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This book is for all the


police and firefighters and paramedics


who come to our aid,


because not everybody can call


Sam Speedman.






THE DETECTIVE


MATTHEW REILLY
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Less than ninety days after my return from Appomattox [the site of the South’s formal surrender at the end of the Civil War], I horse-whipped a negro wench until her skirts hung in shreds, because … she had publicly insulted and maligned a Southern lady …


– Julian Carr


Speech given at the dedication of a Confederate monument


June 2, 1913


There can be no covenants between men and lions; wolves and lambs can never be of one mind.


– Homer, The Iliad









PROLOGUE




THE BABY IN THE DOLL
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It was one of the worst hurricanes to hit southwest Louisiana since Laura in 2020.


It came late in the season and it lasted three days.


Storms can hide things.


They can also reveal them.


Lost things.


Secret things …





VICTORVILLE, LOUISIANA


1 OCTOBER


The three boys found it when they’d been searching for the missing house.


Yes, a missing house.


See, during the hurricane the water level of the Acheron River rose so high that Old Man Hutchins’s whole house was lifted off its mountings and just floated away downstream.


Fortunately for Old Man Hutchins, he wasn’t in it at the time.


He’d been evacuated a few days earlier.


So when the rains finally stopped, the boys went off in a beat-up tin-can motorboat in search of the missing house.


It was the kind of adventure that’s appealed to kids since the dawn of time: to go out after a hurricane or flood and explore the wreckage.


And hurricanes in the Gulf fling all kinds of strange stuff every which way.


Highway signs. Trawler cranes. Fuel barges. Shipping containers.


The boys had travelled up the vast swamp from Hackberry, where they lived. They could’ve started their search from Victorville in the north and come downriver, but that would’ve meant driving all the way round the wetlands to get to Victorville and they didn’t have driver’s licences yet.


Then they found it.


It was half-sunk in the swollen river, pressed up against the trunk of a big gnarled tree.


The two-storey building sat dumbly in the water, tilted dramatically sideways, its doors and windows flung open, allowing the slow-moving river to flow into and out of it.


In regular times, Old Man Hutchins’s home had looked haunted.


Now it looked worse.


The three boys gaped at it in awe.


‘We should go inside,’ the youngest of the three, fourteen-year-old Bobby Joe Bowman, whispered.


‘Yeah,’ said his friend, Lee Pruitt.


A splash nearby.


A thick black pebbled tail went under.


The boys spun.


Ripples in the water.


Then the cause of the disturbance surfaced.


A fourteen-foot-long gator—almost twice the size of their little boat.


It cruised lazily into the house.


‘Maybe not just yet,’ Bobby Joe said.


The house was beached across from the mouth of Dead Man’s Creek, a small snaking dirt-walled creek bed that had got its name in the 1800s on account of some tale about a slave who’d been shot in the creek while escaping from a plantation. He’d cursed the slavers and their land before they shot him. The creek had been a foul boot-sucking bog ever since.


The boys never went up it.


An older boy at school named Jerome Spruce claimed he’d once gone two-hundred yards up Dead Man’s Creek and glimpsed the wreck of a rusty old spud barge up there, mounted beside a gator pond.


Jerome said he saw Crazy Eli Gage sitting on the deck of the barge underneath a torn Confederate battle flag.


Then Eli—toothless and wiry—had spotted Jerome and fired his shotgun, shouting, ‘Who’s that there?’ and Jerome had run for his life.


The recent storm had been so strong, however, that Dead Man’s Creek had become, like all of the other backwater tributaries in these parts, a raging torrent that had gushed out into the Acheron River.


The whole area stank like a sewer.


Oil slicked the river. The Kingman petrochemical plant wasn’t far from here.


The three boys circled the house in their tin boat.


And they saw it.


It was just above the waterline, lying on the sloping side of the house, just resting there.


A doll.


Plastic, dirty and old.


Its eyes had the unnerving blank stare of vintage dolls everywhere.


Only this one came with another unsettling feature.


It had been crucified to a small wooden cross.


The three boys were transfixed.


‘Go on, Lee, grab it,’ Bobby Joe said.


‘You grab it,’ Lee said. ‘Thing gives me the creeps.’


‘I ain’t touchin’ it,’ Bobby Joe said. ‘Will, you’re the oldest. You do it.’


Not wanting to appear frightened in front of his younger companions, fifteen-year-old Will Schuman reached out from their little boat and plucked the crucified doll from the house.


He frowned instantly.


‘It’s heavy. There’s somethin’ inside it.’


He bounced it in his hand, gauging the weight.


He pulled the head off the doll, and all three boys screamed.


Inside the doll—almost form-fitting inside it—was a dead baby girl.





It was dark by the time the boys reached the sheriff’s office back in Hackberry.


As they’d hurried there, they’d chatted excitedly about the possibilities of a reward, schoolyard fame and maybe even doing interviews on the local television news.


As it happened, Lee Pruitt’s brother, Tommy—all of twenty-three himself—was a newly appointed deputy at the Hackberry Sheriff’s Department and as such was pulling the night shift.


Eager to impress the sheriff, Tommy Pruitt dutifully logged the find and sent the tiny corpse, along with the doll and the wooden cross, to the DNA lab at the Louisiana State Police’s Bureau of Investigations in Lake Charles.


At the lab, a bored opiate-addicted technician performed all the requisite tests.


That was how I came in.


For when the DNA results came back around lunchtime the next day, I received an alert on my phone about them.












PART I




COLD CASE
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THE FOUR SEASONS HOTEL, HOUSTON



The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.


– Sherlock Holmes





I’m not really sure how to do this.


I’ve never recounted one of my cases before.


I mean, I don’t even know where to start.


With the shootout in the swamp?


Or when I had my fingers broken?


Or how I was connected in the first place to the doll that was found in that flooded river?


I guess the best place to begin is probably before all that, when the Saudi Arabian government was trying to assassinate a client of mine at a luxury hotel in Houston.


