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PART ONE


FAMILY BUSINESS










CHAPTER 1


Sometime after midnight, on a moonless October night turned harsh by a fine, windswept rain, one of the men I liked least in the world was murdered in a field near Bed-ford, just south of the city. Originally, they assumed the body had only been dumped there. That Alex Jefferson had been killed somewhere  else, dead maybe before the mutilation began. 


They were wrong. 


It was past noon the next day when the body was discov ered. A dozen vehicles  were soon assembled in the  field— police cars, evidence vans, an ambulance that could serve no purpose but was dispatched anyhow. I wasn’t there, but I could imagine the  scene—I’d certainly been to enough like it. 


But maybe not. Maybe not. The things they saw that day, things I heard about secondhand, from cops who recited the news in the distanced way that only hardened professionals can manage . . . they weren’t things I dealt with often. 


Jefferson was brought from the city with his hands and feet bound with rope, duct tape over his mouth. A half mile down a dirt track leading into an empty field, he was removed from a  vehicle—tire tracks suggested a  van—and subjected to a systematic torture killing that was apparently quite slow in reaching the second stage. Autopsy results and scenarios created by the forensic team and the medical experts suggested Jefferson remained breathing, and probably conscious, for fifteen minutes. 


Fifteen minutes varies by perspective. The blink of an eye, if you’re standing in an airport, saying goodbye to someone you love. An ice age, if you’re fighting through traffic, late for a job interview. And if your hands and feet are bound while someone works you over slowly, from head to toe, with a butane lighter and a straight razor? At that point an eternity isn’t what the fifteen minutes feels  like—it’s what you’re begging for. To be sent to wherever it is you’re destined, and sent there for good. 


The cops were preoccupied with the basics for most of the first day: pro cessing the crime scene, getting the forensic experts from the Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation involved, identifying the body, notifying next of kin, and trying to piece together Jefferson’s last hours. The locals  were interviewed, the field and surrounding woods combed for evidence. 


No leads came. Not from the basics, at least, not from those first hours of work. So the investigation extended. The detectives went looking for  suspects—people whose histories with Jefferson  were adversarial, hostile. At the top of that list, they found me. 


They arrived at ten past nine on the day after Alex Jefferson’s body was discovered, and I hadn’t made it to the office yet, even though I live in a building just down the street. Below my apartment is an old gym I own and from which I occasionally make a profit. I’ve got a manager for the gym, but that day she had car trouble. She called me at seven thirty to say her husband was trying a jump start, and if that didn’t work, she might be late. I told her not to worry about  it—no rush for me, so none for her. I’d open the gym and then leave whenever she made it in. 


I’d gone downstairs with a cup of coffee in hand and unlocked the gym office. There’s a keycard system that allows members to come and go  twenty- four hours a day, but Grace, my manager, works the  nine- to- five in the office and at the cooler. We make most of our money off energy drinks and protein shakes, granola bars, and vitamins, not the monthly membership dues. 


There  were two women on treadmills and one man lifting weights when I opened the office, our typical crowd. One nice thing about working out at my gym: You never have to wait on the equipment. Good for the members, bad for me. 


I checked the locker rooms to make sure there  were fresh towels and found Grace had taken care of that the previous night. I was on my way back through the weight room when I saw the cops standing just inside the office. Two of them, neither in uniform, but I caught a glimpse of a badge affixed to the taller one’s belt, a glint of silver under the fluorescent lights that made my eyebrows narrow and my pace quicken. 


“Can I help you?” I stepped into the office. Neither one was familiar to me, but I  couldn’t pretend to know everyone at the department, especially now, a few years since I’d last worked there. 


“Lincoln Perry?” 


“Yes.” 


The one whose badge wasn’t clipped to his belt, a trim guy with gray hair and crow’s feet around his eyes, slid a case out of his pocket and opened it, showing a badge and identification card. harold targent, detective, cleveland police department. I gave it a glance, looked backed at him, nodded once. 


“Okay. What can I help you with, Detective?” 


“Call me Hal.” 


The taller one beside him, who was maybe ten years younger, lifted his hand in a little wave. “Kevin Daly.” 


Targent looked out at the weight room, then back at me. “You mind shutting that door? Give us a little privacy?” 


“My manager’s late. Don’t want to close the office up until she gets here, if that’s okay.” 


Targent shook his head. “Going to need some privacy, Mr. Perry.” 


“That serious?” I said, beginning to feel the first hint of dread, the sense that maybe this had nothing to do with one of my cases, that it could be personal. 


“Serious, yes. Serious the way it gets when people die, Mr. Perry.” 


I swung the office door shut and turned the lock. “Let’s go upstairs.” 


To their credit, they didn’t waste a lot of time bullshitting around without telling me why they were there. No questions about what I’d done the previous night, no head games. Instead, they laid it out as soon as we’d taken seats in my living room. 


“A man you know was murdered two nights ago,” Targent said. “Heard about it?” 


My last contact with the news had been the previous day’s paper. I hadn’t seen that morning’s yet, and I get more reliable news from the drunk who hangs out at the bus stop up the street than I do from the televi sion. I shook my head slowly, Targent watching with friendly skepticism. 


“You going to tell me who?” I said. 


“The man’s name was Alex Jefferson.” 


It was one of those moments when I wished I  were a smoker, just so I could have something to do with my hands, a little routine I could go through to pass some time without having to sit there and stare. 


“You remember the man?” Daly asked. 


I looked at him and gave a short laugh, shaking my head at the question. “Yeah. I remember the man.” 


They waited for a bit. Targent said, “And your relationship with him was, ah, a little adversarial?” 


I met his eyes. “He was sleeping with my fiancée, Detective. I spent two hours working my way through a  twelve-pack of beer before I beat the shit out of Jefferson at his country club, got pulled over for drunk driving, got charged with assault. Pled the assault down to a misdemeanor but got canned from the department. All of this, you already know. 


But, yes, I suppose we can say that my relationship with him was, ah, a little adversarial.” 


Targent was watching me, and Daly was pretending to, but his eyes  were drifting over my apartment, as if he thought maybe I’d left a crowbar or a  nine- iron with dried blood and matted hair stuck to it leaning against the wall. 


