



[image: image]






[image: image]


EARLY BIRD BOOKS


FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY


LOVE TO READ?


LOVE GREAT SALES?


GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS


DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!


[image: image]




[image: image]


The Web’s Creepiest Newsletter


Delivered to Your Inbox


Get chilling stories of


true crime, mystery, horror,


and the paranormal,


twice a week.


[image: image]




FREE


FALL


A JOHN CEEPAK MYSTERY


Chris Grabenstein


[image: img]


PEGASUS CRIME


NEW YORK LONDON




For Seaside Heights and Beach Haven, NJ—the two towns that inspired Sea Haven and suffered so much when Hurricane Sandy hit the Jersey Shore.




1


FOR A COP, THERE’S NOTHING WORSE THAN HEARING AN OLD friend say “I didn’t do anything, Danny!” two seconds after you pull her out of a nearly lethal cat fight.


Of course, these days, that’s just the icing on the cake. Or, as I like to say, the suds on the Bud.


Despite all the “Life Is Good” T-shirts on sale at the Shore To Please Souvenir Shoppe, life has not been so great lately down the Jersey shore in “sunny, funderful” Sea Haven.


First off, there was a hurricane (that turned into a super storm) named Sandy, which, until last October, was also one of my favorite Bruce Springsteen songs. All of Sea Haven was shut down for two full weeks. No one was allowed on or off our eighteen-mile-long barrier island, except, of course, the governor of New Jersey and the President of the United States.


Eight months later, our battered seaside resort has pulled back from the brink. It’s early June and everybody’s excited about the upcoming summer season.


Everybody except me.


Because of bummer number two: John Ceepak is no longer my partner.


Funny story.


See, late last August they made Ceepak the Chief of Police. By early October, he was tired of pushing paper, untangling paper clips, and wearing these “Buy One Get The Second At Half Price” suits his wife Rita found for him at the Men’s Wearhouse. So, after pulling us all through Sandy (don’t worry, some day I’ll tell you that story, too), when things had more or less settled down in the new year, Ceepak initiated a search for his own replacement.


After interviewing dozens of candidates, the township council hired another new Chief of Police. An older guy named Roy Rossi. With the new boss on paper-shuffling duty, Ceepak and I were poised to become the SHPD’s first team of full-time detectives.


But that never happened.


See, I forgot to mention last year’s other big blast of hot air and swirling garbage: our mayoral election.


The guy we wanted to win didn’t.


And the guy who got re-elected has never been very fond of Ceepak or me. About fifteen seconds after all the New York and Philadelphia TV stations declared that the Honorable (how they came up with that title for him, I’ll never know) Hubert Sinclair had won re-election, the guy initiated budget cuts. Said we had to bring the deficit under control for the sake of our grandchildren. Tough choices had to be made.


That’s what he said. What Mayor Sinclair meant was that people who ticked him off had to be made miserable.


Buh-bye SHPD detective bureau.


Ceepak is still chief of detectives. He just doesn’t have anybody in his tribe. He is allocated “personnel” on an “as-needed” basis. So, mostly, I spend my shifts cruising the streets in a patrol car.


With my new partner.


Sal Santucci.


“You hungry?” Sal asks as we cruise down Ocean Avenue just after sunset.


We’re heading toward the southernmost tip of the island where we’ll make a U-Turn and head back up to the lighthouse on the northernmost tip. Down south is where the swanky people have always lived in their bajillion-dollar beachfront bungalows. The first homes rebuilt after the super storm. The kind of homes other people like to burglarize, especially during the first week of June, when the tourist season isn’t in full swing and the island is still mostly empty.


“We ate an hour ago,” I tell Santucci.


“I’m still hungry.”


“Shift ends at eleven. Pick up something on the ride home.”


“We should swing by Pizza My Heart. If you’re wearing a uniform, they’ll give you a free slice and a fountain drink.”


“Which you don’t take because it’s against the rules.”


Yes, in Ceepak’s absence, I am the patrol car’s Keeper of The Code.


“What rules?”


The ones they told you about in that lecture you slept through at the police academy, I want to say.


But I don’t.


Because 24-year-old Salvatore Santucci is the late Dominic Santucci’s nephew. I was there when his uncle—who was on the job with the SHPD for fifteen, maybe twenty years—was gunned down by a psycho killer just outside the Rolling Thunder roller coaster. So I cut Sal some slack. We all do.


“We’re cops, Sal,” I say. “We can’t accept gifts.”


My young partner (well, he’s three years younger than me) slumps down in the passenger seat to pout and fidget with the tuning knob on his radio. “I don’t want a freaking ‘gift,’” he mumbles. “I want a slice. Sausage and peppers.”


I ease the steering wheel to the left and we roll into Beach Crest Heights. I give the white-shirted guard in the gatehouse a two-finger salute off the tip of my cop cap. He waves his clipboard back at me. It’s Kurt Steilberger. We went to high school together.