Yeah, that’ll work.





THE FOUR SEASONS HOTEL


HOUSTON, TEXAS


THE NEXT MORNING, 2 OCTOBER, 0700 HOURS


Emergency lights flashed and sirens wailed all over the Four Seasons Hotel as I raced up the fire stairwell, hurriedly pushing a very unathletic scientist in front of me, while frantically checking the stairs below us for the Saudi Arabian hit-team that wanted to kill him.


My feet were bare and as I ran I gripped my Sig Sauer P226 pistol in one hand.


I wore a white Four Seasons bathrobe, an Astros ball cap and an Avon M50 tactical gas mask.


For the record, I don’t usually dress like this.


When you’re a self-employed private detective, it’s usually not a good idea to go up against an ultra-wealthy sovereign nation with a reputation for chopping its enemies into tiny pieces and disposing of the body parts.


The Saudis even had a name for this practice: liquidation.


Yet here I was.


‘Hurry! Don’t stop!’ I urged as I shoved Dr Eric Cartright upward.


I glimpsed our pursuers a few floors below us.


‘Why aren’t we running down?’ Dr Cartright asked anxiously as we climbed the stairs.


‘We can’t get out that way. They have the lobby covered and all the exits locked. It’s their hotel.’


‘How are we gonna get out by going up, then?’


‘Because it’s Wednesday,’ I said.


‘What’s that mean?’


‘Just trust me,’ I said between puffing breaths.


‘And why are you wearing a bathrobe?’ he asked. ‘And a gas mask?’


Damn, he asked a lot of questions.


‘They’ve got security cameras all over this building, sir. They know who you are, but they don’t know me. If they manage to make out my face or clothes or anything that can reveal my identity, I’ll be liquidated later, too.’


‘How did you know to come here?’ he asked.


I banged open the door to the roof.


‘I’ve been on your case for a while now, Doctor,’ I said. ‘I’ve been staying here at the hotel for three weeks.’





Okay, now, just to clarify, I don’t normally stay in super-expensive luxury hotels.


(My suite on the 19th floor of the Four Seasons was costing a whopping $2,700 a night.)


You’re more likely to find me in a Motel 6. The extravagances of high-end hotels are wasted on me.


Let me back up a bit as I have a habit of getting ahead of myself.


My name’s Sam Speedman and I’m a private investigator. I’m 37 years old, I live in Houston, I’m of slightly below-average height and pretty skinny.


I wear glasses with a prescription of -6.25 dioptres, which is a strong prescription, so the lenses are thick.


I’m very good at math and computers.


I don’t really care for professional sports but I watch SportsCenter so I can engage in conversations with people. For some reason they like talking about professional sports and I like to seem normal.


I can’t say I’m very good at sports myself—well, ball sports like football and baseball—but I can swim and run pretty well. I can hold my breath for five minutes which is something, I suppose, but not really a sport.


I’ve never had a girlfriend. This bothers me a little but not too much.


I enjoy reading novels like The Lord of the Rings and the Foundation series and listening to audiobooks and podcasts about computer coding, hacking and the mathematics of complex numbers like the square root of minus 1.


Easy stuff like that. It helps me go to sleep at night.


I also enjoy tinkering with old cars.


This is a hobby that suits me because I was born with an unusual ability to focus on things for very long periods of time.


Some people call this weird.


Dr Lucy calls it ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder Level 1 with aspects of Level 2’. That’s what she wrote in my file.


But in my business, where you’re often required to surveil locations for sustained stretches, it helps.


I have degrees in pure mathematics and industrial chemistry which I got at Rice University. I worked for a short time at a petrochemical refinery on the Gulf, but I got fired because I kept making my boss angry. He was doing things wrong and I told him so. He didn’t like that.


Seeking a career change, I did a doctorate in criminology at Rice so I’m technically ‘Dr Speedman’ but I never tell anybody that. After I got my doctorate, I applied to the FBI, but was rejected. So I went into business for myself.


More than anything, though, if you really want to understand me, you have to know that I believe in being prepared.


Before the LaToya Martyn case, I’d shot seven people as part of my job, five of whom I killed. I’m not sure how I feel about that, but since they were trying to kill me, I figure it’s okay.


Then came the LaToya Martyn case.


But I’m getting ahead of myself again.


Back to the Four Seasons.


I was staying there as part of a corporate job.


Not many people are aware of this, but the Four Seasons Hotel chain is owned by Prince Al Waleed bin Talal Al Saud—a member of the Saudi royal family—and Bill Gates.


Whenever Saudi intelligence agents come to Houston they almost always stay at the Four Seasons and always on the 20th floor.


The place is practically a second embassy for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the United States.


Anyway, I was working for an American oil company based in Houston that had been experiencing unusual computer mishaps over the previous few months: some of their newest and best digital topographical maps of Gulf oilfields were fritzing—or to use the technical term, redigitising—making them useless.


This suggested some kind of hacking.


The man behind those maps was Dr Cartright, a brilliant petroleum geologist who had created complex ‘substratum subsidence models’ that found underground oil and shale fields where regular models didn’t.


His models were game changers for the oil business.


Revolutionary.


Of course, it all sounded like garden-variety industrial espionage—a rival company was pissed that Cartright’s innovative models were better than theirs.


So I laid a trap.


I planted a tracing program inside a new digital map made by Dr Cartright.


Sure enough, very quickly someone hacked it and my tracing program led me to the culprits. They were not, however, a rival corporation but a rival nation.


Saudi Arabia.


Working out of the Four Seasons Hotel in Houston.


Most of the time, I love corporate gigs.


This is because they usually don’t involve obsessed stalkers trying to kill me or cheating husbands trying to punch me.


On most corporate jobs, you usually track down a disgruntled former employee or a hacker to their home or office (or their mom’s basement) and you collect a big fee.


Seriously, they pay really well and especially so when the client is an oil company.


