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What follows is based on a true story.
 




She’s alone in the school building. 
While the sun descends on the entire North Albany suburban community, the principal of Loudonville Elementary sits at her desk, her laptop opened before her, her fingers typing out the quarterly report agonizing click by agonizing click. Under normal circumstances, she’d be seated at Lanie’s Bar drinking her first of several happy hour cocktails with her small clique of girlfriends. Instead, she’s working late to finish the report she must deliver to the Albany Public School Board at tomorrow night’s quarterly meeting. 
The report is set to fully expose the math behind the mammoth discrepancy in the cafeteria budget—an alarming discrepancy of more than five-hundred thousand missing dollars which accumulated over a five-year period. The board will be horrified to learn of such a huge number. But then, the members—all of them wealthy men and women of the community—will pretend to be shocked, even if they’ve known of the crime for days. Just last week she, as principal, made the executive decision to publicly accuse the Lunchroom Lady of extorting the five-hundred thousand. In turn, the Lunchroom Lady was fired on the spot . . . but not arrested. The accusation not only took everyone by surprise, it reduced some of the school’s students and faculty to tears. 
The principal plans to explain to the school board that while the Lunchroom Lady has yet to be arrested for stealing the school’s precious funds, an arrest appears imminent. Presently, however, not enough direct evidence has been gathered, despite the enormous amount of circumstantial evidence that surrounds the case. The Albany Police Department has agreed to assign a special investigator to look into the matter further.
When one of the pricklier board members will undoubtedly ask the obvious question—how she could have allowed this crime to happen right under her own nose—she will simply tell him the truth. 
“No one in their right mind would suspect that sweet old Mrs. Carter could ever be capable of pulling off such a crime.” 
Because, after all, Gladys Carter is a beloved pillar of the grade school. During her five-year tenure as the Lunchroom Lady, she’s become the darling of the school’s many students as well as staff. Never without a smile or a kind word, or even a “No problem if you forgot your money, honey, you can pay whenever you have it.” Mrs. Carter not only brightens up the entire school’s day, she brightens their lives. 
Still, the facts remain: $500,000 is missing from the school’s cafeteria account, and the buck stops with Mrs. Gladys Carter, full stop. Doesn’t matter how nice and kind a human being she appears to be, she’ll have to pay for her transgressions. Pay to the tune of fifteen to life in a maximum-security prison. 
Her report completed; the principal presses the print icon on her laptop. Standing, she goes to a printer set on a table by her open office door. Outside her brightly lit office, the corridor is dark and cold. She wonders if the ghosts of the dead departed students roam the century old school’s halls and classrooms at night. Children who grew into adults, got old, and died. Or children who never made it out of their teenage years—suicides, murders, war casualties, victims of terminal diseases, victims of tragic accidents such as car wrecks, house fires, electrocutions. There were so many ways to suddenly die, it boggled the mind. 
While the printed pages slide into the black plastic receiving tray, she whispers, “Stop letting your imagination get the best of you. Just print your report, go home, and pop a cork. You deserve it after a day like today.”
Grabbing the full twenty-page report, she hears a click echoing from out in the hall. Not a loud click, but a click, nonetheless. A click that reverberates inside the cavern like corridors. Like metal slapped against metal. 
She feels the start in her heart. Her stomach goes tight, and her brain fills with adrenaline. 
“Hello?” she calls out. “Is anyone there?” 
Another click. Louder this time. It steals her breath. She stands there, stone stiff, afraid to move. 
“Hello?!” the principal barks. “Is anyone out there?” she repeats.
A third click—even louder than the first two. Then, the lights go out, and the world around her goes black. The report falls from her hand, the pages scatter onto the marble floor. 
“Who the hell is there?” the principal shouts once more. 
The shadow figure wraps its arm around her neck, plunges the knife deep into her stomach, two times, maybe. She doesn’t feel the stabs, but she feels the singe that follows. It’s a hot, searing burn that engulfs her torso. Stunned, she takes a step or two back while blood pours from her fresh wounds. 
Then, the knife is plunged deep into her neck, not once, but three separate times. She tries to scream but her voice box and esophagus have been severed. Aware of the warm blood spurting out of her like a broken garden hose, she feels the blood filling her mouth and lungs. Dropping to her knees, she grabs at her neck as if it’s possible to plug the holes. But she knows stopping the bleeding is futile. 
Falling onto her face, atop the crimson stained pages of her report, all fear leaves her rapidly dying body. 
“Who are you?” she silently whispers. “Why did you kill me?”
 
 




TWO DAYS EARLIER
 
I’m sitting directly across from my mother at a round Formica finished table while she stares into her plate of stiff mashed potatoes, cut up green beans, and gray meatloaf soaked in an even grayer gravy. The sour expression on her face says she’s just been served fresh roadkill that’s been scraped off the macadam on Albany Shaker Road.
“I refuse to eat this,” she says. “It’s not what I ordered. I ordered the porterhouse, a baked potato, asparagus with hollandaise sauce and a dirty martini—shaken not stirred.” Looking into my eyes. “This…this is something they wouldn’t serve in a Turkish prison.” 
I stare at my own plate. It’s the same meal. The Monday meatloaf special proudly served by the Latex-gloved and hair-netted kitchen staff of Ann Lee Assisted Living. 
“They don’t serve porterhouses here, Mom,” I remind her. “And they don’t serve dirty martinis either. Nothing shaken, nothing stirred, nothing alcoholic. Or, trust me, I’d be drinking it.”
“Nonsense,” she insists. “I’ve been coming to this restaurant with your father for over thirty years, and I know the menu backward and forward.” She glances at her wrist like she’s wearing a watch. “And speaking of your father, he’s late. We have a plane to catch in a less than two hours. He’s always late. If we miss our flight to Palm Beach, I’ll never speak to him again. We’ve been planning this getaway for months.”
Reluctantly, I pick up my fork and cut a small bit of meatloaf then shovel it into my mouth. It’s lukewarm, but it doesn’t taste all that bad. For institutional food, that is. To be honest, I’m not very hungry. It’s only five in the afternoon. A time when I’m usually bellied up to the bar with my boss and pal, Henrietta—Henry for short, downing my first Happy Hour beer. But lately, Meatloaf Monday has been reserved for dinner with Mom, whether she likes it or not. Correction, whether she knows it or not. Her memory isn’t quite what it used to be. 
“Dad died, Mom,” I say, immediately wishing I hadn’t. Why ruin my own rapidly aging mother’s hopeful delusion?
“Who died?” she asks while staring into her food. 
Good! The chance I’ve been looking for to correct my stupid-ass-ness.
“Nobody died, Mom,” I say. 
“Well, that’s a relief,” she says, not without a smile. “Because somebody always goes and dies right when your father and I are about to leave for a trip. It’s the most annoying thing.” She glances at her watch again, even though she’s not wearing a watch, but instead, a blue plastic, facility-provided, identification bracelet. It’s meant to provide identification, including blood type, should she ever find herself wandering the streets. “Where the heck is he? Why he always insists on staying late at the store when we have to catch a plane, I’ll never know. Sometimes, I think he loves Jobzcynski’s Pork Store more than me.”
“Why don’t you eat something, Mom,” I say. “You still have plenty of time before you have to catch your plane. Plus, airplane food isn’t very good.”
“Nonsense,” she says. “Your father and I fly first-class.”
My mom’s not lying about the first-class part. She and my dad always flew first-class, back during a time when people dressed up for flying. My mother would wear a nice skirt and my father would wear a suit and tie. It was a different age, when men and women cared about their appearance. They took special pride in it. Not like now, when tattoos, ripped jeans, and man buns rule the day. Even tonight, my mother is wearing her best dress with a silver necklace and matching bracelets that belonged to her mother. Her gray hair was just coiffed by the facility beauty parlor and she’s wearing her face. That means she’s got her red lipstick and makeup on. On one hand, she looks good. But on the other, she’s getting way too thin. Scary thin. Like, not even one-hundred-ten pounds thin.  
She pushes her plate away. That’s the signal for me to set my fork and knife down on my plate. Sitting back in my chair, I exhale . . . what’s the word for it? . . . exasperatedly.
“You’ve got to eat, Mom,” I say. “You need your strength.”
“I’m not hungry,” she says. “You can have it. Besides, you’re a growing boy. You’re too skinny. You need all the food you can get. How is school? Are you passing all your subjects, Steven?”
At least she knows my name today. Because, there have been too many times as of late she doesn’t even know who the hell I am. 
“Yup,” I say. “All As.”
She bursts out laughing. 
“Steven, the day you get all As is the day I’ll sprout wings.” 
Okay, so I wasn’t the best student in the world. But think about the irony. My mother can’t remember that my father has been dead for ten years, yet she remembers what a loser I was in high school. Oh, the humanity. 
I make eye contact with one of the nurses. She nods while approaching the table. She’s a nice, young, brunette who wears a blue button down and tan slacks that fit her Gold’s Gym body rather snuggly. Or maybe she works out at Metabolic Meltdown, the new cross-fit gym that’s all the rage with the more body conscious Albany women. I try not to stare at deep brown eyes, her perfect nose that Michelangelo might have chiseled out of Italian marble, and those sultry lips. I’m guessing she isn’t even thirty yet. I’ll admit, I’ve developed a bit of a crush on her over the past few weeks since I’ve begun to attend Meatloaf Monday Night regularly. 
“What’s the matter, Mrs. Jobz,” she says, “are we not hungry?”
“I have to catch a plane, Brit,” Mom answers. 
That’s the nurse’s name. Brit Boido. I love how it kind of rolls off the tongue in a percussive way. She bends at the knees, so she’s face to face with my mother. 
“Well, even if you need to catch a plane, you still need to keep up your strength, Mrs. Jobz,” Brit says in a voice that’s kinder and gentler than Snow White. 
“Take me back to my apartment,” my mother insists. “I need to fix my face a little more while I’m waiting for my husband. I want to look my best when we land in Palm Beach.”
Brit gives me a look and nods like dinner’s over. Slowly, I stand, come around the table, and give my mother a kiss on the cheek. 
“See you later, Mom,” I say. “Love you.”
“See you when we get back, Steven,” she says. “There’s plenty of food in the fridge and Aunt Marge will be checking in on you every day. Promise me you’ll at least try to study and stay away from those Love American Style reruns. You know how your father feels about that show.”
“I promise, Mom.” 
Brit stands and takes her place behind my mother. She takes hold of the wheelchair handles and backs my mother out. 
Gazing at me, “I’ll be right back, Mr. Jobz.”
Oh goody…
As Brit begins to wheel my mother across the dining room to her first-floor apartment, my mother lifts her hand, as though she forgot to tell me something. 
“Oh, and Steven,” she says, “next time, don’t forget my cigarettes.”
My mother quit smoking twenty years ago. 
“Okay, Mom,” I say. “I won’t forget. I’ll bring you a carton of Kools.”
The two disappear down a connected, brightly lit corridor like they’re walking into the light. 
Minutes later, Brit meets me by the main front facility desk where I’m in the process of signing out and returning my guest badge.  
“You have a quick minute, Mr. Jobz?” she asks with those puppy dog eyes that make me want to melt on the spot. 
My heart suddenly lifts. 
“Anything for you,” I say. It’s an automatic. Like my mouth isn’t connected to my brain. 
She offers a strange sort of smirk. 
“Very nice of you to say,” she says. “But in truth, I’m concerned about your mother.”
Heart deflates. 
“She’s not doing great, is she?” I point out the obvious. 
“She’s losing weight, and her delusions are growing worse,” Brit points out. “Our semi-independent assisted living facility is perfectly capable of handling patients who can care somewhat for themselves in their own apartments, Mr. Jobz. But if your mom grows weak enough that she needs to be hospitalized and fed intravenously, she’ll have to be moved.”
“Moved,” I mumble, my heart sinking further. 
Her smile has also turned into a frown. She’s still just as attractive, however. 
“It breaks my heart to tell you this, believe me,” she goes on. “Your mom is a gem, and it tears me up seeing her like this.”
“Thanks for saying so, Brit,” I reply. 
“But if she won’t eat . . . if her loneliness is that profound, that ingrained, then there’s only one solution for her, and that’s placing her in a fully assisted living facility. She’d have to be monitored around the clock.”
For a long beat, I consider what she’s just told me. 
“You know what my mom and dad would call senior living facilities, Brit?” 
She opens her eyes wide like she’s asking, so, what did they call them?
“Senior dying facilities,” I say. 
Pursing her lips, she reaches out and gently places her hand on my forearm. Her touch sends a wave of warmth up my spine. My mother is slowly dying, and I’m falling for the young woman who is taking care of her. A young woman who could probably be my daughter. Correction. She could be my very younger sister. 
“Is my mom okay for now, Brit?” I ask. “Or do I start making immediate arrangements for moving her?”
“Let’s give it a little time, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “She’s getting up there in years which, of course, exacerbates the problem, or problems I should say. But I’ve also seen people like her suddenly snap out of it. They regain their sense of reality and begin to enjoy their meals again and also interact with their peers. Let’s hope that’s what happens with your mom.”
She slips her hand off my arm. 
Damn . . . 
“My mom was never that sociable with other women,” I say. “It’s a jealously thing. She’s a tad . . . how do I say this delicately? Insecure. It used to drive my dad bonkers.”
She’s smiling again, making my heart pound once more. 
“Let’s see what happens,” she says. “So then, next week? Meatloaf Monday Night?”
I find myself staring into her big deep brown pools. 
“Do you, umm, have a boyfriend at present, Brit?”
Her eyes wide once more. “Why do you ask, Mr. Jobz?”
My veins go so cold with embarrassment I feel like an ice sculpture about to shatter into a million and one pieces. I’m sure my face has turned redder than a fire engine. 
“Oh, what I mean is,” I try for a full recovery, “maybe it would be nice to discuss my mom off campus sometime. Like a coffee shop or maybe . . . umm . . . over dinner.”
She giggles a little. 
“Mr. Jobz,” she says, “are you asking me out on a date?”
“Is it that obvious?” I pose. “And please, call me Steve or even Jobz, like my friends do.”
Now laughing, “Yup. It’s that obvious. And sure, I’ll be happy to call you Steve.”
“It’s official. I’m asking you out on a date. I know I’m a couple years older than you, but—”
“—A couple,” she grins. 
“Okay, more than a couple.”
She places her hand on my forearm again. 
“Sure,” she says. “I’m happy to have a coffee with you, or even dinner.”
Now my heart is not only lifted, I completely expect it to shoot out of my chest. 
“How will I get in touch with you, Brit?”
She digs into her pocket, produces a card. Glancing at it, I see it’s got her name on it, the capital letters RN beside it, along with a cell number and email. 
“I don’t work for Ann Lee Home directly,” she explains. “I, like many of the other nurses and orderlies you see all around, are independent contractors. Keeps facility costs down since they don’t have to provide benefits. Our union handles that stuff.”
“Oh,” I say, “interesting.” Holding the card up. “I’ll call you.” 
She starts walking back toward the front desk, but not without offering me a smile over her shoulder. I head through the front doors feeling like a seventeen-year-old who just found his date to the junior prom. 
 