“Okay,” Targent said. He looked even smaller sitting down, as if he weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds, but he had a substantial quality despite that, a voice flecked with iron. “Don’t take it personally, Mr. Perry. Nobody’s calling you a suspect. Now, if I can just ask—” 


“Were you there when she was notified?” I said. 


“Excuse me?” 


“Karen. His wife. Were you there when she was notified?” 


He shook his head. “No, I was not. Lots of people are working—” 


“I can imagine. He was a very important man.” 


Targent blew out his breath and glanced at Daly, whose eyes  were still roving over my apartment, looking for any excuse to shout “probable cause” and begin tearing the place apart. 


“I was out with a friend till about eleven Saturday night,” I said. “We had dinner, a few drinks downtown. I’ve probably got the receipts. Came back here, read for an hour, went to bed. No receipt for that.” 


Targent smiled slightly. “Okay. But you’re getting ahead of us.” 


“Like he said, nobody’s calling you a suspect,” Daly said. 


“Sure.” 


“Just covering bases,” Targent said. “You were on the job not long ago, you know how it goes.” 


“Sure.” 


He leaned back and hooked one ankle over a knee. “So you had an admittedly adversarial relationship with Mr. Jefferson.” 


“Three years ago.” 


“And had you—” 


“Seen him since? No. The last time I saw him he was on his back in the parking lot, doing a lot of bleeding, and I was trying to make it to my car.” 


That wasn’t true. I’d seen him twice after that, but always from a distance, and always unnoticed. Once in a restaurant; he’d been standing at the bar, laughing with some other guys in expensive suits, and I’d walked in the door, spotted him, and turned right back around and walked out. The other time was the day he and Karen  were married. I’d parked across the street and sat in my car, watched them walk down the steps as people clapped and whistled, and I’d thought that it was all kid stuff, really, the marriage ceremony, and that when people like  Jefferson—nearly fifty years old and trying a third wife on for  size—went through it in public, it was pretty sad. Pathetic, even. Almost as sad and pathetic as being parked across the street,  eighty- eight degrees but with the windows up, watching another guy marry your girl. 


That was during my bad phase, though. Fresh out of the job, shiftless and angry. Time had passed, things had changed. Alex Jefferson, while never really gone from my mind, no longer weighed on it, either. 


“You’re wasting time,” I said. “I understand you’ve got to go through the motions, but this is a dead end, gentlemen. I hadn’t seen him, I hadn’t seen her, and I didn’t kill him. Happy he’s dead? No. Sad? Not particularly. Apathetic. That’s it. He and his life  were of no concern to me and mine. Not anymore.” 


Targent leaned forward, ran a hand through his hair, and looked at the floor. “They took their time on him.” 


“Pardon?” 


He looked up. “Whoever did kill him, Mr. Perry? They took their damn sweet time doing it. Slow and painful. That was how he went. With  forty- seven burns and more than fifty lacerations. Burns from cigarettes and a lighter, lacerations from a razor blade. Sometimes the blade was used to cut deep, like a knife. Other times, it was used like a paint scraper across his flesh. He had duct tape over his mouth, and at some point, trying to scream, maybe, or maybe just going into convulsions from the pain, he bit right through his own tongue.” 


I turned and stared out the window. “I don’t need the details, Detective. I just need you to scratch me off the list and move on.” 


They lingered for about ten more minutes before finally clearing out. They would check out my history with Jefferson now, try to prove that our contact hadn’t stopped when I’d said it had, probably verify what they could of my activity the night he was killed. If things went well, went the way they should, I  wouldn’t hear from them again. 


When they were gone, I left the gym office locked, walked up the street, and bought a newspaper. I sat on a bench outside the doughnut shop, a cool breeze ruffling the pages as I read. Jefferson made the front page, of course, but it was brief. A rewritten police press release and a note that the attorney’s wife, Karen, was unavailable for comment. They’d gotten the tip  late—classic police public relations. We might have to leak the news eventually, but you can be damn sure that when we do it’ll be as close to your deadline as possible. 


I didn’t recognize the name of the reporter who’d written the story. I could call my friend Amy Ambrose at the paper, see if she knew anything  more—but what the hell for? At the end of the day, why did I care? I threw the newspaper away and walked toward my office. 


I came to the corner and crossed the street, went up the stairs, unlocked the office door, and stepped inside to be greeted by silence. My partner, Joe Pritchard, was out indefinitely, had been for a couple of months. Right now he was probably at physical therapy, where he went three times a week, trying to regain as much use of his left arm as possible. A bullet had gone in his shoulder not long ago, and although it came out, it left behind plenty of damage. And an empty chair at the desk beside me. 


I turned my computer on and sat behind my own desk, staring out the window. Maybe I should call Joe, let him know what had happened. Hell, he probably knew already. Joe always seemed to. He hadn’t called me, though, and that was surprising. Unless, as usual, he was a step ahead of me and a hell of a lot smarter and realized that, despite the police reaction, this thing wasn’t personal to me. 


“It was a long time ago,” I told the empty office. 


I pulled the stack of case files on the desk toward me and flipped the first one open. There was work to do, and nobody else would be coming in to do it for me. 


Karen’s call came at ten in the morning on the day after her husband was buried. I was in the office again, alone again, typing up a report on a custody case. The father was my client, and he wanted proof that his  ex- wife’s new boyfriend was a drug dealer. Thought it would help him in the court battle for the kids. During the two weeks I spent on the case, I determined that the  ex- wife had no boyfriend and that my client was a prick. Although he found time to call me six times a day, complaining that I must not be doing my job because “that bitch” most definitely did have a boyfriend, and a  drug- dealing boyfriend at that, he somehow managed to miss his  seven- year- old son’s birthday by three days. When he realized that, he blamed the ex- wife, naturally. 


I was sitting in front of the computer, momentarily frozen as I sought words that would allow me to tell my client he was an idiot without sacrificing the rest of my fee, when the phone rang. I hit the speakerphone button, a habit I’d developed only in Joe’s absence, and said hello. 


