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Shadow House

Terry Luvello, PI, Book Three

Joe Rielinger


To my wife, Lisa. You are the love of my life. Thank you for all your editing and story advice. I owe you everything, and you never even charge me interest.

To Rachel and Andy. Thanks for not laughing when your crazy father announced he was writing a book. I love you both more than I could ever say.

To Scarlett and Scout. Thanks for keeping me company when I write. Your plot suggestions can be a little off, but I appreciate them anyway. Your companionship is worth every doggie treat in the world, but I feel like I need to set limits—blame the vet, not me.


Prologue

MY MOTHER WAS fond of folksy sayings, their subjects including pretty much any topic that struck her fancy. Regarding shadows, Mom told us we would never notice their gloom if we always chose to face the light.

My father would invariably grimace at Mom’s optimism. Dad, a Cleveland arson inspector, had already grasped the lesson I would learn much later—shadows were everywhere, whether you faced the sunlight or not.

As a private detective, I work in a profession defined by shadows. Like my father, I have grown used to their gloom, a dark shade that might yield anything from a gun pointed at your head to a viable place of concealment. Detectives see shadows in the faces of everyone they encounter, even the clients who pay our bills. A famous TV doctor was known for saying that everyone lies. A private investigator assumes this without question, at least a detective aiming for a reasonable lifespan.

My PI mentor told me her shadows whispered with a language all their own. Although this pearl of wisdom came in hour two of a trip to Bernie’s favorite bar, I grew to believe her nonetheless.

I once mentioned Bernie’s observation to my girlfriend at the close of a particularly difficult case. With a practicality befitting a Cleveland police detective, Hannah told me I was full of shit.

After our stay in the Reasoner mansion, Hannah changed her mind. A 32,000-square-foot estate in the Cleveland suburb of Hunting Valley, the Reasoner home was perfect for shadows. The house was built in neo-Gothic style and dwarfed its Hunting Valley neighbors—a suburb where a million-dollar habitat was viewed as little more than a hovel.

No one would think “hovel” when describing the Reasoner estate. With a Zillow-estimated value of 28 million dollars, the mansion included twelve bedrooms and sixteen bathrooms, along with a 2,800-square-foot fitness center, an infinity pool, tennis courts, volleyball courts, and a stocked fishing pond. Remodeled at least three times since its 1929 debut, the mansion has maintained the original great room with its wood-paneled walls, vaulted wood-beamed ceiling, and a fieldstone fireplace designed under the watchful eye of its patriarch, Edward Reasoner.

Reasoner had earned his fortune transporting and selling illegal liquor across the Great Lakes during Prohibition. Likely under the influence of his wife, Edith, Edward eventually shifted his business to a more legitimate source of income, supplying industrial alcohol to the nation’s early detergent and pharmaceutical industries.

As with many of the nouveau riche, Edward Reasoner had sought to cement his society bona fides by designing his mansion in what he saw as traditional European Gothic architecture. Unlike many buildings of the day, the Reasoner mansion was able to successfully duplicate the style it sought—its towers, battlements, oriel windows, and pitched roof making it appear castle-like in design.

Given its size and unique construction, the shadows cast outside the Reasoner mansion were to be expected. Its covered outdoor walkway bathed those entering the home in gloom, lending the oversized wooden front door an air of menace, as if the entryway to a movie haunted house.

As intimidating as those outdoor shadows might be, the shadows inside were far more striking. They had nothing to do with architecture and appeared in unexpected places—the bottom of the grand staircase, the entry door to Edward Reasoner’s original study, even the space in front of the large window overlooking the infinity pool. The shadows in the windowed second-floor corridor seemed to dance, likely aided by the wind blowing the trees planted unusually close outside.

Those shadows were easy to find, as were the whispers. Their conversations included the voice of Edward Reasoner, who hanged himself from his mansion’s wood-beamed ceiling just five years after his home’s opening. Suffering from what would now be recognized as clinical depression, Reasoner committed suicide shortly after the death from cancer of his beloved wife, Edith.