Per usual, Henry has not only reserved a seat for me at the horseshoe shaped Lanie’s Bar, she’s already ordered me a cold beer. It likely helped that I’d texted her of my imminent arrival seven minutes ago. It also helps that should anyone even think of attempting to steal a bar stool she is saving for a friend said stealer will receive a tongue lashing that will not only rock their world but will last them for all eternity. 
When I arrive, she’s already started on a pink cosmopolitan. The drink perfectly matches her pink summer-weight satin blouse and long slacks. A strand of white beads around her neck matches her white stilettos. If she were standing instead of sitting, she would tower nearly a foot over my five-feet-seven inches. She would also weigh in a hell of a lot more than my one-hundred-sixty-five middle-weight status. But then, with her big, dark, almond-shaped eyes, her long, straightened black hair and smooth as silk dark face, she’s still a very attractive woman. 
Hard to believe a psychopath took a hammer to her head a couple years ago, and that she survived the ordeal only to come back even stronger and more beautiful than before. How did Hemingway put it? Sometimes the world breaks us and those who survive are stronger at the broken places. Something like that, anyway. 
She removes her leather purse from the barstool, and I sit down, grab my beer and steal a long, deep drink. 
“And hello to you too, Jobzy,” she says in her sarcastic as all hell tone. The same kind of tone she uses when she says the word, “Beyotch,” while doing this odd sort of twisting thing with her torso and hands. 
“Sorry,” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Needed a drink real bad.”
“Meatloaf night went that well, huh?” she asks. 
“It was the best of times, and it was the worst of times,” I say. 
“Why is it white people like you always feel the need to express their intellectual prowess over colored folk?” she says. 
“Because I like showing off my brain muscles,” I say. 
“Beats showing off the muscles you ain’t got.”
“You realize the term colored is a now considered a non-PC racial slight,” I point out. 
“There you go again, trying to be smart.” She smiles. “I’m a person of color, and I preferred colored to black or African American. Shit, I’m probably not even from Africa. Dominican Republic, maybe. Or Panama. I’ll call myself whatever I choose, little man.”
I steal another drink. 
“I’m big where it counts, Henry,” I say. 
She laughs and spits, “Ha! I bet you get lost in a woman like me?”
“Finally,” I counter, “a proposition!” 
I put my hand on her leg and she pushes it off like it’s a big nasty insect.
“Don’t even think about it,” she says. “I’m your boss, and you ain’t my type, anyway.” Then, after enjoying a careful sip of her drink, and just as carefully setting her glass back down, “Now, explain to me this best of times, worst of times, Charles Dickens shit.”
I give her the CliffsNotes version of my Meatloaf Monday Night dinner with my mom. From staring with disdain at our respective plates of gray meatloaf to Mom insisting my dad was about to pick her up at any minute for a drive to the airport for some major vacation they’d planned to West Palm Beach, to the beautiful and alluring Nurse Brit Boido explaining if my mom doesn’t start eating soon, they’re going to have to transfer her to a different facility where she can be fed intravenously and monitored twenty-four-seven. 
Henry takes a quiet moment or two to soak it all in. 
“That’s too bad about your mama, Jobzy,” she says. “I recall what a sweet lady she is. Plus, she had the misfortune of having to raise your skinny white ass.”
I finish my beer and order another from the tall, black goateed bartender. 
Nodding, I say, “This is a strange time of life. Seeing your one surviving parent—the one who was always young, always the rock, always the life of the party—get old. Old and lonely beyond words.”
“It’s the cycle of life,” she says. “That will be us someday. God willing.”
She finishes her Cosmo and, before she has the chance to order the next one, Goateed Bartender is pouring her another. That’s the kind of organic respect Henry commands. As for me, I could stand on the chair and scream my head off, and the bartender might not even notice me. 
She sips the new drink like it’s the nectar of the Gods. 
“So, when did this little infatuation with this Brit girl begin?” she asks with a grin. 
“Who said I had an infatuation with Brit?”
“How long we know one another, Jobzy?”
“Half a dozen years, give or take,” I clarify. 
“And in all that time, I’ve learned to read the signs, and the signs tell me you got a girl on the brain.”
“How can you tell?”
“There’s a slight swagger in your walk, and you take on this funny kind of permanent smile.”
“Okay, snagged,” I admit. “So, I did indeed manage to get a date with my mom’s nurse, Brit.”
Henry sips more of her new drink, then presses her lips together like she’s disapproving. 
“Normally, I’d tell you that girl is way too young for you. But if she over twenty-one like you say, then hey, it’s her funeral. But tell me something else, Jobzy, and be honest.”
“Ask away.”
“These Meatloaf Monday Nights are all about your poor mother, I should hope, and not some half-assed excuse for you to be setting up dates with pretty young nurses.”
That smile she just mentioned? It melts away. I know it melts away because I feel a pit in my gut that has nothing to do with drinking beer on an empty stomach. I have to ask myself this one rather poignant question: Have I, in fact, been using the Monday Ann Lee Home meatloaf dinners as an excuse to see Brit? Certainly, I didn’t exactly plan it that way.
“I genuinely need to see my mother,” I say, but I’m not sure Henry is buying it. 
“Up until a few weeks ago, you had to be dragged kicking and screaming to your mother’s assisted living facility, and you know it.”
“That’s why I’m trying to make up for lost time,” I offer, but I can tell she’s still not buying it. Then, throwing up my hands, “Okay, maybe there is a small part of me, a subconscious part, that enjoys seeing Brit. But you have to believe me when I say I love my mom, and I genuinely want to make an effort to see her more often.”
She rolls her eyes, sips more Cosmo.
“Whatever you say, Jobzy,” she says. “Just make sure your momma come first, or before your love life, anyway, such as it is.” 
She sits up straight as the door to the bar opens and in walks a tall, wiry man wearing a trench coat.
“Well, look who the cat done dragged in,” Henry says, her big eyes suddenly lit up like a pair of LED headlamps. “If it isn’t that handsome Detective Miller.”
“Your lucky day, Henry,” I say. 
“Could be yours too, Jobzy,” she says. “Maybe he got a job for you, get you out of the office for a while, and outta my formerly nappy hair.”
The detective approaches us. 
“Knew I’d find you here,” he says, not without a smile. 
He offers Henry a kiss on the cheek and he shakes my hand with his cold strong grip. A stocky college age kid wearing a New York Giants jersey is seated beside me. His eyes are glued to the flat screen mounted to the side wall beside the bar currently running the NFL highlights on ESPN. He doesn’t look like he’s about to move for anybody and he says so when the detective asks if he would mind shifting to an empty stool further down the bar. But when Miller pulls out his badge and flashes it at the kid, along with, “You old enough to be drinking in this establishment, son?” the kid grabs his beer, slips off his stool, and makes for the opposite side of the bar, even if it does mean he’ll be straining his neck to watch the highlights. Now, that’s power and respect. 
Miller orders a beer from Goateed Bartender. As always, the Chief APD Detective is dressed neatly, if not impeccably, in a blue blazer and pressed, white button down under the trench coat. The blue and red striped rep-tie is held to his shirt by means of a silver tie clip that’s probably older than I am. His gray-white hair is buzz-cut short, but he’s not balding even though he’ll never see sixty again.   
“The beer’s on me, Detective Miller,” Henry says, lust in her big eyes. “And did I mention how handsome you look today?”
“Why, thank you, Henry,” Miller offers. “You always brighten up my day.” 
I drink some beer. It’s either that or puke. 
“Something tells me this isn’t a social call, Miller,” I inject. 
His beer arrives, he takes a drink, sets the bottle back down on a white cocktail napkin. 
“Good guess, Jobz,” he says. “I have a department job you both might be interested in since the party I’m about to make mention of has just applied for unemployment insurance, which, after I explain to you her situation, will most definitely disqualify her for bennies.”
“I like a good story,” I say. 
“He also like the young girls,” Henry says. 
“And you have eyes for all the pretty men,” I counter. 
“Glad to see some things never change with you two,” Miller says. “Now, Jobz, let’s talk about a job opportunity.” 
 




Miller waxed in great detail about a woman named Gladys Carter, a seventy-seven-year-old woman who has been working the lunchroom at Loudonville Elementary School in North Albany for the past five years. She was recently accused by the school’s principal of grafting more than five-hundred K from the school system over the course of her lunchroom tenure.
I recall hearing about it in the news, and like I did then, I shake my head in disgust. Or is it disbelief? 
“How’s it even possible to extort that kind of cash from a grade school lunchroom?” I ask. “How much can tater tots and soggy chicken fingers cost? Three bucks?”
Miller cocks his head to the side. 
“A buck here, a buck there,” he says. “It all adds up.”
“Plus, lots a kids pay in cash,” Henry chimes in. “You can pocket a lot, you know what you’re doing.”
Miller reaches into his pocket, comes back out with his smartphone. He presses a couple of icons then turns the screen around so we can see it. 
“That’s her,” he says. 
The woman I gaze upon looks nothing like a hardened criminal. She’s small, thin, and while not as old as my mom, she looks like she could be my mother. Her gray hair is styled in a bob, and her long thin face shows off her still prominent cheek bones. Her eyes are blue, and she’s made up her face with red lipstick and some pinkish powder on her cheeks. It’s possible she’s also wearing fake eyelashes. Strung around her neck is a thin chain that holds a pair of cat-eye reading glasses. Below that chain is another somewhat larger chain that supports a gold cross. 
“The picture was taken for the Loudonville Elementary yearbook,” Miller goes on. 
A bit of info that makes sense since she’s seated on a stool at a register inside a brightly lit space. Not one of those new, computerized registers you find at the local mega-mart, but a genuine, old-fashioned manual job where the cash drawer pops open and you need to use your brain to calculate the change. The kind of register that might allow someone to easily graft a couple of bucks here or there. But half a mil?
“What’s her name again?” I ask. 
“Gladys Carter,” Miller says, shifting the phone to me and Henry. 
My New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency boss lady gives the picture a good going over. 
“She look like a sweet old lady to me,” she says. 
“That’s just it,” Miller says. “She is a sweet old lady.” 
He does something to the picture with his index finger so that the image shifts or scrolls further down. Her face disappears and words appear. “The 6th Grade Class of 2018 dedicates our Yearbook to the best, most sweetest lunchroom lady ever, Mrs. Carter. We love you!” 
Miller clears a frog from his throat and returns the phone to the interior pocket on the blue blazer he’s wearing under his trench coat. I take advantage of the pause in the conversation to drink some beer. Henry sips more of her second Cosmo. Miller takes a swig, sets the bottle back down onto a round coaster that reads Jameson IPA. The coaster has a photo of a green whiskey bottle on it. Makes me want to order a Jameson shot to go with my beer. 
“Everyone seems to love Gladys Carter,” Miller says.
“Except for the principal,” Henry adds. “Principals always get the bad rap. They always got to be the bad guy. You a bad kid in school, what happens to you?”
“You get sent to the principal’s office,” I say, nodding. 
Miller can’t help but smile. “You do your fair share of time in the principal’s office way back when, Jobz?”
Henry laughs. “Jobzy looks the type,” she says. “Don’t he, Detective Miller?” 
“Yup,” Miller agrees. “A real class disrupter.” 
I smirk. “Okay,” I say, “everyone laugh it up. I was a small, scrawny, four-eyed kid. I had to do something to make the other kids like me. So, I became the class clown.” 
“So, you really did spend a lot of time at the principal’s office,” Miller says. 
“I went to a catholic school,” I explain. “Trust me, those nuns were tough. My principal’s name was Sister Mary Catherine. She was like a prison warden dressed in a big blue habit with a nasty scowl on her face that made her look like Lyndon Johnson, and she had a nasty limp. She wore a special boot on her foot. We called her “lead foot” because you could hear her stomping down the hall from a mile away. That noise still sends a chill up my spine.” Holding up my hand and making a fist. “You got out of line, she wasn’t afraid to scrap, if you get my meaning.”
“Jesus, Jobzy,” Henry says, “I’m surprised you don’t have a little PTSD.”
“It probably explains a lot,” I say, my eyes on my beer. “Reason why I can’t maintain a relationship. Reason why I drink. Maybe I should go on Dr. Phil, reveal my story to the world.”
“I’m crying on the inside for you, Jobz,” Miller says. “But getting back to the here and now. On behalf of the Albany Police Department, I was wondering if you might wish to look into the matter of our sweet Mrs. Gladys Carter and her alleged pilfering several hundred grand from Loudonville Elementary School. Alleged being the key word in this matter.”
I lock eyes on Henry. 
“It’s up to the boss lady,” I say. “Naturally.”
“I don’t have no problem with it,” she says. “I’ll do anything to help you out, Detective Miller.” 
“Why, thank you, Henry,” Miller says. “That’s very kind of you.”
“Don’t mention it,” she says. Then, setting her hand on his thigh, “Something tells me you never had to visit the principal when you were a youngster. Unless, of course, it was to receive an award or some recognition for a job well done.”
I roll my eyes, mutter, “Gimme a break,” under my breath. 
Henry catches wind of it and assumes a scowl that could melt the brown paint off the brick walls. 
“You got a problem, Jobzy?” she says. 
Her using my name instead of calling me, beyotchhhh, takes me more than a little by surprise. I pull on my shirt collar, undo the top button, and loosen my necktie. 
“I was just about to say it’s hot in here, for God’s sake,” I lie. 
Henry shifts her facial expression from nasty back to I’m-so-in-love-with-Detective- Miller-nice. She’s also still got her hand on his thigh. 
“Don’t mind him, Detective,” she says. “He’s in love again. And we all know what Jobzy gets like when he’s in love.”
“What do I get like exactly?” I pose. 
“Silly,” Henry says. 
“New lady in your life, Jobz?” Miller says. “Good for you.”
“Maybe,” I say, picturing the sweet Brit in my head. “She’s a little young but a mature young, if you know what I mean.” 
“One of you has to be the mature one,” Henry says. Then, “So, the answer is yes, Detective Miller. Mr. Jobz is at your service. In the meantime, how shall we handle Mrs. Carter’s request for Unemployment Insurance?” 
He sips more of his beer, gently places the bottle back down. 
“Well,” he says, “she hasn’t been charged with anything yet, even if the DA is chomping at the bit for an arrest and arraignment. That will be Jobz’s job . . . to investigate her and see if she really is capable of extorting hundreds of thousands from the school before we go off half-cocked and bust the poor old woman.” 
“She got a family?” I ask. 
“Here’s what I know so far,” Miller says. “She’s a widower and lives alone in a humble home in Albany’s Pine Hills district. She still drives, but her ride is nothing fancy. An older model two door Honda. No idea about kids.”
“That sound like an extortionist to you, Jobzy?” Henry asks. 
I shake my head. “I say we approve her claim,” I offer. “If, in the end, we discover she’s had her hands in the till for a lot of years, we immediately cut it off.”
Miller slides off his stool. “Listen,” he says, “don’t let Mrs. Carter’s sweet, elderly face sway you. You were a cop once, Jobz. You know as well as I do that some seemingly sweet old people are just older versions of their criminal past. Charlie Manson died a crippled, gentle old man. But he was still Charlie fucking Manson, if you pardon my French, Henry.”
“No apologies needed, Detective Miller,” she says. “You say that F word with such conviction and dignity, it don’t sound like no swear.” 
I can’t help but picture my mother sitting at the round table in the Anne Lee Home dining room. Can’t help but see her face just as made up as Gladys Carter’s is in the school yearbook picture, but far lonelier. Breaks my heart to see her like that. But Miller is right. Extortionists, con men and women, bank robbers, and even murderers come in all shapes, sizes, and configurations; and many of them can appear to be just like your normal, garden variety, next-door neighbor, when in fact, they are rotten to the core. 
“I promise not to make any assumptions now that might come to bite me in the ass later on, Miller,” I assure him. 
“That’s why I’m hiring you again, Jobz,” he says. “Plus, you’ve got a face an old lady like Gladys might trust. You’re still youthful.”
“You saying I look like a kid?” 
“He act like a kid,” Henry says a little under her breath. 
“Thanks for that, Henry,” I say. Then, to Miller. “I suppose looking young is better than the opposite.”
“That’s the spirit,” he replies.
“Then, I assume you want me to interview Gladys?” 
“She’ll probably want her lawyer present,” the old detective says. “But I suspect she’ll be willing to talk with you like she’s got nothing to hide.” He drinks the rest of his beer and slips off his stool. “But don’t start with her. Start with the school principal. She’s the one lobbing the allegations.”
Henry laughs again.
“Something funny, Henry?” I ask. 
“Sorry,” she says, a giant smile on her big round face. “But it just dawned on me that Miller is sending you to the principal’s office.”
Miller nods and grins. “I guess I am sending you to the principal’s office, aren’t I?” he says. 
“Excellent,” I say, raising my hand to catch the attention of the bartender, “that means I’ll feel perfectly at home.”
 




