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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  LOST HOURS





  “...Author D. K. Gaston develops a tantalising, suspenseful story that draws in the reader immediately and hangs on for the long haul. Well-developed characters and a seemingly impenetrable mystery render Lost Hours a true winner. As the reader cudgels her brain along with detective Joe, we wonder whether the truth will ever be discovered. Lost Hours is a wonderful, curl-up-with story to while away a few hours of the reader’s own.”




  ~~Reviewed by Annie for Euro-Reviews




  “…With an urbanized Hitcockian/Christie-ish feel, the story pulls you into its drama. Twists and turns fill its pages. Although it is somewhat of a melancholy tale, if you enjoy mystery, you should find this an intriguing, though not comfortable, read.”




  ~~Reviewed by: Amanda Killgore for Huntress Book Reviews




  I’d like to thank all of those who helped me during the writing process: Trish Reeb, Larry Clos, and my wife Katherine. Most of all, I’d like to thank God Almighty who has given me so much and asked for little.




  Chapter 1




  I looked intently at the image trapped inside the rearview mirror and saw a man drained of fortitude. Dark lines charted a timeline beneath his eyes like rings of a tree. I could almost map the long weeks of restlessness to the very minute. Blowing out a long breath, I shifted my gaze to the house. I stayed put within the safe haven of the car, watching the home we once shared. I was indecisive on whether I should remain inside or leave its warmth for the cold response I would most certainly receive at the door. Everything I cherished lay before me. All I had to do was swallow my pride and step out.




  On the second floor, light escaped through a bedroom blind that had suddenly been cracked. Someone was at the window peering out. It was still black outside, and the dark tone of the Mustang made it invisible. I waited until the upstairs light had faded before turning the key and starting the car. I was confident my being there had never been detected.




  I drove downtown and pulled over beside a broken parking meter near the corner of Washington Boulevard not far from the convention centers or from the meeting I had later. I felt a need to get some air before my engagement and decided a stroll would clear the dust from my head. It wasn’t the first time I’d done this—in the many months since the separation, it had become a place for me to think and to enjoy the stars. Civic Center Drive was peaceful at that hour. There was the occasional shuffling of homeless people that slept in dark places, disrupting the quiet, but they were only minor distractions.




  Street lamps lit the direction down the walkway. The path had a view of the Detroit River and beyond that, resided Canada. Darkness cloaked the reflective water but across the river the city lights of Windsor glistened as though it were the Emerald City Dorothy had sought. At dock, was the Detroit Princess, its decks dark and quiet. The old styled riverboat, a new attraction to the city, promised entertainment by way of pleasant cruises, spirited music, fine food and drinks. None of which I was in the mood for. I passed the boat with barely a glance.




  Stopping close to Hart Plaza, I stared at the stone set of steps that led up to it and remembered the many events Nina, Jamaal and I shared here. We enjoyed ethnic festivals, music concerts, and fireworks. The showground’s desolate, empty seats and the waterless fountain in its center mirrored the seclusion I felt in my heart. I faced away and leaned against the security barricade dividing the pavement and the river. My gaze turned upward beyond Windsor’s towering structures made of steel and mortar, and escaped to the heavens. The translucent sky had surrendered itself to the stars. It was a perfect vista of the cosmos, and I was left breathless. It was a moment I wished to share with my son. Regret began to permeate inside me. I should have gotten out of the car—should have talked to my wife—should be there to wake my son for school.




  There was a great deal of things I should have—could have done my entire life. Bad decisions surrounded me like a pack of hungry wolves, and I was so tired of it. I spent a lot of time that morning reflecting and wondered if what I was about to pursue would be another regret piled on top of the others. But how could I avoid it? The nightmares were getting worse. My thoughts were interrupted when I heard the sounds of the city starting to wake. The stars had begun their slow retreat and first light embarked on its ascent into the heavens. A chilly early morning October breeze that I had not noticed before during my walk reminded me I had somewhere to be.




  Crossing Hart Plaza, I tried not to think of the past. This was a problem in itself, since the answers about the past were what I actually sought. When I reached Jefferson and Woodward, the streets were congested with traffic and hurried people rushed to work. The solitude I enjoyed retreated with the night. It would have taken me ten or fifteen minutes to walk to police headquarters, but I had walked enough and decided to move the Mustang closer to the station. I turned back toward the water and stared out at Windsor. With the daylight, it had lost its majesty—the yellow brick road led not to a magical place where a wizard could fix my problems, but to another city with troubles of its own.