If one listened carefully, one could also hear the cries of Albert Reasoner, Edward’s six-year-old son. Albert drowned in the mansion’s original pool after diving into water that was far too shallow. Twenty years later, the daughter of Albert’s older brother died when she fell from the top of the mansion’s grand stairway. After a brief investigation, the police could never determine whether she fell naturally or was pushed.

In the ninety years since, other deaths occurred, some natural, some not, all the deceased still eager to tell their tales out of school.

Those whispers, generated, I knew, by the paranoid part of my brain, were not the worst part of my stay at the estate. By the end of my visit, I realized it was only when the whispers ceased that madness overtook the Reasoner mansion.

When their whispers ceased, the shadows began playing for real.


Chapter One

I HATE ADULTERY cases—every private detective does. Tawdry and nasty by their very nature, they inevitably lead to pain for both the client and the accused. That’s true even if the accused is one of those rare individuals who isn’t actually screwing around.

So why do we take these cases? We take them for the same reason the men and women we follow choose to cheat. As cynical as it sounds, every private investigator knows that it’s sex, not love, that makes the world go round. The two occasionally have some direct relationship, but those instances are not our concern. A PI’s livelihood depends on the man who suddenly realizes his secretary is far more good-looking than his wife or the woman who decides she’s just a little too lonely, waiting for her husband to come home after work. Their wronged partners pay our bills, and we take a deep breath, sigh, and spend one more night peering through a high-def camera next to yet another dirty hotel window.

Fortunately for my sanity, I didn’t rely strictly on those cases. As Terry Luvello, PI, I had developed a good reputation for competence, much of that gained while assisting my police detective girlfriend on two high-profile cases.

Detective Hannah Page stayed with me through it all, though we had some rough moments after the conclusion of both investigations. We got back together after our last case on what Hannah called a “trial basis.” Our reunion overjoyed my mother and my best friend. Hannah’s parents—not so much.

Hannah had also stayed despite the complications and occasional wide-eyed stares caused by my transitioning to male. With just two months to go before my actual surgery, we were now living together in Hannah’s Cleveland Heights home.

I loved her more than I could say, and I believed she loved me back. That love did not keep her from reacting negatively to my latest assignment.

Staring at me before I left that evening, Hannah asked, “Why do you take these cases? Trying to catch those shitheads in the act just depresses you, and we really don’t need the money.”

She wasn’t wrong on either count, but I reminded her of our agreement. “When I moved in here, we said we would split the household costs. Like them or not, the adultery cases pay my part of those bills.”

Hannah shook her head before giving me a kiss goodbye. “Get the hell out of here, but don’t go getting any ideas. Just remember what I said I’d do if I caught you screwing around.”

She had, in fact, told me exactly what she would do, a starring role in that scenario played by the woodchipper Hannah insisted on keeping in our backyard. I shivered despite myself—the cost of a self-assertive girlfriend who wouldn’t dream of going anywhere without her Smith & Wesson.

Tonight’s carnal shithead was one Seamus O’Donnell, a man who differed from the other shitheads I’d chased, if only because he didn’t seem to be, on the surface, a shithead. A computer programmer at Cleveland’s NASA Glenn Research Center, Seamus was outwardly the perfect family man—beloved by his wife, his three young children, and even his golden retriever puppy. I looked through both public and private records and found none of the usual indicators of infidelity. There were no unusual hotel bills, no significant cash withdrawals, and no sudden changes in wardrobe or hairstyle. When I spoke with his wife one week prior, she said Seamus had always been a model husband. Still, she had doubts.

It began with the napkins. Handing me the two cheap paper cocktail napkins, his wife, Catherine, seemed almost guilty of her suspicions.

“Seamus is not the neatest man, and I often find candy wrappers and other crap in his pockets. Typically, it’s nothing unusual. Then I found these.”

I looked at the napkins. Both were for the Dorrance, a small dive hotel in Fairview Park. If Seamus was fooling around, he wouldn’t be the first guy to do so at the Dorrance. Still, it wasn’t much.

“Do you have anything else—unexplained absences, lots of late work nights, any unusual behavior? You said he seemed distant lately. When did that start?”