After two more beers, and that Jameson shot I promised myself earlier, I bid Henry a fine goodnight with a kiss on the lips and an offer to sleep at my house. Naturally, she responds with “In your dreams, Jobzy. You wouldn’t know what to do with me if I gave you the opportunity, which ain’t ever gonna happen.” As a convincer, she concludes with one of her dramatic, wide-eyed, hip twisting, finger pointing, “Beeeeyotch(es)!”
“My loss,” I say as we head out to the parking lot together. “But can’t blame a man for trying.”
As she steps away from me toward her car, I gently pat her nice round booty, which elicits not a hashtag-me-too tongue lashing like most males might expect these days, but instead, a very non-PC giggle. What most people don’t know about Henry is that she might be a single black woman, working in a state-run agency in one of the most powerful, liberal, Democrat run sanctuary cities in the United States of America, but she is solidly Republican and even more solidly anti-PC. 
“You are one beautiful piece of work, Jobzy, you know that?” she says. 
“They broke the mold,” I say. “It’s a shame there won’t be any more of me when I’m gone.”
My powder blue 1966 Mustang convertible is parked not far from Henry’s fire engine red Volkswagen Beetle—a vehicle that appropriately bears the vanity license plate “BEYOTCH1.” How New York State ever let her get away with that one is anybody’s guess. 
Slipping behind the wheel of the topless car, I fire the engine up and let it purr a little. It’s September already, and Fall is coming on fast. It gets cool in the evening now. Too cool to have the top down, I guess, but I’m one of those dudes who just can’t let go of the summer. You get to be my age, and you begin to realize you don’t have that many summers left. When you’re young, you have a lifetime of summers to look forward to. You have an infinite amount of time to live and the fact that you might die one day is a surreal concept you just can’t wrap your brain around. Then, ten years pass by, and another ten, and another, and you wonder where the time went. How did one old woman who wrote her own obituary put it? I was born, I blinked, and it was over.

I toss in an old cassette tape of the Beach Boys Pet Sounds. Brian Wilson belts out “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could wake up . . .” and just like that it’s not only summer again, but the summer of 1979 or 1980. Teenage summer. 
I pull out of the parking space and turn onto the road that will take me through the wealthy hamlet of Loudonville and past Loudonville Elementary School where Gladys Carter worked as the greatest lunchroom lady ever until just a few days ago. The school is empty now, but come tomorrow, I’ll be dodging dozens of snotty nosed kids as I make my way to the principal’s office. I’ll probably catch a cold. 
For now, I speed through the hamlet and catch Broadway at the bottom of the hill beyond the Albany Rural Cemetery. Driving south into the city, I head for the Port of Albany where my houseboat is docked. The lot is empty, except for the old Jeep Wrangler my detective pal, Dick Moonlight, owns. He parks it outside the metal sliding door to his warehouse loft which he converted into an apartment a long time ago. For a brief second, I think about stopping in unannounced and maybe popping a couple of beers with him. But knowing the dark mood he’s been in lately, since the love of his life, Lola, has been recovering from severe head trauma, we’d probably end up drinking the heart right out of the night and early morning. If I’m expected to perform tomorrow as a deputized member of the Albany Police Department, I’ve got to keep the hangover in check. 
Parking the Mustang, I take a good look at a sun that’s rapidly descending behind me to the west. The sky is so clear and the sun so bright red, it reflects off the calm, still surface of the river. Pulling the keys from the ignition, I get out, and shut the door.
“Red sky at night,” I whisper to myself. “Jobzy’s delight.”
The point being, I don’t have to put the top up on the Mustang tonight which, in my world, is always a bonus, especially if I’ve had a few pops. Heading onto the houseboat, I unlock the door and head to the galley kitchen, toss my keys and phone onto the counter. Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I pop the top and return with it to the butcher block where I left my laptop and boot it up. I type Gladys Carter into the search engine and wait for whatever might appear in the search results. A bunch of results come up including several White Page hits for the name. By the looks of it, there’s more than just one Gladys Carter hanging around. In fact, a couple of them are dead. I don’t bother with those hits. Instead, I click on the first, most popular, result. 
It’s a report from the local Fox Cable News affiliate by a reporter named Anya Tucker. A hot reporter, I must say, and one I recognize from her many years of Albany media darling service. The lead on the story reads, “Lunch Lady accused of stealing nearly $500K from local elementary school.”
Scanning some of the article, I read, “Gladys Carter, 77, of Albany, New York, who oversaw the cafeteria at Loudonville Elementary School, has been accused by the school’s principal of stealing close to half a million dollars in cafeteria revenues over a period of nearly five years.” 
“Okay,” I whisper to myself, “I’m already aware of all that.”
I drink some beer and decide that, instead of reading the report, I’ll allow the gorgeous Anya Tucker to read it to me. Sometimes in life, you just have to make an executive decision. I click on the video portion of the story, and Anya appears inside what looks to be the Loudonville Elementary lunchroom-slash-cafeteria. The stainless-steel food bins are empty, and no one is presently occupying the cash register. No kids are running around either, so I can only assume this was filmed when lunch was over. 
Anya is a tall blonde, her hair cut at mid-neck length. She’s got blue eyes and a face that looks like it was captured from a Renaissance painting. Her teeth are also perfect, and the lips that cover them, succulent. With a mic held to her mouth, the story she begins to tell is precisely the one written down on the news website. I pretty much just pay attention to the way her amazing chest fills out her baby blue blouse until she starts in on something I don’t already know. 
“While no warrants have yet been issued for Carter’s arrest, rumors abound that she will soon be charged with first-degree larceny by defrauding the community, an offense that could land the lunch lady behind bars for the rest of her natural life. 
“School principal, Anita Simon, also of Albany, who is leading the charge in the allegations against Carter is pushing hard for an arrest. Principal Simon has consulted with the school board who have been briefed in detail regarding the stolen cash. Simon, who is said to possess a detailed accounting of the missing cash, insists Mrs. Carter has been stealing from the cash register for over five years. Simon also says she has CCTV video to back up her allegations. 
“Albany DA, Daniel Soros, has stated publicly that if Carter is convicted, he intends to aggressively prosecute this case to the letter of the law. Just this morning, he told Fox Thirteen News, and I quote, ‘Gladys Carter didn’t just steal from Loudonville Elementary School or the Albany school district, she stole from the children, some of whom, barely have enough money to afford their lunches.’ 
“According to Principal Simon, Carter never counted the money in her cash register at the end of the day. She, instead, bagged the money and then counted it in a basement office with the door closed. Closed circuit television footage of Mrs. Carter allegedly backs up Simon’s statement. Footage is said to also show her taking large bills from the cash register.
“For now, Gladys Carter has been placed on Administrative Leave which, in essence, means she’s been laid off without pay. Sources confirm that she has filed for Unemployment Insurance.
“This is Anya Tucker for Fox News Center Thirteen.”
The video goes still. I might close the laptop, but I take a moment or two to stare at Anya and her tight-fitting blouse. I hear she’s married. The good ones always are. 
I was married once. It didn’t work out. She accused me of wanting to live like a college kid. I married her right out of college when I was still operating my fly-fishing guide business. Ironically, she didn’t divorce me until I found respectable work as a cop. Maybe the real reason she left me had to do with the teenager I had no choice in shooting when he was about to blow away a convenience store clerk. I was forced out of the department and mocked in the press as being racially insensitive. The fact that the kid was about to commit Murder One never entered the equation. I was let go from the force. I was also lucky to avoid prison time, or so they told me. 
Since then, I’ve been in and out of relationships. Mostly out. But I have my job, thanks to Henry who took pity on me since no one would hire me. Now, I’ve sort of become a cop again, thanks to Detective Nick Miller. I can honestly say, I’m still trying to do the right thing. Still trying to serve and protect in my own unique way. Still trying to keep my head above water and look on the bright side, if you’ll pardon my mixing clichés. But I’m still lonely. Still alone. Still getting older. Maybe that’s the way it will always be. 
Stealing a sip of beer, I type Loudonville Elementary School into the search engine. I click on faculty. The person who resides at the top of the list is Principal Anita Simon. She’s smiling in the small headshot positioned beneath her name. She’s attractive with thick red hair. Her eyes are big and green. I peg her for maybe forty. 
Below her headshot is her email address. I copy the address and paste it in the required space for outgoing Gmail. Typing “Meeting Re: Gladys Carter” in the subject heading, I then type a formal request to meet with her first thing in the morning. When I tell her that I’m investigating the alleged crime for the APD, I know she’ll have no choice but to agree to it. I also sense that she will write me back right away, even though it’s getting late. Anyone under fifty is always checking their emails and texts. It’s human nature. I send the email.    
Grabbing my beer, I carry it out through the open sliding glass doors onto the narrow gangway attached to the houseboat’s port side. I gaze out onto the river. A bass jumps, catches a mosquito, and drops back into the still water. For a quick second, I consider grabbing one of the fly rods hanging by hooks from the boat’s ceiling. But I’d rather just think for a minute. 
Motives come to mind. What would motivate a nice old lady to steal that much money from a school cafeteria’s cash register? Was she in serious debt? Did she owe on her credit cards? Did she owe the IRS? Did she owe a loan shark? Nice old ladies don’t go to loan sharks. Or that could just be my opinion. Or what the hell, maybe she just got greedy. Maybe she saw the cash just sitting out there in plain sight and thought to herself, what the hell?

So, what does she do? She steals a single five-dollar bill. She feels a little guilty about it, because she’s not dumb and insensitive. She knows that by stealing from the school what she’s truly doing is stealing from the very kids who supposedly adore her. But eventually, the guilt wears off. Another day dawns, and this time she spots a crisp ten-dollar bill sitting inside its designated cash register tray. She picks it up and slips it into her blouse, storing it in her Playtex brazier. She begins to experience something she hasn’t experienced in years. Excitement. The kind of excitement that only comes when you’re young and immortal. The kind of excitement that comes from taking real chances, despite the risks. 
With that ten-spot pressed against her skin, she feels an endorphin rush like never before. With those cat-eye reading glasses perched on her nose, she stares down at all that cash and suddenly wants to empty the entire drawer into her purse. But that’s when logic takes over. She knows if she’s going to pull off what will amount to the heist of the century, at least as far as the Albany School District is concerned, she has to be smart. She has to go slow, take a little bit here and a little bit there. That way, no one will know the difference. There’s always a five or ten percent discrepancy in the books at the end of the day, anyway, so why would anyone suspect? At least, that’s the logic she’ll convince herself of. 
She’s the sweet old lunchroom lady. Everyone loves her. The kids love her like she’s the grandmother who bakes chocolate chip cookies for them on Sundays. She’s got the perfect cover, just by being herself.
When it’s full dark, I head back inside, check my email.
“Bingo,” I say aloud as I spot the new email from Principal Simon. 
I open it and read, “I would be happy to meet with you, Detective Jobz, first thing tomorrow morning, 8 AM.” 
I reread the note several times. But it doesn’t change. Simple and direct. I like that. Closing the laptop, I drink down the rest of my beer. 
I pop another, make some dinner, and call it a night. Tomorrow, I’ll visit the principal’s office. In a way, I hope this cafeteria lunch lady extortion thing is one giant misunderstanding. But in my ex-cop’s gut, I sense that it’s not. The sweet old lady is an extortionist, a con woman. The sweet old lady is gonna do time. Lots of it. The sweet old lady is gonna die in prison. 
 