“Lincoln?” Voices on the speakerphone always seemed to come from a long way off, but this one put a different spin on that quality. It was coming from a long way off and a place I’d been trying to forget. 


“Karen.” For a moment I regretted saying her name, wished I’d pretended not to recognize her voice from just that one word, but then I realized that was a pointless exercise. I  would’ve known her even if she’d only sneezed 


when I answered the phone, and she knew that. 


“How are you?” she asked. 


“I’m fine. Certainly better than you must be doing, at least.” 


“Are you free for a little while?” 


I paused. “I’m working. Why do you ask?” 


“It’s just . . . I was hoping you could come by. I wanted to apologize, that’s all. I just found out what the police did. That was ridiculous. I  can’t believe they talked to you. There was no reason for it.” 


“There was a reason for it,” I said. “It’s called doing a job. I didn’t take any offense.” 


“Well, I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure . . . wanted you to know that I didn’t send them. That I wasn’t the one who gave them the idea they needed to bother you with this.” 


Hearing her voice was surreal. I knew it so well, the pitch, the cadence, and yet in a way it felt like listening to a singer whose face you’ve never seen. That voice  couldn’t be any more familiar, yet I didn’t know who she was. Not anymore. 


“I understand,” I said. 


Silence. I leaned back in my chair and waited. 


“Lincoln?” 


“Yes.” 


“I wasn’t sure if you  were still there.” 


“I’m here.” 


Another pause, then, “Anyhow, I was hoping, if you had a few minutes, you could come by.” 


“So you could apologize?” 


“Well, yes.” 


“You just did. And thank you, but it was unnecessary.” 


“Okay,” she said. “Okay. Well . . . goodbye, Lincoln.” 


“Goodbye, Karen. Good luck.” 


She hung up, but only when the phone began to beep at me did I remember to lean over and click off the speakerphone. 


Ten minutes later, it rang again. Karen. 


“Lincoln, I really do need to see you. I’m drained, and emotional, and I hung up before because . . . well, your voice was so defensive. And I understand that. I do. But I need to see you. In person.” 


“Just to apologize?” 


“Lincoln...” There were tears in her voice now. 


Shit. I pushed back in my chair, rolled my eyes to the ceiling, and shook my head. What the hell was this about? 


“Twenty minutes,” she said, speaking the words softly and carefully, trying to keep the emotion out of her voice. “It’s important.” 


“Where?” 


“The house.” 


The house. Like it was Monticello, some sort of damn landmark. 


“I don’t know where the  house is, Karen.” 


“Pepper Pike. Off Shaker, near the country club.” She gave me the address. 


“The country club,” I said. “Of course.” That had been the location of my last encounter with Jefferson, but Karen didn’t strike me as someone who’d appreciate that partic u lar flash of nostalgia, so I kept it to myself. 


“You’ll come?” 


“Like I’ve got no sense at all.” 


“Pardon?” 


“Nothing. I’ll see you in a bit.” 


“Thank you, Lincoln.” 


We hung up again, and, after a few minutes of swearing at myself, I got up and walked out the door. 










CHAPTER 2


The house was a spectacle. A driveway that was probably repaved every year wound through a collection of tall, perfect trees shading a lawn that looked like a fairway at Augusta. Then the home came into view around the  bend—Southern mansion met colonial met contemporary, but, somehow, the damn thing worked. It was a lot of white and glass and a sprawling front porch beneath  second- story balconies. A stone wall bordered a swimming pool and patio. A cover had been spread across the pool, and it looked like there was a stone fireplace built alongside the patio. 


A four- car garage stood to the side, styled to look like a carriage  house. I pulled to a stop in front of it and waited for someone to come out and offer to provide my truck with oats and water while I went inside. When nobody did, I shut the engine off and got out. The spacious yard was still and silent, the house more of the same. I walked up a cobblestone path to the porch. At the front door, I lifted the brass handle and dropped it back on the wood a few times. A minute passed, maybe two. Someone had left a bouquet of flowers at the door. I picked them up, looked at the card. From Ted and Nancy, with our deepest sympathies. I kept the flowers in my free hand while I banged the knocker again, the sound loud and hollow. This time the door opened. 


The sight of her shook me. She was gorgeous, sure, but that wasn’t it—she was the way I remembered her, the way I tried not to remember her. A new line or two on the face, maybe, the soft blond hair cut in a more expensive style, five extra pounds on a body that always could stand ten extra pounds, but, damn it, she was still the Karen I’d proposed to in the rain on a warm night in April. I didn’t want her to be. 


She wore loose white pants and a sleeveless shirt, no shoes, no jewelry. Her body was firm and lithe. Looking at her I saw a sudden flash of the scenes I’d missed in the last few years: the dinner parties where Jefferson’s rich, fat friends had looked at his trophy wife and sworn under their breath with envy; the smug smile on Jefferson’s face when he and Karen encountered one of his aging  ex- wives. 


“Good to see you, Karen,” I said. 


“So good,” she said and stepped forward to embrace me. I remembered the fit of her body  perfectly—the top of her shoulders sliding just beneath the rise of mine, her chin slipping alongside the bottom of my neck. Her hair smelled different, though. Expensive perfume where the hint of apples from some cheap shampoo belonged. 


She pulled away but kept her hands on my biceps. “Thank you for coming. I  understand—really, I  do—that you don’t want to be  here. But I need to talk to you about something. I have to talk to you about something.” 


“Okay.” 


“Come in.” Her eyes dropped to the flowers I was still holding. “Oh, Lincoln, thank you. You didn’t need to—” 


“I didn’t. They were at the door.” 


“Oh.” She let go of my arms, took the flowers, and led me inside. The front door opened into a wide entryway with a clear view of the lower level of the  house—blond wood, white trim, more windows than I’d ever seen in a  house before. I followed her past a room on my left that was filled with books—none of the spines  cracked—and a room on my right with a desk and a fireplace that might have been used as an office by someone who actually worked at home but instead had the look of a showroom. Hell, the  whole house had that look. When we went past the kitchen and into the living room, I noted that there wasn’t so much as a juice glass on the counter or a salt shaker on the table. Everything felt sterile, as if it had been thrown together for a photo shoot. Flowers and cards had been delivered by the dozens, but I saw as we passed that all of them had been placed in another room on our right, tastefully arranged around a piano. 