“A gift,” I say to Santucci, “means any fee, commission, service, compensation, gratuity, or—”


The radio interrupts my Remedial Graft lecture.


“Unit A-twelve, what is your twenty?”


I grab the mic.


“We’re in Beach Crest Heights. Over.”


“We just received a nine-one-one call. Report of Assault. One-zero-two Roxbury Drive. The caller says his mother is fighting with his nurse.”


“We’re on it.”


I jam down on the accelerator. Tires squeal. Engines roar. We thunder down the road. I feel like I’m in the middle of a Springsteen song.


We screech to a stop in the driveway made out of interlocking pavers fronting 102 Roxbury Drive. It’s a brand-new, three-story, vinyl-sided mansion with bright white deck railings all over the place.


“Caller is Samuel Oppenheimer, age thirteen,” reports the radio. “He is still on the line with nine-one-one.”


“We are on scene,” I say into the radio.


“Will advise nine-one-one.”


“Have them tell Samuel to let us in the front door, if he can do so safely.”


If not, I’ll let Santucci kick at the lock. I’m betting he was paying attention when they taught him how to do that at the Academy.


I toss the radio mic to the floor and swing open the driver side door.


“I’ll take the lead,” I say.


“Let’s roll!” shouts Santucci, sounding totally stoked.


Inside the house, we hear a scream. Female.


And then another, younger voice. Samuel.


“Stop it! The police are right outside!”


I race up the steps to the front porch. Bang on the door. Someone yanks it open on the other side.


Samuel Oppenheimer. He’s in a wheelchair and clutching a cordless phone. He looks terrified.


“Over there!” he shouts, pointing to a sunken, white-on-white living room.


I see the back of a raven-haired lady in a purple tracksuit. She is throttling a kinky-haired, younger woman in yellow scrubs who is wildly swinging her arms and trying to kick her way free. But the older woman has her hands locked in a vice grip on the younger woman’s throat, and that keeps the nurse far enough away that her slaps, scratches, and kicks don’t land.


I move closer.


I can’t see the younger woman’s face. It’s buried beneath a whirlwind of flailing curls.


“Break it up!” I shout.


“Knock it off!” adds Santucci.


I grab hold of the strangler’s shoulder.


She snaps her head around. All sorts of chunky gold jewelry clatters on her neck and ears as she shoots me a dark and dangerous look. I half expect her to hiss.


But her brain finally kicks in and she realizes there is a uniformed police officer in her living room with his hand firmly attached to her clavicle.


Now her eyes go all wide and terrified.


She drops her chokehold.


The nurse gags and reflexively brings her hands up to her neck.


“Thank goodness you’re here!” says the older woman.


I quickly scan her face. Her hair is jet black, her nose perfect, her skin taut and wrinkle-free. She looks like she wears makeup in her sleep.


“That vile creature attacked me!” she screeches in my face.


“You … attacked … me,” gasps the other woman.


“I did no such thing.”


“Ma’am?” I say. “I need you to move to the other side of the room.”


“This is my home—”


“Now!”


Yeah. I sort of shouted it.


“Mom?” says the boy, up in the higher level in his wheelchair. “Please? Do like he says.”


“You heard Officer Boyle,” says Santucci. “Move it.”


I look over to the nurse.


She’s my age. Maybe twenty-seven, twenty-eight. A mountain of dark, curly hair. Olive skin. Chocolate brown eyes that aren’t quite dark enough to hide her fear.


And, of course, I know her.


It’s Christine Lemonopolous. One of my old girlfriend Katie Landry’s best buds.


“Christine?” I say, arching up an eyebrow, hoping for a good explanation.


Her lips quiver into what she probably hoped might end up as a smile. It doesn’t.


“Can you breathe?” I ask. “Is your airway clear?”


She nods.


“What’s this all about?” I ask.


“I didn’t do anything, Danny.”


“Liar,” snarls the other one.


“I swear on Katie’s grave.” Christine’s voice is raw and raspy. “I didn’t do anything!”


Like I said, there’s nothing worse than hearing that from an old friend.


Especially when she drags the late, great love of your life into it.
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IT’S A GOOD THING THE MCMANSION HAS SO MANY ROOMS.


It’s time to separate the combatants.


The lady of the house is fuming in one corner of the sunken living room. Christine stands in the other. The boy with the phone is parked near the blizzard colored sofa, shaking his head.


I know how he feels.


“Ma’am?” I say to the woman in the designer tracksuit. “Your name, please?”


“Shona Blumenfeld Oppenheimer. Widow of Arthur Oppenheimer.”


She puts “Arthur” in italics when she says it. I guess I’m supposed to be impressed. I’m not sure why but, then again, I don’t know that many impressive people.


“Mrs. Oppenheimer,” I say, “I need you to wait in another room.”


“Why?”


“He’s separating the parties involved in the altercation,” snaps Santucci, who, I guess, paid attention in cop class that day. “It’s what we do when attempting to ascertain what happened in a dispute such as this one you two got goin’ on here.”