For this job, the company had been perfectly happy to shell out $2,700 per night for a suite on the 19th floor of the Four Seasons for me to use—for three weeks and counting.


In that suite, I’d set up a bunch of computers and listening devices that allowed me to watch the hotel’s security feeds and listen in on phone conversations in the suites directly above mine on the Saudis-only 20th floor.


That was how I’d learned that a Saudi hit-team had landed before dawn at George H.W. Bush Intercontinental Airport on a private jet from Riyadh.


Once they’d landed, I’d eavesdropped on another call that informed me they were going to kidnap Dr Eric Cartright from his home in River Oaks right away and bring him to the hotel for liquidation.


It all happened very quickly from there.


At 6:30 a.m. the hit-team nabbed Cartright at his home. They arrived with him at the Four Seasons just before 7:00 a.m. having whisked him there in a plain white GMC Savana van.


(The GMC Savana is almost identical to the cheaper Chevrolet Express van but it is sold as a ‘premium’ model. If the Saudis have an Achilles heel, it’s that they always have to have the best. They can’t help themselves, so even when it came to a basic city van, they had to go premium.)


When they arrived at the hotel’s loading dock, I watched them on the security monitors as they unloaded the flex-cuffed and hooded figure of Cartright from their van and shoved him toward the freight elevator.


(Like they did with Jamal Khashoggi at their consulate in Istanbul, the Saudis wanted a secure location that they controlled to liquidate Dr Cartright.)


Now, at that point, some private investigators wouldn’t have done anything since, strictly speaking, my assigned task was surveillance not protection.


Not me.


At this juncture, I should mention that over the course of my three-week stay at the Four Seasons, I’d noticed another group of people taking a keen interest in the hotel.


They were set up in a couple of ‘plumbing’ and ‘flower delivery’ vans parked in a weed-strewn lot across the street (not premium models, just basic Fords). They’d alternate between the plumbing van and the flower van each day, I saw.


This just screamed FBI.


As I came and went from my suite on the 19th floor, I always kept an eye on those vans.


Whoever was stationed inside them had a truly crappy job.


Houston is super-humid in the summer and super-cold in the winter. You don’t want to be camped inside a surveillance van during either.


(This is actually why downtown Houston has a unique maze of elevated glass pedestrian tunnels that connect the second floors of many buildings. You can almost walk from one end of the city to the other without touching the ground—out of the sweltering heat or icy cold.)


One day when I went out for Starbucks, I lingered at the back of the parking lot and eyed the ‘plumbing’ van as its back door opened and a man emerged from it to smoke a cigarette …


… and I got a nice view of the high-tech communications gear in the van’s interior.


Yep. FBI.


No doubt they were keeping tabs on the Saudis’ activities at the hotel, too.


At the time, I’d shaken my head.


It said something about the world that a private corporation could afford to put me up in the Four Seasons for almost a month but the United States Government made its agents camp outside in shitty vans. 


Maybe the FBI had done me a favour rejecting me.


When I’d first seen—on my monitors—the Saudi hit-team’s GMC Savana van arrive in the hotel’s loading dock with the bound and hooded Dr Cartright, I’d glanced out my window at the FBI’s vehicle-of-the-day down in the parking lot to see if they were responding to it.


Nothing.


No movement.


No agents leaping out of the flower van with guns drawn.


They didn’t know.


Or if they did, they weren’t doing anything about it.


I sprang into action.


A few weeks earlier, I’d prepared an exit plan in case I needed to make a hasty escape from the hotel.


(See above: being prepared.)


(See also: being chopped up into tiny pieces.)


I used it now.


I hit a switch on a remote, setting off a small explosive device I’d attached to the fire alarm system down in the gym on the fourth floor …


… setting off the sprinklers in the gym and triggering alarms all over the building …


… and plunging the hotel into chaos.





As alarms wailed and emergency lights flashed and a robotic voice intoned, ‘Please evacuate the hotel—This is not a drill—Please evacuate the hotel—This is not a drill’ guests dressed in pyjamas and bathrobes emerged from their rooms, confused and annoyed.


Reluctantly, they headed downstairs to gather out front on Lamar Street.


I threw on my bathrobe, cap and M50 gas mask—you’d be amazed at all the military surplus stuff you can buy in Texas—kicked off my shoes and raced out of my suite.


I joined the slow flow of other guests on my floor as they headed toward the fire stairs, but when we all got there, I lingered behind them and as they went down the stairs, I cut back and hurried into the ‘Staff Only’ area of the floor and hit the call button for the freight elevator—hoping to catch it before it reached the 20th floor.


A few moments later, the elevator pinged and its doors slid open to reveal the five-man hit-team and the hooded figure of Dr Cartright.


At the sight of me, the leader of the hit-team gaped in surprise.


He wasn’t expecting to see some guy dressed like an apocalyptic version of The Dude from The Big Lebowski: cap, gas mask, fluffy bathrobe.


Nor was he expecting the military-spec flash-bang smoke grenade that I tossed into the elevator.





The elevator flared with light and shook with an ear-shattering boom and in a second the whole thing was filled with billowing red smoke.


Protected by my gas mask, I grabbed Dr Cartright, yanked off his hood and pulled him out of the smoke-filled elevator.


Then we fled for the stairwell to the roof.


We burst out onto the roof.


The sun had risen fully and the city was starting to come alive: buses and cars on the streets, people on the sidewalks.


I pulled Dr Cartright to the edge of the roof, where a window-washing platform was set up.


They washed the hotel’s windows on Wednesdays.


I could see guests flowing out onto Lamar Street in front of the hotel.


I drew my knife and cut his flex-cuffs.


‘Get on!’ I nodded at the platform.


‘On that?’


‘The drop might kill you, Doc, but those guys coming after us definitely will.’


He leapt onto the platform.


I did, too, and immediately jammed down on its brake-release lever and …


… phwoosh! …


… we fell like a rocket down the side of the building.