Catherine shook her head. “It started with the break-in. We went out to dinner with the kids about two months ago. When we came back, we noticed a broken window, and our TV and my spare laptop were missing—Seamus keeps his locked away in our bedroom. We called the cops, and they sent someone out to take a statement. Seamus has seemed unusually quiet ever since. I thought he was worried it might happen again. Now, I’m not so sure. You’ve got to understand”—she looked at me plaintively—“I’ve never seen Seamus even glance at another woman. I just can’t imagine him screwing around.”

Given her husband’s work at NASA, I wondered about an employment-related secret. I then dismissed the thought almost as quickly as it had come. Spy movie conspiracies rarely occurred in real life.

I spent the next week following Seamus to all his after-work destinations. Unlike the spy caper that had once played in my head, those destinations were, in a word, boring. Seamus drove straight home for six of those nights. On the seventh, he stopped by the local Giant Eagle to pick up what looked like a bag of snacks.

Tonight, I hoped my luck might change. Catherine had called earlier that day because Seamus had told her he’d be late coming home. When she asked why, her husband said something about completing a report for senior management—unusual, Catherine said, because such reports were not normally a part of Seamus’s job.

Hoping for a break, I pulled into a small drugstore lot across the street from a parking area used by NASA employees. My efforts were rewarded when Seamus exited the NASA building precisely at 5:00 p.m. Either he’d finished his report early, or the excuse he’d given his wife was, as she suspected, total bullshit.

The answer became clear as I followed Seamus for ten blocks down Lorain Avenue until we reached the gray concrete parking lot of the Dorrance Hotel. I parked just across the street and had a good view of Seamus as he exited his car and proceeded to an outside door on the hotel’s first floor. I had my location, and I knew my target. Now, all I needed were pictures.

Whatever you’ve seen in the movies, residents rarely forget to close the drapes when they’re in a hotel room. That maxim particularly held true when they’re having an affair, and Seamus O’Donnell was no exception.

To get around this problem, PIs resorted to gadgets. Like most detectives, I owned a variety of cameras, all used for different purposes. After taking several pictures of Seamus knocking on the hotel room door, I pulled out a different camera, a thermal imaging model used by contractors to determine the structural integrity of a building behind its existing walls. Thermal imaging can’t distinguish faces, but the camera’s photos did outline human shapes. That was true even when those shapes were, in the vernacular of my girlfriend, “doing the nasty” on a hotel room bed.

With daylight fading and Seamus behind a closed door, I crossed the street and positioned myself outside the room’s main window. I took several shots as Seamus and his unseen friend began screwing on the hotel bed. I took my last picture, but decided, for some reason, to take one more. I turned the camera back on, and that final image showed one figure, likely Seamus based on height, with his partner nowhere in sight. That was when things truly went south.

An older detective once cautioned me to listen to every word uttered by a client, particularly in adultery cases. Even if they were angry or lying, the person paying you still had a better idea than you what was truly going on. To be effective, that listening also needed to include a fair degree of interpretation—most clients weren’t aware of how much they truly knew. It was a lesson I remembered almost too late.

I was trying for yet another shot when the hotel room door opened. That alone wouldn’t have been a problem. If you followed enough carnal shitheads, you’d inevitably find yourself in a fair share of confrontations. The bigger problem—the right hand that emerged was carrying a gun.

My assailant was not Seamus O’Donnell. I’ve known only one other computer expert, and he’d never touched a weapon in his life. This hand belonged to a tall, well-muscled, half-dressed man in his mid to late thirties. I knew immediately what I’d missed.

Catherine O’Donnell had told me everything—I was just too dumb to put the pieces together. She said her husband never looked at other women, a statement I’d heard a hundred times before and discounted almost immediately. I never considered Catherine might be right. Her husband didn’t look at other women because he was, in fact, a homosexual.

Catherine also told me her husband’s behavior had changed after the police investigated a break-in at their home. A computer programmer might not know which end of a gun to hold, but a cop wouldn’t be without one. I imagined a casual meeting after work to discuss the case—a meeting that unexpectedly led to other things. Hannah would call me an idiot for overlooking something so obvious. That assumed, of course, I stayed alive long enough to tell her.

Cops are good at reading faces, and I was guessing he read the shock on mine. It was time to return the favor.