“You’re going to take her statement before mine?” Mrs. Oppenheimer flaps a well-toned arm toward Christine.


“No, ma’am.” I nod toward the boy. “We need to talk to your son first.”


“I’m his mother. I should be there.”


“No, ma’am. You should not.”


“He’s not well. I’m going to call my lawyer.”


I give her a confused look. “Why?”


“To make sure everything is …” I can tell she’s struggling to find the right word. “Legal!”


Found it.


“Don’t worry, it will be,” says Sal. “Officer Boyle here was trained by John Ceepak.”


“Who?” says Mrs. Oppenheimer as she and Santucci finally move out of the living room.


“Biggest overgrown Boy Scout you could ever meet. Come on, I’ll tell you all about him …”


I grin. Santucci actually handled that pretty well.


“Christine?” I say when they’re out of the room.


“Yes, Danny?”


“Your neck okay?”


“It hurts.”


“Do you want an ambulance?”


“No. I don’t think it will swell up any more.”


“How ’bout you wait in the kitchen? Maybe put some ice on it?”


“Good idea.”


She leaves and I move into the upper living room. Take a seat in a very comfy, very white chair. The boy in the wheelchair is staring at the phone in his lap. Turning it over and over.


“You’re Samuel Oppenheimer?”


“Yes, sir.”


“You feeling good enough to talk?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Great. So, you’re the one who called nine-one-one?”


“Yeah.”


“Good for you. Smart move.”


Samuel looks up. We make eye contact. “Thanks,” he says.


“So,” I say with a shrug. “What happened?”


“They got into a fight, I guess. My mom’s been sort of stressed lately.”


“What do you mean?”


“She and my nurse, Christine, have been getting on each other’s nerves. They used to be friendly. Not anymore.”


“Christine, Ms. Lemonopolous, she’s here a lot?”


“Yes, sir. She lives here.”


Oh-kay. A live-in nurse? Not sure where this is going. Christine is curvy and cute. Don’t know if she’s, you know, dating anybody or even whose team she’s playing on. So I just nod a little. Hope Samuel will give me more to work with. He does.


“Christine is just my home health aide. She doesn’t really have a place of her own, I guess, and can’t afford to find one because she quit her real job, so Mom let her stay here rent-free in exchange for helping me with my feeding tube and, you know, the seizures. She also does housecleaning, the laundry, and I guess you’d call it babysitting if Mom stays out late on a date. Stuff like that.”


“So, how long has Christine been living here with you guys?”


“About a year, maybe. I had somebody else before, but I like Christine better.”


I press on.


“So, what happened tonight?”


“I dunno. They both went totally ballistic. I was in my room. All of a sudden, I heard shouting. Then something crashed and glass shattered.”


I look to the floor. See shards of clear and green glass, not to mention a broken-off wine goblet stem.


“I rolled out here as fast as I could,” says Samuel, “and saw the two of them going at it. Christine was kicking at Mom. Mom was grabbing Christine’s throat. I told Mom to stop. She told me to, you know, ‘eff-off.’”


“That when you called nine-one-one?”


“Yeah. You guys got here fast.”


“We caught a break. We were in the neighborhood. You okay staying here tonight?”


He gives me a look. “What do you mean?”


“You sure you’ll be safe? If not, we’ve got places you could go …”


“Don’t worry. My mom isn’t going to strangle me, if that’s what you mean.”


“Okay. If you feel different, just call nine-one-one. Or, here.” I hand him one of my business cards. “Call me. I’ll come pick you up.”


Samuel cracks a grin.


“Will you turn on those sirens again?”


I grin back. “Roger that.”


Next up is Christine in the Kitchen with the Ice Pack.


We’re not playing “Clue.” She’s administering first aid to her neck wounds.


A pair of purple bruises—what Ceepak would call ligature marks—have blossomed where Mrs. Oppenheimer’s two hands used to be.


“Do you mind if I take a photo?” I say, gesturing toward her neck.


“No.”


I pull out a small digital camera.


“Can you hold your chin up a little?” I say.


Christine does.


I snap some very unflattering photos of her bloated and bruised neck.


“So, what happened?”


“We had … a disagreement.” Her voice sounds like she spent the night screaming at a Bon Jovi concert.


“About what?”


“Some issues. So, I tried to defuse the situation by walking out of the room. That’s when she attacked me.”


I don’t react to that. “So, you live here? Take care of Samuel?”


“Yes. Part-time. He needs help with his G-I tube. And seizures. I’m basically on call all night long. Sleep in the guest room closest to Samuel’s bedroom with a baby monitor. On weekends I clean the house and do the laundry. Stuff like that.”


“You still do weekdays at Mainland Medical?”


Mainland Medical is the hospital on the far side of the causeway that operates our Regional Trauma Center. It’s where the Medevac helicopter took Katie Landry when a sniper who was gunning for me shot her instead. Christine was one of Katie’s emergency room nurses.


“No,” says Christine, kind of softly. “I left Mainland a while ago.”


“Really? What happened?”