Karen moved into a living room at the rear of the  house and sat on a  walnut- colored leather chair with her back to the row of windows looking out on the yard. I settled into a matching couch across from it and sank about a foot into the damn thing. 


“Comfortable,” I said, wondering if anyone had ever actually sat on it before. 


She didn’t say anything, just sat and stared at me. She looked more tired than I’d ever seen her, more tired than I would’ve imagined a woman with her energy and life ever could. Beautiful, yes, but tired in a way that came from deep within. Better than her husband, though. 


“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked. 


“No.” I didn’t bother to mention that it wasn’t even eleven. She’d already lifted a glass of wine from the table beside her. 


“My nerves are shot,” she said, following my look. “It keeps me calm.” 


“Sure.” 


She sipped it, and it was so early for wine that I felt like I should look away, as if she  were changing clothes across from me instead of taking a drink. 


“Are you alone  here?” I asked. 


“My family just left. My mother isn’t well.” 


“I’m sorry to hear that.” 


“About the police,” she said, but I interrupted. 


“You already apologized, and there was no need for it then. They’re just doing their job as well as they know how to do it, Karen. I would have been more surprised if they hadn’t come to see me when your husband was murdered.” 


The word made her wince. She lifted the glass to her lips, had it in her hand when the phone rang, a long, shrill chirp. She jerked at the sound, not a slight motion but a violent one, and the glass fell from her hand and shattered on the pale wood floor. The wine pooled, then found the cracks between the boards and ran down them, toward the stone ledge in front of the fireplace. 


There was a phone on the table beside me. I picked up the handset and leaned forward, offering it to her. She pushed back into her chair, eyes wide, and held her hand out as if she were warding the phone off. 


“No. Not now, please.” 


I gave her a long look, still with the phone outstretched, before dropping the handset back on its base. One ring later, it went silent, and only then did she pick up the stem of the broken wineglass and set it back on the coffee table. There was a photograph in a silver frame on the table: Jefferson and Karen kissing on a veranda, probably taken in someplace like Paris. I returned my attention to the spilled wine. Some of it was soaking into a rug beneath the coffee table that was probably worth more than my gym. 


“Want me to grab some paper towels?” 


“It’s fine.” 


“Okay.” 


We sat and looked at each other. Her chest  rose and fell under her shirt. I switched my gaze from her to the broken glass and the wine on the floor and back again. 


“Karen, what the hell’s going on?” 


She drew in a long breath, ran her hands through her hair again, and shook her head. “My husband was murdered, Lincoln. That’s what’s going on. My husband was brutally—” 


“There’s something  else.” 


“No.” 


“Karen.” 


She looked away, and when she spoke again it sounded as if she  were on the verge of being physically ill. 


“Do you have any idea what they did to him? They tortured him. Cut him with—” 


“I’ve heard. And I’m sorry. What you’re going through right now . . . I  can’t say anything of substance to you because words aren’t worth a damn. Particularly words from me, I’d imagine.” 


There was a long silence, and then I said, “So what is it that you want?” 


She stared at me for a few seconds. “You’ll be well paid.” 


I spread my hands. “For what?” 


The big  house felt empty in the way only  too- large spaces can. From where I sat, I could see the steps leading up to the second floor, where a hallway crossed over the living room and kitchen. There  were a few paintings on the walls in the hallway, and I  would’ve bet everything I had that neither Karen nor Alex Jefferson had picked them out. Interior designer, all the way. 


“I need help.” She was leaning forward, gripping the edge of the chair so tightly her fingernails  were probably cutting into the leather, her eyes fixed on mine. 


“With what?” 


“Alex’s son.” 


“I’ve never been real good with kids.” 


“I need to find Alex’s son.” 


I frowned and cocked my head. “He  doesn’t know his father’s dead?” 


“No.” 


“And you don’t know how to get in touch? Don’t have a phone number, an address?” 


“No.” 


“Tell the cops to find him.” 


“I don’t want them . . . It’s awkward.” 


“Why?” 


“Alex hadn’t spoken to him for several years. To his son. They were estranged.” 


“The police can find him.” 


“I need someone else to find him.” This through clenched teeth, her eyes hard. 


“There are a hundred private investigators around, Karen. Any of them could do it.” 


“I need someone I can trust.” 


“And you can trust me?” 


“Yes.” 


She said it immediately and with confidence. Instead of being flattered, I was angry. All the things that had happened between us, and she was still sure I’d be there when she needed me. That I’d do what she wanted, as she wanted. 


I shook my head. “I’m not the man for the job, Karen. Sorry.” 


I was thinking about getting to my feet and moving for the door when she said, “He’s inheriting eight million dollars, and he doesn’t know it.” 


“They  were estranged, and the kid’s still getting eight million?” 


She nodded. “And he  doesn’t even know Alex is dead. I need someone to find him, so I can tell him these things. And so...” 


“What?” 


She dropped her eyes. “It  doesn’t need to be in the paper and on TV, Lincoln.” 


“What doesn’t?” I waited. “That Alex Jefferson was estranged from his son?” 


She nodded but didn’t look at me. 


“Ah,” I said. “Image. I see.” 


Her head  rose, and this time her look was sharp. “It’s not that.” 


I didn’t say anything. She took her hands off the chair to lean forward, and when she did it they were shaking. She pressed them together and squeezed them between her knees. “You know what one percent of eight million dollars is, Lincoln?” 


“Eighty grand.” 


“It’s your fee. That’s what you’ll be paid, even if it’s the easiest job you ever have. I promise you that. An accountant will write you the check the same day you find him.” 


Joe was probably done with physical therapy now. A  two-hour session that would cost several hundred dollars. Insurance would pay a chunk, but not all of it. Joe went to therapy three times a week. Had been doing so for many weeks. The session fees stacked up on the rest of his medical bills, many of them extravagant. Last week, the only work our agency had was that one damn custody case, for a client who more than likely  wouldn’t pay the full bill. 