Dr Cartright wailed as the window-washing platform free-fell down the side of the Four Seasons.


‘Waaaaaaaahhhhh!!!!’


I kept my wits, watching the ground rushing up toward us for a few seconds before I pulled sharply on the brake lever.


The brakes locked.


Sparks flew.


The falling platform squealed as it jolted to a halt three floors above the sidewalk.


‘Move,’ I said, hurdling the safety rail and jumping down onto …


… the roof of the elevated glass pedestrian tunnel that connected the hotel’s second floor to the second floor of a multi-level parking structure across the street.


Dr Cartright landed clumsily by my side and together we dashed across the roof of the enclosed walkway over to the car park.


Then we raced through the parking structure and disappeared into the morning crowds.


By the time the Saudi hit-team reached the street several minutes later—surrounded by angry hotel guests in their pyjamas and bathrobes—we were long gone.





After that, well, I put Dr Cartright into an Uber—handing him my gas mask, cap and gun—and sent him directly to the safety of his oil company’s offices.


As for me, I bought a coffee at Starbucks and ambled back to the Four Seasons, still wearing my bathrobe, looking like just another guest who’d been forced to evacuate.


The Saudis never knew.


The rest of my morning, as you’d imagine, was filled with emails and calls to and from the oil company, which promptly put a 24-hour guard detail on Dr Cartright and called the government to complain.


I went back to my office in Upper Kirby around 11:30 and at noon, went for lunch.


I was having lunch at my regular place when the DNA results from the baby-in-the-doll came in …


… which was when my life really got out of control.





HOOTERS, UPPER KIRBY


2 OCTOBER, 1200 HOURS


To be more specific, I was having lunch at Hooters when my phone pinged with the DNA results.


This is the Hooters off Kirby Drive, beside the Southwest Parkway near Rice University, not the one down on the Gulf Freeway at Webster. That Hooters is nice and all, and I mean no disrespect, but I prefer the one off Kirby Drive.


For one thing, it’s walking distance from my office.


(I once tried eating at Whataburger, which is also close to my office, since Dr Lucy said I should try new things but I didn’t like Whataburger.)


The main reason I like the Kirby Drive Hooters is, well, me.


I can be a little particular about certain things—clothes, food, the order in which I eat my food—and the waitresses at that Hooters have always been very understanding about this.


Back in high school, the other kids weren’t so understanding.


Ernie McFayden called me fucking four-eyed freak.


(I’ve been called a ‘four-eyed’ something 115 times in my life: four-eyed freak, four-eyed fuck, four-eyed motherfucker. This is because of my glasses.)


Billy Hunsacker called me retard.


Dillon Fogerty called me a weird fucking emotionless robot.


It was different with the waitresses at Hooters.


Darla called me darlin’.


Sequoia called me sugar.


Charlene called me champ.


And Honor called me honey.


I wonder if they ever saw the pattern in their pet names for me. They each called me by a name that started with the same letter as theirs.


My favourite waitress, though, was Millie-Mae and she did not conform to this pattern.


Millie-Mae called me handsome.


I thought this was most peculiar since I am not in any way objectively handsome. With my lean build and small face, I have always looked young and boyish.


For another thing, my glasses.


As I mentioned before, they’re thick.


With my -6.25 prescription, I’m extremely near-sighted.


Biologically speaking, human females prefer males who have strong genetic traits and near-sightedness is not a strong trait. For thousands of years, women have preferred to mate with men who can see—and back in prehistoric times, hunt—without the aid of glasses as it increases the likelihood of their children surviving.


I’m also shorter than most men.


The average American male is five feet nine inches tall and I am five feet seven inches tall. Height is a sign of virility and strong genes. Being short is not something women usually desire.


I was also 37, much older than Millie-Mae who was 23, so unless I was obviously rich—young women often seek out wealthy older males to ensure a higher quality of life—there was no reason for a beautiful young waitress like Millie-Mae to flatter me.


In addition to this, I’m prone to conversing—animatedly and happily—about subjects that regular people do not find interesting, like dead bodies, putrefaction, blood splatter patterns and serial murder.


For a professional detective, I’m not good at detecting whether someone I am talking to is (a) not interested in what I’m talking about or (b) disgusted by it.


I’m working on this.


In any case, I found that I liked it when, after I ordered my ‘usual’ (Hooters Original Buffalo Chicken Sandwich with a side of waffle fries and a Sprite, followed by a caramel fudge cheesecake with only one scoop of vanilla ice-cream, not two, and no whipped cream) Millie-Mae said, ‘I gotcha covered, handsome.’


I mentioned this once during a session with Dr Lucy.


Dr Lucy said, ‘This is good, Sam. You might have a little crush on Millie-Mae.’


‘She is objectively beautiful,’ I replied.


Millie-Mae was a backup cheerleader at U of H.


She had a narrow waist and a flat abdomen plus shapely legs and small buttocks which were given added emphasis by her tight orange Hooters shorts.


She also had long auburn hair and very white teeth that shone when she smiled.


All of these things are signs of a healthy and fertile female, especially the teeth: white teeth are a sign of excellent inner health.


I added, ‘I mean, biologically speaking, she’s what people call a catch. She’s also very kind and sweet, but that isn’t biological, it’s personality. To connect intimately with such a woman—beautiful and sweet—would be most fortuitous.’


Dr Lucy nodded. ‘You do have a very honest way of putting things, Sam.’


I said, ‘A lot of the young men who go to the Hooters off Kirby Drive ask for Millie-Mae’s phone number.’


Dr Lucy asked, ‘Do you think Millie-Mae might have special feelings for you, Sam? Do you think by calling you handsome, she might be showing she has a crush on you?’


‘That would be very unlikely,’ I said. ‘Women have never really taken a liking to me, especially pretty ones. I mean, none of the girls at my high school would go to prom with me and I asked five of them to go.’