“I’d rather not talk about it, Danny. Not right now. Okay?”


“Sure,” I say. “Stay here. I need to talk to Mrs. Oppenheimer.”


“She’ll lie, Danny.”


I nod and grin. “Thanks for the tip.”


Mrs. Shona Oppenheimer and Officer Santucci are waiting for me out on one of the decks hanging off the back of the house.


“Mrs. Oppenheimer?” I say. “What happened here tonight?”


“I wanted to print out a new diet I’d found on line for my sister, but Christine was hogging the printer with paperwork related to her position with Dr. Rosen.”


“Dr. Rosen?”


“Arnold Rosen, DDS. The retired dentist who lives in that big house up in Cedar Knoll Heights. It’s still the nicest piece of shorefront property on the island. It sits atop a bit of a bluff above the dunes, so Sandy’s storm surge didn’t swamp it.”


I nod. The folks in Cedar Knoll Heights were lucky.


“Dr. Rosen is ninety-four,” Mrs. Oppenheimer continues. “Not drilling too many teeth these days.”


Santucci chuckles. Guess these two had hit if off in my absence.


“Christine works at the dentist’s home during the day, seven to seven. She works here nights.”


“So,” I say, “you two were fighting over the printer?”


“Hardly,” says Mrs. Oppenheimer. “Apparently, some paper became jammed in the feeder, and Christine started using the most foul language imaginable in front of my very impressionable young son.”


“Your son was in the room with the printer?” I say because that’s not where the son said he was.


“No. He was in his room. But Christine was shouting so loudly, I’m sure he heard every word. That’s when I calmly asked Christine to leave.”


“But as I understand it, she lives here. Takes care of Samuel.”


“That was always a temporary arrangement. I can find other pediatric home health aides. In fact, I already have.”


“I can verify that,” says Santucci. “She called the, uh …”


“AtlantiCare Agency. They’re sending someone over right away.”


“So, you’re evicting Christine?” I say.


“You bet I am,” says Mrs. Oppenheimer. “She was like a wild animal. Charged at me. Kicked me in the shin.”


She rubs her leg so I know which one got whacked.


“I grabbed her by the neck to keep her at bay. But she kept swinging and trying to kick at me. I had to exert a great deal of effort to protect myself. I wouldn’t be surprised if I bruised her neck something fierce.”


I rub my face a little. “You know, Mrs. Oppenheimer, Ms. Lemonopolous told me a very different story …”


“Oh, I’m sure she did. But don’t let those big brown eyes fool you, officer. That woman is a crazed monster.”
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SO, BASICALLY, WE’RE IN A “SHE SAID/SHE SAID” SITUATION.


Both sides give completely different versions of what happened and the one semi-independent witness, Mrs. Oppenheimer’s son, can only tell us that he saw the two women whaling on each other in his living room.


So I ask all three parties to write up their statements—in separate rooms. Santucci and I will head back to the house (that’s what we call the SHPD headquarters) and fill out a “review only” Case Report. In other words, there isn’t enough evidence to request an arrest warrant or to charge anybody with anything. Just enough for me to hunt and peck through the paperwork.


Fortunately, Christine agrees to leave the Oppenheimer residence.


“Permanently,” sneers Mrs. Oppenheimer before I separate the parties again.


“Do you have someplace safe you can go?” I ask Christine when her former employer is out of the room.


“Yes. I also work for Dr. Rosen. I’ll be fine.”


Santucci and I head back to the house and do our duty.


I type up our report with one finger on the computer. If I could text it with my thumbs, it would take a lot less time.


A little after eleven, I climb into my Jeep and head for home. On the way, I stop at Pizza My Heart and pick up a slice. With sausage and peppers.


I blame my heartburn on Santucci.


I’m sacked out and dreaming about driving a jumbo jet down the New Jersey Turnpike, looking for a rest stop with a parking lot big enough for a 747, when my cell starts singing Bruce Springsteen’s “Land Of Hope And Dreams.” That’s not part of the dream. That’s my ringtone for John Ceepak.


“Hey,” I mumble.


“Sorry to wake you.”


I squint. The blurry red digits tell me it’s 2:57 A.M.


“That’s okay. I had to get up to answer the phone anyway.”


“We have a situation.”


“Is everything okay with Rita? Your mom?”


“Affirmative. However, I was having difficulty falling asleep this evening so I went into the other room to monitor my police scanner.”


Yes, some people drink a glass of warm milk or pop an Ambien. Ceepak? He chills with cop chatter.


“Do you remember Katie Landry’s emergency room nurse friend Christine Lemonopolous?” he asks.


“Sure. In fact, she was involved in an incident a couple hours ago down in Beach Crest Heights. Santucci and I took statements.”


“I heard her name come across the radio. Cam Boyce and Brad Hartman were working the night shift when nine-one-one received a complaint of a woman sleeping in her car outside a residential property in Cedar Knoll Heights. They investigated and identified the ‘vagrant’ as Christine Lemonopolous.”


“Where are you now?”