“It’s good to meet you, officer. I would at least button your shirt though. This March weather will kill you otherwise.”

His own shocked look told me I’d guessed correctly. He still hadn’t, however, put down his weapon, a Glock far bigger than my own. I needed to do some more convincing.

“Are you really going to shoot me with that thing? Seamus’s wife knows he’s having an affair, and she knows about the Dorrance. Who do you think hired me? My own police detective girlfriend also knows exactly where I was headed tonight and why. If I’m found dead somewhere, how long do you think it’ll take her to find witnesses who saw you and Seamus enter your room together?”

Suddenly tired, I called out, “Seamus, quit hiding behind the goddamned door and talk some sense into your boyfriend!”

A chagrinned Seamus O’Donnell reluctantly walked out of the hotel room and stood next to his lover. Not looking me in the eye, he said, “Does Catherine really know?”

It was time to be blunt. “I’ll give you one helpful tip—if you’re meeting your lover in a hotel room, don’t stuff the hotel’s napkins in your pants pocket.” I looked again at Seamus’s boyfriend, still holding his gun. “I need to talk with Seamus alone. Unless you’re still planning to shoot me, you need to take a hike.”

Finally coming to terms with the situation, my anonymous police friend returned to the hotel room to gather his things. He exited two minutes later, said goodbye to Seamus, and turned to me one last time.

“You try and shake him down, and you will answer to me. A private investigator who looks like you won’t be hard to find.”

I waved my hand. “Relax, big guy. I’m just trying to let Seamus know the way I see this going. If he makes the right decision, it may actually work in your favor.”

He finally left, and Seamus and I walked back into the hotel room. Seamus grabbed for his wallet, but I shook my head.

“While I don’t think you’re a bad guy, I work for your wife. She’s paying me to tell her if what she suspects is true. I will not lie to her, but I will give you twenty-four hours. If you’re smart, you’ll use that time to sit down and tell Catherine what’s going on.”

Seamus looked utterly defeated. Sitting on the hotel bed, its covers still pulled down, he pled his case.

“I still love her, you know. I never cheated on Catherine before I met Brad. I never even contemplated cheating. I didn’t know I was gay. Catherine and I—our sex life has never been great, but we were still active, you know? When I tell her, she’s going to want a divorce.”

He was probably right, but I felt like I needed to give him hope. I wasn’t sure why, but I tried nonetheless.

“Maybe you two can come to some sort of an accommodation, one that takes into account both sides of the life you’re now facing. I don’t know how agreeable your wife will be, but I do know this—if you wait until I tell her first, she’s going to divorce you for sure. I’ll hold off talking to her, but one day is my limit. After that, she gets the pictures and my full report.”

I stood to leave, but Seamus had a question.

“Do you really think she might stay with me?”

I had bet on the “how do you justify your shitty job” query I got from most of my wayward spouses. Seamus was one of the few carnal shitheads who didn’t believe in blame-shifting. The truth was, I thought he was screwed. Who knows, however. Crazier things have happened.

“Tell Catherine you still love her. Even more importantly, tell her you’re still attracted to her. In this situation, I suspect she’ll need to hear that last part the most.”

I left feeling hopeful. Seamus had asked the right question. With otherwise good people in just the right situation, guilt could be a cleansing thing. Those conditions were rare, but they occasionally did occur.

Far more often, I’d seen the opposite. Guilt left unaddressed could be a rot, a cancer that preyed on both the evil and the innocent.

For those caught up in that hell, sometimes death felt like a blessing.


Chapter Two

I RETURNED HOME, and Hannah greeted me with a kiss. That kiss led to other things, and for the next hour, I forgot about Seamus, his wife, and his policeman lover. Afterward, lying next to Hannah, I told her the whole story.

“I can tell you feel sorry for this guy,” she said, touching my face. “What makes him different, exactly?”

I’d thought about it while driving home. “Two months ago, Seamus probably couldn’t have pictured himself screwing around. Then he meets this cop, realizes something about himself, and falls into an affair he’d never have previously imagined having. Is that something programmed into all of us—that potential for betrayal?”