‘Oh,’ Dr Lucy said a little sadly.


‘And Millie-Mae is much more beautiful than they were. She’s applied to get into the Hooters Annual Calendar, you know. It’s her life goal to appear in it.’


‘Is that so?’


I paused.


‘You know, I’ve never had a girlfriend.’


‘Oh,’ Dr Lucy said, again a little sadly.


‘Although …’


‘Yes?’


‘Lately, I’ve been thinking about getting a girlfriend.’


This made Dr Lucy sit bolt upright. She didn’t do that often.


‘Why do you say that, Sam?’


‘I’ve always been, well, kinda solitary. I work on my own, except for my intern, Heidi, of course. And I live on my own. But, lately, well, I don’t so much feel solitary as lonely.’


Dr Lucy swallowed as she looked at me. I think I saw a tear trickle out of her left eye, but she wiped it away quickly.


‘I think you’d make a great boyfriend to some lucky girl,’ she said.


Then I remembered something.


‘Of course, maybe Millie-Mae calls me handsome and gives me special treatment at Hooters because of the time I helped her out with her stalker.’


That had been a year ago.


One of the players on the University of Houston’s football team—a defensive end named Leroy Hertzenberger who many thought would play in the NFL—had taken a liking to Millie-Mae.


Leroy sent her flowers.


He’d loiter in the Hooters parking lot at closing time.


Then he started following Millie-Mae home late at night after work.


The cops didn’t do anything because Leroy was on the team and the team was doing great.


He was, they said, ‘just a good young buck with excitable hormones’.


Even when he whispered in Millie-Mae’s ear one evening that he’d come by her house in the next few days and ‘pound her in the ass till you beg me to stop’, the cops did nothing.


In fact, they said until he was caught in the act of performing an ‘openly aggressive action’ toward her, there was legally nothing they could do.


This was, unfortunately, technically correct.


A good young buck? Leroy Hertzenberger was six feet eight and 290 pounds and he threatened backup cheerleaders.


Upon learning that I was a detective, Millie-Mae asked me if there was anything I could do.


Well, long story short, it ended a few nights later when Leroy broke into Millie-Mae’s house at 2:30 a.m. carrying a hunting knife, a roll of duct tape, a mouth gag and a tube of lube.


I was there waiting for him.





I’d stayed at her house for the previous two nights, keeping watch in a chair in the corner of her bedroom with my Sig Sauer P226 on my lap.


As I did this, I’d dip my hand into my backpack on the floor beside me to grab a sultana.


Gotta keep your sugars up on stake-outs.


A word about my backpack.


Made by the Maxpedition corporation, it’s grey, medium-sized and, honestly, really quite ordinary.


But it’s not ordinary.


It’s a CCW pack—a ‘carry concealed weapon’ pack—which means it has many compartments including a quick-draw pocket in which I keep my Sig Sauer pistol.


Oh, and it has padded shoulder straps which are very comfortable.


Aside from my Sig, I keep various other tools of my trade in my backpack.


Laptop, spare glasses, the aforementioned sultanas, four prepaid cell phones, two AirTags, spare ammo clip, handcuffs, two small quadcopter aerial drones (cheap ones so I can ditch them if required), Swiss Army knife, hypodermic syringe (you’d be surprised), a blowtorch (for padlocks and fence-cutting) and a water bottle.


As I said, I like to be prepared.


During the second evening, as we’d waited in her house, Millie-Mae had asked me if I was scared.


‘No.’


‘But he’s out there and he’s gonna come for me. He said he would.’


‘There’s no point being frightened of possibilities,’ I said. ‘Either he comes or he doesn’t. If he comes, then we have an issue. Till then, being frightened is just your imagination running wild. It’s like being scared of the dark and that’s no help to anyone.’


(Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying I don’t get scared of things. Gosh, no. I have several quite debilitating fears, like, for example, flying in helicopters.


I’m fine with heights and I’m cool on planes, but travelling in a chopper scares the crap out of me. If your engines fail on a plane, at least you can try to glide in. With a chopper, if your engine cuts out and autorotation doesn’t work, you’re done for, and I don’t like the idea of that at all. 


Being afraid of the dark is your imagination. Being afraid of gravity, that’s something else entirely.


When I told Dr Lucy about this, she suggested that in addition to trying new things, maybe I should face my fears, and learn to fly a helicopter. After much deliberation, I decided to do just that, but on a simulator (see above, re: gravity). I’ve logged sixteen hours of flight time on my desktop simulator since then but, to be honest, it hasn’t lessened my fear of flying in helicopters at all.)


But back to Leroy.


Of course, if he did turn up, I would have to fight him.


I was prepared for that. At least, I hoped I was.


See, when you fight a big guy, you’ve got to end it fast, because if you don’t, no matter what kind of fighter he is, he’ll eventually beat you with brawn alone.


And then you’re screwed.


Losing a fight to a big man isn’t pleasant.


At 2:30 a.m. on the third night, we heard the front door of Millie-Mae’s little cottage crunch open, followed by the clink of a beer bottle and a rough voice cooing, ‘Hey, babycakes. Where are youuuu?’


Heavy footsteps in the hall.


Then the bedroom door was flung inward and there stood Leroy Hertzenberger, filling the doorway, gripping his duct tape, knife, mouth gag and lube.


I stood up, positioning myself between him and the terrified Millie-Mae on her bed, pistol in my hand.


All five foot seven and 160 pounds of me up against all six foot eight and 290 pounds of him.


(At six-eight, Leroy was in the top one percent of males in America when measured by height. At 290 pounds, he was in the top four percent when measured by weight. My 160 pounds put me in the 25th percentile. Americans are very overweight. This, though, is another thing that Dr Lucy has suggested I put on my list of Things I Shouldn’t Talk About With People.)


In the gloom of Millie-Mae’s bedroom, Leroy towered over me.


‘Who the fuck are you?’


