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	PRAISE FOR VINCENT ZANDRI


“Sensational . . . masterful . . . brilliant.”


    —New York Post


    “My fear level rose with this Zandri novel like it hasn’t done before. Wondering what the killer had in store for Jude and seeing the ending, well, this is one book that will be with me for a long time to come!”


    —Reviews by Molly


    “I very highly recommend this book . . . It’s a great crime drama that is full of action and intense suspense, along with some great twists . . . Vincent Zandri has become a huge name and just keeps pouring out one best seller after another.”


    —Life in Review


    “A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”


    —The Times-Union (Albany)


    “I also sat on the edge of my seat reading about Jude trying to stay alive when he was thrown into one of those games . . . Add to that having to disarm a bomb for good measure!”


    —Telly Says


    “The Disappearance of Grace is a gripping psychological thriller that will keep you riveted on the edge of your seat as you turn the pages.”


    —Jersey Girl Book Reviews


    “This book is truly haunting and will stay with you long after you have closed the covers.”


    —Beth C., Amazon 5-star review


    “Vincent Zandri explodes onto the scene with the debut thriller of the year. The Innocent is gritty, fast-paced, lyrical, and haunting. Don’t miss it.”


    —Harlan Coben, author of Caught


    “A SATISFYING YARN.”


    —Chicago Tribune


    “COMPELLING…The Innocent pulls you in with rat-a-tat prose, kinetic pacing…characters are authentic, and the punchy dialogue rings true. Zandri’s staccato prose moves The Innocent at a steady, suspenseful pace.”


    —Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel


    “EXCITING…AN ENGROSSING THRILLER…the descriptions of life behind bars will stand your hair on end.”


    —Rocky Mountain News


    “READERS WILL BE HELD CAPTIVE BY PROSE THAT POUNDS AS STEADILY AS AN ELEVATED PULSE.…Vincent Zandri nails readers’ attention.”


    —Boston Herald


    “THE STORY LINE IS NON-STOP ACTION and the flashback to Attica is eerily brilliant. If this debut is any indication of his work, readers will demand a lifetime sentence of novels by Vincent Zandri.”


    —I Love a Mystery


    “A TOUGH-MINDED, INVOLVING NOVEL…Zandri writes strong prose that rarely strains for effect, and some of his scenes…achieve a powerful hallucinatory horror.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “A CLASSIC DETECTIVE TALE.”


    —The Record (Troy, N.Y.)


    “[Zandri] demonstrates an uncanny knack for exposition, introducing new characters and narrative possibilities with the confidence of an old pro…Zandri does a superb job creating interlocking puzzle pieces.”


    —San Diego Union-Tribune


    “This is a tough, stylish, heartbreaking car accident of a book: You don’t want to look but you can’t look away. Zandri is a terrific writer and he tells a terrific story.”


    —Don Winslow, author of Savages


    “SATISFYING.”


    —Kirkus Reviews
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Vincent Zandri
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    For Lola, wherever you are…



    
“I used to look forward to the day when I got too old to give a damn about women.”


    —James Crumley, The Last Good Kiss
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	Prologue

YOU’RE DROWNING.

The entirety of your fragile head thrust deep down into the watery business end of a white porcelain toilet inside the men’s room of a Ralph’s Tavern in Albany. The water is cold and tastes vaguely of rust and urine as it enters into your mouth. You’re on your knees, hands pressed flat against a piss-stained floor, the cold hard steel of a pistol barrel pressed against your spine, a bear claw of a hand shoving your head down deeper into the toilet with each thrust.

“Who sent thee?” the poet barks.

Pulling you back out by the collar on your black leather coat, you spit out the rancid water and make a desperate attempt to inhale a dose of men’s room-fresh air. You want to be cooperative, being that this man is your client, whether he knows it or not. You want to at least try to answer his query. But instead you’re choking, gagging, and vomiting rancid toilet water.

“Who sent thee, scoundrel?”

The pistol barrel is jammed so tight against your spine you feel like it’s about to burst through skin and bone and enter into your stomach. You hear a fist banging on the men’s room door. Somebody shouting to open up. Somebody who’s got to drop “a big fucking deuce.” But the poet doesn’t care. He’s locked the door. Dead-bolted it secure. He’s already shot one man already, or so legend has it. What difference does it make if he shoots you too? The poet is desperate. He’s on the run. He’s drunk and wired up on cocaine. Enough Bolivian marching powder to fire up a power line.

You hear the barrel being cocked. You feel the mechanical action of the pistol against your spine. In a second or two, you’ll hear the blast and you’ll see your bullet-shredded pink stomach lining spatter up against the toilet and the graffiti-covered plaster wall—the work-in-progress canvass for the drunk and the damned.

“One more time. Who sent thee?”

You open your mouth once more, try to spit out the words. It’s like tearing the skin away from the back of your throat. But in the end, you manage to form a single word.

“Agent,” you whisper. Then, “Your. Fucking. Agent.”

“Liar,” the poet shouts, thrusting your head back into the toilet, but immediately pulling it back out, your face and head dripping wet like an overused toilet brush. “You are nothing but a scoundrel and a liar and I will have my revenge upon thee.”

The pistol barrel shifts from your spine upwards to the back of your skull. In your brain, you picture the poet. His thick, white, Ernest Hemingway Old Man and the Sea beard, his full head of salt and pepper hair cut close to the scalp. You see his short, bull-dog build, and his many-times-broken pug nose. You see his ratty khaki safari jacket, its pockets jammed with notebooks, scraps of paper with story-lines and poems written on them, pens, pencils, unsmoked joints, cash, candy bars, and who knows what the hell else. The poet is years older than you, but bears the strength, power, and build of a rhino. A drunk, coked-up Rhino.

“No wait!” you spit. “Wait. Please. Fucking wait, Mr. Walls. I can explain.”

More pounding on the door. More words. Someone about to crap his pants if you don’t open up.

“My agent might be a heartless, soulless cunt who would sell out her own aging mother to make a ten-spot,” Walls speaks in his deep, throaty, formal poetry reading voice. “After all, that’s why I’ve signed on with her. But she would never stoop so low by sending a private detective in search of me. You sir, are a liar and scoundrel.”

“You don’t know me.”