  * * * *




  When Detroit Police Sergeant Charles LaForge returned to his desk, he eyed me suspiciously. It had taken him over a week to find the file I requested. Worse yet, I had given him little information as to why I even wanted it. He sat, dropping the folder to the desk. On its face the word “SOLVED” was stamped across it in large bold red lettering. The hustle of the squad room did little to hide the irritation I heard in his voice.




  “I went through a lot of trouble looking for this file, Joe. The least you can do is to tell me why?”




  I understood his frustration. The closed investigation was over twenty-three years old. Most current case files were electronically stored and easy to retrieve, while older ones were on the waiting list for eventual data archiving—a time consuming process that could take years to complete. The fact that he found the file at all was a miracle in itself. Accepting the fact that I could no longer avoid telling him the unfortunate truth, I embarked on my reasons.




  “Twenty-three years ago a twelve-year-old boy was discovered with a bloody knife in his hand. The boy lay only inches away from his father who was in a bloody heap on the floor, dead. He was found guilty of his father’s murder,” I explained.




  LaForge shrugged, narrowing his eyes. “I knew that much from reading the file. I want to know why you’re interested in it,” he insisted.




  I straightened in my seat, my eyes no longer able to lock onto his. “I know the child in the file. I don’t think he murdered his father. I’m trying to find the true murderer.”




  “The case is closed, Joe. The evidence was overwhelming against him. How could you possibly believe the kid was innocent?” he asked.




  Here’s the part I was dreading. A bead of sweat formed on my brow. My eyes returned to his. “The murder victim was my father, Roger Valentine. The boy…is me,” I said. The backdrop of the loud squad room suddenly seemed quiet.




  I explained to LaForge that I had no memory of what transpired those many years ago. Doctors at the psychological medical institute to which I was committed after the trial said that I was overcoming a catastrophic event, which resulted in my impaired hippocampus-encoded memory. In layman’s words, I was suffering from selective memory loss or amnesia.




  My father was not a kind man and often beat me and my siblings after a night of hard drinking. With no evidence stating otherwise and with my unfortunate memory loss, a jury of my peers found me guilty but took into account my father’s brutal past. It was deemed self-defense after two years of sitting in Wayne County Juvenile Detention and going back and forth to Recorders Court.




  The name in the file was Joseph Valentine, which is why LaForge did not associate the child with me. I changed my name at age twenty to Joseph Hooks, my mother’s maiden name. I tried to erase my past and start over. Now thirty-five, I’m a private detective and am always haunted by thoughts of that past life. Yes, my father beat me. Yes, I was angry with him. But, would I kill him? I had to know. I had to be sure.




  LaForge slid the folder toward me, saying, “I can see why this is so important to you. I don’t know what you’ll be able to find. The file is short, but it’s cut-and-dry. You may not like what you find, Joe.”




  After photocopying the contents of the folder, I left the downtown precinct with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. What would I do if I find I did murder my father? What would I do if I find that someone else had killed him? That day, twenty-three years ago, changed the direction of my life. There was no telling what I would have become if not for its influence. I stuffed my copy into the folds of my coat and headed to the parking garage.




  Later that day at the office, I reviewed the file. Posted on my corkboard I had created a timeline and a list of suspects to interview. Some of the interviewees were related to me. I hadn’t spoken to them in years—not since that day. The thought of speaking to them after all this time was unnerving. But it had to be done.




  The interviewees would be my brother, Larry, my two sisters, Joyce and Michele, my Aunt Barbara, my father’s old girlfriend, Andrea Goode, and his best friend, Reggie Crouch. None of them were plausible suspects, but they might recall something that could assist me in finding the truth. Now it was only a matter of tracking each one of them down.




  * * * *




  I spent most of the night at work in search of their addresses. Luckily, they all lived either in Detroit or one of the surrounding suburbs. Rather than go home, I decided to spend the remainder of my time in the office. I always kept a spare suit on hand in the closet for long nights.




  When my secretary, Patricia Harris, arrived the next morning, she was surprised to see me. She always beat me in by a half hour. Trish stood at five feet, seven inches. She had a caramel complexion and dark brown eyes. She wore her black hair short, similar to Halle Berry’s past style, and had a body to match.




  She flashed a pleasant smile. “Am I running late?”




  “No, Trish, I’m running early. I pulled an all-nighter. Hot case,” I answered.