The next morning, I’m up, showered, and dressed by seven-thirty. The grammar school day starts early, ends early, so no choice but to get an early start. I pull up to the drive-thru window of the North Albany Dunkin Donut. I order two large black coffees with creamers and sugar packets on the side along with a dozen assorted donuts. I then make my way to Loudonville Elementary School where I park in the back lot. 
Coffee and donuts in hand, I walk around to the school’s main entrance. For security reasons, the door is locked. 
“Can I help you?” comes a tinny, female voice over a hidden speaker. 
“Yes, I have an eight o’clock appointment with Principal Simon,” I say with a smile, since I assume I’m being secretly filmed. “Oh, and I have donuts.”
There comes a loud electronic buzz along with the mechanical noise of the door being unlocked remotely. Cradling one of the large coffees in my left arm along with the donuts (why the hell didn’t I think to ask for a tray?), I somehow manage to open the door with my right hand, even though I’m using it to hold the second coffee. 
Stepping inside, I’m immediately transported back in time. The vestibule is large with high ceilings, the plaster walls are covered in framed photos of graduating classes going back at least thirty or forty years. The floor is black and white marble, and the smell is industrial strength disinfectant. 
To my right is an office that contains a couple of desks with old desktop computers sitting on top. Each desk is occupied by a middle-aged woman, the one closest to me, gray haired and somewhat frumpy, the one farther away, a brunette with a slim build and attractive eyes. They both smile at me. 
“You’re the detective?” Frumpy asks. 
I set both coffees and the pink box of donuts on a file cabinet to my right. I pull out my wallet, show my ID for the New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency. Frumpy puts on a pair of reading glasses and stares at it with squinted eyes. 
“I don’t get it,” she says, sitting back down. “Thought you worked for the Albany Police?”
“I do,” I assure her. “But my main job is insurance fraud for the state. Sometimes, the cops call me in on special cases like the one your lunchroom lady is involved in.”
Cute Brunette makes a kind of harrumphing noise. 
“Oh, God,” she says, “don’t get us started on her.”
Frumpy giggles. 
“Is your name really Steve Jobz?” she asks. 
It’s the same question lots of people ask, eventually. 
“It’s short for Jobzcynski,” I say. 
“Ellis Island,” Cute Brunette says. “They did that to a lot of immigrants with long names.”
I pick up the box of donuts while a woman enters the office. She’s a short woman, but somehow, her mere presence seems to suck the oxygen right out of the room as she enters. It’s the principal. She gazes up at me and offers not a smile but what more closely resembles a sly grin. Like it’s her nature to be suspicious of anyone associated with the law. 
“You must be Detective Jobz,” she says. 
“He’s not an actual detective,” Frumpy interjects. 
“He’s an insurance fraud man,” Cute Brunette offers. “And he brought donuts.”
“And coffee,” I add, grabbing one of the two large Styrofoam cups, handing it to the principal.
“How very thoughtful of you, Mr. Jobz,” she says, stressing the Mister part now that she knows I’m not a real detective. “I’m Anita Simon, principal of Loudonville Elementary School.”
“I recognize you from the website,” I say. 
Frumpy gets up, approaches us. She’s pulled a paper plate from the bottom drawer on her desk and she proceeds to arrange the donuts onto it. A quick glance tells me there are three jelly donuts, three blueberry cakes, three plain, and three long crullers. I grab myself a blueberry cake while the principal grabs one of the crullers. 
How very interesting, I think. Then, get your mind out of the gutter, Jobz. There are little kids running around.

“Shall we head into my office, Mr. Jobz?” she asks, her coffee and donut in hand. 
“We shall,” I say.
On my way out, I make sure to catch some eye contact with Cute Brunette. I also offer her a wink. Her face goes beat red as I exit the office. 

Principal Simon’s office is located directly across the vestibule from the general office. It’s a small room with a large double-hung French window that looks out onto the school’s front green. Beyond that is a chain-link fence and the main neighborhood road. Set in the center of the green is a white flagpole. At present, a couple of kids are raising the flag. A boy and a girl. 
“Now, that’s quite the sight,” I say while sipping from my still too hot coffee. 
Principal Simon carries her cruller and coffee around her desk and glances out the window.   
“That’s one tradition I pray never dies,” she says, taking a seat in her black, ergonomically designed swivel chair. “Take a seat, Mr. Jobz, won’t you?”
Her comment about the American flag takes me a bit by surprise considering this is New York State, the most leftist state in the Union next to California. From what I’m told, educators usually lean left. Far left. But then, who says you can’t be a lefty and a staunch patriot? 
“Microwave,” I say. 
“Excuse me,” she says like a question. 
“Blueberry cake donuts are so much better heated up.”
She offers a conciliatory smile. 
“Sorry,” she says, “can’t help you there.”
“Bet the lunchroom lady could.”
“Excellent segue,” she says. “Now then, what would you like to know about Mrs. Carter?” 
She opens the plastic lid on her coffee, attempts a careful sip, then sets the cup down on the desk in a narrow space between her phone and laptop. While the flag is being raised, she holds the long thick cruller before her open mouth. She places it slowly, almost lovingly into her mouth. When she bites down on it, I feel a slight pang in my mid-section. Opening her top desk drawer, she reaches inside and pulls out a white napkin, sets it on the desk to the right of the computer and places what’s left of the cruller onto it. She chews the donut thoughtfully, and then swallows. When her stare meets mine, the expression on her face is like, are you enjoying the show?

I clear my throat. 
“You’ve accused Mrs. Carter of stealing more than half a million dollars,” I say. “If it’s true, she’ll go to prison for the rest of her life. She’s seventy-seven years of age.”
“Her age is inconsequential to me, Mr. Jobz,” she says. 
“Call me Steve,” I say. “Or just Jobz. Everyone else does.”
“She knew what she was doing, Steve,” she explains. “It was a careful and calculated act. She methodically and purposefully stole from the till, as it were, and I have it all on film.” 
“I see,” I say. “Then, am I to suppose this isn’t just a gross accounting error?”
She laughs aloud. “Now, that’s quite funny,” she says. 
The two kids who’ve raised the flag now head back into the school. It’s breezy outside. The stars and stripes fly proudly. Americana at its best. My guess is, if Anita Simon could also raise a flag bearing the colors of the rainbow, she would. Jobzy the cynical. 
“Let me guess,” I say, “Simon Says Mrs. Carter should be arrested and arraigned immediately if not sooner.” 
It’s a question for which I already know the answer. 
“Clever,” she says. “I was wondering how long it would take you to do the Simon Says thing. Ironic coming from a man with a name like yours.”
“It’s always the white elephant in the room,” I point out. 
“I know the feeling.”
Raising both her hands, she positions them on the laptop, and types out a couple of quick commands. 
“Simon says come around my desk, Steve,” she jokes. “Let me show you something.”
Principal Simon has a sense of humor after all, I whisper to myself. 
Standing, I go around her desk, coffee in hand. Gazing down at her laptop, I see that she’s opened up a video. Using the laptop’s curser, she then clicks on the video’s Play icon. It’s grainy, black and white CCTV footage shot from up in a far corner of the lunchroom. It shows a smallish woman with white hair pinned up in back. It’s Gladys Carter. Rather, it’s a woman I assume is Gladys Carter since I can’t actually see her face. She’s seated on a stool at an old-fashioned cash register. Her hair is so gray it’s almost white. 
“Wait for it,” Principal Simon says. “Wait for it.” 
Her face still very much hidden, Mrs. Carter quickly glances over one shoulder and then the other, like she’s making double sure she’s alone. When she’s more than convinced she is, indeed, alone, she peels off a couple of bills and slips them into the pocket on her slacks. She then quickly closes the drawer. The video stops. 
“Now are you convinced?” Principal Simon says. 
I feel a small pit in my stomach for Gladys Carter. The video is pretty conclusive if not damning. 
“Because if you’re not,” Simon says, “then check this one out.”
She opens a second video showing Mrs. Carter walking away from the camera inside a narrow corridor. She’s carrying what looks like a plastic bag that comes from the local mega-mart. Her purse is slung over one shoulder. When the old lunchroom lady comes to a metal door, she unlocks it and steps inside. That’s when the CCTV footage being shot in the corridor ends and picks up again inside the square office. We see Mrs. Carter sit herself at a metal desk. Like in the lunchroom, her back is to the camera. Placing her purse down on the floor by her feet, she dumps the contents of the bag out onto the desk. 
“She know she was being filmed inside the office?”
Principal Simon steals a sip of coffee, then shakes her head. 
“No,” she says. “That’s one of the spare offices down in the basement near the boiler room. I’m sure she assumed she was all alone from prying eyes and close circuit television cameras and free to steal anything she wanted in there. That’s why she chose that spot to count the day’s cafeteria take.”
“You let her use that room?” I ask. 
“She requested it,” she says. “Mrs. Carter thought it would be safer if she counted the cash in a secluded place where she could lock the door behind her.”
“She was safety conscious,” I say. 
“She was stealing,” Simon says. “I made sure to have the camera installed in the ceiling as soon as I became suspicious of Gladys Carter’s thievery.”
Thievery, I think. Now there’s a word you don’t hear much anymore. Leave it to a grade school principal to use the fancy words. 
“Let me speed this up to the good part,” she insists, placing her fingers on the computer keys and tapping a command that makes the digital film go much faster. 
When she comes to the place she wants to slow things down, she taps the keys once more. That’s when sweet old Mrs. Carter takes one of the stacks of bills she’s neatly counted out and sorted on the desk and slips it into her purse. She then places the rest of the cash and the stack of coins into a canvas banker’s bag and zips it up. She manually enters an amount into an old-fashioned paper ledger, opens the top desk drawer, and slips that inside. She then grabs her purse, gets up, and leaves the office making sure to turn the light off behind her. Again, it’s impossible to make out a face. 
“Well, I’ll be dipped,” I say, running my free hand over my facial scruff. 
I drink some finally cooled coffee while Principal Simon closes the video app on the laptop and sits back in her chair. 
“Now are you convinced, Steve?” she asks. 
“Any chance you can forward those videos to my email?” I say.
“I don’t see why not,” she says. 
She asks me for my email. Digging into my pocket, I give her my New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency card which has my email and cell phone number embossed on it. Gazing at the email address without the aid of reading glasses, she types it in, adds the two video attachments, and presses send. 
“Simon says done,” she adds, once again sitting back in her chair. 
That’s when I can’t help but notice how her short skirt has risen far up on her smooth, milky thighs. Also, from where I’m standing, I can’t help but make out the rather generous cleavage she’s revealing behind her white button-down blouse and the red, lacy pushup bra under it. 
“Cat got your tongue, Steve?” she says. 
I shake my head, as if to break myself out of my spell. I casually make my way back around the desk. 
“Guess I should have a little meeting with my boss at the APD,” I say. “In lieu of these videos.”
She smiles, sits up in her chair, drinks some coffee.
“I’m not that privy to law enforcement procedures and protocol,” she says. “But that sounds like the right move to me, Steve.”
That’s when she picks up the cruller, and slowly, almost adoringly, takes it in her mouth again. She steals a generous bite and sets the bit that remains back onto the napkin. 
“Don’t you just love crullers?” she says. 
“They taste good,” I say. “But I feel strange eating them. In public, anyway.”
Grinning. “Why, Steve, you’re not homophobic are you? This is the twenty-first century, after all. We’re presently going through a period of cultural enlightenment, despite that horrible orange-haired beast of a man who occupies the White House.” 
Suddenly, I feel like a little kid blushing in front of a girl older than him and far more experienced in the ways of love and romance. 
“Hey,” I say, “I’m as open as the next guy or gal.” 
She licks the sugar from her fingers, then licks her lips with her long pink tongue. Heart be still. 
“You don’t say,” she says. “Maybe one day Simon will say, ‘Prove it.’”
My mouth goes dry. My pulse picks up. 
“That would be nice,” I say. 
Her intercom buzzes. Saved by the bell, so to speak. She presses a button on the phone console. 
“Yes, Chris,” she says. 
“Billy Anthos is on his way to your office again,” comes a tinny, but nice, voice. It’s the voice of Cute Brunette. 
“Making trouble again, is he?” 
“You have to ask?”
“Okay, make sure he grabs his schoolwork.” 
She shifts her hand from the telephone console back to her coffee cup. 
“Never fails,” she says. “Just when I think I have the office all to myself, some overwhelmed teacher sends some obnoxious brat to my office for the day. Now, I gotta listen to him snort and fart all day.”
The more I look at her, the more I think about how there are worse things in life than being sent to Principal Simon’s office. A knock on the door. 
“Come in,” the principal barks. 
The door opens, and a scrappy, tall, dark-haired boy of twelve or thirteen walks in. He’s holding two spiral bound notebooks and a textbook. He’s not saying anything, but he does have a sly smile on his face like he knows precisely what he’s doing when he gets himself into trouble. 
“Assume the position, Billy,” Simon says. 
“Thanks, Miss Simon,” the kid says, his voice doing one of those puberty, high to low pitched cracks. “I’ll try to be real quiet.”
He looks at me. My life flashes before me. I suddenly see myself as a scared to death eleven or twelve-year-old, marching in horror down to the principal’s office, then facing down Lead Foot herself. I would nearly pee my BVDs when she’d whack me with a ruler, then force me to sit in silence right in front of her desk for an entire day. 
But this kid seems genuinely happy. I glance at Principal Simon as she runs her hand through her thick red hair and can’t help peeking at how her perfectly shaped breasts fill out her tight-fitting blouse. 
“Lucky you, kid,” I say. 
He flashes a grin. “Yeah,” he whispers, “lucky me.”
 