“Eighteen-eighteen Beach Lane in the Heights.”


“I’m on my way.”


You may think it odd that Ceepak would run out of his house at two-thirty in the morning to make sure a woman he barely knows is okay.


Not me.


I’ve been working with the guy for a while now. This is what he does. He jumps in and helps first, asks questions later.


Before he came to Sea Haven, Ceepak was an MP over in Iraq, where he won just about every medal the Army gives out including several for rushing in and saving the lives of guys he didn’t know—even when common sense (and my intestines) would’ve said run the other way.


Cedar Knoll Heights is, as the name suggests, a slightly elevated stretch of land overlooking the beach. That elevation? It saved the million-dollar homes lining Beach Lane in The Heights from Super Storm Sandy’s full wrath and fury.


When I reach 1818, I see Ceepak’s six-two silhouette standing ramrod straight beside a dinged-up VW bug. It’s not Ceepak’s ride. He drives a dinged-up Toyota.


The VW is parked in a crackled asphalt driveway leading up to a three-story mansion. The lawn is a tangle of sand, weeds, and sea grass.


“Thanks for joining me,” says Ceepak.


I know I must look like crap, having crawled out of the rack with chin drool and bed hair, a problem Ceepak will never know. He’s thirty-seven, been out of the Army for a few years, but still goes with the high-and-tight military cut.


Christine waves to me from behind the wheel of her VW.


I wave back.


I haven’t seen Christine Lemonopolous in years. Now, we bump into each other twice in one night.


Ceepak motions for me to step out to the street with him.


He wants to discuss something “in private.”


“So, you and Santucci sent Ms. Lemonopolous up here to Dr. Rosen’s home?”


“Right. She told me Dr. Rosen would let her spend the night.”


Ceepak cocks an eyebrow. “In the driveway?”


“No. She’s one of his home health aides. I figured he had a spare room for her.”


“Perhaps. But Ms. Lemonopolous never requested accommodations from Dr. Rosen. Not wishing to disturb his rest, she chose, instead, to spend the night in her vehicle. Neighbors complained. Boyce and Hartman swung by to arrest her for vagrancy.”


“Now what?” I ask.


“I promised Cam and Brad that we would find a more appropriate venue for Christine to spend the night.”


And Ceepak is a man of his word.


“Well, she can’t go back to where she’s been staying,” I say. “There was an altercation. And she doesn’t have a place of her own.”


“So she informed me. Christine has hit hard times, Danny.”


“You guys talked?”


Ceepak nods. “Apparently, she left her high-paying position in the trauma center at Mainland Medical.”


“Did she say why?”


Ceepak shakes his head. “Nor did I ask. At this juncture, it is none of my business. I have no need to pry into her personal affairs.”


Like I said earlier, it’s been a rough year for a lot of folks in Sea Haven. Ceepak’s wife, Rita, for instance, lost her catering business when all the big parties and beach bashes quit pitching their tents around town—even before Sandy blew into town. She’s back waitressing at Morgan’s Surf and Turf.


I glance at my watch. 3:22 A.M.


“Christine is due back here for her nursing shift at oh-seven-hundred hours,” says Ceepak.


So, she could grab some more Z’s—if we can find a place for her to crash for a few hours.


“I was hoping, Danny, that, given your numerous female friends, you might know someone who could take Christine in for the remainder of the night.”


I go down a mental checklist. I do have a lot of gal pals. Kara Cerise. Barb Schlichting. Dawn Scovill. Heidi Noroozy. What can I say? It was a long, cold, lonely winter. But I don’t know any of those ladies well enough to barge in on them at three-thirty in the morning with a stray cat.


And I can’t have her stay at my place. It’s tiny. Christine’s a curvaceous hottie. Do the math.


Ceepak can’t take Christine to his apartment, either. His adopted son, T.J., may be off at the Naval Academy in Annapolis (freeing up the fold-out sofa) but he and his wife (plus Barkley the dog) share a very cramped one-bedroom apartment over the Bagel Lagoon bake shop. Ceepak’s mother moved to Sea Haven last winter, but she’s in an “adults only” condo complex. And by adults, they mean people over the age of fifty-five without kids or grandkids.


“Should we take her to the house?” I suggest. “Let her bunk in one of the jail cells?”


“Probably not our best option,” says Ceepak.


Finally, it hits me. “How ’bout Becca?”


Our mutual friend Becca Adkinson’s family runs the Mussel Beach Motel. It’s the first week of June. The summer season won’t really start for another couple of weeks. They probably have a few vacant rooms.


“Excellent suggestion, Danny.”


Yeah. I just hope Becca and her dad agree.


Oh, by the way, Becca’s father, Mr. Adkinson? He’s the guy who ran for mayor against Hubert H. Sinclair.


The guy who lost.
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BECCA SAYS YES.


“I’ll escort you over there,” I tell Christine.


Hey, I’m wide-awake now. Besides, it’s already Saturday. My day off.


Before Ceepak leaves, he tells me to “keep my calendar open” next week.