  She looked at me oddly. I knew what she was thinking. She had a copy of all my case files and generally reviewed which assignments I took on in any given day. This had been a slow month; and, currently, I had completed my caseload. I should not have been working on anything at all. I debated whether I should tell her about it. I knew she would not ask. Trish knew when to question me and when not to.




  * * * *




  I departed without telling her anything. In retaliation Trish would, of course, go into my office, spot the filled corkboard and scan the contents of the folder on my desk before I returned. Trish never liked being kept in the dark, and I generally left things out for her to find. She forgets that I’m the one who’s the private detective, not her. But, bless her heart, I do love her in a platonic sense.




  I inputted all the addresses and pertinent information into my PDA. Before visiting Andrea Goode, my father’s former girlfriend, I stopped by my old house—where it all happened. The house was still in relatively good condition and was owned by my older brother, Larry. He maintained it for rental. For the time being, it was not rented to anyone. The neighborhood was hardly recognizable. Most of the old houses had been torn down. An empty lot stood next to every third house. The residents regarded me with distrust as I walked up to the door. Many drug dealers rented the home in the past, and I suspected they might have thought I might be one looking for a temporary stay.




  My key still fit into the lock. I turned it and opened the door. Walking inside, I felt a sense of nostalgia; and the memories of my family came flooding back. I could see Larry, Joyce and Michele sitting in front of the black and white thirteen-inch television that sat on top of a larger broken color TV. My father, drinking his beer in his favorite chair, was ordering me to turn the channel. I was his equivalent to a modern day remote control back then. My mother was in the kitchen preparing dinner. Then I glanced up the stairs and the happy memories faded.




  Chapter 2




  Andrea Goode lived in a plush neighborhood in Detroit called Sherwood Forest. The homes were huge, beautiful, and well kept. When I was younger, I always dreamed of living in this community. Unfortunately, over the years, the crime and poverty-stricken scenery that surrounded the neighborhood had taken away some of its luster.




  After my father’s death, Andrea, who was smart, beautiful and shapely, had quickly found someone else to support her financially. She made a wise pick for herself. The home belonged to James Gains of Gains Music, a former Detroit disc jockey, who made it big after opening a chain of music stores. I called before driving over to their home. Andrea agreed to meet with me.




  The three-storied home had a long driveway that looped around to the front entryway of the house. My 2002 gray Mustang looked like a junk heap compared to the shiny silver blue 2005 Lexus and the silver 2004 BMW I parked next to. The cars’ personal license plates were labeled Music1 on the BMW and Music2 on the other. I glanced at my car. Awash in dark winterized soot, the lettering on the license plate was illegible.




  When I rang the doorbell, it was answered almost immediately by Andrea. Except for a few wrinkles around her eyes and lips, she looked much the same. Andrea gave me a huge hug and seemed pleased to see me. Returning her hug, I felt like a pervert when her ample breast pressed hard against me and I became aroused. Either the cold weather had her chest saluting or she had some medical enhancements. I suspected the latter. I backed away, embarrassed. Luckily, she didn’t seem to notice either my stimulation or my mortification. I chalked my arousal off to the fact that I haven’t made love in over a year.




  Andrea was wearing an elaborate weave, and her hair waved in the cold wind as she spoke. “Hey you, long time no see. How are you, honey?”




  Her brightness was disturbing considering I was the one convicted of killing her boyfriend. A man she supposedly loved.




  I gave her a cordial smile. “Hello, Andrea. Can I come in?”




  She stepped back and held the door open. The inside of her house was dazzling. The white marble floor in the foyer reflected an angelic brilliance from the sun shining through the windows. We crossed through the entrance hall into the living room—a room decorated in antique seventeenth and eighteenth century furniture. We sat on one of the wood sofas, a late seventeenth century French Louis XIII period chimney bench. I knew this only because she told me as I made a great effort to get comfortable. I tried to look impressed by the information.




  Getting to the subject at hand, I asked her how much she remembered about my father’s death. Her account was much the same as in the original report. When she asked why I had the sudden interest, I lied. “I’m writing my memoirs.” Andrea seemed to buy it.




  We spoke for another twenty minutes before I decided this was going nowhere. Out of some morbid curiosity, I asked how long after my father’s death the relationship began with her husband.




  Andrea blurted out her answer before thinking about it. “We dated before his death…” she began. “I’m sorry, I meant, we started dating a month or two after Roger’s death.”




  We said our goodbyes. When I got into my car, I recorded Andrea’s first answer into my PDA. “We dated before his death.” I looked up and saw her peering out from one of the foyer’s windows. I wondered if she was just being polite by seeing me off or if she was worried about the purpose of reinvestigating my father’s death.