A slap upside your head with Walls’s bear claw hand. It makes your head ring.

“Cease thy banter, rogue.”

The pistol is pressed harder against your skull. Now you see brain matter, blood, and bits of bone spattered against the wall. With any luck it will cover up the hand-scribbled erect cock and the phone number written below it beside with the words, “I give great head. Call me.”

More pounding on the door. More shouts.

“She cares about you, Mr. Walls,” you spit. “She needs you back at your writing desk. You’re all she’s got. She needs you. You need you. You need to be writing. It’s my job to bring you back home.”

Silence fills the bathroom, like the pause after a carefully recited stanza at a college sponsored literary reading.

“Liar,” the bearded poet whispers, “turn to me.”

You don’t turn to him so much as he forces you up by your coat collar. Forces you up enough for you to shift from your knees to your ass.

“Open up,” Walls spits. “Take thee into your mouth.”

You open your mouth, your eyes shifting from the black barrel to the poet’s round, red, bearded face. You feel the barrel slide inside, it’s cold metal pressed against your tongue and against the roof of your mouth.

“Swallow until you see the colors of the noon,” recites the poet from one of his most famous works. “Swallow until you lose your mind and your soul. Swallow for love. Swallow for me. Swallow your death.”

You close your eyes, and wait for the barrel to come down and for the world to turn black. You’ve died before, so why should this time be any different? We all owe God a life. That’s what Shakespeare said. And you, Richard Moonlight, part-time private eye, part-time dad of one, part-time lover, part-time scribbler of words, full-time head case . . . You are long overdue.

But the hammer doesn’t come down. That’s when something else happens instead.

The pistol barrel slides back out of your mouth as the poet rises up, filling the stall with his four-by-four body. He doesn’t shoot you, but he doesn’t leave you in peace either.

“This is where me and thee take our leave,” recites the poet. “One from the other.”

When he raises up the pistol barrel, you know what’s coming. You close your eyes and wait for the collision of steel against bone.

“Be advised, Mr. Moonlight, that Roger Walls will never see the inside of a prison cell again. Do we have an understanding?”

“Duly noted,” you utter through clenched teeth. “But you haven’t done anything wrong.”

The high pitched sound of your own scared-like-a-girl voice is the last thing you remember before the men’s room turns black.



	Seventeen Hours Earlier



	Chapter 1

IN THE DREAM, I’M RUNNING.

Running along the side of the road. Running slow. Jogging. A nice, slow, steady gate, the blood pumping through my veins, heartbeat elevated, breathing nice even breaths in and out, a small sheen of sweat building up on my skin, coating it like a transparent glaze.

I’m feeling good. Feeling at one with my body and the fresh air. Feeling healthy. Like the little piece of bullet lodged inside my brain doesn’t exist at all. Like I have nothing to look forward to but a long back-nine of a life without the threat of dying at any moment should that little fragment of bullet decide to make like an active fault line and shift.

Then the cars start passing by.

I’m facing traffic as I run along the roadside, so I can easily see the faces of the drivers and the passengers as they motor pass. There’s something about the way they’re gazing upon me. The drivers are slowing down and craning their necks in order to get a good look at me. They’re risking injury to life and limb by taking their eyes off the road to get a full eye-fill of me, your average, everyday jogger taking in his morning run in the sun.

Or am I?

When a carload of college-age girls goes by and they begin to scream and hoot, the driver blaring the horn and swaying into the opposite lane of oncoming traffic, I know something must be up.

That’s when I begin to feel a breeze.

It’s slight at first. But it’s a breeze alright, and it’s blowing against my midsection. The farther I run away from home, the more intense the cold wind blowing against my junk becomes. I stop running. I look down at myself. It’s then I realize I’ve left my home without my shorts on. I’m jogging along the soft shoulder of a public street in the middle of a bright busy morning, with only a t-shirt and sneakers on, the rest of me exposed to the world.

Panic fills me.

I about-face and try to sprint back to my loft. But my feet won’t move. I’m paralyzed on the street-side as the cars and trucks begin piling up. They’re not flying past now, satisfied with a simple rubbernecking gaze. They’re pulling off to the side of the road and getting out. Old people, young people, men and women, girls and boys, cops, firemen, construction workers, students, suits, priests, bearded rabbis, you name it . . . they’re all stopping their vehicles and getting out. They’re standing in the road gawking at me with these wide as hell eyes, looking me up and down, feeding upon my nakedness. Upon my exposed manhood.

Those eyes . . .

. . . They are the same kind of wanting eyes that stare at me now.

Steely blue eyes that belong to a small but spunky forty-something woman by the name of Suzanne Bonchance, but who is better known in literary circles as the “Iron Lady” due to a pair of brass knuckles she keeps conspicuously perched on the edge of her desk. The same brass knuckles I can plainly see as I sit down in a black leather chair that’s positioned directly before the desk. A desk so long and wide it can accommodate a dozen or more manuscripts and still leave room for the Iron Lady’s many framed photos which are positioned so that a visitor like me can get a good look at them. Pics of her seated in a café in Paris with Salmon Rushdie. Pics of her dirty dancing with Jackie Collins. Pics of her walking the red carpet at the Oscars, Brad and Angelia only a few steps behind her. Pics of her standing beside Michelle and Barack Obama, a massive American flag perched on the wall behind them.

I slip my leather briefcase off my lap, set it down on the floor, and once more eye those brass knuckles.

“You ever use those before?” I ask, nodding in the direction of the steel and very illegal street fighting weapon, as she seats herself down gently into her leather swivel chair, her neck-length black hair settling perfectly upon perfectly carved shoulders. This morning those perfect shoulders are covered by a perfectly tailored gray top that perfectly matches a gray mini skirt and knee length leather boots for footwear. The forty-something woman looks like the offspring of an in-her-prime Sophia Loren and a Friends-era Jennifer Anniston—that is if they were ever able to physically hook up and spit out a love child. Her perfect wardrobe du jour costs more than my entire closet of Levis jeans and crew neck, all-cotton t-shirts. But then, I’m not a hotshot literary agent.

“Would you like to see me in them?” she asks, a hint of a perfect white smile forming on her red lip-sticked mouth.

“And only in them,” I say. Moonlight the Cagey. Or is it Moonlight the Dog?