Hannah looked at me closely. “I’m a cop, and you’re a PI. We both know the answer to that question, at least for 90 percent of the population. That said, I like to think that you and I are part of the minority. You call yourself cynical, but at heart, you’re a boy scout. You have your code, and you stick to it. I can’t imagine you betraying me or anyone else.”

Ironically, I found out the next day just how wrong she was. I had betrayed someone years ago. I just hadn’t realized it at the time.

Hannah left for the Twelfth Precinct early the following day. I stayed home to write the O’Donnell report and do preliminary research on a new referral I’d received two days prior. That new case involved corporate theft; fortunate because I was in no mood for another philandering spouse.

The knock on the door came around one o’clock, just as I was finishing the last of my Subway meatball sandwich. I expected one of Hannah’s busybody neighbors, but the woman standing on our porch was no one I’d ever seen. In her midthirties, she was short, maybe five-foot-two, with flaming red hair and a body like a fireplug.

My unnamed intruder regarded me with undisguised hostility. Usually, I have to at least say something before earning that reaction. I waited, and she finally spoke.

“You look exactly like she described you—more muscular, more facial hair, but the rest is just the same. It took two years before my mother could even say your name without swearing.”

I was still mystified, though something about the woman’s hair did look vaguely familiar. If I was right about her age, her mother would be in her late fifties or early sixties. I couldn’t think of anyone I had pissed off that fit that description.

My nameless visitor looked at me again as if amazed anyone could be this clueless. Shaking her head, she finally told me who she was.

“My name is Annabelle Moffitt. My mother was Bernie Moffitt.”

Dear God, that’s why her red hair looked familiar. I waved Annabelle through the front door and motioned her to sit on Hannah’s Aliso sofa, the most expensive piece of furniture in our home. She sat, and I thought back to my time with Bernie Moffitt.

The State of Ohio required 2,000 hours of experience in investigatory work to obtain a private investigator license along with an associate’s degree in criminal justice.

The degree was no issue. Though I already had a prelaw diploma, I added the required associate’s certification without a problem. The work experience was considerably more challenging.

Twenty-three and just one year removed from announcing I was transgender, I was still getting used to the clothing, the new hairstyle, and the inevitable stares from virtually everyone I met. By the time I sought my license, I’d become less and less tolerant of the bullshit.

I walked into the corporate office of the Salinger Detective Agency in a surly mood. Located in downtown Cleveland, Salinger was, and still is, Ohio’s largest private detective firm. To maintain that position, the firm typically accepted five new trainees each year. I was admitted into that trainee program sight unseen.

I was forced to meet with Harry Salinger, the firm’s sixty-year-old founder, before being assigned a mentor. An allegedly famous midwestern PI, Harry had not investigated a case himself in the last twenty years. It was clear from the moment I walked into his office he assumed I was part of a joke.

“Who sent you?” he said, his patrician features almost comical in their disbelief. “Was it Mike?”

I was in no mood for an argument, having just encountered a similar reaction from the security staff downstairs. Figuring I had nothing to lose, I decided to be blunt.

“I understood this meeting was part of your training program. I have no fucking clue who Mike might be. I do know my friend John, a legal associate at Traber, Young, and Williams. He told me if you have an issue, his firm would only be too happy to undertake a discrimination lawsuit on my behalf.”

In truth, John had a marketing degree and had just begun assisting on one of his firm’s local campaigns. My friend did, however, watch Law & Order reruns. I figured that was close enough for my purposes.

Harry sputtered something about being only too happy to have me on board. He then picked up the phone, a little too eagerly, to call my assigned mentor. Before my new boss arrived, he again turned to face me.

“Bernie’s our best detective. You shut up and listen, and you might actually learn something. One other thing—you swear at me again, I’ll have you escorted out of the building. I don’t care if your friend is fucking Clarence Darrow; I don’t put up with shit from trainees in my own office.”

I nodded, having gotten all I had hoped for from our meeting. Salinger’s door slammed open as if on time with that thought. It was then I met the unforgettable Bernie Moffitt.

The fact that Bernie was a woman wasn’t my chief surprise. I knew at least five of Salinger’s twenty detectives were female.

