hopefully, your dad will be back from work by then. If you can talk him into seeing me, we can have a conversation. If not, he can tell me to leave, and you and I can wave at each other in the apartment lobby. By the way, what’s your dad’s name?”

“His name is Raymond, but he goes by Ray. You may want to start by calling him Mr. West.”

“I’ll call him Ray. Playing up to people has never been my forte.”

With a plan in place, I escorted Allison back to her apartment. Returning to my studio, I realized it was now 6:00 a.m. Despite the hour, I was having trouble going to sleep.

My exhausted mind kept returning to Allison. She showed every sign of telling the truth, but I had dealt with more than enough practiced liars to know appearances were not always accurate. Still, Allison was only thirteen years old—old enough to be a liar but not well-experienced. And then there was Allison’s father, the Baptist economist from New York. Having just come off a tough case, was a disapproving client someone I wanted to be dealing with right now?

The problem, however, was intriguing—the seemingly unresolvable security tape most of all. Allison’s suggestion I view the recordings from our apartment was a good one, but there were ways out of any building that would take you right past any normally situated security cameras.

Assuming Ray West wanted me, I would start with the camera footage from both buildings. I would also talk with Hannah to see if she could tell me anything regarding other evidence the cops might have.

I knew that conversation might come to nothing. Hannah had job-related secrets she could never share with her private investigator boyfriend, and she knew the same discretion went the other way. Accepting this status quo went a long way to ensuring that our relationship continued to work.

If I could catch her in a good mood, I hoped Hannah would tell me something. If not, all was not lost. If worse came to worse, I still had Tomas.


Chapter Four

TOMAS O’MALLEY HAD hired me in my early days as a detective to retrieve his sister, a virtual prisoner in the home of Leonard “Leo” McDougal, a well-known Cleveland pornographer and small-time drug dealer. I had rescued Rosa through a late-night armed home invasion punctuated by some very direct threats to Leo’s future well-being, those threats emphasized by two gunshots that shattered his expensive camera equipment.

Since that night, I’d eaten several dinners at the home of Tomas’s grateful parents. As far as Tomas was concerned, he’d shown his appreciation in other ways, sharing the expertise gained through his side occupation as one of the Midwest’s most prominent computer hackers. Assuming Ray West wanted me on this one, I had a feeling I would need Tomas once again.

Still thinking about the Wests, it occurred to me I had missed one fundamental question—if Ray truly was being set up, who had it in for him and why? Faking a security camera video would not be easy or cheap; a setup like that would require real planning. If something were going on behind the scenes, I would need Tomas to tell me just who and what was involved.

Before doing any of those things, I had to deal with my final visit to Dr. Bob. I arrived at his office with some trepidation. Today, I would get the verdict on whether I could continue with the reassignment program. I hoped his approval would be routine, but I suspected it might not.

After I’d finally confessed my actual profession, Dr. Bob and I had spent most of our sessions discussing my cases with an emphasis on how I met and almost broke up with Hannah. As we began my final visit, Dr. Bob motioned me to sit, hesitating before he continued.

“Terry—have you ever heard of a savior complex?”

I had a sinking feeling I knew where this was going. “It’s when a person only feels good about themself when helping those around them.”

He tapped his fingers on his desk, a habit when he was trying to make a point. “Not exactly the clinical definition, but it’s close enough. You, my friend, have that complex in spades. That’s not necessarily the worst thing in a detective, but it can cause problems when you won’t let others help you in return. A year ago, you were caught in an admittedly no-win situation. Your solution was to face an adversary alone, almost costing you your girlfriend in the process.”

He continued, fingers still tapping away. “If you’re going to be successful in life and this program, you need to let other people in. The burden of solving everyone’s problems should not fall strictly on you. I know you’ve always operated on your own, and I fully understand why. You just need to recognize that you shouldn’t always have to. If you continue with this program, your burdens will become significant, and that doesn’t even include your high-stress job.”

He looked at me and waited for a response.

After considering my options, I asked, “Can I continue with the program?”

“You can, but I won’t deny I have concerns. Let other people in, Terry—Hannah, your friend John—they care about you. Don’t feel like you have to resolve every burden entirely on your own.”