On my way out of the school, I toss the two ladies in the general office a wave. 
“See you soon, girls,” I say with a wave. 
“Hope so,” says Cute Brunette Chris. 
“Thanks for the donuts,” says Frumpy. 
I head out the front door, feeling like I’ve still got it after all these years. But that’s when I’m reminded of Brit and our impending date. It also dawns on me that I haven’t set us up for anything yet. No coffee or dinner date, that is. As I walk around the red brick school, I feel myself torn between the two ideas. A coffee date seems like a whole lot of nothing. But on the other hand, a full-blown dinner date right off the bat might be too much. 
“Maybe we should meet for drinks and tapas,” I say to myself. 
Just the sound of it encourages me enough to retrieve her card from my jacket pocket. Slipping behind the wheel of the Mustang, I dial her cell phone. She answers after two or three rings. 
“This is Brit,” she says in her official nurse voice. 
For some reason, I feel myself freezing up. I try to speak but no words will come. I’m suddenly no older than that scrappy kid sent to Principal Simon’s office. 
“Hello,” my mom’s nurse says. “This is Brit.”
I clear the major frog from my throat. 
“Uhhh, Brit,” I say. It’s like talking through wet cement. “It’s Jobz. Steve Jobz.”
Finally, the words come. 
“Oh, Mr. Jobz . . . umm, Steve,” she says. “How nice to hear from you.”
Okay, she’s happy to hear from me. I clear my throat a second time. Just then, a loud roar behind me. A quick glance into the rearview mirror reveals a semi pulling into the lot. The name on the side panel reveals Field’s Food Service. Must be the cafeteria is stocking up for the week, or the month, or however they do it.
“Thanks,” I say. “It’s nice to hear your voice, too.”
“Where are you?” she asks after a beat. “It sounds like you're standing outside an airport.”
“That’s a big truck your hearing,” I say. “I’m actually at a grade school in North Albany, working a job for the APD.”
“The APD?” 
 “The Albany Police Department,” I say. “Sorry. Me and my acronyms.”
“Oh, duh,” she says. 
I ask her about my mother, because I don’t want her to think I’m just thinking about me and my love life. She tells me Mom is pretty much the same. Says she nibbled on a bagel and cream cheese this morning, but barely. She’ll keep on keeping a sharp eye on her, and if anything gets desperate, she’ll call me right away. The conversation pauses for a beat then. 
“Brit,” I say, after what seems like a half hour of silence, “I was hoping you might like to join me for some drinks and tapas.” 
“Tapas?” she asks quizzically. 
“You know,” I say, “all sorts of little plates of food. Sort of like appetizers.” 
She giggles. “I know what tapas is,” she states. “It’s just that your suggestion took me a little by surprise. You don’t seem like the tapas type, Mr. Jobz.”
“Please, call me Steve or just Jobz. Mr. Jobz was my father.” 
In full disclosure, my father insisted on being called Mr. Jobzcynski until he got to know you and like you. Only then would he allow you to go with the shortened Jobz. He might also mumble something about those uniformed jerks at Ellis Island who bastardized his proud Polish name. But I decide not to get into that. 
“Okay, Steve,” she says. 
“So, what type of guy do you think I am?” 
“More like the beer and wings type,” she says. “To be honest, that’s more like me, too.”
Suddenly, my little infatuation with Brit feels like it’s shifting more toward love. 
“Great,” I say. “How about meeting me after work. Say six, Lanie’s Bar, off Albany Shaker Road in North Albany.”
She pauses for a few long heart beats. 
“Sure,” she says, finally. “Lanie’s bar. Beer and wings. See you then.”
I press the end call icon. There’s a happy scream forming inside my lungs but being as this is a school parking lot I’m sitting in; I decide to hold it in for now. Back to business. First off, I attach both videos that Principal Simon emailed which I forward on to Detective Miller. I dial his personal cell phone and wait. While I’m waiting, I watch the food being transported via dolly into the cafeteria’s back door. 
“Jobz,” Miller says, when he answers. “Whaddaya got for me?”
“Check your email,” I say. 
“Hang on.”
I make out some rustling, and then the tapping of some computer keys. He picks the phone back up. 
“CCTV video,” he says. 
“Principal Simon gave these to me less than a half hour ago,” I say. “You ask me, this pretty much seals the deal for Gladys Carter. It’s more than enough evidence for DA Soros to step in and order a bust.” 
“I’ve seen these before,” Miller says. “Both of them. So has Soros.”
Confusion fills my brain. 
“I don’t get it,” I say. “I thought that’s why you handed me this assignment in the first place. To prove without a doubt that Carter, despite being a sweet old lady who wouldn’t kill a fly even if it bit her on the tip of her nose, deserved to be busted like the common thief she is.”
I picture Miller, seated in his office, his trench coat and blazer neatly hanging on the hat rack beside him. His brown fedora hanging there as well. He uses the fedora on rainy days. It makes him look like Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca, even though nobody has the balls to say it to his face. 
“You used to be a cop, Jobz,” he says. “Take a look at those two films again and let me know if something’s missing. Something crucial.”
For a long beat, I sit there more than a bit perplexed.
“You messing with me, Miller?” I say. “This sounds kinda like a test.”
“Have you ever in your life known me to mess around, Jobz?”
He’s got a point. He’s probably sitting at his desk with the top button on his shirt buttoned and his tie pulled all the way up. His face is clean and freshly shaved, his full head of white hair, perfect. As for me, I have a ketchup stain on my jacket. Which begs the question, what is it women see in me? Must be the alluring and mysterious personality. 
“No,” I say. Deadpan. Because it’s the truth. 
“Then look at the films again,” he presses. “I’ll wait.”
While I bring up the CCTV videos once more, the Field’s Food Service semi slowly backs out of the lot and takes off in the direction of the city. Suddenly, the parking lot atmosphere seems much more peaceful, more serene. The first video begins. Once more, I see Gladys Carter stealing a few bucks from the till, and shoving it in the pocket on her slacks. And once more, I see her grafting some of the day’s total take into her purse down in what she assumed was a secure, basement room. 
“Something missing,” I say to myself. “What the hell is missing?”  
That’s when it hits me like a black board eraser to the forehead. 
“A face,” I say. 
I glance at both videos one last time. Not once in each video is it possible to make a facial recognition of Gladys Carter. One can only assume it’s her based on her proximity to the cafeteria, the cafeteria cash register, and the cash itself. Also based on how the woman in the video is dressed. It’s exactly how I put it to Miller. 
“So, what this means is,” I go on, “the woman in the video could easily be someone trying to assume the identity of Mrs. Carter.”
“Now you’re cooking with gas, Jobz,” Miller says. “We can also assume it’s possible someone, for whatever reason, is trying to set the nice old lady up.”
“But for what?” I say. 
“That’s why I’m paying you the big bucks,” he says. “It’s your job to find out or eliminate the possibility.”
He hangs up.
I feel a small pit in my stomach. I realize we’re dealing with an old lady and a few middle-aged ladies, but what if the situation at Loudonville Elementary School suddenly turns dangerous once I start turning over stones? I know from experience that you should never underestimate anyone. Reaching into my glove box, I pull out my .45 caliber semi-automatic. I thumb the magazine release, and the mag drops into my palm. It’s fully loaded. Slapping the mag back home, I set the safety and shove the barrel into my pant waist. Suddenly, I feel more secure. 
Starting the engine, I pump the gas a few times, then throw the tranny into reverse. I make sure the coast behind me is clear of small children. Turns out, it’s all clear other than two women loading some boxes into a minivan. It’s Frumpy and Cute Brunette Chris. As I brake the Mustang and shift into drive, I extend them both yet another smile and wave. 
“So long ladies,” I say. 
“Bye, Mr. Jobz,” says Cute Brunette Chris. 
Just to make them think I’m super cool and super young at heart, I peel out of the lot. 
 




Switching my eyeglasses for a pair of prescription Ray Ban Aviators, I contemplate my next move which is nothing less than heading across the river to Terry Kindlon, Esquire’s office—Kindlon being the defense attorney who’s agreed to represent kind old Mrs. Carter. 
It takes me less than ten minutes to drive through North Albany and over the Green Island Bridge into the historic district of Troy. Kindlon’s office is located inside an old, stately, red brick townhouse on River Street. The windows are French, along with the doors, and the walls are covered with ivy. The place reeks of brains and Harvard educations. 
I find a spot to park along the road within view of the Hudson River and get out. If I had a pair of binoculars on me, I could see my houseboat from here. Shifting the .45 so it’s concealed against my lower spine, I head up the stone steps to the Kindlon Law offices and enter the building. The vestibule smells of musk, and the old floorboards creek. It’s very quiet inside the dimly lit office. 
Set before me is a stately wood desk. An attractive woman about my age is seated behind it with an open laptop set before her, along with a large telephone console. She’s wearing a headset that I assume is connected to the telephone, which I’m guessing also doubles as an intercom.
“Can I help you?” she asks pleasantly. 
She’s got shoulder-length dark hair, a black dress, and white pearls around her neck. Her eyes are big, brown, and alive. If I hadn’t fallen in love several times already over the course of the past twenty-four hours, I might allow myself to fall one more time. 
“My name is Steve Jobz,” I announce. “I’m from the APD. I’m here to see Terry Kindlon regarding the Gladys Carter case. Is he in?”
She scrunches her brow. “Do we have an appointment?” she asks. 
“I don’t know about you,” I say, not without a grin, “but I don’t have one.”
She smirks at my wise-ass-ness. 
“Do we . . . I mean, do you have some sort of identification?”
“One can never be too careful these days,” I say pulling out my wallet, revealing my Insurance Fraud ID, and knowing full well the quiz I’m about to encounter. 
“Before you ask the first question,” I go on, “I work for the APD under special circumstances related to my work at the New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency. My direct superior in the department is Chief Detective Nick Miller.”
“I know Nick,” she says. “We’re all very familiar with him.”
“Then, by all means, give him a quick call if you need him to vouch for me.”
She continues to gaze at the ID. 
“I don’t think that will be necessary, Mr. Jobz,” she says, that quizzical expression still painting her pretty face. 
“And before you ask the second question,” I say, “Jobz is short for Jobzcynski. I’m not nearly as rich or smart as the other Steve Jobs. But I do consider myself better looking. Don’t you think?”
Her eyes open up like the clouds after a thunderstorm. 
“You have quite the wit, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “We rarely get that kind of thing around here.”
“Being a stuck-up law office and all,” I say. 
A pall of silence drapes the entire first floor. 
“I’m sorry,” I go on. “Did I ruffle a few feathers?” 
She clears the annoyed frog from her throat. “Let me see if Mr. Kindlon is free,” she says. 
“That would be very kind of you,” I say. 
She hits a button and speaks into the headset to a woman named Marge whom I’m guessing is the defense lawyer’s personal secretary. She reveals my name and my unique position with the APD. 
“Okay,” she says. “Thank you, Marge. I’ll let him know.” 
Then, peering back up at me. “Mr. Kindlon will see you. But he needs to be in court in just a little under an hour, so it will have to be quick.”
I smile. “I like it quick,” I say. 
For a long beat, we just look into one another’s eyes without blinking. 
“Yes,” she states, “you sure are a witty one.”
“And handsome, don’t forget.” 
She rolls her eyes. “Mr. Kindlon’s office is to the right on the second floor. You can take the stairs, Mr. Jobz.”
“See you on the rebound,” I say. 
“Can’t wait,” she shoots back. 
I head for the stairs.