It was the overall Bernie package that was striking. No more than five-foot-one, Bernie weighed at least one-fifty pounds of pure muscle and had the thickest arms I’d ever seen on a woman. Her head, covered with bushy red hair, was held up by a barely discernable neck.

She looked at me, back at Salinger, and then pointed at me. “Who’s the poof?”

Normally, I might have reacted to the insult, but I was still staring.

“This,” Salinger replied, “is Terry Luvello, your new trainee. He apparently thinks he’s hot shit. I need you to disabuse him of that notion.”

Bernie motioned for me to follow her, assuming I would do so without question. I hesitated, considering my options. I could leave, but that would get me no further down the road to my private investigator license. I also knew leaving was what Harry Salinger was rooting for, and I had no wish to give the dickhead anything he wanted. Beyond sheer spite, there was also Bernie herself. Unlike Salinger, I sensed this was a person who had some idea of what she was doing. I needed to learn—better to do so from someone knowledgeable. I followed Bernie out the door.

Still, I had to know just what I was in for. Walking behind Bernie into her broom closet–sized office, I figured I should explore the parameters of our relationship.

“You know, ‘poof’ is slang for a male homosexual. I’m a transgender male.”

Bernie looked at me, her contempt evident. “First of all, I don’t care who or what you are. You want us to get along? Just do what the fuck I tell you when I tell you to do it. Second, I call all my trainees poofs. That includes the women. You want me to stop? Prove you’re worth something.”

I could live with that, but I was still curious. “How long did that take with your other trainees?”

“If I ever stop, you’d be the fucking first.”

I soon learned that Bernie rarely uttered a sentence without an insult or a swear word.

I wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth about her other trainees, but it took me three months to shed my poof status. Bernie and I had been having an unusually difficult time following a senior partner at one of Cleveland’s many law firms. The man’s highly suspicious wife had hired us one month ago, convinced her husband was screwing his twenty-five-year-old secretary. She was growing increasingly impatient at our inability to catch our target doing anything besides grabbing an occasional drink with colleagues at a downtown Cleveland bar.

Considering our problem, I had an idea. After waiting for the end of one of Bernie’s frustrated rants, I said, “The wife suspects the secretary, but the only messages we could find between the two when we stole his phone were references to arranged meetings—the usual secretary-boss shit. What if that also applies to his private life? What if the secretary’s not the other woman, just her boss’s personal facilitator? The secretary arranges for a high-end hooker, and the asshole meets the escort in one of the apartments over that bar he’s always at. We don’t need his phone; we already looked through that anyway. What we really need is hers.”

Bernie pointed to me. I was sure she’d say my idea was stupid, but she nodded instead. “The secretary goes to lunch at Bennigan’s at noon almost every day. You’ll be waiting there. You’ll do the lift because you’re better at the sleight-of-hand stuff than I am. Once you have her phone, I’ll be waiting outside in my car with Sam. Unless the bitch has some sort of way-out security, Sam should be able to download her messages. You can then return it before she realizes it’s missing.”

It was the first time Bernie had ever complimented me and the first time she had ever said more than two sentences without swearing.

I pulled off the lift at Bennigan’s without incident and returned to Bernie’s car, where I met Sam, Salinger’s resident computer expert. It took him only two minutes to realize our target’s secretary was surprisingly bad at deleting her messages. We learned she had arranged at least twelve meetings between her boss and someone from an outfit called Patterson’s. Though the name could have indicated almost anything, Bernie had encountered it before.

“You have to give our guy credit. Patterson’s is the most high-end escort service in the city. We’re talking two thousand an hour for girls and guys who look like they could have walked in from a modeling agency. Quite a few of them probably did just that. We’ll check the phone number to verify, but I’m sure that’s what we’re looking at. We can compare the Patterson’s meeting times to when the wife says her husband was extra late. After that, I’ll have a conversation with the shithead bartender.

That shithead bartender, quite impressed with Bernie’s fake Cleveland Police badge, readily admitted his upstairs rooms might have been occasionally used for a tryst or two—totally without his knowledge, of course. He allowed us to stake out both the bar and the upstairs, with Bernie catching our mark in several photos, accompanied by a remarkably pretty girl who looked no more than eighteen years old.