  The thought of speaking with my family after so many years made me think of my son, Jamaal. I hadn’t visited or called him in over a month. His mother was furious at me. The last time we spoke it led to an argument, and the police escorted me out of their home. In truth, for the past year, we rarely exchanged many words even when we weren’t arguing. For months, Nina tended to bottle up her feelings, preferring to enter her thoughts into personal journals. What would I discover if I were to read them?




  It was after ten a.m. Jamaal would be in school. Nina, however, would be there. Since she opened her own business, the house had become her office. If I wanted to see Jamaal, I would have to mend things with Nina first.




  I arrived at the house a half hour later. My key still worked, but I decided to ring the doorbell instead of barging in. I felt somewhat silly. After all, Nina and I were still legally married. Since neither of us ever cheated on one another, I could not justify granting her a divorce. I cannot seem to shake my old Christian beliefs. We’ve been living apart for more than six months. Every now and then, I drove into the neighborhood to watch the activities of the house. I don’t know if it was to make sure they were safe or to see if Nina was secretly seeing someone.




  On each side of the front door there were lengthy slender windows covered by curtains. The curtain on the right window was pushed aside, and I could see Nina peering out at me. I shrugged uncomfortably. I heard the locks disengaging on the door and it opened slightly. Her light brown eyes scanned me from head to toe before she spoke.




  “What do you want?” she questioned. Her voice was sharp.




  “I want to speak with you. Apologize,” I offered.




  The door widened and now I could see more than just her hard stare. Wearing a long cotton robe to cover the sparse red nightshirt underneath, Nina appeared to have recently gotten out of bed. When she noticed my gaze traveling the course of her revealing attire, she quickly fastened the belt of the robe. Her all too familiar scent was intoxicating. I wanted to kiss her. Instead, I nodded my head, saying, “It’s good to see you, Nina.”




  I saw her take a quick look out the door to see if any of the neighbors saw me come in. She acted as though she was sneaking in a suitor in the middle of the night. Nina shut the door and turned toward me. Her arms folded impatiently. On her feet were a pair of Garfield the Cat slippers. One foot was tapping rapidly on the floor.




  When she spoke, her words were crisp and to the point. “You mentioned an apology, Joseph.”




  “Yes I did. Can we sit?” I asked. “I didn’t just come over to apologize.”




  Unfolding her arms, she nodded her agreement. We headed for the dining room rather than the living room. The latter was off limits for family members or guests. We—Nina, had the room beautifully decorated. Apparently, its only function was to serve as a showroom. I waited at the table as Nina fetched coffee from the kitchen. As I sat, I noticed a few oddities. There was an open travel magazine for a cruise line sitting on top of the table. Beside that was an ashtray with a bent cigarette butt in the center of it and a book by Stephen King. Nina didn’t smoke nor did she read horror novels. She preferred mysteries.




  Nina walked in, setting the steaming coffee on the table. Taking a chair across from me, she casually removed the items I had noticed, placing them into a chair out of view. Jealousy began welling within me. Was Nina seeing someone? I knew we had our problems. We weren’t currently living together, but I had hoped to one day return. I thought she felt the same. Apparently, I was wrong.




  Nina’s eyes narrowed on mine. “I’m waiting, Joseph,” she said.




  I found it hard to focus. I looked over at the chair with the stowed away items. I could hear Nina’s foot tapping on the floor, and I returned my attention to her. Her gaze was much softer now. Did she feel guilty? I wondered what else I would find if I were to search the house. I was a fool to let the time go by without having contact with her and Jamaal. I took a sip of the hot coffee without cooling it with my breath. It burned my tongue, but the hurt did not compare to what my heart was feeling.




  I kept my voice as unruffled as I could. “I’m sorry for the way I acted last month,” I said. Just before Christmas, Nina had told me that she took Jamaal out of public school and placed him into a charter. She and I had always made decisions like these together. That should have been my first sign that she was moving on with her life without me. This led to a shouting match, and we exchanged words that should not have been said. When she asked me to leave, I refused. She called the police.




  Nina smiled. “I owe you an apology too. I should have talked with you first before making the decision. I promise to keep you in the loop from now on,” she offered.




  That was my opening. “Speaking of keeping me in the loop…” I began. “Is there something you want to tell me?”




  Moisture began welling in her eyes and I knew my suspicions were correct.