‘Sam Speedman,’ I said. ‘I’m here to stop you.’


‘The fuck you are. Maybe after I lay you out cold and fuck her senseless, I’ll put the gag on you and fuck you in the ass, too.’


Hmmm.


Losing here was going to be more unpleasant than usual.


He eyed my gun and took a step backwards.


‘You gonna shoot me, little guy?’ he growled.


‘If I have to.’


The attack came from my left.


There was no warning.


A second football player rushed in from the bathroom.


I had assumed the stomping footfalls had just been Leroy’s. But he’d brought a buddy along.


The second huge man thudded into me, tackling me football-style.


My gun went flying and I fell against the bed.


The second man tumbled off me and rose to one knee.


I sprang up and hit him with a quick thumb-strike to the trachea.


A thumb-strike is many times stronger than a web-strike because it targets a smaller area. And the trachea is weaker than other parts of the throat.


He gagged.


I’d cut off his air.


Then I kicked him in the knee, breaking it.


But then Leroy Hertzenberger attacked.


He scooped me off the floor with one giant hand and slammed me bodily against the wall.


My feet dangled a foot above the floorboards.


Leroy shoved his nose right up to mine. His breath stank of beer.


‘Thought you were pretty smart, huh? Whatcha gonna do now, little guy?’


Blam!


I fired my second Sig pistol—which I kept in a holster in the small of my back—into his left thigh.


(Again, prepared.)


He roared in pain and released me.


I dropped to the floor, landing in a crouch.


‘You fucking shot me!’ he yelled.


Blam!


I shot him again. This time in the right knee.


He crumpled, whimpering.


I hog-tied both him and his buddy with their duct tape and called the cops.


The police came and took them away.


They didn’t bother Millie-Mae again.


Leroy never played in the NFL.


They both ended up getting seven years in Beaumont.





Don’t tell the Hooters corporation—they’ve been battling bankruptcy for a while—but after that night Millie-Mae always gave me free coffee whenever I ate at the Hooters off Kirby Drive, which (if I wasn’t on a stake-out or a surveillance case) was most days at noon sharp.


After that night, the other waitresses were also even nicer to me.


For instance, Darla, who was doing a fashion major at Rice, took me shopping at the mall and got me a whole new wardrobe.


‘Darlin’,’ she’d said. ‘You’re a cute little man. We gotta spruce you up. Get you some nicer clothes.’


I told her I liked my clothes.


My closet was neatly lined with seven polo shirts that I’d bought at Target (one for each day of the week and I always wore them buttoned up to the top); blue Target jeans; and three pairs of Target-brand sneakers.


Darla said, ‘Just come with me, shut your mouth, and buy what I tell you to buy.’


‘Okay.’


That day, after making me try on many different styles of clothing, she told me to buy several t-shirts with beer brands written on the chest (Coors, Coors Lite, Miller, Miller Lite: ‘This is Texas, baby,’ she said); a brown canvas jacket made by a brand called Carhartt; Levi’s blue denim jeans (501 style); and Converse All Star Chuck Taylor II sneakers (these are, according to Darla, a little more stylish than your standard Converse sneakers).


I now have seven beer-branded t-shirts—four black, three navy—three jackets, four pairs of jeans and three pairs of Converse All Star Chuck Taylor IIs.


Darla tried to get me to change the style of my glasses, but on that matter, I wouldn’t budge.


I wear prescription Ray-Ban Wayfarers.


‘But they make you look like Buddy Holly, darlin’!’ Darla complained.


This was objectively true but the Wayfarer style of glasses is a sturdy design that sits firmly on my face, which I like.


I also wouldn’t change my watch, again over Darla’s objections.


‘Darlin’, even a basic little Timex would be more fashionable than that clunky-lookin’ thing,’ were her exact words.


I wear an unremarkable black plastic Casio G-Shock digital watch. It has no fashion or collector’s value whatsoever.


But it has great value to me.


My black G-Shock was a gift from my parents—my foster parents, that is.


They’re lovely people who live in Clear Lake, south of Houston, down near the NASA Space Center.


Over the years, they’ve raised numerous foster kids, me among them. They gave me the Casio for my tenth birthday and I’ve worn it every day ever since.


Anyway, on October 2nd—dressed in my Coors Lite t-shirt, my Carhartt jacket, my jeans and my Converse sneakers, and with my backpack by my side—I was eating my lunch at Hooters when my phone pinged with the DNA match.


I looked at the alert and frowned.


It was very odd.


Not the DNA match. They came up all the time.


This DNA match.


It was an old one.


A very old one.


It came from a case I’d worked on seven years previously.


The LaToya Martyn case.





That case had involved four sex workers who’d disappeared in March of 2018, one of whom was LaToya Martyn.


Houston is a great town, but every city has its less desirable neighbourhoods and Sunnyside is one of Houston’s.


That four prostitutes had gone missing from there wasn’t unusual. Street workers vanished all the time—sometimes under suspicious circumstances; sometimes they just left, packing up in the middle of the night and moving without telling anyone.


The missing women were:


LaToya.


Olympia Cole.


Renata Long.


And Nia Carter.


All were Black, aged either nineteen or twenty, and they all worked for a notoriously brutal pimp named Tyrone Brown.


Back in 2018, LaToya Martyn’s parents had hired me to find her.


They were sweet people, her parents.


He was a janitor; she was a beautician.


And while they were estranged from LaToya, they loved their daughter and tried to keep in touch with her, even when she’d run away from home and started working on the streets of Sunnyside.


I did the usual legwork.


Sadly, the story of LaToya Martyn wasn’t new.


Quit school in ninth grade; started doing fentanyl soon after; then began selling her body to pay for more drugs.


(It was a shame, her mother said. LaToya had struggled at school due to severe dyslexia. Since none of her teachers noticed or cared, she’d quit.)