“You and I would not have the ideal  investigator- client relationship,” I said. “I can recommend someone  else. Someone better for this situation.” 


“No.” Her voice was firm. “Lincoln, please . . . just find him. How long can that take you? To find someone?” 


With every minute I sat there and talked to her, the  house felt bigger and emptier, and she looked wearier. I remembered the way she’d looked on a Saturday one June when we’d rented a sailboat out on the Bass Islands, her wet hair plastered against her face and her neck, her smile so damn genuine. For some reason, that was the moment to which my mind returned most often. I’d be in the kitchen or in the car or in the middle of a workout, and suddenly I’d see her there on the boat, see her smile and the sun on her skin and her wet hair, and something inside me would break. Then I’d think of her with Jefferson and push the rest of my memories beneath his smug smile. 


“Finding someone can take half an hour, or it can take weeks,” I said. “I’d have to know the details.” 


“It’s been five years.” 


“That’s how long he’s been missing?” 


She nodded, then said, “Well, no. Not missing. I mean, missing to Alex.” 


“But not the kind of missing where you call police.” 


“Right.” 


I lifted a hand and ran it through my hair, looked at the floor. “Where’s his mother? Is he estranged from her, too?” 


“No. She died about two years after the divorce. Matthew was probably around fourteen at the time. She’d moved to Michigan. He came back to live with Alex until he went to college. They’ve been estranged since Matthew was in law school.” 


“His name’s Matthew Jefferson?” 


“Yes.” 


“A hell of a common name. Probably a couple thousand of them in the country. I’d need identifiers. Date of birth, Social Security number, what ever you’ve got.” 


“I can get everything by this afternoon.” 


I raised my head and looked at her. “The fee you quoted is ridiculous. It’ll probably take me a day or two at most. Regardless, I’ll bill my normal rate.” 


“You’ll get what I promised.” 


Eighty grand for a routine locate. I did skip traces for two hundred bucks. At the end of the day, that’s all this would really be. 


“I remember when you borrowed a hundred dollars from me to cover your car payment,” I said. 


She looked at me, trying hard for empty eyes, but not succeeding. After a few seconds, she turned her head. 


“Call me with the identifiers,” I said after some silence passed. “I’ll find him for you, and then we’ll be done. Okay?” 


She didn’t answer, but she nodded. I stood up and paused for a moment, considering crossing the room, reaching out to her, an embrace, a hand on the shoulder, something. Instead, I let myself out of the  house. 










CHAPTER 3


Joe was on his back on the living room floor with a broomstick clenched in his hands. While I leaned against the door-frame and watched, he lifted the broomstick from his waist and raised it in an arc. A normal person would have brought the broomstick back behind his head. Joe stopped with the broomstick at about chin level and grimaced. There was sweat on his face, and when he remembered to breathe, it was a harsh gasp. He narrowed his eyes, and I saw his jaw muscles bulge slightly, the molars clenching. The broomstick inched back, but just barely. He held it there for a moment, took another breath, and tried for another inch. Didn’t get it. He exhaled heavily and returned the broomstick to his waist. 


“Didn’t you have therapy this morning?” I said. 


“Yes.” He shifted slightly on the floor, then began the exercise again. 


“So you come right back from therapy and start all over again? Isn’t there a rest period in there somewhere?” 


“You’ve got to work hard at it.” 


I shook my head, swung my body off the door frame, and moved around him and into the living room. He was pushing it hard—probably harder than any of the medical profes sionals who dealt with him wanted—but it was Joe. I knew him too well to be surprised, and certainly too well to try to discourage it. 


He took another one of those shallow, gasping breaths, and I looked away. Almost three months of this now, and still I had to look away. That’s how it goes when someone takes a bullet because of you. 


“You heard about Alex Jefferson?” I said, taking a seat on the couch. 


He lowered the broomstick and set it aside. Then he sat up with a grunt, wiped sweat away from his face with the back of his hand, and stared at me. 


“Yeah, I heard. You aren’t here to confess, are you?” 


“No.” 


He smiled. “Had to check. What do you think of it?” 


“Think he was probably a prick in all areas of his life, so not too hard to imagine a guy wanting to whack him.” I paused. “Cops came to see me.” 


“About Jefferson?” Joe got to his feet. It took him some time, and some effort. At the start of the summer, we’d gone running several times a week, Joe breathing easily as we’d pushed up the hills, laughing at me, and at each of his sixty years. A long walk could wear him down now. 


“Uh- huh.” 


Joe walked out of the living room and into the kitchen. I sat there alone for a second, then got to my feet and followed. He’d poured a glass of water, and now he leaned against the sink and took a sip, a few drops sliding down his chin onto his sweatshirt. He was wearing gray sweatpants and a Cleveland Browns sweatshirt. Until the last few months, I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen him without a tie on a weekday. While he drank the rest of the water and poured another glass, I looked out the window, watching leaves scatter along the sidewalks and blow out into Chatfield Avenue. 


“They give you much of a hard time?” Joe asked. 


“The cops? Nah.” I turned away from the window. “Karen called, too.” 


He lowered the glass and swished a mouthful of water around for a bit before swallowing it, as if an unpleasant taste had suddenly come upon him. 


“Karen,” he said. “No kidding.” 


I nodded. “Wanted to apologize for the police, she said. And to ask a favor.” 


He set the glass on the counter and sighed, as if he’d been expecting to hear this last bit. I told him what Karen wanted, and he listened quietly until I was done. 


“You said you’d do it?” 


“Eighty grand, Joe. For a locate. We need the money.” 


“Eighty grand is insane, LP.” 


“I know it. But if there’s one thing she’s got, it’s money. I saw that much from the  house.” 


“You’re actually going to take it? Take eighty thousand dollars for a job that you’d normally do for under a thousand?” 


I met his eyes. “I told her it was too high. But if she cuts me the check, you better believe I’m cashing it.” 


“She owes you that much, eh?” 


“I didn’t say that.” 


“Thinking it, though?” 


I shrugged. “We could use the money, and she’s not going to miss it. End of story.” 


“Okay,” he said. “You are the boss, after all.” 


“Till your return, at least.” 