  * * * *




  I left Nina’s with a sick feeling to my stomach. I had kept my temper in check in the house, but as I drove back to the office, all I wanted to do was to strike out at something or someone. Nina told me she was seeing her psychologist, Dr. Vincent Lewis, romantically. The worst part is that they met because of me.




  A year ago, I took on a case to find William Fancy, a man who faked his own death. His wife never believed he was dead and hired me to find him—I did. In retaliation, Fancy broke into my home and raped Nina—beating her to within an inch of her life. She’d been blaming me since. I worked with Dr. Lewis on a number of cases for psychological insight on some of the people I was paid to investigate. I asked him to speak with Nina to see if he could help her deal with the rape. I never imagined this would happen.




  Part of me couldn’t blame her for not forgiving me. That wasn’t the first time any of my cases spilled over into our personal lives. It was just the one, which stepped over the line. Though I could not blame her, I could hold Dr. Lewis responsible for his actions. Nina was vulnerable and he took advantage—betrayed my trust. Nina made me promise not to hurt him. I’m not sure if I could keep this one.




  A car blew its horn at me when I ran a red light. I decided to pull over and try to collect my nerves. Sitting there, I asked myself how I let things slip away. What could I do to fix them? Not once since Nina and I separated had I even looked at another woman. The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. But for her, it was different. And yet, she hadn’t asked for a divorce. Even after admitting to me she was seeing someone else. What did this mean?




  From out of nowhere a voice spoke, “It might not mean anything.” I turned and saw my father sitting beside me in the passenger seat. He was wearing the suit he had on in his coffin. His brown skin mixed with the blue complexion of death. He stared at me, his eyes distant and said, “Hello, Joseph.”




  Chapter 3




  

    

      Nina




      Personal Journal Entry:




      January 21, 2005




      Joseph left saying little after I told him. I couldn’t tell if Joseph was angry or distraught. I used to be able to read him so well. So much has changed between us.




      Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!




      What possessed me to leave those things out? I’m usually so careful. It wasn’t the way I wanted Joseph to find out about Vince and me.




      At least I didn’t think it was.




      After Joseph walked out the door, I watched him for a long time. I couldn’t tear myself away from the front door, even when Joseph’s car was out of the driveway. It wasn’t until the Mustang was out of sight that the guilt started to hurt.




      But do I really have a reason to feel ashamed? We’ve been separated for so long. He hadn’t spoken with me in over a month. What does he expect me to do? I have to be honest with myself. This has been going on longer than the past month. Could I have left those things out on purpose?




      Had I wanted Joseph to find them on some unconscious level?




      If that were true, then I must truly hate him. I tried not to blame Joseph for the rape but it’s so difficult not to. He’s always put his work ahead of me and Jamaal. Always looking for a new case to investigate. It was like he was trying to prove something to himself. Make himself better at his craft.




      I knew he had some deep secret he was hiding from me. Something that motivated his actions, creating his drive. Joseph never told me what it was. I doubted he ever told anyone what bothered him.




      Maybe I do hate him.




      Joseph. Joseph. Joseph.




      Why does it hurt so much? How can I hate and love him at the same time? It doesn’t make any sense. Will I ever forgive him for what he had done to me?




      I hear him moving upstairs now that Joseph is gone. Has he been hiding or sleeping? Did he overhear our conversation? He’ll come down and start staring at me with his evaluating eyes. He’ll asked me all sorts of questions like,




      Did I tell Joseph about us?




      How did he react?




      Worse yet, he’ll conclude the conversation with questions about how I am feeling about the entire situation. Like he doesn’t know that already.




      I hate it when he does that. He should be dealing with his own emotions. Instead, he analyzes me—trying to get into my head like he always does.




      I’ll avoid his questions. Change the subject.




      Joseph. Joseph. Joseph.




      Am I doing the right thing? For God sakes, I’m having an affair. Joseph must think I’m a slut. He must hate me. I know I do.


    


  




  Chapter 4




  The appearance of my father vanished as abruptly as it had come. My heart was pounding at a breakneck speed. It took me a long time before I regained my composure. Questions swirled through my mind. Was he really there? Was it my imagination? Was I going crazy?




  I returned to the office, pushing back my lingering emotions. My thought at this point focused on opening the bottle of whiskey I kept stowed away in my desk drawer. Trish bolted to her feet as soon as I walked through the door. The sight made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. “What’s wrong, Trish?” I asked.




  She did not have to answer—sitting on the couch in the lobby were three men, two large, on either side of a short man. They stood. The shorter man smiled, while the others’ reactions remained frozen.