Our lawyer’s wife, married before prenuptial agreements became a thing, could not have been more elated. After that case, Bernie began calling me by my first name. I considered calling her Bernadette but decided against it—I had seen Bernie at the shooting range.

All those memories and more poured through my head as I stared at Annabelle Moffitt. I remembered Bernie talking about her daughter exactly once. She was finishing law school, and Bernie’s only goal was to make enough money to keep her daughter away from the crushing debt faced by most law school graduates.

Annabelle had the same red hair and take-no-prisoners attitude as her mother, though she was probably at least an inch taller. With Annabelle now seated, I asked about Bernie. I noticed before she entered, that Annabelle had referred to her mother in the past tense.

“My mother is dead,” Annabelle said, staring at me from her seat on the couch. “She was found five months ago near a pond below the Bridle Path Bridge in Hunting Valley.”

I was shocked. There were some people you assumed would never die, and Bernie Moffitt was one of them. I knew the Bridle Path Bridge area well. Hannah had pointed it out on one of our rare visits to her parents’ home.

There are several high-end neighborhoods on Cleveland’s east side. Bratenahl and Moreland Hills were only two. As beautiful as the homes were in those cities, the mansions in Hunting Valley were almost legendary. Small geographically, the village had a population of under one thousand. It was ranked in the top ten cities and villages across the United States for resident income. It was, in short, the last place I would have expected to find Bernie Moffitt.

I couldn’t help asking, “Why was your mother mad at me, and what was Bernie doing in Hunting Valley?”

Annabelle looked at me in anger and disbelief. She really assumed I knew.

“Mom told me about the argument you two had when she took the Reasoner case. She wanted you to stay for at least one more month, but you refused—you had reached the end of your trainee hours and wanted to go out on your own.”

It always amazed me how two people could live through the same set of events and yet remember things in a totally different way.

“Your mom did ask me to stay at least one more month. She said she would speak to Harry Salinger about keeping me on as a full-fledged detective. I think part of her believed he might, but we both knew Salinger hated me. There was no way that dipshit would keep me on. I didn’t fit his image of the gentleman private detective. Salinger liked to have parties and show off his staff. What would all his friends say when they saw me? I figured I should leave on my terms and not try to draw things out.”

Annabelle snarled, “You think Mom looked like a gentleman private detective? Salinger may have been an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid. People like my mother brought in clients. According to Mom, you would have done the same. You were the only detective my mother worked with that she thought was worth a damn. She trained you, and you wouldn’t stay for one more case.

“My mother was obsessed with the Reasoners. Not at the beginning, maybe, but definitely by the time she died. I hated her a bit for that. I have a son; his name is Anthony. Mom missed the first birthday of her only grandchild to follow up some stupid lead on that cursed family. You want irony? Mom died two weeks before Margaret Reasoner. If you had agreed to help my mother, I have to believe things likely would have turned out differently.”

I was in no mood for a guilt trip, and I knew there was more to the story. “I can’t believe you came all this way just to berate me. You could have done that over the phone. Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here.”

Annabelle bit her lip for a full ten seconds before responding. “What do you remember about the Reasoner case?”

“I was only involved for a few days, but the case was referred from Margaret Reasoner to Harry Salinger himself. I remember Salinger calling Bernie and me into his office to meet the old lady—I was amazed he would include me in a meeting with a client that rich.

“Margaret had turned eighty when we met. I gathered that her family was tired of waiting for her to pass on. That’s not unusual in rich families, but Margaret was convinced one of them would try to speed up the process. With someone that old, it would have been easy. I don’t think Harry believed a word of it, but Bernie seemed intrigued. When I left the firm, she was finishing the preliminary work—computerized background checks on the other family members, that sort of thing. I assumed Margaret was imagining things, especially when I heard she didn’t die for real until last year.”

Annabelle’s face went from angry to dejected. “Margaret Reasoner didn’t just die; she was killed. My mother kept up with the case on her own time, even when Margaret told her to stop. Before Mom died, she also spoke to Margaret’s medical doctor. Margaret’s last checkup was one month before she croaked, and the doc said she was in remarkably good health for a woman her age. I figured they held a pillow over her face until the old woman stopped squirming. That’s one possibility. If they paid off the medical examiner, that would open up a hundred others.”