She exhales and does that positively-taken-aback eye blinking thing that all classy women do when I surprise them with my wit and charm.

“I’ve been warned about your humor,” she says, after a calm and collecting inhale and exhale. “And about your . . .” Making like a pistol, she points an extended index finger in the direction of her right temple.

“It’s okay, you can say it. You being the perfect literary agent and all.”

“Suicide,” she says, the word coming out with a noticeable hint of English on it. As if this New York born and bred woman were from London.

“Botched suicide, to be perfectly honest. I couldn’t go through with it in the end. Call me a wimp.”

“But you bear the scars. Emotional and physical.” It’s a statement posed like a question.

“There’s a small piece of .22 caliber hollow-point lodged beside my cerebral cortex. On occasion it can cause me to pass out, especially during periods of great stress. Or it can mess with my decision making process. It can also cause me to die right now in this chair if it suddenly decides to shift. It’s a hell of a way to live actually, knowing you can die at any second. Makes you appreciate the time you have all the more.”

“Sounds positively warm and fuzzy,” she says, the corners of her pretty little mouth perking up. “But I trust the little piece of bullet doesn’t impede your performance?”

I smile.

“My performance is impeccable.” It’s a lie. But what the hell?

Her once cautious smile now turns into an all out ear-to-ear smile. Sitting back in her chair, she sets both hands onto the armrests. It causes her jacket to open up revealing a tight-fitting black silk blouse that’s unbuttoned enough to reveal some serious cleavage and a black lace push-up bra. Victoria Secret.

“I’m not interested in that kind of performance,” she explains. “I’m interested in the performance of Dick Moonlight, private detective.”

“I like the way you say it.”

“Say what?”

“Dick.”

We sit in silence while I watch the lids on her eyes rapidly rise and fall. What for some might be an uncomfortable silence, but for me is a whole-lot-of-fun kind of silence. Moonlight the Ball Buster.

“Why don’t we get right to the heart of the matter, shall we?” the agent says after a beat.

“Goody,” I say, crossing my right booted foot over my blue-jeaned knee. “Let’s have it, Iron Lady.”

She shifts her gaze from me to the window wall on her left, as if looking out onto the Hudson Valley helps her think.

“Are you familiar with the poet and novelist, Roger Walls?”

I steal a silent second or two to think about it. But truth be told, I don’t have to think about it at all. I’m familiar with Roger Walls all right. He visited my college during my senior year back in the early ʹ80s when I was about to earn my BA in English Lit. Back when I’d made the solemn vow to never enter into my dad’s funeral business and instead become a world-class author. Like Hemingway. Mailer. Or Walls.

Roger fucking Walls.

Sitting in front of the perfectly presented Suzanne Bonchance, I pictured the less than perfectly dressed poet/novelist donning a ratty safari jacket over a pair of worn Levis and Tony Lama cowboy boots. He wasn’t very tall, but barrel-chested and he sported a black beard and black, brushed-back hair that by now would probably be grey. Or so I imagined. He was a bad boy writer, drunk when he arrived at the college for his reading and even drunker when he carried a bottle of Jack with him to the podium. A daring move that caused the rather conservative Providence College audience of stiff upper class profs to pucker their assholes while the English students jumped up on their feet and issued a rousing standing ovation.

“Knives, Guns, and Bitches. Slasher Babe. The Killer Inside Her,” I recite, recalling just a few of Walls’s books. “Walls has a way with women and he reflects it in his titles.” Moonlight the Lit Critic.

“Roger is old school, Mr. Moonlight,” Bonchance goes on, her eyes still staring out the window, no doubt onto an image of her stocky, liquor-soaked client. “He comes from a time when male writers felt they had to live by the Hemingway code. Tough, burly womanizers and drinkers. Men who lived by their word and were willing to back it up with their fists and tire irons if need be. “ She sighs sadly, her eyes still glued to the great beyond. Gives me the feeling she misses the Roger Walls kind of bad boy writer. “Nowadays,” she goes on, her voice more sullen, “you’re lucky if a male writer takes real sugar with his double mocha Frappuccino. In today’s manhood-castrated world, being a bad boy means having to give back the Oprah award or a book called The Corrections is about as far away from a hard-core prison novel as Justin Bieber is from Sid Vicious.”

“Word up is that Walls has got an evil temper. That he shot someone once.”

Her head springs back around, her eyes once more locked onto me. She’s also smiling again like she’s turned on by the fact that Walls is not only the last of his macho kind, but also a homicidal maniac.

“It’s the truth.” She nods. “He did shoot a man who encroached on his property out in Chatham near the very rural Massachusetts border. Almost thirty years ago now. Probably around the time he visited your college. He’s always maintained that the man encroaching was threatening his life with a hunting rifle. Of course, he only bears a slight recollection of the event.”

“Let me guess,” I say. “He was inebriated at the time.”

“And flying high on windowpane LSD. In any event, the man he shot did not press charges in the end.”

“After being shot?”

“It was only flesh wound, Mr. Moonlight. The man with the hunting rifle was clearly in the wrong by trespassing on private property.”

“Please call me Moonlight. Or, if you prefer, Ms. Bonchance, Dick.”

She looks at me with an iron face. Matches her iron fist.

“Moonlight it will be,” she says. “Rather poetic, I might add. An author’s name if ever I heard one. Have you ever considered writing something, Moonlight? Your memoirs perhaps? I could find you a ghostwriter.”

“How interesting you should suggest that,” I say, reaching down with my right hand, setting it on my briefcase. “But before we get to that, what is it you would like me to do for Mr. Walls?”

“I’d like you to find him for me.”

“He go missing?”

“Not officially.”

“As in the cops aren’t looking him.” It’s a question.

“The police have not been notified and nor will they be. Roger is no longer on probation for that shooting all those years ago, but his file is still open and it would be messy and complicated for him if they were to get involved.”

“I understand,” I say. “But how long has he been gone?”

“About a week. He’s on one of his . . . how shall I say it . . .” Tossing up her hands.

“Benders,” I say for her.

“Yes, benders,” she repeats, dropping her hands into her lap. “Like I said, Mr. Walls is one of the last of the bad boy writers.”

“He still call Chatham home?”

“Aren’t you going to write down some notes?”