He didn’t say anything to that, just dumped the rest of the water down the sink and moved back into the living room. I stood where I was and watched him. His shoulder was still in bad shape, yes. His range of motion was poor, and there was substantial pain, but his condition was much improved now. He could drive a car; he could sit at a desk and answer a phone and work a computer. Still he stayed  here, doing his exercises, reading books, watching ESPN Classic. We’d never discussed a timetable for his return, but I’d always been sure a return would be made. In the last few weeks, however, I’d started to wonder. 


I walked back out of the kitchen and followed him into the living room. He had settled into the old armchair in the corner and put his feet up. I sat on the couch and looked at him. I wanted to ask him, flat out, when he was planning to come back. I didn’t ask, though. Maybe because I was trying to be patient; maybe because I was afraid to hear his answer. 


“I don’t have much of a starting place for finding Jefferson’s kid,” I said. “Weird scenario. He took off five years ago, apparently, before Karen married into the family, so she doesn’t know much about him. No contact since then. She said she can provide some identifiers, but that’s all I’ll have.” 


“Computer databases will give you a start, once you get those identifiers.” 


“Yeah. We’ll see how far they can take me, though.” I cocked my head at him. “Not going to tell me to stay away from this one?” 


“You already made the decision to step into it. Looks like a simple enough job, too.” He picked a book off the table beside him and set it on his lap. I’d expected questions about my emotional response to Karen, warnings about the risks of getting  involved—but the conversation, it appeared, was done. 


“I guess I better head out,” I said. 


“Okay.” He opened the book. “Good to see you.” 


“Right.” 


I was halfway through the kitchen when I heard a rustle of movement. I glanced back to see Joe pulling a blanket over his legs as he settled in with the book. I stood where I was for a moment, frozen. His gray head was bent over the book, his shoulders poking at the sweatshirt, the blanket wrapped around his legs. 


Joe Pritchard looked old. 


He lifted his head then, noticing me standing there, and I looked away quickly, as if I’d been caught at something, and walked to the front door. I left the  house and went back to work, alone. 


The phrase “missing person” carries with it connotations of kidnapping and abduction, mystery and mayhem. I work about ten missing person cases a month, though, and most of them don’t fall anywhere near those categories. In my experience, the person is usually missing only to a small portion of his or her world. People travel; they marry, divorce, and remarry; they take jobs and lose jobs. Along the way, they drop out of contact with certain areas of their lives. It’s my job to find the area they haven’t lost contact with and use the resources there to track the missing ones down. Sometimes, they want to be hard to find. These are the people leaving problems behind—legal troubles or unpaid debts or unwanted family responsibilities. Other times, they simply fade out of sight because nobody cares enough to pay attention to where they’re going. 


I had no idea which category Matthew Jefferson fit into, but I was feeling good about my chances of finding him quickly and easily. He came from prestige and money; he’d have active bank accounts, cars registered in his name, maybe a mortgage. The hardest people to find are the sort whose lives are in constant disarray. They have suspended driver’s licenses, no assets, no credit, and they live with family or friends or whomever they can bilk out of a free month’s rent. I didn’t anticipate that the son of one of Cleveland’s most prominent attorneys would fall into that lot. 


I was wrong. Wrong, at least, in assuming he’d be easy to find. Karen had left me a voice mail with Matthew Jefferson’s date of birth, Social Security number, and driver’s license number. Where she came up with that, I didn’t know, but it also didn’t help me. The driver’s license had expired three years earlier, when Jefferson was  twenty- six. He was twenty- nine now, and the last computer record I could find on him put him in Bloomington, Indiana. There  were several addresses for him in that town, all apartments. Bloomington was home to Indiana University. Maybe Matthew Jefferson had gone to school there. 


Amy Ambrose had once provided me with a great link to newspaper Web sites all around the country. I went to that page now and tracked down a student newspaper for Indiana University, ran a search for Matthew Jefferson, and got a few pages of results. There was a Matt Jefferson who appeared to be something of a track star, and then a reference from several years earlier to a Matthew Jefferson who’d won a few academic honors at the law school. In one, his hometown was listed beside his name: Pepper Pike, Ohio. 


“Got ya, Matt.” 


I ran a check through the Indiana and Ohio bar associations, as well as two national databases, and  couldn’t find an indication that the Matt Jefferson I was looking for had ever taken up the practice of law. 


Next I put his Social Security number through Ohio Department of Motor Vehicle rec ords, and got nothing but the expired license. Surprised, but not concerned, I tried a live credit header search. Contrary to popu lar belief, private investigators  can’t access personal credit reports, but we do have access to the “headers,” a portion of the credit report that includes the address and the reporting date. If you apply for a credit card, a loan, or anything  else along those lines, at least one of the major credit bureaus tracks the date and the address you use. Matthew Jefferson’s Social Security number generated an address match in Indiana, for a town called Nashville, reported six times in the last few years. 


I pulled a road atlas out and flipped through it until I found the Indiana map. Nashville was a small town in Brown County, maybe a  five- or  six- hour drive from Cleveland. 


“I suppose I’ll make the trip,” I said aloud. “There’s certainly enough money in the bud get.” 


I laughed at that, but nobody laughed with me. I was talking to myself more regularly, particularly in the office. Sometimes, like when I laughed at my own jokes and no one joined in, it wasn’t that different from having Joe around, at all. 


The phone rang, and I answered on speakerphone. 


“Turn that thing  off—it makes you sound like you’re in a cave,” Amy Ambrose said. 


“I only turn it on for certain callers. People I know will talk so long I’ll get a neck cramp if I actually hold the phone.” 


“Hilarious. Joe back yet?” 


“No,” I said, and some of the humor went out of my voice. “No, and he’s given no indication of when he thinks he will be. To be honest, today I was about to ask him if he ever will come back. I’m not sure anymore.” 


“You should have asked.” 


“Probably.” It was quiet for a moment, and then I changed the subject. “Hey, what are you doing the next two days?” 


“Writing great stories, per the norm.” 


I’d first met Amy when she was working on a newspaper story about a murdered high school student who’d been a member at my gym. After a contentious start, we’d become friends, and now she joined Joe in the small circle of people I trusted completely. 