I didn’t know what to say. Self-reflection wasn’t typically my thing. I walked to my car, wondering if Dr. Bob had a point. The truth was, I couldn’t imagine myself saving much of anything. The very thought sounded pretentious if not grandiose. If I had a psychological condition, it was more of a “try not to fuck anything up too badly complex.” Some days I succeeded; some days, I didn’t. If I managed to go to bed with a clear conscious and no bullet holes, I pretty much counted that as a win.

As I drove home in Cleveland traffic while attempting to illegally scan my texts, other nontherapy thoughts soon intruded. By the time I walked into my apartment, I’d forgotten about Dr. Bob entirely. John had left me a voice-mail with his expected obscene response to my post-1:00 a.m. text. I needed to message him back to let him know about Ray West and the possibility I might be late for the 8:15 p.m. kickoff. Given this was one of the few years the Browns looked competitive, I could only imagine how he would take the news.

As it turned out, not well. John’s call came just thirty seconds after my text.

“You’re an idiot. We’ve been planning this in your apartment since the schedule came out. What the hell could you have that’s more important than a Browns game?”

John had been my best friend since grade school, and we’d bonded over our mutual love of football and a shared sense of humor that often took sarcasm to a whole new level. Far more sociable than I’d ever dreamed of being, John had moved to a career in marketing after college. To say he didn’t quite understand my profession was putting things somewhat mildly.

“So, on the word of a thirteen-year-old girl, you’re going to go see her father, a suspected murderer, who thinks you’re some sort of moral degenerate. Even if he has a point, why put yourself through the aggravation?”

“Because the girl seems like she’s telling the truth. If that’s the case, I need to know how her father ended up on security camera footage in an apartment building several miles away.”

Still unconvinced, John said, “I think you’re looking for another case you can obsess about, like the priest who almost killed you. You are an idiot, and I’m still coming over like we planned. If you’re at the dad’s apartment, I’m watching the game on my own and eating all your food.”

“Nice plan, but how are you going to get in?”

“Remember that spare key you gave me about three months back?”

I knew I should have gotten the lock changed. John disconnected, still annoyed at my apostasy concerning him and the Browns.

After finishing with John, I decided to call Hannah at the station to see if I could wrangle any information about the murder of Miriam Artest. I might have had the same luck asking my mother.

“Just to get this straight, you’re asking me to give you information about a police investigation that’s still relatively hot off the press, a case where you’re not even sure the client wants your help.”

“That pretty much sums things up. Just remember I’m going under the knife soon for a procedure that will benefit us both. Think of this as a potential last request should the knife slip and I end up looking like the Joker.”

“The Joker had a disfigured face. Unless your surgeon is into knife throwing, I suspect your handsome visage will end up just fine.”

“A nice detective girlfriend would give me the information.”

“If I were a nice detective girlfriend, we never would have ended up in bed together. Now get off the phone—I have some actual police business to accomplish.”

It was just two hours before my meeting with Ray West, and I was down to my last hope. I would need to visit Charlie Shondell, the security manager at the Raymount apartment building.

Charlie looked like a larger, slightly more menacing version of the golem in Lord of the Rings. As near as I could tell, Charlie’s primary security duty consisted of scaring off young children who dared step foot on the Raymount’s four-foot-square lawn.

I met Charlie a week after moving into the Raymount when he appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, as I was boarding the apartment’s lone elevator. With no sign of embarrassment, Charlie asked if I was trespassing. Not sure how to respond, I told him I was a cat burglar with a lazy streak. Charlie gazed at me up and down as if memorizing my appearance for a later description to the police.

Charlie and I had mercifully few encounters since that day, though I had twice turned to find him staring as I entered the Raymount after midnight. Now I would be asking Charlie for a favor.

Half hoping Charlie would not be available, I headed to the apartment’s small security office. It fit with the way my day had gone so far that I found him standing outside his door.

I told Charlie what I was looking for and received the expected “no” answer. I then reminded him I was a member of the apartment board. In truth, I didn’t even know if our apartment had a board. I was hoping Charlie didn’t either, but I sadly underestimated him. Left with no other recourse, I finally pulled twenty dollars out of my wallet. Ever the opportunist, Charlie motioned me into his office. It was nice to know our apartment’s security was in such good hands.

Charlie pointed to a small desk with an old-fashioned combination TV/DVD player where I viewed the tapes from the day in question. I found that Allison was correct. Someone matching her father’s description walked into the front entrance of our building at 6:15 p.m. I then watched the footage for the next five hours, fast-forwarding through most of it. I saw no one even close to Ray West’s description walking out.