I tap what’s left of the little dime-sized scar on the side of my head with my index finger.

“My brain might be fragile, but it’s still as sharp as the razor’s edge.”

“Yes, he still maintains a home there. And an apartment in Florence, Italy. He also keeps a trailer in the Baja. An Airstream actually.” Then shaking her head. “Forgive me. I believe he’s since sold the Baja property to a famous jazz musician.”

She says Airstream with so much happy, dreamy, sexy recollection in her voice I’m surprised she doesn’t faint on the spot. Tells me she’s no stranger to the inside of that desert Airstream.

“How wonderful for him,” I say. “Has the bad boy written anything as of late?”

She winces. Noticeably— like I picked up those brass knuckles and tossed them into her gut. Or lack thereof.

“Funny you should ask that, Moonlight,” she says.

“How funny, Ms. Bonchance?”

“Please call me, Suzanne,” she says. “And it’s been quite a while since Mr. Walls produced a full-length novel. Ten years to be precise.”

“Since Slasher,” I say. “That book rocked. Especially the girl-on-girl threesome scenes. Lots of violence too.”

“Yes, you would be his kind of audience, I dare say, Moonlight. The movie did quite well too.”

“Brad Pitt. How can it not do well? Walls must have made a fortune.”

“Indeed. Problem is, that kind of money doesn’t last. Not when you possess the rather expensive habits of our Mr. Walls. One of which is divorce. He’s created a hobby out of it. You can’t imagine the child support and alimony payments he must make on a monthly basis alone.”

“Or that he is supposed to make anyway.”

“Correct, Moonlight. All too often he, um, let’s say, forgets to write out his checks.”

“Another good reason for keeping the cops out of this.”

“Hmm, yah think?”

I smile.

She smiles.

“So then, Ms. Bonchance, bottom line here.”

“Bottom line, Moonlight? A working Roger Walls is a money-making Roger Walls. He’s also a sober Roger Walls and a responsible bill-paying Roger Walls.”

“I see. It means you can keep up with the payments on your Porsche and your house in The Hamptons.”

“How did you know I have a house in The Hamptons?”

“Lucky guess.” Moonlight the Intuitive. Then, “Any idea where I might start looking for him? He got a favorite local bar?”

“Lots of favorites. So I assume.”

“Can you recall a specific one?”

She shakes her head.

“I never frequented those kinds of places with him. We engaged in more civilized behavior. Like dinner at the 677 Prime Steak House in downtown Albany.” Laughing. What a writer might describe as sardonically. “Correction. I ate, and he drank.”

“Maybe there’s a joint in Chatham I can check out. Not a big town.”

“Excellent, Moonlight. I can already see what a master detective you are.”

“Hey, you hired me. Warts and all. He have any family?”

“Parents are dead. He’s got a sister somewhere. But not in New York. Don’t know whether she’s older or younger or even still alive for that matter.”

“His ex-wives live around here?”

Shaking her head. “His present wife still resides in the Albany area. Look Walls up on Wikipedia. You’ll find his list of love interests there. The newest one’s an actress. Got lucky with some minor parts in some Showtime stuff. A sprinkling of television commercials. Hot little piece of eye candy, you ask me.”

“And Walls has a major sweet tooth, I take it. What’s her name?”

“Sissy. Young thing. Bit of a partier. Has driven Roger to the edge more than once.”

“She mind if I pay her a visit?”

“I’m not sure her minding is important.”

“Gotcha. Anyone else you know I should check with? Friends? Drinking buddies?”

“Roger doesn’t believe in friends. ’No friends, no enemas’ he often preaches.” Then raising her right hand like a brilliant thought has just flashed inside her head. “There is one man you might try. His name is Gregor Oatczuk. A writing professor at the university MFA program.”

“Sounds important. But that name. Sounds like Upchuck.” I make a face, like I feel like puking.

“He’s as close to a friend as Roger has around here, even though Roger thinks of him as a bore. And yup, hell of name to be born with. He should change it.”

“You got a number for him?”

She leans up in her chair, picks up her phone. “I’ll call his office. Tell him you’ll be coming.”

She dials and I wait. When someone answers she asks for this Oatczuk character by name. When she’s told he isn’t in, she explains the situation to the person who must be his secretary. Then she hangs up.

“He’ll call me back. When he does, I’ll send him your way.”

“Thanks.”

“Find the writer for me. And I will pay you handsomely. Plus all expenses and a nice fat bonus.”

“With real money?”

“And then some.”

“Goodie. I might ask you to pay me in another way as well.” Once more, I set my hand back down on my brief case.

Her eyes go wide, giving me that same up-and-down look they gave me when I first walked in.

“Excuse me, Moonlight?”

“Not that kind of payment, Ms. Bonchance,” I say, pulling the briefcase up and onto my lap. “But I have a small confession to make. A moment ago you asked me if I’ve ever written anything. Well, here’s your answer.” Opening up the flap on the leather case, I slide out the manuscript. “It’s a sort of fictional memoir. A detective story.”

Silence fills the office. A thick weighted silence that makes my chest go tight.

“My list is quite full, Moonlight. I’m not really taking on new projects. It’s one of the reasons I moved my office up to sleepy little Albany. I no longer have to compete in the Manhattan rat race.”

I stand, the now empty case in one hand, the manuscript in the other.

“Just read a few pages,” I say. “If you don’t like it, no harm done. Consider it a personal favor. I’ll be on the case of your missing writer regardless.”

She cocks her head, sits up straight, feet flat on the floor.

“Ok, leave it,” she says.

I set the manuscript onto the table. It takes me by surprise when she practically dives across the desk to snatch it up. A hungry fish on a fat, juicy worm. Sitting back in her chair, she reads the cover page.

“Moonlight Falls,” she says, with a sly grin. “Not bad, Moonlight. Not a bad title if I say so myself. Maybe you will have something here after all.” Setting the book back down on the table, she stands and comes around her desk.

“I can stay while you read it,” I say, reaching out, setting my open hand on her perfect shoulder, giving it a slight squeeze. Moonlight the Charming.

“Not today, thank you,” she says. “I’ll start on it tonight in bed.”

“That’s a very nice thought.”

“I’m sure it is. In the mean time you have work to do.”