The staircase and its polished wood bannister is situated in the center of the townhouse. It corkscrews its way up all five floors. As I climb the partially carpeted stairs, I picture a time more than one-hundred years ago when a single wealthy family owned the entire townhouse. Maybe the place was owned by a lumber baron, or a steel mill CEO, or maybe a shirt collar executive. Troy is nicknamed the Collar City, after all. 
I come to the top of the stairs and hook a right. Sure enough, I come upon an open door and yet another attractive woman seated behind another large wood desk with yet another laptop set on top of it. This one is blonde and, as previously stated, also very pleasant looking. 
“Let me guess,” I say, “you must be Marge.”
“And you must be Steve Jobz,” she says. “Holy Christ, what a fucking name.”
Okay, Marge couldn’t be more different from Pretty Receptionist if she were a three-hundred-pound gay man. 
“I was born with it,” I say. “It’s short for Jobzcynski.”
She giggles. 
“That’s even worse,” she says. Then, hitting a button on her intercom. “Hang on, Steve Jobz.”
I’m suddenly speechless, having been leveled by a cute blonde in a white satin blouse. 
“Mr. Kindlon, get this, Steve Jobz is here to see you.”
I make out a loud belly laugh coming from the office behind the secretary’s station. I guess Kindlon’s law office, besides brimming with smarts, is one of the most fun places on the planet. Kind of like a Chuck E. Cheese for adults. 
“Well, tell Mr. Jobz to come on in,” he says.
Marge looks up at me, a shit-eating grin on her face. “You heard the man, Steve,” she says. 
“Thanks so much, Marge,” I offer, walking around her desk toward Kindlon’s office. 
“Steve fucking Jobz,” I overhear her whispering. “Now that’s rich.”
I head into an office that looks like something out of an old British black-and-white picture form the 1940s. Something Sir John Gielgud would have played the lead in. Terry’s mammoth mahogany desk is situated before two floor-to-ceiling French doors. To my right is a fireplace big enough to stand in. There’s no fire going since it’s still too warm out, even for mid-September. To my left is a long brown leather couch and an easy chair with a table set beside it. There’s a couple of liquor decanters set on the table along with a glass ashtray with a half-smoked cigar balancing inside it. The brown coffee table before the couch is stacked with newspapers and the wall above the couch contains an eclectic assortment of framed photos and diplomas. 
One photo shows him shaking hands with the younger President Bush, and another with President Obama. In another, he’s yucking it up with Hillary Clinton. She’s dressed in a baby blue pants suit. Sadly, no pictures with President Trump. But then, I guess we can’t have it all. 
The wall behind me contains bookshelves packed with hundreds of volumes, most of them having to do with the law, or so I can only assume. Maybe they’re just for show. 
Kindlon stands, holds out his hand. I take the big hand in mine and he squeezes the crap out of it before sitting back down. 
“Have a seat, Jobz,” he says, gesturing toward one of the two chairs set before his desk. “Like Sheila told you downstairs, I ain’t got much time before I gotta head out to court in Albany.” 
When I sit down, my pistol barrel nearly rides up my ass. I’m forced to pull it out and store it in the front of my pant waist.
“Forty-five cal,” Kindlon says. “That a Kimber?”
“Only the best.”
“You ever kill a man, Jobz?”
The teenager down in Poughkeepsie . . . 
“Not proud of it.”
“You gotta do what you gotta do.”
Kindlon’s a big, barrel-chested man who’s maybe ten years older than me. His dark, pinstriped suit is expensive, but it fits him sloppily. Or should I say, he wears it sloppily—the top button on his white button-down undone, the ball knot on his red and black striped rep tie hanging low and a little to the side. His once black hair is receding and gray at the temples. It’s been slicked back on his round head with gel. He’s clean shaven, but I can tell he’s one of those guys who’s got one hell of a five o’clock shadow by three-thirty. I can bet he keeps an electric razor in his desk, just like Perry Mason.
He smiles at me while placing both his hands flat on a desktop that’s stacked with case files, more newspapers, legal pads, a phone, and naturally, a laptop computer. He’s clearly a highly educated man who likes to portray himself as a sort of everyman. Bet he rowed crew at Harvard.  
“So, what’s up?” he asks. 
“Gladys Carter,” I say. “Did she really steal five-hundred grand from the Loudonville Elementary School cafeteria?” 
He pauses for a long beat, his dark eyes boring holes into my brain.     
“Go right for the jugular why don’t ya?” he says, grinning. “I like that in a man.”
“I know time is tight,” I say, glancing at my watch for effect.
“If you wanna know the truth, Mr. Jobz,” he says, “my client is being railroaded. And I suspect you and your boss, Detective Miller, suspect there’s a teensy bit probability she’s being railroaded too.” He does this thing with his index finger and thumb where he creates a narrow space, when he says, teensy bit.
“I’ve viewed the CCTV video,” I say. “And she sure looks guilty as hell to me.”
He slaps the desk hard, and it’s enough to send my heart up into my throat. 
“But ya see, that’s just it!” he barks. “Where in that video does it show Gladys Carter’s face? It’s exactly the question I’ve already posed to Miller.”
So, Miller and Kindlon have already spoken. Why does the old detective not tell me these things prior to my making an ass out of myself? 
“You’re right about that,” I say, feeling kicked down a notch. “You can’t see a face. Miller seems to think there might even be the possibility of someone posing as Gladys Carter.”
“And until we can see a face, you and your boss, aren’t going to be able to make an arrest stick, and you know it.” 
I think about it for a long second or two. I decide to play Devil’s advocate
“What about circumstantial evidence?” 
“Like what, Jobz?”
“Like, there was only one lunchroom lady, and only she had access to the till. Maybe we can’t see a face in the CCTV footage, but whoever it is, looks like her, dresses like her, and acts like her. And you know what they say, Mr. Kindlon?”
“No, what do they say?”
“If it looks, smells, feels, and tastes like a banana,” I cock an eyebrow, “it’s probably a banana.”
“Well, when you’re dealing with locking up a nice old lady for the rest of her life over something she didn’t do, probably isn’t good enough.”
“Just saying,” I say. 
He looks at me cross-eyed. 
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he says, “where’d Miller dig you up, Jobz?”
“Don’t ask,” I say.
He glances at his watch, grabs his big leather briefcase and places it on the desktop. It’s one of those briefcases that looks more like a mailbag with buckles than a case. Standing, he begins to fill it with folders. 
“I gotta leave, Jobz,” he says. “But before I go, I want you to consider a little of the math involved here. How many grade school days are there in an academic year in New York State?”
I don’t even attempt to make a guess. 
“Umm, how’s about, I don’t know.”
“One-hundred-eighty. Or roughly, half a lunar year. Now, my client has been accused of stealing plus or minus five-hundred K. Let’s go with five-hundred even just for shits and giggles, shall we?” 
He buckles up the now full briefcase.
“I’m down with that,” I say. 
“Now, what’s one-hundred-eighty times five?”
Desperately, I try to make the calculation in my head, just to make certain I don’t appear like a total dolt. 
“Nine-hundred,” he says, beating me to the punch. 
Fuck, I should have gone to Harvard. 
“Now, divide five-hundred grand by nine hundred, what do you get?” 
Me, just stupidly staring at him with an open jaw. 
“You get five-hundred-fifty-five dollars and fifty-six cents. That’s the precise amount of money Gladys would have had to steal from the till on a daily basis in order to make five-hundred-thousand.”
Finally, a bright lightbulb shining over my head.
“Yeah, but if she was taking in three or four thousand per day, it could be done.” 
He laughs like that’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. 
“Loudonville Elementary is home to around two-hundred-twenty students, K thru six. Say one-hundred-seventy-five of them buy their lunch instead of brown bagging it, and I’m being generous here. At around three-dollars-fifty cents per lunch, that’s a total daily take of about six-hundred-fifteen.”
Another lightbulb over the old noggin’.
“But what about breakfast? The school serves breakfast, I’m sure.”
He’s already shaking his head like what I’m suggesting doesn’t amount to a hill of lima beans. 
“Already researched it, Jobz, which is why I’m a rich ass lawyer and not some broke pro bono public defender dipshit wandering the halls of divorce court representing equally broke white trash jerks.”
“And?”
“And, if the school does one-hundred-fifty per morning peddling soggy scrambled eggs and dry pancakes, it’s a lot. So, what’s that make our daily grand total come to?”
“I guess about seven-hundred-sixty-five bucks on a good day.”
He extends his left arm along with the index finger attached to it. 
“Which is exactly why it would have been impossible for Gladys Carter to casually steal five-hundred K from the program. Maybe the Albany School Board accountants can forgive a five or six percent discrepancy in the books as half-assed business practices on the part of a sweet old lady and chalk it up at the end of the year as a tax-deductible loss. But no way in hell are they about to forgive a seventy-five to eighty percent discrepancy.” He smiles, while taking hold of his briefcase and sliding it off the desk. “Case closed, even before it’s opened.”
He comes around his desk. 
“Gotta go, Chief,” he says. “Help yourself to a drink before you let yourself out.”
“Thanks,” I say, as I watch the big man exit his own office. 
For almost a full minute, I sit there thinking things through. Kindlon just dissected the financials of the whole Gladys Carter extortion affair for me, like he was a master butcher slicing and dicing a newly slaughtered calf. If I were part of a jury, I would already be voting for Mrs. Carter’s innocence. Plus, he’d already been speaking with Miller. Which also tells me, the old detective has also been appraised of the math. On top of that, Miller thinks it’s possible she’s being railroaded, too. That is, I’m to believe Kindlon at his word.
“Then, why the hell does he want me to keep looking into the case?” I quietly pose to myself. 
Slowly, I rise. Turning, I can’t help but take notice of the whiskey decanters set on the table beside the smoking chair. 
“What the hell?” I say. 
I go to the table, find a clean glass, and pour myself a generous couple of fingers of whiskey. I drink it down in one swift pull. The whiskey tastes a little too good and goes to work on my fragile nervous system so quickly that I’m almost tempted to ask Marge to join me. But considering I’m meeting the lovely Brit later on tonight, I decide against it. I pour a second quick shot and down it before setting the empty glass back onto the table. 
On my way out, I smile pleasantly for Marge. 
“I’ll be seeing you in all the familiar places, Marge,” I say.
“I’ll make sure there’s extra whiskey for you, Steve Jobz,” she says, smiling back at me. 
“Far be it from me to refuse Mr. Kindlon’s offer of tasting his booze,” I say, approaching the door. 
“Oh, and Mr. Jobz,” she says.
I turn back around. 
“Is that a banana in your pocket? Or are you just happy as hell to see me?”
I look down. The barrel on my piece is making its presence known.
“That’s no banana,” I say with a wink. 
“You all come back now, ya hear?” she says.   
I head out into the corridor with a smile on my face. I descend the stairs like I’m Danny K in some silly 1950s Hollywood rom-com musical. 
“Have a nice day,” I sing to Hot Receptionist Sheila when I get to the landing. 
“You too, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “Looking forward to seeing you again.”
I wonder if she’s noticing my big long gun barrel, too. Heading outside, I can’t help but smile. 
“I’m on fire today,” I say aloud. “I’m so hot, I’m glowing.”
 