“I’ve asked Chief Rossi to assign you to a one-week stint with me starting Monday.”


Finally. Good news. “What’s up?”


“Annual SHPD pre-season ride inspections. As you know, there are many brand-new amusements on the boardwalk this summer.”


True. After Sandy hit, almost all the rides on the boardwalk had to be replaced. You might remember our Mad Mouse roller coaster. Well, Sandy turned it into a water park ride. A photograph of its twisted steel carcass sitting out in the Atlantic Ocean was on the front page of newspapers everywhere in the days after the storm.


“Some of these new rides,” Ceepak continues, “may, in my estimation, have criminal records.”


“Huh?”


“Sinclair Enterprises has installed a ‘Free Fall’ on its pier. It is ‘used equipment,’ Danny, purchased from Fred’s Fun Zone, a ragtag amusement park near Troy, Michigan where, according to my research, the Free Fall was responsible for one death and several injuries.”


Ceepak. The guy does criminal background checks on amusement park rides.


“Plain clothes?” I say.


“Roger that,” says Chief of Detectives Ceepak.


“Awesome.”


Baggy shorts and a shirt loose enough to hide a holster. My kind of uniform.


“The rides really don’t open till ten or eleven,” says Ceepak.


“You want to grab breakfast at the Pancake Palace first? Say, nine-thirty?”


“That’ll work. My mother and her senior citizen group are taking a bus trip to the boardwalk Monday. Want to make sure everything is up to snuff.”


“You don’t think they’re going to ride the rides, do you?”


“Actually, with my mother, you never know.”


True. Adele Ceepak is what they call a pistol. Or a firecracker. Something that sizzles and pops and does things you weren’t expecting.


I escort Christine and her VW up to the Mussel Beach Motel.


Becca, who’s bubbly and blonde, meets us out front in a pair of sloppy sweats.


“Saving another damsel in distress, Danny Boy?” she jokes with a yawn. That’s her cute way of saying thanks one more time for what went down in the Fun House last summer. It’s a long story. Remind me. I’ll tell you sometime.


“You remember Katie’s friend, Christine?” I say.


“Sure. Rough night, huh?”


Christine smiles. “Something like that.”


“You still at the hospital?”


“No. I’m mostly working as a home health aide these days.”


“Cool. Well, you must be tumblewacked. Come on. I put you on the first floor …”


“How much do we owe you?” I ask.


“It’s on the house,” says Becca. “Hey, it’s what Katie would want.”


Becca had been one of Katie Landry’s best friends, too. A lot of people were. Katie had been like that.


“Thanks, Beck,” I say. “I’ll check in with you tomorrow, Christine.”


I head toward my Jeep.


“Hey, Danny,” calls Becca. “There’s two beds in the room if you want to just crash here tonight instead of driving all the way back to your place.”


“It’d be fine with me, Danny,” adds Christine.


I think about it. For two seconds.


“Good night, Becca. See you tomorrow, Christine.”


I don’t look back. I just keep on walking.


Hey, it’s what Ceepak would do.
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I RACK UP A GOOD SEVEN HOURS OF SACK TIME AND CRAWL OUT of bed a little after eleven.


This is why they invented Saturdays.


I tidy up my apartment. Okay, I pick up the socks and boxer shorts off the floor and toss then into a plastic hamper I should probably replace because I think it used to be white. Now it’s sort of grayish.


Hungry, I hop into my Jeep and head off in search of grilled Taylor Pork Roll, eggs, and cheese on a roll with salt and ketchup. It’s a Jersey thing.


A little after one, I swing by the tired mansion on Beach Lane. 1818 looks even worse in the sunshine. It’s not storm damage. It’s time damage.


I’m in a clean polo shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. I also forgot to shave. Like I said, it’s Saturday.


When I rap my knuckles on the screen door, Christine answers it. She’s in a cheery smock decorated with kittens and puppies, loose fitting green scrub pants, and pink-and-white running shoes. She smiles when she sees it’s me. I try not to wince when I notice how much make-up she had to trowel onto her neck to hide her ring of bruises.


“Hey,” I say.


“Hey,” she whispers back.


“You okay?” I ask, wondering why she is whispering.


“Yeah. Dr. Rosen’s still asleep.”


I guess when you’re ninety-four, the rules about when you should wake up on Saturday are even looser.


“Thanks for setting me up with Becca last night.”


“Sure. So, do you have some place to stay tonight?” I’m whispering now, too. Don’t want to wake the old guy up.


“Yes. Dr. Rosen is letting me have the other guest bedroom.”


“The other one?”


“The night nurse, Monae, already lives here. She’s asleep right now, too, because she stays up all night, every night. Makes sure Dr. Rosen doesn’t fall again. That’s why he needs the twenty-four-hour awake care. He slipped and fell a while ago. Broke his hip on the terrazzo tile floor in the kitchen.”


I flinch. Terrazzo is hard stuff. Falling on it would feel like whacking your leg with a bowling ball.