I start for the door, but stop almost before I get a couple of steps.

“Oh, before I forget,” I say, turning back around. “Do you have a book with a recent picture of Walls on it?”

She shakes her head, annoyed. Like she wants me to leave already.

“I just moved my office up from the city. The books don’t arrive until later in the week. Google him, or just stop at a bookstore on the way back to your office.”

“They still have bookstores?”

“Yes, you can still find one or two in existence. The State University Barnes & Noble on Washington Avenue just down the road from the campus is the best one these days. Roger will have signed editions there and, if you head there now, it’s possible Oatczuk will call me back and you can kill two birds with one stone.”

I stand there. Silent.

“Is there something else, Moonlight?”

“My fee.”

“Whatever it is, I’ll pay it.”

“Buck fifty per day plus expenses.”

“Give your billing address to my secretary out front,” she says. But then she quickly throws up her hands. “Oh crap, my secretary is off today. We can take care of your billing needs tomorrow. In any case, call me right away when you have some news on Roger. Day or night.”

“Day or night?” I say opening the door. “I wouldn’t want to wake Mr. Bonchance.”

She laughs.

“I think, Moonlight,” she says. “Therefore I’m single.”

“I’m a private dick, Ms. Bonchance,” I say. “Therefore I’m divorced.”



	Chapter 2

HERE’S THE DEAL: I’M going to die.

Okay, I know what you’re thinking: We’re all gonna die one day. But that’s not what I’m talking about here. This isn’t about the great, cosmic, circle-of-life, Elton John soundtrack kind of spiel. What I’m trying to tell you is that it’s very possible, if not highly likely, that I can die right in the middle of making this sentence.

No lie.

No fabrication.

No drama for drama’s sake.

The truth: There’s a little piece of .22 caliber hollow point bullet lodged snug up against my cerebral cortex. If it should suddenly shift for any one of a thousand good reasons (the least of which being that it simply wants to), it can render me instantly paralyzed, comatose, and ultimately dead.

I’m not the type of guy a life insurance salesman likes to call first thing on a Monday morning. I’m not the kind of discerning shopper who can buy now, pay later at zero percent interest. A banker would laugh at the prospect of extending me a thirty-year mortgage much less a thirty-day note. You just can’t bank on the fact that at the end of the day, Richard “Dick” Moonlight, Captain Head Case, is still gonna be around to pay up.

I live my life according to the death that shadows me so closely I can feel its cold darkness like a constant icy breeze blowing against my spine. Death might be a pale rider, but it’s also a constant companion. We’ve grown to know one another so well that we’ve become friends, almost. Me, the living Dick Moonlight, and the very soon-to-be dead Dick Moonlight. We’re one big happy family. We should trade recipes.

Living with death has taught me something. It’s taught me that when I am finally gone, I want to leave something for my ten-year-old son, Bear. I want to leave a record of my life so he will know his real dad. We don’t get to see one another all the time since he lives in California with his mom, my ex-wife Lynn. But that doesn’t mean we are ever far from one another’s thoughts. And maybe Bear believes I will always be around for him. But I know that the opposite is far more likely. He will never know the real me should that bullet happen to change position and my world suddenly goes black—the skin, flesh and blood, all too cold.

But there’s some good news in all of this. A silver lining as it were: The uncertainty over my longevity, or lack thereof, recently brought me to one solid conclusion: I want to make a record of my life. All forty-eight years of it. And not one of those sappy home-spun videos like they dramatize in all those Lifetime-channel-cancer-victim movies. You know, the one where the former A-list-now-turned-B-list actor gets liver cancer just in time for his kid’s third birthday, and since he won’t live to see the fourth, he decides to make a series of advice videos the kid can enjoy for years and years long after the old man is dead. That’s not for me, and my bushy-haired kid would probably be freaked out at the idea of having his dead dad in his face all the time.

Instead I want to write my memoirs.

But I’m not writer, right?

Truth revealed, I not only possess an English Lit degree, I had every intention of becoming a novelist upon graduation. But somehow life got in the way and I became a cop. Money, love, marriage, the birth of a child, and eventually, divorce, all had something to do with putting off the dream for more than twenty years. But now that I’m not a cop and only a part-time private dick, there’s really no excuse for not putting pen to paper. Which is how I came to write Moonlight Falls. The first book about my fall from grace at the Albany Police Department and from my marriage to Lynn. It also details my love affair with the lovely Scarlett Montana, the wife of my former department boss, and an illegal body parts harvesting operation we all got mixed up in along with a highly lethal crew of Russian mobsters. It’s not a happy memoir or a feel-good-boy-gets-the-girl at the end, thriller. It’s more like a train wreck, watch-the-girl-walk-out-on-me-yet-again life story. But it’s an honest story nonetheless.

There’s more to the book than I’m letting on about right now, but far be it from me to be a spoiler. And for all I know, the perfect Iron Lady lit agent herself, Suzanne Bonchance, might hate it. If that happens I’ll pretty much forget about being a published author. But I’ll still continue to write the memoirs for as long as I live, be it one hour, one more day, or ten more years. And they will be meant for one set of eyes, and one set of eyes only. Those deep brown eyes that belong to my son, Bear.

• • •

Driving.

In the direction of pretty much the only bookstore left alive in Albany since the outbreak of e-Books. The State University Barnes & Noble booksellers. Maybe a bookstore is the last place I should start looking for a writer like Walls. Maybe I should simply start searching every bar in the State of New York beginning with gin mills with names that start in an A or, at the very least, the bars that grace the little town of Chatham out in the country. But that would be like searching for a needle in a stack of needles and if Walls was hanging out in a small-town bar he wouldn’t exactly be missing in action would he? It’s been a while since I read anything penned by Roger Walls. I figure if I’m going to try and find him, maybe it’d be a good idea to at least grab his most current book of fiction or maybe poetry and get inside his head a little.

As advertised, the chain bookstore is located not far down the road from the main entrance to the Albany State campus. To my surprise, the lot is packed. But I manage to squeeze Dad’s pride-and-joy black funeral hearse in between a brand new pickup truck and a beater from another era that most likely belongs to a high school or college student. It always makes me nervous having to sandwich Dad’s ride in between two other vehicles. I know the dangers of door dings and fender benders. Doesn’t matter that he’s long dead, in every physical sense of the word. That Dad is looking down upon me, keeping tabs on how I maintain his ride, there is no doubt. That he still distrusts me, there is also no doubt.