“Any of those stories crucial?” I asked. 


“Not particularly. Why?” 


“Take a road trip with me. Scenic southern Indiana.” 


“Ugh.” 


“Come on, corn is gorgeous this time of year. Supposed to make the ladies swoon.” 


“I see. So this means you’re finally taking it up a notch, proposing romantic road trips instead of making sophomoric remarks about my ass?” 


“I was thinking of a package approach.” 


She hesitated. “Are you serious about this?” 


“Absolutely. I’ve got a client throwing tens of thousands of dollars at me to locate a missing heir. Hell, I can probably bill you out as a subcontractor. I’ll let you contribute somehow—holding my gun, maybe.” 


“You can hold your own gun, soldier.” 


“No bonus for you, then. I’m serious, though. Want to go along for the  ride? Take a day down there, a day coming back.” 


“I guess. I’ve got an interview to give early, but I could probably leave by ten.” 


“Good,” I said, and although the idea had been spontaneous, I was glad she’d agreed. I was tired of working alone. 


“Who’s the client?” Amy asked. 


“Karen Jefferson.” 


Silence. 


“You’re working for the woman you  were once engaged to,” Amy said mechanically. “She of the recently murdered husband. Same guy she left you for.” 


“That’s her.” 


“Are you out of your mind? Why would you possibly put yourself in this situation?” 


“Easy money. Nothing more to it.” 


“Oh, please, Lincoln. That’s so weak.” 


“It’s not weak if it’s the truth, Ace. The cops came to question me about Jefferson; she found out about it and called to apologize. Then she asked me to find Jefferson’s son. He’s in line to inherit a few million and  doesn’t know it. Doesn’t know his father’s dead, either.” 


She didn’t say anything. 


“Hang on to the skepticism as long as you’d like, Amy, but the only reason I’m doing this is for the money. There’s a lot of it promised to me, and the agency can certainly use it with Joe out of work, stacking up medical bills.” 


“Okay,” she said, and then it was quiet again. 


“I’ve got things to work on,” I said eventually. “I’ll see you in the morning? You can give me shit for taking this case for the entire drive if you’d like.” 


“See you in the morning,” she said and hung up. 


I sighed and turned the phone off. I hadn’t expected Amy to be particularly impressed with me for this one, but hopefully she’d decide against taking my suggestion to heart and berating me for the entire drive. 


I spent a few hours finishing the only case report I had to write. You can afford to spend a little extra time on polish when you’ve got nothing  else waiting ahead of you. It’s a luxury most small business own ers aren’t hoping to encounter, however. When that was done, I locked the office and walked back up to my building, changed clothes, and went down to the gym to work out. I lifted for an hour, then left the gym and went for a run. The air had a chill to it when I returned, the sun fading and leaving my building dark with shadows. I stood on the sidewalk and stretched, looking up at the two stories of old stone that became my home after my fist connected with Alex Jefferson’s face and ended my police career. I thought about Karen in the extravagant  house near the country club, and how empty it had felt that morning. I wondered if it felt emptier still when the sun went down. 










CHAPTER 4


Amy came by my apartment at ten the next morning, as planned. She pulled her Acura into the spot beside my truck, came to a jarring stop when her tires ran into the parking block, and then put it in reverse and backed clear again. 


“She’s landed,” I said. I was standing in the doorway to the gym office, talking to Grace, who was asking me to diagnose a car problem that began with a “thwackity thwak” sound and progressed to a “clankity clank” upon reaching highway speeds. I’d recommended taking the vehicle to an actual mechanic, and, when that was dismissed with a snort, I’d suggested she wear headphones when she drove. 


“Hey,” Amy said. She was wearing jeans and a thin jacket over a white cotton shirt, sunglasses tucked into her hair above her temples. She’d straightened her dark blond hair about two months earlier, and I still wasn’t used to it. It looked great, but there was something carefree about the natural curl that I missed. 


“Traveling light?” I stepped into the parking lot with her. She had a small purse over her shoulder but nothing  else. 


“No,” she said, leaning against the hood of her car and stretching her legs out in front of her. “I don’t think I’ll be making the trip.” 


I frowned. “You have to work, or did something  else change your mind?” 


She gazed up at me for a moment, then away. 


“Are you backing out on this just because I’m working for Karen?” I asked. 


“No.” 


“Okay. It’s not that, and it’s not work, and yesterday you were up for it, but today you’ve changed your mind. What’s the deal?” 


She sighed and tugged the sunglasses free from her hair, then ran one hand through it. “Why do you want me to go along?” 


I tilted my head and looked at her, puzzled. “Thought it would make the trip more enjoyable for me, and thought you might enjoy it, as well.” 


“Why?” 


“Why would you enjoy it?” 


“And you? Why would you enjoy it more because I was along?” 


When I was a kid, I went to a camp once where they had a row of small platforms scattered across a pond. Some of the platforms would float when you landed on them; others would sink immediately.You’d try to cross the pond by jumping from one platform to the next. Each leap had the potential to sink you, but you didn’t know which one would do it. Right now, the conversation had that feel. 


“Why would I enjoy it more?” I echoed. Anytime you start repeating questions when you’re talking to a woman, you’re in trouble. 


“Yes.” 


“I imagined it would make a long drive a lot more fun. Getting kind of tired of working alone.” 


“So you want me to be your surrogate Joe?” 


“What? No.” I shook my head and stepped away from her. “I imagined we’d have a good time, because we usually do. Thought it would add some laughs, a little banter, turn a boring road trip into an enjoyable one.” 


“I’m a source of banter, then.” 


“Amy.” I looked at her hard. “What the hell is this about? We hang out together all the time, but you think it’s odd I’d ask you to go along on this?” 


“I don’t want to be Sundance to your Butch,” she said. “Not just on this case, or on your little trip. In general.” 


I gave a short laugh and spread my arms. “Where is this coming from? We’ve been friends for almost two years. Now you’re having some sort of identity crisis with it?” 


“How many lasting relationships have you had in the last two years, Lincoln?” 


I dropped my arms. “Roughly? Zero.” 


She didn’t smile. “And me?” 