“He went to rehab, did PT. He’s still not great on his feet, though. Balance issues. Neuropathy in his feet.”


“Did you get everything out of Mrs. Oppenheimer’s place?”


“Not yet. Monae’s brother and sister are going to help me move the rest. I don’t have much. Mostly clothes. Couple books.”


“When do you plan to do this?”


“Tonight. Shona won’t be home. She has big plans with the Rosens.”


Okay. Now I’m confused. “Mrs. Oppenheimer’s coming up here while you’re down at her place?”


“I’m sorry. Dr. Rosen’s son, David, is married to Judith who is Shona’s sister. Those are the Rosens that Shona’s seeing tonight; David and Judith.”


“So, did Mrs. Oppenheimer help you land this job with her sister’s father-in-law?”


She nods. I get the sense this is something else she just doesn’t want to talk about right now.


“Well, I’m free tonight,” I say. “If you guys need any help with the move.”


“What?” Christine shoots me a sly and dimpled grin. “It’s Saturday night, Danny Boyle. Don’t you have a hot date?”


“Nope. Not tonight.”


“Really?”


I hold up my hand like a Boy Scout. “Scout’s honor.”


“Good to know.”


Yes, I believe Christine Lemonopolous, the lovely Greek goddess, is flirting with me. Not that I mind. Hey, it’s Saturday. I’m off-duty. I have a pulse.


Feeling the need to blow off a little steam, I head over to the Sunnyside Playland Video Arcade.


Sunnyside Clyde, the small-time amusement park’s mascot, greets me. Clyde is this big, baggy-panted surfer dude with a huge ray-rimmed sun for a head who always wears dark sunglasses. I never understood why. If you’re supposed to be the sun, do you really need sunglasses? Why? In case you see yourself in a mirror?


Anyway, Sunnyside Clyde waves when he sees me because the guy sweating inside the giant foam rubber ball is another pal of mine, Josh Grabo.


“Hey, Danny,” his voice is muffled by his bright orange padding.


“Hey, Josh.”


“Clyde, dude. I’m on duty.”


“Right. Sorry.”


“You doing anything tonight?” he asks.


I shrug. “Not really.”


“Bunch of us are having a kegger over at Mike Malenock’s place. Wanna come?”


“Sounds like fun,” I say, vaguely remembering when it really would’ve sounded that way. “But, well, I promised somebody I’d help them move their stuff tonight.”


“Well, if you guys get thirsty when you’re done with the move, come to the kegger. You goin’ in to check out ‘Urban Termination II?’”


“Thought I might.”


“Don’t worry, dude. I cruised by earlier. You’re still the high score. All three top spots.”


Josh and I knock knuckles. He’s wearing these big Hamburger Helper-sized white gloves. It’s like I’m hanging out with Mickey Mouse’s slightly seedier New Jersey cousin.


The video arcade game Urban Termination II is one of the many ways I hone the cop skill that, not to brag, has made me somewhat legendary amongst the boys in blue up and down the Jersey Shore. I have, shall we say, a special talent.


I can shoot stuff real good.


Sometimes, when we’re out at the firing range, Ceepak even calls me “Deadeye Danny.” Says I could’ve qualified as a Sharpshooter or Marksman if, you know, I had joined the Army first.


Inside Sunnyside Playland, I nail a bunch of bad guys with a purple plastic pistol and listen to the whoops and ba-ba-dings and the voice growling, “die sucker die” every time I blast a thug mugging a granny.


A crowd of kids gathers around me.


It’s fun.


For a full fifteen minutes.


I collect the winning tickets that spool out of the machine when I top my top score and hand them off to one of my fans, who only needs “two hundred thousand more points” before he wins a Walkman. Yes, a Walkman. The prizes at Sunnyside Playland aren’t what you might call contemporary.


Fun with a gun done, I grab an early dinner at The Dinky Dinghy, the seafood shack famous for its “Oo-La-La Lobster.” I go with a Crispy Cape Codwich because you don’t need to wear a bib when you eat it.


Then I head for home.


Christine Lemonopolous does not call. Guess she didn’t need my help moving her belongings out of Mrs. Oppenheimer’s McMansion.


I don’t go to Josh and Mike’s kegger, either. If I did, I might have to arrest myself for a D and D. That’s drunk and disorderly.


And Ceepak would hear about it. Probably on his police scanner two seconds after it happened.


Instead, I just go to bed.


Sunday morning, I resist the urge to swing by Dr. Arnold Rosen’s beach bungalow to check in with Christine again. Instead, I actually go to church, something I’ve started doing a little more often lately—even though my mom and dad aren’t in town to make me. They moved to Arizona a few years ago. It’s “a dry heat.”


I guess I go to church because of The Job.


The deaths I have witnessed.


The deaths I have caused.


After church, I head home, have a couple beers, watch baseball, order a pizza.