Who says books are dead? The Barnes & Noble is bustling with activity when I enter into its cavernous spaces. There’re lots of people browsing the half dozen tables strategically set up in front of the doors as you walk in. The tables that carry the brand new thirty-dollar hard-cover releases by the same five or six mystery authors the New York Times has at the top of their lists perpetually. While a dozen or so people are staring down at the books, no one seems to be buying them. Why buy a thirty-dollar hard-cover when you can get it for pocket change on your e-reader?

I head into the depths of the store until I come to the tall bookcase that houses the poetry section. I head all the way to the W’s when I spot a young woman standing up against the far wall, a book gripped in her left hand, her eyes glued to its pages.

“Pardon me,” I say, trying to get a look at the title that has her so engrossed. When it turns out to be a Roger Walls book, I know it’s my lucky day. I decide to beam some Moonlight charm. “Roger Walls, huh? I’m a big fan too.”

She raises up her head, tosses me a smile that’s filled with perfect white teeth surrounded by a healthy tan face, deep-set brown eyes, and a forehead too young and optimistic to be marred with wrinkles, all stunningly veiled in thick, light brown hair parted delicately on the left side.

“How nice for you?” she whispers, as if we’re in a library.

“I’ve read all his novels,” I say. “But not his poetry.”

She nods, lowers her book so that its spine brushes up against the portion of bare thigh that’s exposed between the hem of her cotton skirt and her black leather, knee-high boots.

“I’m an MFA student at Albany State,” she explains, shifting the thick strap on her canvass shoulder bag.

“How nice for you too. What discipline?”

“Writing. In this case, poetry.”

“Lots of jobs out there for poets these days. You should do well.” Moonlight the Witty.

She shoots me this wide-eyed look like I’m crazy. But nice crazy.

“I’m not concerned with getting a job. I’m going to be a writer. A poet and a novelist.”

“How stupid of me. I was groomed for the funeral business a long, long time ago. Which is why I became a cop.”

“You’re a cop?”

“Used to be. Now I’m a private detective, and I’m also trying my hand at some writing too.”

She nods, pursing thick red lips.

“I imagine that by the time one gets to be your age, one must have lots of stories one wants to tell.”

“With age comes wisdom. But I’m not that old, nor wise.”

She flashes me a Pearl Drops toothpaste grin. “You remind me of my dad.”

“Your dad’s cool and hot, huh?”

She laughs, slaps her young thigh with that book.

“I don’t know you, Mister.”

I hold out my hand. “My dad raised me better than that. Moonlight is the name. Life and death is the game.”

She reaches out tentatively with her free hand, takes hold of mine, gives it a weak shake.

“Erica Beckett,” she says, her tan face now beaming red with embarrassment. “That’s Beckett like Samuel Beckett. He’s a distant relative.”

“Nice meeting you Erica the poet who’s related to Samuel Beckett. How the hell can you miss with a name and history like that?”

“That’s what I say, Mr. Moonlight.”

“So, back to my original question: Why the interest in Roger Walls?”

She steals back her hand.

“My prof is a big Walls nut. Claims to be best friends with him actually. I’m not sure I believe him. Walls is, like, super famous. And my prof is just . . . well, my prof.”

“He’s not a writer?”

“Well, he is a writer. He’s even published. But he’s not famous like Roger Walls and let’s face it, writers who teach are writers who don’t make money or they wouldn’t be teaching.” Another roll of those big brown, reflective pools. “God, sometimes I think he’s in love with Roger. Or wants to be him anyway.”

“Wouldn’t you?”

Another wide-eyed look that screams: “Huh?”

“I mean, if you were a guy. A guy poet. Like your Uncle Samuel.”

She laughs again, brushing back her smooth hair with her free hand. Not nervously but confidently.

“Oh, I get you now. Yeah, sure, I guess. It would be fun to be rich and famous just for making shit up. And be able to travel all the time, and party like a wild animal.”

“Don’t forget all that sex.”

“Oh, yes,” she bellows. I can practically smell the excitement and hormones just oozing off her twenty-something body. “The sex must rock.”

“What’s you prof’s name?”

“Um . . . Oatczuk. . . And no I’m not making that up.”

“Oatczuk. Well, coincidence of coincidences, my client wants me to talk with him. Thinks he might have an idea of Roger’s whereabouts.”

“Well, isn’t this your lucky day. I’m his secretary as a part of my work-study program. I’m the one who spoke with Suzanne Bonchance just a little while ago.”

“SmAlbany,” I say. “Three degrees of separation. Not six.”

“Isn’t that the truth. Serendipity is easier around these parts.”

We stand silent for a moment while I quickly browse a few of the Walls’s poetry titles. Sex and Slander . . . Cock and Bull . . . Pink . . . . I grab a copy of Pink, open up to the title page, observe the copyright date. It’s this year. Maybe Walls hasn’t been writing novels lately, but that doesn’t mean he’s been resting on his literary laurels. ’Course, even I know that nobody makes money from poetry. I arbitrarily flip the pages to one of the poems located in the middle of the volume. It’s called “Solitary Confinement.”

Both hands bloody from the brutal work of murder

A blade with a jagged edge

A fully erect cock

A man stands all alone in the desert

Man severs his testicles

Bloody separation

Beautiful freedom

Quintessential Roger Walls. Angry, violent, take no prisoners. Not exactly bedtime reading for the kids either.

Closing the book, I turn it over and gaze down at an author photo that I can only assume is recent. Walls, with a full head of wavy salt and pepper hair and a thick beard to match. He’s looking directly into the camera with the dark eyes of a hungry wildebeest, and the scowl painted on his face doesn’t make it look like he’s politely inviting you to check out his poetry, but fucking daring you. Dressed in a black t-shirt under his usual ratty safari jacket I can practically smell the cigarette smoke oozing out his nostrils, the whiskey on his breath, and the pussy on his fingers.

And then a light bulb flashes on over my head. I reach into my pocket, pull out a business card.

“Erica, will you be seeing your professor anytime soon? The one who’s good buddies with Walls?”