That left the side delivery entrance, a door not covered by security cameras. This delivery access was equipped with an alarm, but it was a noise most residents had learned to tune out as their neighbors frequently took advantage of the door’s convenient parking lot location.

Knowing Charlie, I suspected he ignored it as well. Nonetheless, I asked my golem-like friend if he remembered an alarm from that night. His “are you insane” glance told me what I had already suspected—the videos were helpful but not definitive. Still, that same truism likely held for the security cameras in Miriam Artest’s Lakewood apartment. If all the cops had was a video of Ray West walking in, they really didn’t have much at all.

I left after asking Charlie for a copy of the security tapes. It cost me another twenty, but Charlie had no issues about further violating the privacy of his tenants.

Back at my apartment, I donned what my mother would call “church clothes” in preparation for my meeting with the Wests. Figuring an economist would appreciate an on-time arrival, I took the elevator to their eighth-floor apartment and knocked precisely at 7:00 p.m.

I expected anything from a door slam to a polite brush-off. If either of those occurred, I would have no problem making it back downstairs for the Browns’ 8:15 p.m. kickoff.

I was met at the door by Ray West, and his manner was as distinguished as you’d expect from an economist with all sorts of credentials to his name. To my astonishment, Ray grabbed my arm as I stood at his threshold and literally propelled me into his apartment. Standing a few feet behind her father, Allison, looked equally surprised.

Once inside, Ray pointed to an antique chair in the far corner of the living room. I sat as directed and gazed at the rest of the apartment, every corner filled with furniture far outside my price range. I assumed these were the items precious enough to salvage from his former Moreland Hills home.

As I took in his apartment, Ray West looked me over. He was clearly unsure of the unicorn he had just invited into his living room. Along with that uncertainty, I could see another emotion just below the surface. Even while trying desperately to act normal for his daughter, Raymond West was scared. For that reason, I was now a potential lifeline. After another long pause, Ray gathered himself enough to begin.

“As I’m sure my daughter warned you, I was less than pleased when I found out about her nighttime visit to your apartment. She told me about your conversation, and I must be honest—I assumed you would be anything but helpful. Unfortunately, my situation has evolved once again.

“I know my daughter told you about my appearance on the security tapes from the Rotterdam, poor Miriam’s apartment building. There’s something Allison didn’t know, however, something I didn’t find out until just before I left work this evening. As I was walking out, I received an unannounced visit from one of the same detectives who first came to my apartment. Someone, presumably from Miriam’s floor, sent them another video. Clearly taken with a cellphone, this footage is far more damning than the security tape. To start with, it shows someone who looks like me pounding at Miriam’s door. The audio includes Miriam’s scream after she let this person in.”

I picked that moment to interrupt. “You mentioned the video was taken via a cellphone. Were the police able to trace who took it?”

“Unfortunately, no. The video was downloaded and sent via e-mail. The message with it indicated the sender wished to remain anonymous. The detective who came to my office showed me the footage. It was my picture, and it was my voice.”

He began pacing now, clearly more agitated than his “just the facts” tone would have indicated.

“The problem is that video and the security camera footage are both lies. My daughter told you the absolute truth. I arrived home at our apartment that evening just after 6:00 p.m. After helping Allison with her studying, I went straight to bed. I never left the apartment; I didn’t even go down to the lobby.”

It seemed like a natural point to ask questions, but he stopped me with a wave of his hand.

“You need to know one other detail before going forward. This incident no longer affects just my freedom; it has also impacted my livelihood. Before the police came to speak with me this afternoon, they spoke to certain members of the board for the Cleveland Federal Reserve. I am the bank’s director, but these are the people I report to. The board chair called me as soon as Detective Talent left my office. In his words, the Cleveland Fed cannot have an accused murderer in such a position of high authority. I have now been placed on paid leave for ‘my good and their own’ while the criminal case is being resolved. I am still getting paid, but I no longer have an acting position at the bank.”

“What reason did they give for talking with the board?”

“Jerry, the board chair, said his questions mainly pertained to my mental state. Did I tend to lash out, that kind of thing.”

Allison spoke for the first time. “That’s bullshit!”

Her father gave her a warning glance, but she refused to back down. I took the silence as an opening to ask some additional questions.

“Tell me about your relationship with Miriam Artest. Have there been fights in the past? If so, were any of those fights witnessed by others?”
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