I spend a couple more minutes thinking about Christine. Wondering why I never noticed how hot she was before. But then I remember I only ever saw Christine when she was with Katie and gawking at your girlfriend’s girlfriends, saying stuff like, “Wow, check out Christine’s hooters,” would, basically, be stupid, not to mention rude.


I call my mom and dad in Arizona. My brother, Jeffrey, has moved out there, too. He’s at their house, smoking Turkey Jalapeno Sausages over pecan logs. I’m told they do this sort of thing in Arizona.


“When are you moving out this way, Danny?” he asks.


“How about never?” I want to reply.


But I don’t.


Instead, I give the answer I give every time we talk: “We’ll see.”


Eventually, after my brother tells me how awesome Arizona is and how I could make a ton of money managing his Berrylicious Frozen Yogurt franchise, we say good-bye.


I head to the fridge. Pound down my last beer.


Around nine, I fall asleep on my lumpy excuse for a sofa watching a movie starring Sylvester Stallone. Or Arnold Schwarzenegger. Maybe Bruce Willis.


Sometimes Sundays can do this to a guy.


Make you wonder what the heck you’re doing with your life when you could be pumping Berrylicious Frozen Yogurt into swirl cones and starting a family.


So I’m very happy when the clock radio goes off at 6 A.M. and Cliff Skeete’s DJ voice booms, “Rise and shine, people. It’s Monday morning. Time to put your nose back to the grindstone.”


And then, of course, he plays “Manic Monday” by the Bangles.


Me? I’m glad it’s Monday.


That means it’s Ceepak time.
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I HEAD DOWN TO THE PANCAKE PALACE A LITTLE AFTER NINE.


When I was a teenager, I used to break dishes and glasses there on a regular basis.


I was a bus boy.


The restaurant is pretty crowded, especially for the first week of June. I see mostly locals and a few scattered families. Kids, whose school years ended earlier than everybody else’s, are chowing down on stacks of chocolate chip flapjacks, which are, more or less, ginormous chocolate chip cookies swimming in mapley syrup. (By the way, mapley means it’s not real maple syrup; if you want that, it costs extra.)


Some grownups go for the “eggs-traordinary omelets,” but most of them seem to be gobbling up Belgian waffles topped with Whipped Cream and strawberries, the New York Cheese Cake Pancake, or the Heart Attack Stack: six pancakes with butter, bacon bits, and sausage crumbles sandwiched in between every layer. It’s like the T-shirt says, “My Diet Gets Two Weeks Off Every Summer, Too.”


Ceepak is seated in his favorite sunny booth near the front windows. He’ll probably order Bran Flakes topped with whatever fruit is in season this week. I’ll have black coffee and a toasted bran muffin. Yes, Ceepak has even influenced my morning food choices. No more Hostess Sno-Balls or Honey Buns for me.


There’s a father and son in the booth behind Ceepak. The dad is diddling with his Droid phone. The boy is fiddling with the paper from his milk straw. They look like they haven’t made much eye contact since maybe Christmas morning.


“I need to go outside to make a very important call, Christopher,” the dad says to the boy. “Stay here.”


“Yes, Dad.”


And the father abandons his son.


Man, the kid looks bored. And sad. Some vacation he’s having.


Fortunately, Diana Santossio, who’s been waitressing at the Pancake Palace since forever (she used to lead the applause, high-school cafeteria style, whenever I dropped my bus tray), comes over to the table and gives Christopher a small box of crayons.


“Here you go, hon,” she says. “You can draw right on the table cloth.”


“Really?”


“Yep. It’s paper. You can even take it home when you’re done eating.”


“Cool.”


“Have fun, hon.”


Donna sashays away while Christopher happily scribbles on the white paper table topper. I slide into the booth across from Ceepak.


“Good morning, Danny. I ordered your coffee. Black, per usual.”


“Thanks,” I say, noticing that Ceepak has already organized the sweetener packets in their little filing rack: White, Brown, Blue, Pink, Yellow. I’m also pretty certain the salt and pepper shakers have been inspected, their screw tops found to be properly secured.


“You have a good weekend?” I ask.


“Roger that. We took my mother over to the mainland. She needed a new toilet bowl brush. Target has an interesting and wide selection.”


I nod. I’m used to Ceepak’s wild and crazy weekend adventures, especially since his mom moved to town. Of all the good sons in the world, John Ceepak might just be the best. Probably because he has to be. His father, Mr. Joseph Ceepak, is the worst excuse for a dad I have ever met. Mr. and Mrs. Ceepak are divorced even though Mr. Ceepak refuses to believe it. Especially after Mrs. Ceepak unexpectedly inherited two point three million dollars from her spinster aunt. When Joe “Sixpack” Ceepak heard about that, he came sniffing around Sea Haven looking for his ex-wife, who, at the time, was living in a “secure location” somewhere in Ohio.


You might wonder why Ceepak still lives in his dumpy one-bedroom apartment since his mom has all that money. I did. Until Ceepak told me, “I have not received financial assistance from either of my parents since I was sixteen, Danny. I do not intend to start now. It is her money. She should spend it as she sees fit.”
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