She takes the card in her hand, glances down at it for a few moments.

“Never met a real private eye before,” she says. “Only seen one on TV. And in books.”

“You don’t lower yourself to reading detective novels, do you Erica Beckett, candidate for an MFA in writing?”

She looks over one shoulder and then the other, as if we’re surrounded by her fellow students and profs and not just books.

“Can you keep a secret, Mr. Moonlight?”

“Is the pope Polish?”

“I absolutely love mysteries. I gobble them up. I’m going to write one someday. Along with my poetry.”

A second light going off.

“I just finished my first, myself. It’s based on one of my first cases. It’s called Moonlight Falls. I have an agent interested.” Okay, I’m stretching it a bit. “But I’d love it if you ever wanted to take a look and give me your opinion.”

She smiles, genuinely.

“Sure. You have another one of those cards?”

I hand her one. She pulls a pen from her bag and writes down her email, hands it back to me. I glance at it and pocket it.

“Just email it to me. I’m happy to take a break from all this academic bullshit.”

“Happy to help a future Amazon bestseller. Say, do you think you can arrange a little come-to-Jesus between me and Oat . . . um . . . whatever his last name is?”

“It’s Gregor Oatczuk. O-A-T, like Quaker Oats. Without the ’s’ and with a ’czuk’ tagged onto the end of it. Like woodchuck, only spelled differently. In this case, C-Z-U-K.”

“I’d like to talk with him.”

“Do you mind my asking what about?”

“Our old boy Roger has gone missing and his agent has hired me to go find him and cart him back home to his writing desk so that he can make her some money. Or something like that. Word on the literary street is that he hasn’t penned a new novel in ten years. Or published one anyway.”

“Oh my, Mr. Moonlight. How positively interesting. Can I be of any help? Like I said, I love a good mystery.”

“You can start by helping me set up a meeting with Gregor Oatczuk. The sooner, the better. Maybe even today.”

“I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I leave here and email you right away.”

I hold out my hand once more. She takes it and shakes it harder this time.

“Erica Beckett, grand niece of the great Samuel Beckett, you are hereby deputized in the name of the father and the son and Richard ’Dick’ Moonlight.”

“Great. I’m your girl.”

“If only it were true,” I say, shelving the book of poetry, about facing and starting toward the center of the store.

“Oh, Mr. Moonlight,” Erica calls out.

I stop, turn back in her direction.

“What is it?”

“What’s the name of your book, again?”

“Moonlight Falls.”

“And the detective in the story is you? Dick Moonlight?”

“Yup, it’s a story about a private dick.”

“I bet it’s a very long story,” she says, shooting me a wink.

Couldn’t have said it better myself.



	Chapter 3

DRIVING BACK TOWARD THE center of the city in the funeral hearse, I pull off the road and park in a Seven Eleven parking lot, dial Suzanne Bonchance from the cell. Since I’m calling her private mobile number, she picks up after only a couple of ringy-dingys.

“I’m already working my first lead,” I tell her after she answers with a simple yet direct, and very French, I might add, “Bonchance!”

“It’s not necessary for you to call me every time you make some progress, Mr. Moonlight.”

“I’m sorry. Thought you might like to know.”

“Agents never . . . and I repeat . . . never like to be called. We do all the calling. Not the other way around.”

“Don’t you want to know?”

“Know what?”

“About my lead?”

“Okay, what is it?”

“I just happened to run into a very attractive young lady at the Barnes & Noble who is, at present, an MFA student at the state university and Upchuck’s private secretary. She also just happened to be cruising through some of Roger Walls’s poetry titles. In fact, she’s the woman you spoke to when you called Oatczuk’s office earlier.”

“Oatczuk. And yes, thank goodness for serendipity. And is this going to be a long story?”

“Yes, thank goodness for serendipity. That’s what I said. Because it also so happens that Oatczuk just might have some idea of where we can locate our wandering writer.”

“No shit, Moonlight!” she barks. “We’ve been over this already, which is why I made the phone call to his office in the first place.”

“Just doing my job, Good Luck.”

“Excuse me, Moonlight?”

“Your last name. Bonchance . . . it means ’good luck’ in French. Get it?”

“Yes, it’s my name. And I prefer the French spelling and pronunciation.”

I picture the sharply dressed brunette agent seated in her black swivel chair, rolling her eyes, while checking the cuticles on her full-masted fingers for any imperfections in the weekly manicure. A crack, a chip, a smudge.

“Well my guess is anyone who knows where Walls ran off to,” I say, “it will probably be him.”

Silence. Heavy, foreboding, oozing through the connection like mustard gas.

“Moonlight, I’m fully aware of your reputation as a ladies’ man. Promise me you won’t go near the young lady in question while working for me. If something unsavory or illicit should occur, I would also be held responsible and that is simply not acceptable in my profession. I have a stable of authors and their careers to think of.”

“Well, the young lady I speak of is over seventeen and in fact over twenty one, and what she does with her body is her business, especially if she can’t help herself when it comes to falling under my spell. I’m sure you’re already familiar with said spell.”

More silence. Mustard gas laced with cyanide. I tend to have that kind of effect on women.

“Mr. Moonlight, before we go any further, I am delighted to maintain a professional relationship with you and only a professional relationship. And as for Professor Oatczuk, he is most definitely not Walls’s best friend. He only wishes he was.”

“You know him personally?”

“Tragically, I do. He’s been asking me to represent him for years. I don’t go a single year without one of his train wrecks landing inside my inbox.”

“Bad writing?”

“His craft is excellent. It’s just that the man and his work are a positively insufferable yawn. And can you imagine me trying to sell a novel by an author named Oatczuk?”

“He can change his name. Take on a nom de plume.”

“Yes, but the writer must be willing to do so. Which Oatczuk most definitely is not.”

“You talked over the possibility with him then. Must be you liked something about his work.”

“No, I didn’t. And he’s not a writer. He’s a teacher. And you know what they say about teaching.”

“Yah,” I say recalling my conversation with Erica, “he who can’t do, teaches.”

“Exactly,” she agrees, sighing. “Now is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Moonlight?”

My pulse picks up, just a little.

“You haven’t um, started my, um . . .”

“No, Moonlight. I’m not that fast. And besides, I read at night in bed. I told you that.”