Next stop, the lady of the moment. Gladys Carter. Slipping my gun back into the glove box (it’s too much of a pain to carry it), I look her up on Google again, this time using my smartphone. I find one of the still alive Gladys Carter’s listed in the white pages. Like Miller told me earlier, she lives in the heart of Albany’s west end, Pine Hills District. Not exactly a neighborhood for the world’s rich and famous, but a place where, once upon a time, middle-class families lived and thrived after World War II—especially those who worked for the State, religiously voted Democrat, enjoyed their one week vacations per year in either Cape Cod or Lake George, retired with a solid pension and, if they were lucky, died in their sleep. 
State workers still lived in Pine Hills and they were still religiously Democrat, but their economic status nowadays was more lower-middle class. On the other hand, what used to be the standard week vacation has turned into two or even three weeks plus a week’s worth of sick days, and even men get maternity leave now. But the pensions are mostly gone, and if you don’t have a thriving 401K retirement account in the bank, you can pretty much count on dying on the job instead of in your own bed. 
I pull up to a rundown two-story bungalow on Fairlawn Avenue. The house has a front porch and there’s an empty rocker set on it. The trim could use a good coat of paint, and some of the siding looks like it needs to be replaced. I can’t see the roof but judging by the tall pines located directly beside the house and the many pine needles that must gather on it, it too will probably need to be replaced sooner than later.
I get out. For a quick second, I consider grabbing my gun. But what the hell, an old lady lives here. How dangerous can she be? If my interview gets heated, what’s the worst that can happen? She attempts to hit me with a wooden spoon? 
Climbing up onto the porch, I approach the front wood door, knock. When I don’t make out the sound of footsteps, I thumb the doorbell. It rings. That’s when I hear some commotion coming from inside the home and then footsteps. A pair of eyes masked by cat-eye reading glasses stare out the little glass panes embedded into the thick door. I smile, friendly as all hell. Like I’m a Jehovah’s Witness looking to turn her onto their version of the big guy in the sky. 
A couple deadbolts are unlocked, and the door opens. 
“Yes,” says Gladys Carter, “can I help you, young man?”
Young man . . . I already love her, even if she does turn out to be an extortionist. Pulling out my wallet, I show her my ID. 
“Mrs. Carter, I presume?” I say, while holding the ID in front of her face. “I’m Steve Jobz from the New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency. May I come in?”
Her face goes sour while she tries her hardest to make sense of my ID. My guess is she’s satisfied that the photo matches my face. 
“Yes,” she says, tentatively, “you may come in. Heavens me, have I done something wrong?”
Returning the wallet to my back pocket. 
“Thank you, Mrs. Carter,” I say, stepping into the old house. “I hope I’m not disturbing anything important.”
“Oh, not at all,” she says, trying to work up a smile. “I have a lot of time on my hands these days, now that I’ve been laid off. In fact, I was just baking some cookies. Would you like some?” 
Of course the sweet old lunchroom lady is baking cookies . . . 
The place smells like a bakery. 
“Let me guess,” I say, “chocolate chip cookies?”
She smiles warmly. “Toll House,” she confirms. 
“Well, it’s about lunch time,” I say, “and I haven’t eaten. I could go for a few cookies.”
Her eyes go wide. “You haven’t eaten,” she gasps. “Well, let me fix you a sandwich, Mr. Jobz.”
Oh my God, she couldn’t be nicer if she were Oprah on Wellbutrin.
“Mrs. Carter, you don’t have to do that, really. I just have a couple of questions for you, and I’ll be out of your hair.”
“Nonsense, young man,” she goes on. “I’m the Lunchroom Lady, and that means you must allow me to make you a nice sandwich.”
“Well,” I cave, “okay, if you insist.” 
What the hell choice do I have? Plus, I am kind of hungry. 
“Excellent,” she says, “you just sit yourself down, and I’ll be out in a jiff. What would you like? Peanut butter and jelly? Or ham and cheese on Wonder Bread?”
I shift myself over to the couch which is pressed against the exterior wall to my left. A large picture window is embedded in the wall above the couch. The drapes are open, letting the mid-day sun in.
“Ham and cheese is fine,” I say. 
She disappears into the kitchen and starts rummaging through the refrigerator. For an older woman, she’s pretty spry. She’s little, barely five-feet-two or so, and her gray/white hair is pinned up in back, just like in the videos I’d watched earlier. When she greeted me at the door, she was wearing a blue cardigan sweater over an old t-shirt, baggy blue jeans, and slippers. In other words, she presents herself humbly. Meaning, she doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who would be involved in a major league extortion racket worth upward of a half million dollars. 
Also, her house bears no indication she’s stashed away a whole bunch of bad money. The living room is small and cozy with a fireplace to my left and directly before me, an old fashioned, fat bodied television with, get this, rabbit ears. A dining room is attached to the living room and beyond that a sunroom enclosed by French doors. All sorts of pictures hang on all the walls. While she’s fixing my sandwich, I decide to get up and take a look at them. 
“I have to say,” she says, from the kitchen, “I’m kind of glad you showed up, Mr. Jobz. Things have been getting pretty lonely around here since I got laid off.”
She’s used the term “laid off” twice now. It tells me she’s worried I’ve come here to deny her UI application to her face, which is something I would never do considering I would rather live than die. Case and point. I once had to break it to an angry three-hundred-pound weightlifter to his face that he didn’t qualify for his requested one-hundred-eighty free weekly dollars. He nearly put me through a wall. Not that the sweet lunchroom lady was capable of doing the same, but you get the point. You just never know. 
I go to the wall near the front door and the staircase that accesses the home’s second floor. A few old black and white pictures are mixed in with the other, more recent, photos. One of them shows a young man and an equally young woman. He’s wearing a black tux, his hair elegantly slicked back on his head. The woman is wearing a long white dress, white stockings and pumps. She’s also got a hat on her head. Neither of them are smiling. It’s a wedding picture probably from the 1920s or even earlier. 
Another shows the same couple, slightly older and a little plumper, holding a toddler. The toddler is a cute little girl with a big bow in her long blonde hair. It’s got to be Gladys. Another photo reveals what I’m taking to be a very young and attractive Gladys graduating from high school. Then another one graduating from college. 
Finally, I come to a full-color photo. It’s Gladys seated on a colorful towel on a sandy beach, the blue ocean in the background. Sitting beside her is a tall, thin man with black hair. They are both wearing Wayfarer sunglasses. If I had to guess, I’d say the picture was snapped in the late sixties or early seventies. There’s a child digging in the sand. The little boy is maybe two or three. He’s wearing a hat to ward off the sun’s rays. Both Gladys and the man are smiling, happily. 
“Oh my gosh,” she says, startling me. “You found my wall of memories.” 
“Is that your husband, Gladys?” 
She’s holding a plate with a sandwich on it along with some potato chips. Lays potato chips, if I had to guess. 
“Yes,” she says sadly. “That was Bradly, my husband, and Matthew, our son.” 
She’s using the past tense. Not a good sign. 
“Are they—”
I let the back half of the sentence dangle, because I can’t get myself to say it. 
“They died in a car accident back in 1979. Seems like yesterday, still. I guess it always will.”
“Mind if I ask what happened?”
She slowly shakes her head. 
“My husband was driving Matty to football practice. They were late and Bradly was speeding, which he had a habit of doing.” She chokes up. “They ran a red light. They never saw the truck that slammed into them.”
“Oh, dear God,” I say. “I’m so, so sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she says smiling sadly. “It was a long time ago. They say time heals wounds, but this one has continued to fester, day after day, night after night.” 
Nice going, Jobz. Bring up the worst memory of the poor woman’s life, why don’t you, before grilling her on being an extortionist and while she serves you lunch. You dick!
“But let’s not dwell on the past,” she says. “Come, sit down and enjoy your lunch.”
She turns and begins heading across the living room floor for the dining room. That’s when I spot the picture out the corner of my eye. One of the more recent photos. It’s a group of four women all sitting around a table. Just a quick glance tells me they’re not hanging out at a restaurant, but instead, at somebody’s home. In particular, someone’s kitchen, judging from all the stainless-steel appliances. I also recognize the women in the photo. Or most of them, anyway. It’s Frumpy, Cute Brunette Chris, Principal Simon, and a woman who could be Gladys Carter, if only she were thirty years younger. Twenty years anyway.
“Come eat, Mr. Jobz,” she insists, as if she were my mother back when I was still a teenager (which my mother still believes sometimes). 
Pulling my eyes away from the photo, I spot something on the floor, under a small table pressed up against the couch. The table not only holds a lamp, but a stack of unopened mail, and some receipts. I can’t help but notice that the one on the floor is a receipt from Field’s Food Service. I recall the big semi that pulled up to the school today, apparently to make the weekly food drop. Mrs. Carter would have overseen that process until just a few days ago. 
I get this sudden tight feeling in my gut. It tells me what I’ve discovered on the wall of memories, and the receipt on the floor, can be construed as evidence. Bending over, I quickly snatch up the receipt, shove it in my jacket pocket. 
“Coming,” I say, pulling out my smartphone. “Just answering a text on my phone.”
“Oh, those infernal cell phones,” she says from the dining room. “The school children can’t live without them. I still don’t have one, you know.” 
But I don’t answer a text. Instead, I snap a quick picture of the Loudonville Elementary School ladies sitting around a kitchen table, whooping it up and drinking margaritas. Returning the phone to my interior jacket pocket, I quickly scoot my way across the living room to the dining room where Gladys has set my food up before a ladder-back chair in the center of a long harvest table. She’s seated herself across from me. A red mug of steaming tea is set before her. There’s a picture of the Queen’s crown printed on the mug, along with the words, Keep Calm and Carry On—the motto for the London Blitz back in the early 1940s when the Germans were bombing the crap out of the city’s civilians. 
Taking my seat, I select one triangular half of the ham and cheese sandwich and steal a bite. Not half bad. 
“Oh, dear,” she says, “you have nothing to drink.” 
She gets up. 
“Oh, it’s no bother,” I say. 
“Don’t be silly,” she says, heading into the kitchen. “What would you like?”
I can hear her opening the refrigerator. 
“Let’s see now,” she says, “I have skim milk, orange juice, cranberry juice, or good old-fashioned tap water.”
None of it sounds too appealing. If only she had a Budweiser. 
“Cranberry juice sounds great,” I say, even if I’m not all that thrilled with the stuff.
“Coming right up, young man,” she says. 
I listen to her pouring the juice and then returning the big bottle of the red stuff to the refrigerator. She comes back with the glass, sets it on the table beside my plate. Sitting herself back down, she takes a very careful sip of her tea and smiles for me. 
“Mrs. Carter,” I say, “you’ve been very kind to me, but I do have a few questions for you, not regarding your UI claim, necessarily, but your alleged actions as the lunchroom lady at Loudonville Elementary School.”
Her face goes slightly pale, but otherwise she seems nonplussed. Reaching out, she pats my hand. 
“Now, the questions can wait, young man, while you eat your nutritious lunch. Take it from the lunchroom lady, there is nothing I’ve enjoyed more than feeding hundreds of children on a daily basis.”
I eat more sandwich and wash it down with a big gulp of cranberry juice. 
“I imagine your job was not without its rewards,” I say. 
“Do you want to know a secret, Mr. Jobz?” she asks, while wrapping her fragile hands around the tea mug. 
“Sure,” I say. 
“What I enjoyed most about being the lunchroom lady had nothing to do with working with food. It was all about the children. Just seeing their innocent faces so full of smiles and laughter every day.” She shakes her head like she truly misses them, and maybe she truly does. “I mean, the food was never much to shake a stick at to be truthful. The school was always on a budget that only grew tighter and tighter as the years wore on.” 
I’m listening. But while I’m listening, I’m also eating the sandwich and drinking the cranberry juice. I feel like if I don’t eat and drink, she will somehow become all the more disappointed, all the more saddened. And she seems like such a nice, lonely old lady, the last thing I want to do is make her sadder. 
“And here’s another little secret, Mr. Jobz,” she goes on. “You remember when the former First Lady initiated a healthy lunch program for all the elementary and high schools across the country?” 
Me, nodding, recalling hearing something about replacing French fries with celery sticks or something like that. I take another sip of the cranberry juice. It’s nearly gone. 
“Well, let me tell you something,” she says, “the children rebelled against it. Maybe school food isn’t the greatest and could be constituted as junk, but what kid doesn’t love tater tots, grilled cheese, gooey pizza, and cheeseburgers? The school board insisted we comply with the new federal program, which meant they wanted me to get rid of all junk and replace it with salads and fruit. I did what I was told for a while, but when all those beautiful smiles on all those kid’s faces became frowns, I defied them, and went back to serving the fun junk food.”
I’m listening to her go on and on. But suddenly, I’m feeling somewhat dizzy. Or not dizzy necessarily. But almost like I’m in the process of leaving my own body. I’m sitting here in front of her, trying to finish my ham and cheese sandwich, but it’s also like I’m watching the two of us from a perch up on the ceiling, like I’m suddenly caught in a dream. She’s speaking slower, her words sounding low and distorted, like when you play a vinyl record not at thirty-three and a third, but far slower. I can’t chew anymore. I don’t have the strength.
Then, I feel myself falling. I don’t want to fall, but I can’t help it. Desperately, I try to grab onto the table, but I’m too weak. The ladder-back chair tips, and I tumble onto my side, crashing onto the wood floor. I’m not passed out. I can see, but everything is distorted. I get the feeling that in a matter of seconds, I’ll be passed out entirely. Holy mother of God, did this lovely old lady just slip me a Mickey in my cranberry juice? 
She slides out of her chair, comes around the table, takes a knee directly over me. She begins to dig around my pockets until she finds my wallet. She opens the wallet, stares once more at my laminated UI Fraud Agency ID.   
“Who the fuck are you, Mr. Jobz?” she says somewhat under her breath. “And why the fuck are you here?”
Suddenly, the sweet old cookie baking lunchroom lady swears like a truck driver. And her voice, while still distorted and slow, sounds different. It sounds younger. She rummages through my wallet, pulling out a credit card here, an old photo there, and sliding everything carefully back into place. When she’s had enough, she slides the wallet back into my pocket, then pats me down until she finds my phone. She pulls it out, tries to access the inner workings. But she can’t get inside. Not without my pin number. 
“Fuck me with a big fat floppy dildo,” she says under her breath, while sliding the phone back into the jacket pocket. 
She jumps back up, not like an old lady, but like a spry teenager. Or someone a hell of a lot younger, anyway. 
Here’s what I’m guessing: she assumes I’m entirely passed out, or else she would not be searching me or talking out loud. She goes into the kitchen for a few seconds and comes back into the dining room with a smartphone gripped in her hand. Thought she didn’t have a cell phone? Thought she didn’t believe in them? She aims the phone at me, takes my picture. Then, she punches a bunch of numbers into the phone and presses the phone to her ear. Waits. 
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re up to,” she barks after a few beats, “but sending this cop to my house was a bad mistake. You got that?” She hesitates, while the person she’s connected with barks back at her. Her eyes suddenly wide, her expression full of rage. “No, no! You fuck, fuck, fucking listen to me! It’s you who stabbed me in the back. It was my idea to begin with and we were all making bank until you bitches got greedy. And one more thing, you prissy little bitch . . . Hello? Hello? Hung up on me. Yeah, well fuck you too and the horse you rode in on you dried up old cooch.”
This is most definitely not the same sweet old lady who just whipped up a batch of Toll House cookies and made me a nice ham and cheese lunch with a side of Lays potato chips. I feel myself falling deeper and deeper into this black nothing. But for the moment, I’m somehow managing to hang on to some semblance of consciousness. It’s then she does something that really takes me by surprise. She grabs hold of her gray hair and pulls it off her skull. She’s wearing a hair net over her real hair, which looks blonde and not the least bit gray. 
“This lunchroom lady bullshit is gonna be the death of me,” she says. 
Setting the hair on the harvest table, she goes back into the kitchen, opens the refrigerator and comes back into the dining room with a can of Budweiser beer gripped in her hand. So she did have my favorite beer after all. She pops the tab and chugs half the can, wiping her foamy lips with the backs of her finger. Then she belches, deep, loud, and from the gut. Setting the can on the table beside her hair, she reaches into her baggy jeans pocket, pulls out a red Bic lighter, and what looks like half a joint. She fires up the spliff and inhales deeply, taking all the precious drug into her lungs. I might be slipping out of consciousness, but this woman is most definitely not the sweet can-do-no-wrong Mrs. Carter from the Loudonville Elementary School yearbook.  
“I’ll get those back-stabbing bitches,” she says, “if it’s the last thing I do.”
She releases a blue cloud of pot smoke that rises slowly to the ceiling. And then— 
 




When I come to, I’m strapped to a gurney. I try to move my arms, but I can’t. I’m not sure if it’s because of the straps or because I just don’t have the strength. Two EMTs are wheeling me out of Mrs. Carter’s house. But is she really Mrs. Carter? I see her standing by the door, tears in her eyes. Her gray hair is back on her head.  
“We were having the nicest lunch,” she says, in her sweet old lunch lady voice, “and his eyes suddenly rolled up into the back of his head, and he fell off his chair. He was out cold. He wasn’t breathing, so I performed mouth-to-mouth on him. It wasn’t easy for me since I can’t move very well anymore.”
“You did everything in your power to help, Mrs. Carter,” one of the EMTs says. A big, heavyset African American man. 
“Calling nine-one-one when you did was also smart,” says the second EMT. She’s young and pretty. 
Mrs. Carter steps outside while they wheel me through the open door. I stare up into Gladys Carter’s face as I pass her by. She gazes back with her deep blue eyes. Did Mrs. Carter always have blue eyes? I try to speak, but it’s impossible to make a sound other than a slow, dreadful groan. 
She places her hand on my forearm. 
“Get better, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “When you’re well enough, you can come back and have a real lunch this time. Plus, some of those Toll House cookies I promised you.”
She’s back to being the loveliest, most misunderstood old lunchroom lady on the planet. Wasn’t this the same woman who was tossing F-bombs like they were chicken fingers in a cafeteria food fight? Wasn’t this the woman who pulled her wig off, chugged down a beer in about five seconds flat, and who sucked the crap out of a big fat doobie? The woman who openly threatened someone on the phone? Someone who’d stabbed her in the back? Or was I just imaging all that? Maybe it was but a dream. 
The two EMTs act as a team to carry me down the front porch stairs and to an awaiting EMT van. They shove me inside, the attractive female jumping in behind me. The doors close, the big man gets behind the wheel, hits the sirens, and pulls away from the curb. Pretty EMT places an oxygen mask over my face and begins taking my pulse with one hand while pulling her radio transmitter with the other. 
“St. Peter’s Emergency, this is EMT Vanessa Reynolds,” she says. 
“Go ahead, Vanessa.”
“We’re bringing in a white male, approximately forty-five to fifty years of age. One-hundred-seventy pounds. He appears to have suffered a minor stroke or myocardial infarction. Tough to tell at this point. His BP is eighty-eight over sixty, but his vitals are generally good.”
“Eighty-eight over sixty,” says the tinny voice on the other end. “He should be dead with those numbers. You sure he wasn’t drugged?”
“That’ll be for tox to determine,” Vanessa says. “For now, he’s stable. We should be there in four minutes and counting.”
“We’ll be waiting.”
I’ve been freaking slipped a Mickey, I want to scream. 
If only I could talk. If only I could summon the words to tell these people the truth about Mrs. Carter and the drug she might have laced my cranberry juice with. But the oxygen tastes sweet, and it’s going to work on my nervous system, combining with whatever drug is left in my body. The road vibrations feel wonderful under me, and I find myself closing my eyes. 