I still wasn’t sure where all this was going. Given Annabelle’s mood, I was afraid to ask. Still, she was here, and I was curious despite myself.

“Let’s say Margaret Reasoner was murdered. She died five months ago, so her estate has long since gone through probate. You came here to guilt me into doing something. The family already has her money and the mansion. What the hell were you thinking I could accomplish?”

Annabelle looked back at me, determination in her hazel eyes. “Probate has been delayed. It turns out Margaret included a codicil in her will no one else in the family was aware of.

“My mother had a copy of Margaret’s will and all its details. You have to understand just how much Margaret despised her children. She viewed them as a bunch of ingrates who had no sense of what it meant to be a Reasoner. Her kids knew their mother’s feelings and hated her back. When Margaret’s lawyer informed her she would never get away with writing her kids out of the will entirely, the codicil was her fallback. I’m paraphrasing, but that provision stated if Margaret’s death occurred due to unknown origins, any of the will’s stakeholders could initiate a private investigation at their own expense. Once the clause was activated, the investigator would have thirty days to come up with enough evidence to prove, based on a preponderance of the evidence, that Margaret’s death was due to murder. Did you ever hear of the slayer statute? While the will has passed the normal ninety-day probate period, that’s what Margaret relied upon when she included the codicil.”

That settled it. Annabelle was undeniably crazy. “The slayer statute says that a person or persons cannot inherit from someone whose death they intentionally cause. It was the Ohio legislature’s way of saying that crime doesn’t pay. You’re right—if someone was implicated in the murder of Margaret Reasoner, the will would return to being contestable. If you think this is some sort of silver bullet, however, I will tell you why your plan won’t work.

“To prove one or more of the Reasoners committed murder, I would need access to the medical examiner’s files and the notes from the investigation the police performed when Margaret Reasoner died. More importantly, I would need access to the Reasoners themselves as well as the mansion where the death occurred. You’re a lawyer. Why would the Reasoners possibly allow me that much accessibility when it could land one or more of them in jail? Who would need to sign off on the evidence, and who would benefit?”

Annabelle took her time answering. Clearly, she had given this matter a lot of thought. “Regarding the sign-off, I’m told the clause is pretty solid. The arbiter is someone Margaret Reasoner chose prior to the insertion of the codicil, a retired county judge. An alternate was also designated in case that judge died before the process was concluded. That person is another judge, one who’s still sitting on the Cuyahoga County probate court. I checked with some people at my firm, and both are considered beyond reproach.

“About your second question, there is another stakeholder. Like many wealthy people, Margaret Reasoner was good at pretending she cared about those less fortunate than herself. The charity she spent the most time with was the Cranberg Institute for Children with Autism and Special Needs. Under the original terms of the will, Cranberg received one hundred thousand from the Reasoner estate. As you can imagine, that amount changes dramatically if any member of the Reasoner family is deemed ineligible to inherit. In that case, the school will receive the amount that would be due the guilty party. The estate’s total value was almost four hundred million, split among the different family members. You can see why Cranberg is interested and willing to push the idea of an investigation. Before you ask, Margaret’s lawyer made Cranberg aware of that detail in the will, something the Reasoners would have been happy to overlook.”

Taking a deep breath, Annabelle continued. “Why would the Reasoners agree to an investigation? Quite simply, they don’t have a choice. Stonewalling an inquiry, particularly with a charity involved, would result in publicity that would damage the family’s name, not to mention the Reasoner corporate interests. That latter point is also why you are acceptable to all parties as the investigator. Your findings would be considered beyond reproach, particularly given the publicity surrounding your previous cases. The Reasoners, as much as anyone, do not want this thing dragging out.”

The Reasoner name has always had a checkered past. For a family notoriously protective of their society bona fides, I could believe they would not want their name yanked further through the mud. Better a confidential inquiry than the humiliation that might arise with a newspaper investigation. Along with that consideration was Bernie—a woman who might have hated me, but I felt loyalty to, nonetheless.
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