  Trish cleared her throat getting everyone’s attention and said, “This is Mr. Gains, Joe. He would like to speak with you.”




  Gains? Andrea’s husband, I thought. I hadn’t seen him since I was a kid. He extended his hand in greeting, never removing his smile. The two men said nothing. “Good to see you again, Mr. Gains. Would you please step into my office?” I offered, taking his palm.




  One of the two large men sat, while the other followed Mr. Gains and me into the office. Bodyguards immediately came to mind. Before closing my door, I look at Trish in concern. She winked at me, letting me know she could take care of herself. Trish kept a .38 in her purse—the one I had given to her for Christmas three years ago. Shutting the door, I turned to see Gains make himself comfortable in my seat behind the desk. His bodyguard parked in a corner.




  Gains, the complete opposite of his wife, was dark skinned and stood at only five feet, five inches. His dark eyes examined me. I took off my coat, hanging it on the wall. Approaching the desk, I said, “You’re sitting in my chair, Mr. Gains.”




  “So, I am,” he countered. “You and I need to chat, Mr. Valentine.”




  “Hooks,” I corrected him.




  “Yes, of course,” he mocked. “You spoke to my wife earlier. I would like to know what you two discussed.” He planted his small feet atop my desk.




  I slapped them off. The bodyguard lurched toward me. I drew my .9mm and pointed it in the man’s direction. “Back off,” I said, shooing him away with the barrel.




  Gains raised a hand and the bodyguard stepped back.




  I lowered my weapon and took a seat in the guest chair. He leaned over the desk. I could smell his sour breath as he spoke, “I apologize, Mr. Hooks. It’s your office. I shouldn’t disrespect you. As I was saying, I would like to know what you and Andrea spoke of.”




  I saw no reason to keep it a secret. I told him everything. He grimaced at the information. Closing his eyes, he began rubbing his temples as though having a migraine. I turned in the direction of his bodyguard when I heard movement behind me. His fist was like a pile driver pounding into soft dirt as it connected with my chin. I dropped to the floor. The room was spinning. I fell in and out of unconsciousness.




  Opening my eyes, I saw Gains and his goon looming over me. Gains had a nasty smile stretched across his face. “Mr. Valentine,” he said. “Consider this a warning. Stay away from my wife, or there will be unpleasant consequences.”




  His bodyguard kicked me in my side, placing an exclamation point to his employer’s warning. I winced in pain and curled up into a fetal position, protecting myself from another attack—none came. Gains followed his goon closely as he walked out of my office, leaving me wishing I had never woke up this morning. With that last thought, I drifted off into the abyss—there my father was waiting.




  * * * *




  “Where am I?” I asked. My father once again was clad in the clothing from his funeral. Dirt covered the three-piece gray suit and the Stacey Adams shoes he wore, as though he dug himself up from the grave. “Daddy, is that you?”




  He opened his arms wide as though waiting for me to embrace him. The eerie sight sent chills up my spine. His palms were out. His fingers pointed toward the ground. Without warning, my father’s eyes rolled to the back of his head until nothing but white was revealed. As he fell to his knees, his arms still wide, my father’s palms began bleeding. I wanted to rush over to him, but my legs felt weighed down—could not move. The pooling blood began to flow away from him and toward me.




  The ooze surrounded me like a moat shielding a fortress. I heard a loud thump and looked up to see what it was. My father had slumped completely to the floor—a knife in his back. I started to cry. I could not recall the last time I did that. A young boy suddenly appeared standing over the body. I didn’t recognize him, but I knew it was me at twelve. He too was crying. I wondered if this was a memory, but for the life of me, I never remembered crying.




  The boy pointed at the ground to my front. I looked down. The red ooze coalesced in front of me and began forming into letters. I read each character as they shaped, W…A…K…E…U…P. It spelled wake up. Then the blood seeped into the cracks between the tiles on the floor. I glanced up and saw my father’s body gone. The boy was still there. His lips parted and a familiar voice screamed, “Wake up!”




  My eyes opened. I saw Trish kneeling above me. It was her voice I heard shouting. I looked past her. The boy…me…I…was gone. I got to my feet, ignoring the pain that coursed through me. Trish was asking how many fingers I could see. I saw twelve, but I told her three. I must have guessed right because the worry left her gaze. I checked my jaw. It still stung from that gorilla’s punch. I will have to return the favor the first chance I get. I approached my corkboard, writing a new name onto a blank post-it note. James Gains, music mogul, just went to the top of my suspect list.