“Ah yes, I remember. Books in the place of a real man.”

“I don’t feel I need to remind you of that again.”

“Not necessary. I read you loud and clear, Good Luck. One more thing. I’m alone for dinner tonight. I was wondering if you might like to have a quiet drink and something to eat?”

“Are you asking me out on a date, Moonlight?”

“Actually, I’m seeing someone. It would be purely professional.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“About what part? The dating someone or the purely professional thing?”

“Both.”

“Well, at least think about it. You might want to get to know the author if you’re going to represent his book.”

A laugh. Loud enough to make me pull the phone from my ear.

“Do you know how many writers who would slice off their manhood to have a shot at me being their agent?”

“Let me guess. A lot.”

“Yes, a lot. More than a lot. I will let you know if I want to take you on or not.”

“Okay, Good Luck, have it your way. But I can tell you one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not about to cut off my Johnson for you. That’s where I draw the line.”

“We’ll see about that, Moonlight. We’ll just have to see.”

She hangs up.

I feel a dull pain in my midsection, as if Suzanne Bonchance, the Iron Lady of the literary industry, has just managed to emasculate me not with a blade, but with only her words. I get out of the hearse, head into the Seven Eleven for a six-pack of beer while contemplating that very disturbing notion.



	Chapter 4

BY THE TIME I get back to my loft inside the abandoned Port of Albany, I’ve already got an email from my new friend, Erica. Standing at the island counter in the kitchen area of the riverside brick building that once housed the offices of a shipping company, I click on the email:

Hi again, Mr. Moonlight. I spoke to Professor Oatczuk and he said that he would have no problem if you stopped by as early as this afternoon. He had no idea Roger Walls was “missing in action,” as he put it, and he wants to help. Here’s my number: 555-2354 . . . Give me a call soon as you get this and we can go see him together if you like. ;)

Erica

“Go see him together,” I whisper, staring at the little green, winking smiley face posted at the end of her sentence. “Me likey.”

I pull my mobile from my thin black leather coat, dial the number she gave me, wait for a pick up.

“Mr. Moonlight?” she answers, instead of a generic “Hello.”

“You recognize my number already?”

“I put it in my list of contacts after you slipped me your card. I’m your deputy remember?”

“How could I ever forget? Where do you want to meet?”

“Do you know how to navigate the state campus? It’s just beyond the bookstore where we first met this morning.”

“Where we first met. How romantic, Ms. Beckett.”

She giggles. “So do you know the campus?”

“It’s been a while. I used to do a little partying there with friends back in my day.”

“Meet me at the front gates. Washington Avenue entrance. Two o’clock sharp.”

“How will I recognize you?”

“I’ll be the sexy hottie in the lipstick-red Porsche convertible.”

“Expensive ride. Thought you were a writing student?”

“I’m a woman who gets what she wants, Mr. Moonlight.”

“That’s funny. I’m a guy who gets what he wants.”

“We’ll see about that, old man.”

“Who you calling old?”

I’d wait for an answer. But she’s already hung up.



	Chapter 5

I LOOK AT MY WATCH.

Ten-fifteen on a bright Monday morning in the early spring. I’ve already had my coffee and it’s too early for lunch and way too early for one of those cold beers that I bought. I could take Erica up on her offer of looking at my manuscript, but then my built-in shit detector tells me to back off on that notion. I once heard a well-known writer say that he never read another person’s writing in progress. Why? Because if it was good, he’d hate it because it would mean more competition. But if it was bad, he’d hate it even more for wasting his time. What all this means is that I’ll have to continue working. And since Bonchance is paying a buck-fifty an hour, I figure I’d better get started right away. Whether I like it or not. Moonlight the Barely Self-Employed.

My laptop is sitting out on the island counter.

I open it up, enter in my security code, and allow it to boot up. When it’s up and running, I click onto the Google homepage. In the search space, I don’t type in “Roger Walls.” Instead I listen to my gut and what comes out instead is, “Suzanne Bonchance.”

Sure, Walls is my only concern at the moment. Or should be my only concern. But I’m curious about Bonchance. Why would a powerful literary agent like her decide to hire a head case like myself when she could obviously afford a much better one who doesn’t have a bullet lodged inside his brain making dying on the job a real possibility? Not to mention my habit of taking the wrong turn now and again, and getting myself into more trouble than anyone bargained for. But then, it isn’t up to me to uncover her reasoning. Maybe she doesn’t have a reason for hiring me other than she likes the name.

Moonlight Private Detective Services.

Kind of poetic when you think about it. Slides off the lips and tongue like nectar from the poetry Gods. The tonal opposite of Oatczuk.

I click on the enter key and observe the Suzanne Bonchance search results.

The top entry is from the William Morris Agency. Even I’ve heard of them. Mega agents for the world’s mega bestsellers. I click onto it. Bonchance is listed as one of their top agents. The site must not be updated since I know for a fact that she is now working for herself. Working for herself up in Albany, to be precise, one hundred forty miles from the ground zero of literary fortune and glory.

I keep browsing.

There’s a LinkedIn account and a Facebook account, which I skip over. An article from the New York Observer on Manhattan’s Top Ten Agents, of whom you-guessed-it resides at the top. I click onto it, and the perfect Ms. Bonchance is standing sandwiched in between punk poet Goddess, Patti Smith and Anthony Bourdain, the travel writer/cook superstar. They’re dressed to the nines and each of them are holding glasses of red wine and looking plenty drunk. But fashionably drunk. The date on the article is November 15 of last year. It’s March in the new year and Bonchance seems to have left the glitz and the limelight of Manhattan for little old Albany. Doesn’t make sense. Or maybe it does. She claims to have a full list. Maybe she’s looking to kick back in our little sleepy backwater. Give her more time to read. In bed. Alone.

I continue with the search.

More photos of Bonchance hanging out with the rich and famous.

I decide to click on the “News” option. An article from the New York Times appears. It’s dated December 24th. This past Christmas Eve. There’s yet another photo of the attractive agent, but it’s just a head shot. And she’s not smiling. Instead, she’s sneering at the camera, half her outstretched hand blocking the lower portion of her face, as if she were trying to block it from the paparazzi completely. I gaze at the headline.
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