Credit card checks; cell phone tracking; internet searches; boyfriend and ex-boyfriend searches (usually the prime suspect when a street worker disappears is the boyfriend or ex-boyfriend); all of that.


And I got nothing.


Zero.


Zip.


Her phone had gone completely offline. It never triangulated with any cell phone tower ever again.


She also never used her credit card again.


LaToya Martyn had not just ‘gone missing’.


LaToya Martyn had fallen off the face of the earth.


Of course, I took DNA samples from her parents.


Now, being a private detective is a pretty interesting job, especially for someone like me, but it does have some drawbacks.


One of them is you don’t have access to all the systems and technology that the cops and FBI have, notably DNA labs and records.


And so, a confession: I’d hacked the law enforcement DNA labs in Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas and Louisiana a few years back.


I’m good with computers and after having experienced some reluctance on the part of law enforcement to cooperate with me on a few investigations—cases that had involved some of their own officers and a few prominent citizens—I took it upon myself to gain access to their DNA databases.


(It wasn’t hard. Seriously, some cops still use ‘PASSWORD’ as their password.)


In any case, back in 2018, I’d set up a standing alert for any time LaToya Martyn’s DNA appeared on one of those states’ computer systems.


It came up that day.


LaToya Martyn’s DNA had been detected in the blood of a dead newborn baby girl found inside a plastic doll that had washed up, thanks to the recent storm, in the Acheron River near Victorville, Louisiana, over by the vast Sabine National Wildlife Refuge.


I read the DNA report: the short tandem repeats were clear. They had been amplified via polymerase chain reactions and then run through gel electrophoresis which confirmed the result.


That result: the dead baby found inside the doll near Victorville was definitely LaToya Martyn’s daughter.


I asked Millie-Mae for my check.


‘Sure. See ya next time, handsome.’


‘Thank you, Millie-Mae. Oh, have you heard from the organisers of the Hooters Annual Calendar yet?’


‘Not yet. Hopin’ to hear somethin’ soon. Fingers crossed!’


‘I hope you get in, Millie-Mae. See you tomorrow.’


I paid the check and walked to my office one block away.





The bell above the door jingled as I entered the reception area of my little suite of offices.


Stencilled on the door’s translucent glass was:


THE DETECTIVE


SAMUEL J. SPEEDMAN


PROPRIETOR


TEXAS PRIVATE DETECTIVE LICENSE # TX71120-A


TEXAS STATE BAR LICENSE # T545567


LOUISIANA PRIVATE DETECTIVE LICENSE # LA46721


LOUISIANA STATE BAR LICENSE # 33881AR


My friend Lincoln Lewis was the one who suggested that I call myself ‘The Detective’.


Linc is also a private investigator. He works out of Tampa in Florida and we often help each other on cases that overlap into each other’s regions.


Linc said calling myself ‘The Detective’ was Marketing and that it made me sound like a bad-ass.


As the door indicated, I was a licensed private investigator in both Texas and Louisiana.


This is a good thing as my clients and targets often go back and forth across the state line, which in the case of Texas and Louisiana is the north–south running Sabine River.


‘Good afternoon, Heidi,’ I said.


‘Hey, little man,’ Heidi Spunkmeyer said from behind the reception counter. As usual, she was chewing a large wad of gum. ‘You’re back early. Normally, you don’t come back from lunch at Hooters till 12:47.’


‘A case came up. Old one. I gotta go to the morgue over in Lake Charles.’


Heidi shrugged. ‘Sure.’


Even though she sat behind the reception counter, Heidi wasn’t my receptionist.


She was my intern.


I’ve never actually had a receptionist.


My suite of offices is on the second floor of a strip mall one block away from Hooters, near the CVS. It sits beside a laser hair removal boutique and a Krav Maga gym.


The reception counter is in the front room and the counter came with the lease.


Until Heidi had entered my life, both the front room and the counter had sat empty.


Twenty-four years old, sturdy and gruff, with pink hair and facial rings in her nose, eyebrows and lower lip, Heidi was the daughter of Rabbi Spunkmeyer, whose synagogue could be found a few blocks from my office.


Heidi wore thick black make-up around her eyes, black jeans and sturdy black Doc Martens boots.


A devoted fan of professional wrestling, her t-shirts were often World Wrestling Entertainment branded ones, most of them featuring a wrestler named Randy ‘Macho Man’ Savage.


I’d once handled a case for Rabbi Spunkmeyer—someone had been stealing from his synagogue’s online donation account; it turned out to be the treasurer (gambling addiction).


Anyway, shortly after that case, Rabbi Spunkmeyer had asked me if I might be able to assist him with Heidi.


It turned out Heidi was something of a problem for the rabbi.


With her hair, piercings, make-up and overall ‘Goth-lesbian-emo-Macho Man-biker-chick’ demeanour (her words not mine), she didn’t quite fit in among the synagogue’s somewhat more conservatively inclined congregation.


But the rabbi loved her and he mentioned to me that Heidi was in the process of completing her private detective’s course as required by the licensing board of the State of Texas. (I suggested she get a licence for Louisiana, too, and she was going to do this after.)


The course mandated forty hours of practical experience and the rabbi asked if I would be her supervisor.


I said sure. Unlike his congregation, I had no issue with Goth lesbian biker chicks with pink hair, facial piercings and a love of professional wrestling.


While Heidi wasn’t going to win any deportment contests—her phone manner needed work—she’d turned out to be an excellent investigator. She was nearing the end of her mandated forty hours and I’d offered her a full-time job as soon as she became officially certified.


I stepped into my office.


It’s much like any other office, I guess, except for one thing: it’s dominated by a 105-inch DynaTech Systems smart whiteboard.


I powered up the whiteboard, punched in my password.