  With all that was happening to me, I decided to call it a day. I gave Trish the rest of the day off as well. She talked me into going for a walk with her. The Detroit International Auto Show and the Motown Winter Blast festival kept downtown teeming with people—a huge difference from a few short years ago when it looked more like a ghost town than a metropolis. Trish and I walked over to Campus Martius Park and watched kids ice-skating.




  Trish bumped me with her shoulder. I turned to her and saw her smile gleaming back at me. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on or do I have to wait for you to leave clues in your office?” she inquired playfully.




  Turning away, I stared at a teenage boy who looked much like Jamaal. I frowned when I noticed it wasn’t him. “My wife is seeing another man,” I confessed. Trish’s eyes widened. She knew of our separation, but like me, she had no idea just how far Nina and I had grown apart. Trish was silent, her expression sympathetic. She took hold of my arm and drew herself close to me. We stood there watching the skaters for a long time before I broke the silence. “She’s seeing Dr. Lewis.”




  Trish gave a start of surprise. “I am so sorry, Joe. I was praying that things worked out between you two. And that Dr. Lewis, I could just kick him in the ba—” she started.




  I held up my hand cutting her off. “It’s all right, Trish. I haven’t given up,” I said. Somewhere inside of me, I knew there was hope. Small as it may be, it was still hope. I changed the subject, asking her, “I assume you read the file on my desk?”




  Releasing my arm, Trish nodded. “Valentine was your father’s last name. I figured the boy was you. Why open up such an old wound, Joe?” she asked.




  I explained to her that I had been having nightmares for the past six months—around the time I moved out of the house. I supposed being away from Jamaal must have been the catalyst for the dreams. I did not tell her about my more recent visions of my father, however. I needed to know the relevance of it first. Besides, I unloaded too much on her already.




  Trish’s smile returned, brightening the somber moment. “I can’t say I envy you, Joe. You have quite a bit to work out,” she said. “Here’s my advice. Call Jamaal tonight and tell him how much you miss him. Let him know that no matter what happens between you and his mother, you will always love him. Then tomorrow, you focus on your father’s murder.”




  I massaged my wedding ring with my fingers. I thought about the inscription engraved on it: “Together, Forever.” I thought Nina had meant it. Shoving my feelings aside, I looked at Trish and said, “I think I’ll take your advice. At the very least, it’ll take my mind off of Nina for a while.”




  My attention returned to the skaters. The boy I had mistaken for Jamaal did a one-eighty, lost his balance, and landed flat on his back. Sprawled on the ice, he and his friends were laughing. Their joy was infectious and I found myself laughing too—it was the calm, before the storm.




  * * * *




  That night I phoned Jamaal. He was angry at first, but soon calmed down, seemingly pleased by my call. He told me about his new school and how nice all the teachers were. He mentioned how strange it felt to be sitting in a classroom with fourteen students rather than thirty or more classmates like he experienced in public school. Jamaal never said he liked being there, but he didn’t have to—Nina, evidently made the right decision after all.




  After our talk, I rested in a chair in front of the TV. One of the “Law & Order” shows was on. I’d long since given up on sorting them all out. In any case, it couldn’t hold my attention, and my eyelids started to get heavy. There was a moment of haze as though my mind’s eye was changing channels, and I snapped back to attention. The show on television was no longer “Law & Order” but was a rerun of the “Greatest American Hero.” I hadn’t seen that show since it was canceled back in the eighties. Then it caught my attention, this wasn’t my television, nor was I in my apartment. I realized the show wasn’t an old rerun.




  * * * *




  Sitting on the floor only inches away from the television, Larry, Michele and I started laughing as we saw Ralph Hinkley, high-school teacher turned superhero, clumsily bash into the side of a building, subsequently falling to the ground. The mood was broken when my siblings and I heard sobbing. The sound was coming toward us. We turned to see Joyce walking into the room, crying. Michele jumped up, rushing to her, while Larry and I yelled to Joyce to be quiet.




  Michele whispered something to her and Joyce nodded agreeably. Gripping her tightly, she and Joyce turned and walked out of the living room. I looked at Larry questionably. He shrugged his shoulders. Daddy came into the room, ignoring the girls as they passed him. He had a TV guide in his hand. It was a school night. He would send us to bed by nine p.m. and then have full control of the TV.