“You’ve dated a few assholes.” 


“Lasting relationships?” 


“Zero.” 


“Right.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Can you tell me that’s unrelated? Do you think it is, at least?” 


“Probably not.” 


She smiled sadly. “There ya go. And I know the  story— you’re not good with relationships, and the friendship’s too important to jeopardize. But  here we sit.” 


“So you’re disagreeing with—” 


“I’m not disagreeing with anything, and not saying anything other than that I need to think a few areas of my life over and maybe redirect them.” 


“Kind of comes out of nowhere this morning.” 


She laughed and shook her head. “If you think this comes out of nowhere, then your agency is really hurting for detectives right now.” 


Someone pulled into the parking spot beside us. It was one of my regulars, and when he climbed out of his car, he decided it would be a good opportunity to talk sports and weather for about five minutes. I smiled and nodded my way through it. After a while, Amy dropped her sunglasses over her eyes and stood up. 


“I’ll catch you inside,” I told the guy, holding a hand up to interrupt him. “Okay?” 


He went in, and I turned back to Amy. She had her hand on the door handle. 


“Amy...” 


“I’ve got to get to work, and you’ve got to get to Indiana, of all places. We’ll talk when you get back, okay?” 


I didn’t answer. She got in the car and pulled away, and I swore loudly and sat down on the parking block. A second later the door opened and Grace stuck her head out. 


“Everything okay, boss?” 


I turned to her. “Any idea what it means when your friendship starts making a thwackity thwack sound that progresses to a clankity clank?” 


“Yeah,” she said. “It means you screwed up.” 


“Ah,” I said, nodding. “And how to fix it?” 


“Stop being scared,” she said, and she went back inside. 


“You’re fired,” I told the closed door, and then I stood up and got into my truck. 


The third time my truck dipped down a steep hill and left my stomach at the top, I got the idea that this portion of Indiana wasn’t what I’d expected. About five hours out of Cleveland, I’d passed through Bloomington and turned back to the east, heading for Nashville. The highway between the two towns was a winding  two- lane, cutting through hills with a cruel sense of humor. One minute I’d be laying hard on the accelerator, coaxing the truck up a hill that made the motor grind; the next, I’d be hard on the brake, trying to keep from alarming the driver in front of me on the steep downgrade. The road twisted too much to let me take my eyes off it for long, but when I did, the views  were spectacular. Hills rolled away from the highway across sprawling fields and into dense woods lit with colors so vibrant I doubted even the best camera would be able to successfully capture them. 


After about thirty minutes of driving along a highway that was clearly designed by the forefathers of the roller-coaster industry, I ran into a  backed- up line of traffic so long that I assumed it was the result of a car accident, or maybe some late- season road repair. It turned out to be the wait to get into Nashville. It took ten minutes just to pull onto the one main street that cut through the little town, which, ironically, was called Van Buren, while Main Street was a little offshoot to the side. 


There appeared to be a construction code for the town, and it involved a lot of logs and old wood siding and shingles, everything having the look of a New En gland village at about the turn of the century. In case you missed the point, a number of the little shops incorporated the word “old” into their name, often underscoring it with an e at the end: Ye Olde Fudge Shoppe. Ambience. 


The sidewalks teemed with people laden with shopping bags, and small public parking lots  were filled and had waiting lines. I saw license plates from North Carolina, Florida, Arizona, and Ontario. I hadn’t gotten around to making a hotel reservation, figuring they probably didn’t fill up too often in a place like this, but now it occurred to me that could have been a mistake. I stopped at the first hotel I found, a building halfway up the hill above the town. The parking lot was jammed, so I pulled into the entrance and left my hazard lights on while I went inside and asked for a room. The question produced a smile from the receptionist. 


“You don’t have a reservation?” she said. 


“No.” 


“It’s October.” 


“So it is.” 


Her smile widened. “You don’t know the area, do you?” 


“Nope.” 


“You want to stay in Nashville in October, you make a reservation.” 


I looked around, thought about the little street I’d driven through, wondered what great draw I could have missed. 


“No offense,” I said, “but what brings so many people to this town?” 


“Leaves.” 


“Leaves?” 


“The kind on the trees,” she said. 


“People come from all over the country to see leaves?” 


“Drive around a little bit. Look up. You’ll be impressed. There’s shopping, too.” 


“Of course there is.” I looked back out at my truck. “Well, can you tell me where the nearest hotel with a vacancy would be?” 


“Bloomington, probably. That’s about thirty minutes up the road. You aren’t going to find anything closer to night. I’m sorry.” 


If staying near the town was going to be such a hassle, maybe I’d try to get in and out in a night. All I had to do was find Jefferson’s son and give him the news, then head home. The drive wasn’t that bad, and it beat bouncing from hotel to hotel, hoping to find one with a room open. 


“I’m just here to pass a message to someone,” I said. “He lives on Highway 135. Is that nearby?” 


She nodded and pointed. “Just keep going up the hill. Van Buren turns into 135.” 


I thanked her and walked back out to my truck, drove to the front of the parking lot, and saw that it was going to be about a  five- minute wait just to pull back into the traffic. 


“All this for leaves,” I said, looking around. 


But, damn it, the leaves  were spectacular. Crimson, orange, and burgundy splashes everywhere you looked, climbing the hills and surrounding the town. The crisp air smelled of them, too, and of rain and wood smoke. I’m not much of a country boy, and in places surrounded by pavement I’ve always been able to find the kind of moments of beauty that other people find deep in the woods, but I do acknowledge that if there’s one season that the city really kills, it’s autumn. 


Matthew Jefferson lived less than a mile up the road, his home one in a cluster of four log cabins off a circular gravel drive. The mailboxes  were bunched  together at the end of the drive, and I didn’t see any numbers on the cabins themselves. I’d gotten out of the truck and was standing in the driveway, looking for a hint to the numbering system, when the door of the largest cabin opened and a  gray- haired woman walked out and headed for a Honda parked nearby. 


“Excuse me,” I said. “Do you live here?” 


She looked at me warily. “I rent  here, yeah. Don’t own it, though.” 


“I’m looking for one of your neighbors.” 
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