The home screen appeared, showing my ongoing cases:


ONGOING CASES








	

	CLIENT


	SUBJECT


	REGION











	1


	‘X’ OIL CORP


	Topographical MAPS hacking


	HOUSTON, TX







	2


	MRS MARYLIN CHANG


	Infidelity of MR DONALD CHANG


	BATON ROUGE, LA







	3


	LINC LEWIS


	Skip trace: GLENN W. DUFFY, bail absconder


	
DALLAS, TX


PENSACOLA, FL








	


	


	


	







	X


	MR DARNELL MARTYN 
MRS KECIA MARTYN


	LATOYA MARTYN 
MISSING


	HOUSTON, TX










Smartboards like this are mostly used at schools and universities, but I found it perfect for my job.


I did my thinking with it: filing key facts, maps and photos for each case, plus notes on persons of interest and the like.


It automatically saved everything to the cloud. I had a second whiteboard in my Winnebago, so I could access all this information wherever I went.


Usually, I had three or four active cases on the go at any given time and the board showed that now: the industrial espionage matter concerning the Saudis (while I’d stopped the Cartright assassination, there was still more work to do there); a standard cheating-husband case; and a skip trace for a bail absconder from Pensacola that I was helping Linc Lewis with.


And there at the bottom of the list, where it had stubbornly remained for the last seven years: the LaToya Martyn case.


I tapped on that last entry.


The screen expanded, filling with seven years’ worth of notes, maps, drawings and photographs from my investigation into LaToya’s disappearance.


I tapped on a sub-file in the margin labelled: HISTORIC SIMILARITIES.


A new window opened.


It looked like this:








	YEAR


	VICTIMS


	LOCATION TAKEN


	INVESTIGATOR











	1877


	
Four former slaves 
(female)


Carlotta Stone


Other 3 names unknown


Reported missing:


December 15, 1877


NEVER FOUND



	Tallahassee, Florida


	
Union Captain George
C. McShane


Reported missing:


December 31, 1877


NEVER FOUND








	1905


	
Four prostitutes (female)


HILDA RAYE


MARLA FRAKES


HEATHER BARNES


CYNTHIA ROGAN


Reported missing:


April 15, 1905


NEVER FOUND



	Houston, Texas


	
Detective Henry


Foster, Texas Rangers


Reported missing:


May 5, 1905


NEVER FOUND








	1930


	
Four prostitutes (female)


SHONDA MORRIS


MARLENE BAYNES


MAYBELLE LIONS


SHAWNA BELLE


Reported missing:


April 20, 1930


NEVER FOUND



	New Orleans, Orleans
Parish, Louisiana


	
Deputies John David 
Shore & Raymond 
Barnard, New Orleans 
Sheriff Dept


Reported missing:


May 10, 1930


NEVER FOUND








	1958


	
Four prostitutes (female)


MARSHA WILLIAMS


HATTIE WILLIAMS


SHONA LITTINS


WILHEMINA JONES


Reported missing:


April 15, 1958


NEVER FOUND



	
Shreveport, Bossier


Parish, Louisiana



	
Constable Scott 
Manclark, Shreveport 
Police Dept


Reported missing:


May 2, 1958


NEVER FOUND








	1988


	
Four prostitutes (female)


GRACE MITCHELL


JASMINE JOHNSON


NAVINA NIXON


JOSEPHINE O’HARE


Reported missing:

April 10, 1988


NEVER FOUND



	Dallas, Texas


	
Private detective Bill 
Brewster


Arrest warrant issued 
for possession of 
child pornography, 
September 1, 1993


Reported missing:


September 6, 1993


NEVER FOUND








	2018


	
Four prostitutes (female)


LATOYA MARTYN


OLYMPIA COLE


RENATA LONG


NIA CARTER


Reported missing:


September 10, 2018



	Houston, Texas


	
1. Private detective 
Art Hillerman (for Nia 
Carter’s family)


Reported missing:


October 11, 2018


Note: Hillerman’s 
body parts found.


2. Me


Not missing yet.











With all the information laid out in front of me on my whiteboard, I could see patterns.


Two patterns became obvious immediately.


First, starting in 1877, approximately every 25 or 30 years, a group of four female prostitutes would be reported missing.


None would ever be seen again.


And second, shortly after the women went missing, the policemen, sheriff’s deputies or private detectives who were investigating their disappearances would go missing, too, never to be seen again.


The person investigating each disappearance had also disappeared themselves.


All of them except me.





Patterns. Repetitive systems. Anomalies.


According to Dr Lucy, ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder Level 1 with elements of Level 2’ is broadly similar to what doctors used to call Asperger’s Syndrome.


Standard symptoms include:




	Difficulty initiating and maintaining social interactions.





Check.




	Lack of understanding of social conventions.





Check.


For instance, I struggle with hugging. I find the act strange but I know people like doing it.


Millie-Mae hugged me very tightly after I fought Leroy Hertzenberger.


I wasn’t quite sure how to hug her back.


As she threw her arms around me and sobbed into my chest with relief, I kind of put my arms around her and patted her stiffly on the back while I stared at the wall behind her.


On her wall was a framed print of Monet’s Water Lilies and Japanese Bridge.


(I like that painting. The reflections on the pond’s surface are very well depicted, which is particularly hard to do with a paintbrush. As Millie-Mae cried, I found myself analysing the brushstrokes.)




	Obsessive attention to detail.





Check.


When I discover something new or interesting, I study it deeply. For example, when I learned that DNA testing could be helpful in my investigations—paternity tests, mainly—I set about reading university-level textbooks on the subject. Same with computer hacking.


And, lastly:




	People with ASD 1/2 are prone to exhibit repetitive behaviours.





Really big check.


This is very true for me.


Although I would dispute the use of the word repetitive.


I prefer reliable.


I like eating lunch every day at the Hooters off Kirby Drive because the menu rarely changes (sometimes the waffle fries switch to curly fries which is okay as they’re basically the same thing), the food is well cooked and it doesn’t sit badly on my stomach.


It’s reliable.


Same with my Winnebago. Reliable.


I have difficulty changing my routines—like that time at Whataburger—but I still try.
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