  I could hear footsteps approaching from the outer room. I looked up to see who it was, but all I saw was a shadowy outline of someone. The shape approached my father and dropped something into his lap. My father looked sad at first. The dark shape released even more into his lap, and my father’s reaction changed. I turned to Larry who was so engrossed in the show he didn’t seem to notice anything. I saw Ralph Hinkley rising from the ground rubbing his head. I began to laugh, already forgetting the shadow man.




  * * * *




  The channel changed again—I had returned to my apartment and “Law & Order” was on. I was sitting in the recliner. The experience felt like I took a roller coaster ride on a full stomach. I became nauseous. Standing, I switched off the television. This was the first time my dreams had affected me physically. I would have blamed the entire incident on something I had eaten, but I did not have a bite all day.




  The nauseous feeling started to fade. I let out a long breath. The dream was so vivid; it was as though I was experiencing it in real-time. I had no memory of the shadow man. Could he or she have been someone my brain was trying to recollect? Were there clues in my memories that were trying to unlock themselves? I went into the bathroom and splashed warm water into my face. I gazed into the mirror’s image and for the first time I saw similarities in my features that reminded me of my father’s. His melancholy eyes stared back at me. I turned away. I didn’t want to look like my father nor did I want to feel for him. I had to treat this case like all my others—be an indifferent observer and not make snap judgments or let my feelings influence me. More resolved now, I stared back into the mirror. The eyes no longer reflected my father’s sad gaze. They were hard and dogged. I was the indifferent observer once more.




  Chapter 5




  The next morning I awoke with renewed vigor. I called Reggie Crouch, my father’s best friend, before sunrise and set up an appointment with him. We were to meet at nine a.m. at a construction site he was managing near Murray-Wright High School. In the meantime, I started scanning through old photographs of my family. I looked at my older brother’s photos, wondering how much he might’ve changed over the decades. Was his hair peppered with gray? Was he overweight? How tall was he?




  Most of the shots were on instant film, the ones with the white borders surrounding the picture. There was handwriting on some of the borders. Much of the writing was stating where the pictures were taken or the date it was taken. One inscription in particular caught my attention. It was a shot of Joyce. She looked distressed or rattled, maybe. Underneath her picture written in red ink was ‘Happy Birthday.’ I can’t imagine why Joyce would look so sad in the picture. Her birthday should have been a joyous occasion.




  The family’s instant camera, which actually belonged to Larry, was a Kodak. Flipping the photo over, I saw that the picture of Joyce was shot with a Polaroid camera. On the backside, there was a handwritten date: Sunday, June 6, 1982. It was two weeks before Father’s Day—the day I killed my father. Joyce turned nine years old that year. I turned the picture back over and stared at it again. Why was she frowning? The picture was taken in the rear of our house; Joyce’s back was facing it. I examined the snapshot closer. I thought I could see someone sitting at one of the windows of the house. Too small to identify exactly who it might be. I stuck the Polaroid into my pocket. I would speak to Joyce about it when I met with her later.




  Guilt quaked through my being as I scanned through the rest of the pictures. Momma was already dead for three years when I killed Daddy. With no parents, my family became wards of the state, broken up and placed into foster homes. There were a lot of bad times in our house, but there were good times as well. What right did I have to take that away from everyone? On top of that, I cut off any communication I could have had with any of them. I returned their letters, didn’t take their calls and refused any visits. They must all hate me now. For that reason, I would not attempt to call any of them. I would simply show up at their front door. This way, they wouldn’t have an opportunity to refuse to see me—at least, that’s what I told myself.




  * * * *




  On Saturday, January 22, eight forty-five a.m., I arrived at the construction site and parked my car in the high school parking lot. A full crew complemented the location and was already hard at work. They were either repairing or extending one of the outside walls of the school. I could see a sign bearing the company’s name: “Crouch/Valentine Constructions.” Even after all these years, he kept my father’s name on their business. I approached a member of the crew and asked about the whereabouts of Reggie Crouch. He pointed to a camper used as a command center. I knocked on the door and heard a long-ago familiar voice yelling for me to come in.




  As I entered, I observed three men stooping over a table, viewing some blueprints. Crouch did not remove his gaze from the diagrams but held up a finger indicating for me to wait. I studied him, trying to see if it would invoke some type of memory. He looked much the same, except for a few extra pounds around the midsection and a thinning hairline. He seemed much shorter to me now. Back when I was twelve, he was a giant, standing over six feet. Now he and I stood at the same height. Even with the stomach pouch, I could see he carried much of the muscle he had when I was a kid.
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