When I come to again, I’m lying in a hospital bed. Henry is standing at the foot of the bed wearing a bright red shirt and matching bright red slacks. 
“Jesus,” I mumble, “can you turn that outfit down. It’s burning my eyes.”
She smirks. “I can see you feelin’ better, beyotch.” She does that stupid twisty turny thing with her head and arms when she says beyotch.      
“And Jeeze, don’t shout,” I beg. “My head hurts enough as it is.”
“You been sleeping all afternoon,” she says. “Plus, they got you on Codeine pain killers that be binding your bowels up for two weeks. How is it your head still hurts?”
A start in my heart. I sit up fast and nearly pull out my IV. A sharp jolt of pain speeds through my nervous system from the needle inserted in the big blue vein on the back of my left hand. 
“Shit,” I say, “what time is it?”
Henry looks at her watch. 
“I got seven-thirty,” she says. “Why, you got a date or somethin’?”
“Crap, crap, crap,” I chant, spanking my thigh with my free hand. “You couldn’t be more right. I had a date planned with Brit at six. She was meeting me at Lanie’s. Now, she thinks I stood her up.” Looking over both my shoulders. “Where’s my phone?”
“Must be with your clothes, Jobzy,” Henry says. “I’ll check the closet.”
She goes to the closet beside the bathroom, opens the door. Sure enough, my clothes are hung up on a hangar. She digs inside my jacket pocket, pulls out my phone. 
Gazing at it, she says, “You down to about twenty-five percent charge. And you got a bunch a missed calls.”
“Perfect,” I say. 
She hands me the phone. Brit called three times. She also left two messages. I’m too afraid to listen to the messages, so I just decide right there and then to cut to the chase. I dial her number and wait. It must ring four times before she finally picks up. 
“Mr. Jobz,” she says, “where are you?”
Back to Mr. Jobz . . . that’s not a good sign. 
“Brit,” I say, “I am so, so sorry. I’m in the hospital. I had some sort of spell or something.” My eyes on Henry. She’s staring back at me, stone-faced. “I hope you didn’t think I stood you up.”
A long pause. The kind of pause that can’t be filled fast enough. 
“Well, I was getting a little nervous when I was sitting alone at the bar for more than thirty minutes,” she says, “so I left. But forget all that. How are you feeling? Where are you? What happened?”
I give her the quick version about what happened. My eating a sandwich and drinking some cranberry juice at a house that belongs to an elderly woman whom I was interviewing for my work. Suddenly, I got dizzy, and I passed out. 
“I’m still not sure if my spell had anything to do with natural causes or if I was drugged.”
“You really think an old lady could drug you like that?” Brit asks. 
I picture her sitting on her couch inside her apartment. I imagine she’s got a glass of white wine in her hand and her bare feet tucked under her thighs, her thick, clean, lush dark hair draping her beautiful olive-skinned face, her green eyes. At the same time, I recall how the old lady pulled her hair off, drank a beer, and smoked some dope. How she went through my pockets and my wallet. But I decide not to get into all that. 
“Anything’s possible when you’re dealing with an alleged criminal,” I say. 
“You’ve got to take better care of yourself, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “You’re not getting any younger.”
Oh, now that hurt. 
“Please, call me Steve or just Jobz, Brit,” I say. “After all, we nearly had a date tonight.”
Henry rolls her eyes at the drama of it all. I’ve been waiting for it. She also crosses her arms over her considerable bosom like she’s getting impatient with my swooning over a young lady I barely know. Just then, a short man wearing a white lab coat walks in. I’m guessing he’s my doctor. 
“Brit,” I say, “the doctor just walked in. I’ve got to go.”
“Okay, Jobz,” she says. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out tonight and I hope you feel better.”
“We’ll make it for another time?” I ask, hoping . . . praying she says yes. 
“Sure,” she says. “Get better.”
She hangs up before I get the chance to tell her not to mention any of this to my mother. 
My eyes shift to the doctor. Like I said, he’s short, shorter than me even, but slightly built. He’s also Indian, as in Asian Indian. 
“How are we feeling, Mr. Jobz?” he asks in his heavily Indian-accented English. 
“Everything seems to be working again,” I say. 
“My name is Dr. Singh,” he says, holding out his hand. “Iqbal Lamba Singh.”  
I take the hand in mine and squeeze it. For a small dude, he’s got a decent grip. He takes his hand back and shifts his focus to Henry. 
“And I suppose this lovely woman is your wife?”
Henry’s face lights up. 
She lets loose with, “Ha! Now, that would be the day!” 
“This is Henrietta,” I explain. “My friend and boss.”
“Oh, well, I am very pleased to meet you, Henrietta,” he says, offering her his hand. “Such a pretty name.”
“Please, call me, Henry, Doctor Singh,” she says. “Have you been a doctor long?”
I’ll be damned if she isn’t flirting with the little guy. She’s easily got one-hundred pounds and fourteen vertical inches on him.    
“Oh, yes,” he says, “I have been a doctor in residence at St. Peters for ten years now. It is most rewarding work.”
“The money must be excellent, too,” Henry says. 
I can tell by the way she’s shifting her eyes she’s searching Singh’s hands to see if he’s got a wedding ring on. By the looks of it, he doesn’t. 
“So, what happened to me, Doc?” I beg, saving him from Henry’s interrogation. 
He turns back to me. “I have good news and bad news,” he says. 
“Give me the good first,” I say. 
“You most definitely did not suffer a heart attack or stroke,” he says. “That is very good karma for you.” 
“And the bad?” Henry says anxiously, like she’s watching a reality TV show. 
“The toxicology report came up positive for a drug called Methyl Iodide. That is the bad karma.”
For a quick beat or two, the room falls silent. 
“Never heard of it before,” I say. 
“It is fairly rare,” he says. “But it is available on the black market.”
“What’s it for?” Henry pushes. 
“It’s a drug that can mimic the effects of a stroke,” the doctor explains. “And since mimicked stroke situations are difficult to diagnose in an emergency room situation, we might not have looked for it had Mr. Jobz not told us he was . . . how do you say it in America?”
“Slipped a Mickey, Doc,” I say. 
He smiles broadly. “Exactly, Slipped the Mickey. Such colorful language in America.” 
“I don’t recall telling you anything,” I say. “I just remember being in the ambulance and then waking up in this room.”
“Oh, you talked a lot,” the Doctor says. “Something about an old lady who took off her hair and became a young lady.”
“The woman I’m investigating,” I say. “I work for the police.”
“He also work for me,” Henry interjects. 
“You certainly have a lot of jobs, Mr. Jobz,” the smiling Doc says. “Perhaps that is why they call you Mr. Jobz.”
“I never looked at it that way,” I say. “But yeah, it fits.”
“Your body should be free of the effects of the drug by now,” he informs. “I’ve already instructed the hospital staff to draw up your discharge papers.”
“What about his head?” Henry says. “No brain damage, I hope.”
“Nothing of the sort,” he says. “The drug, once it’s passed through his system, will have no lasting side effects.” Turning for the door. “It was nice meeting you Henry and Mr. Jobz.”
“You too, Doc,” I say. 
“Hope to see you again, Doctor,” Henry says. 
The doc might have answered her, if he hadn’t been practically run over by a tall man in a trench coat. 
Miller. 
 




The old detective tosses a stack of papers in my lap. He also tosses me a pen. 
“Sign those,” he says. “We’re getting out of here.”
“I’ve got a needle stuck in my hand,” I say. “I can’t just pick up and go.”
“The nurse is on her way in to take care of all that,” he says. “We got problems.”
“What kind of problems, Detective Miller,” Henry asks in my place. 
He turns to her, then refocuses on me.
“The principal of Loudonville Elementary School was stabbed to death less than an hour ago,” he says. 

The nurse arrives a few minutes later, as promised. She removes my IV and gathers my signed paperwork. I get myself dressed in the bathroom, and together, Miller, Henry, and me make our way down to the medical center’s first floor. 
“What about my car?” I say, as we step outside and into the cool night. “I left it at Gladys Carter’s.”
“One of my guys collected it and parked it out front of your houseboat,” Miller says. “You can ride with me.” Then, to Henry. “This is where we leave you, Henry. We got business to take care of.”
“Glad you feeling better, Jobzy,” she says, wrapping her long arms around me, giving me a squeeze. It’s a rare display of open affection. 
“Thanks, Henry,” I say. “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me that easily, I hope.”
“You and that little white ass of yours did manage to throw a little scare in me,” she says. 
“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” I assure her. 
For a beat or two, Miller and I watch her cross the hospital access road and enter the short-term parking lot. The glow from the many pole-mounted streetlamps seem to make her red outfit light up as if it were battery charged.
“There goes one special woman,” I say. 
“Let’s go see to a dead woman,” Miller says. 
The old detective gets behind the wheel of his unmarked cruiser, and I hop in the shotgun seat. He pulls up to the shack, hands the kid who’s manning it his ticket. 
“You’re good to go, Detective,” the kid says grinning. 
“You got pull around here, Miller,” I say. 
“I got pull everywhere I go in this city.”
While he drives, he tells me that Anita Simon was found by the nighttime cleaning crew. She’d been stabbed multiple times right inside her office. 
“Any word on the suspected perp?” I ask. “Anyone get a look? Anything on CCTV?”
“I know as much as you know at the present time.” 
We’re quiet for a long minute. 
Until Miller says, “Now, what the hell happened to you this afternoon, Jobz? Other than bits and pieces, I’m pretty much in the dark about your situation, too.” 
I begin to tell everything I recall about what happened at Gladys Carters house, and how I ended up on her dining room floor, tits up. I start from the beginning. From the moment the sweet little old lunchroom lady opened the door to her rundown bungalow, to her insisting on making me lunch, to my studying the pictures on her wall only to discover her husband and son died long ago in a car accident, to my drinking cranberry juice—which was apparently laced with Methyl Iodide. 
“Wonder where she got that shit,” Miller says. 
I also tell him she took off a wig, drank a beer faster than a sailor that just stepped off the boat, and smoked a doobie. 
“She went through my wallet and pockets, too,” I say. 
“She take anything?”
“Don’t think so,” I say. “And the mouth on that woman? I might have been out for the count, but she managed to embarrass even me. F-bomb city.”
“So, basically what you’re telling me,” he says, making a right turn onto Osborne Road in the quaint hamlet of Loudonville, “is that Mrs. Carter might not be Mrs. Carter at all.”
“Unless I was seeing things or hallucinating, Miller,” I say, “the old lady ain’t all that old.” 
That’s when it dawns on me. The picture of the picture I snapped inside Carter’s bungalow. Digging into my pocket for my cell phone. Down to ten percent charge. I’ve got to find a charger pretty quick. Opening the pictures I find the picture I’m looking for. The one with Principal Simon, Cute Brunette Chris, Frumpy, and an unidentified young woman sitting around a table in a strange kitchen pounding margaritas. 
“At first, I had no clue who the young blonde was in the picture,” I say, holding the digital screen up over the dash so Miller can view it while driving. “Now, I’m pretty sure that was the lady who drugged me tonight.”
“And that cute little red-headed principal is lying dead on her office floor,” he says. “Text me that photo and anything else you got.”
I proceed to do just that. As we approach the school, and the numerous bright flashers from the APD cop cruisers on the scene, I attach the photo to a text and send it to Miller’s phone. In the meantime, he pulls the radio transmitter from the dash, tells the dispatcher to have someone do a search on how many Gladys Carters live in the Albany area. 
“That’s Gladys with a Y. Over,” he says.
“Copy that, Detective. Over.” 
He hangs up the transmitter. 
 Something else dawns on me as we enter the parking lot and pull up beside the EMT van. I dig around in my jacket pocket, pull out the Field’s Food Service receipt. 
“I wonder if this means anything,” I say, holding it up for Miller. 
He takes it in his hand. 
“Just a receipt for food,” he says. “So what?”
“Yesterday morning,” I say, “I saw a Field’s truck pull into the school’s back lot while I was making some calls. It caught my attention because it reminded me of the cafeteria, and naturally, the cafeteria reminded me of Mrs. Carter.” 
He reads the receipt. 
“Forty-seven thousand bucks worth of chicken fingers, beef patties, tatter tots, and more junk.” He clears his throat. “That sound like a lot to you, Jobz?”
I shake my head. “Sort of,” I say. “But how should I know? I’m not entirely experienced in these matters.”
“Yeah, well, neither am I,” he says, pocketing the receipt. “I’ll place this in evidence when I get back to the precinct.”
He opens the door, goes to get out. But something else comes to mind then. I reach out for him. 
“Hey, one more thing, Miller,” I say. 
He glances at his watch. “What is it?” 
“After the food truck took off yesterday, I saw something strange,” I say. “Well, it didn’t seem strange at the time.”
“Spill it, Jobz,” he says. “We’ve got a crime scene to observe.”
“The ladies who work in the school’s general office . . . they were packing a van with boxes. Field’s Food boxes.”
“Really,” he says. “Maybe they were just reusing the boxes to store something else, like books or records or something like that.”
I bite down on my bottom lip. 
“It’s possible,” I say. “Or, just maybe, they were stealing the food.”
“Now, why would they do that?” 
“You ever see Goodfellas, Miller?”
He shakes his head. “If I did it was a long time ago, and I don’t remember it much.”
“Well, in the movie, the mob takes over a restaurant and they use it as a front to sell all sorts of booze, food, and drugs on the black market for, get this, cash on the barrelhead.”
I feel myself smiling, because my gut is telling me I just might be onto something. 
“And you think that’s what could be going on here, at this charming little school?”
Me, nodding. “Maybe several schools,” I say. “Stranger things.” 
“Stranger things,” he repeats. “Let’s go look at Principal Simon.” 

She’s lying on her stomach, her body so bled out her skin is chalk white. Her arms are spread, her hands clenched into fists. A blood pool surrounds her torso. Her red hair is soaking in it, and her short skirt has bunched up around her bottom, exposing black bikini underwear. Her feet are unnaturally angled inward, as though both her ankles somehow broke after she was stabbed. A man wearing a blue windbreaker bearing the name Albany CSI along with a pair of latex gloves on his hands and booties over his shoes is photographing the body. 
“Don’t come too close,” he says to me and Miller. 
“Not my first rodeo, Lieutenant,” Miller says, annoyed.
I decide not to open my trap. 
“Weapon?” Miller asks. 
“A knife,” CSI Man says, “far as we can tell. A big knife, probably. Like a carving knife. But whoever did this was smart enough to take it with him.”
“Or her,” I interject. 
“What?” he says, while snapping away with his digital camera. “Who the hell are you?” 
“I’m just saying it could easily have been a woman who did this to the principal,” I add. “And I’m a very important person according Detective Miller.” 
“Yeah, I guess,” he says, not without a sarcastic laugh and a roll of his eyes. 
Miller turns to me. “I’ve seen enough.” 
He exits the office and heads into the school’s vestibule.  
“You’ve interviewed Simon,” he goes on. “Besides those videos, she give you anything else of value? She mention anyone that might want to harm her, besides the sweet old lunch lady, of course?”
“Not that I recall. Her focus was on the lunch lady and those videos.”
“And what about Carter’s lawyer? Terry Kindlon.”
“He claims she’s being railroaded. He says the CCTV vids don’t prove anything because you can’t see a face and that you and him already discussed it.”
“We did,” he says. “I just thought maybe you might get more out of him.”
“He did let me drink some of his booze.”
“He always does that,” he says. “Help yourself to a drink on the way out. His way of getting you to like him.”
“I do like him,” I say, “and his staff.”
Miller can’t help but smile. “He does hire some exceptional talent,” he says. Then, glancing at his watch once more. “You and me are gonna take a field trip first thing tomorrow morning.” 
“Where to?” I say. 
“Back to Gladys Carter’s house.” 
“Will the real Gladys Carter please stand up?” I say.
“Exactly,” he says. 
We leave the school and a murdered young woman who will never stand again. 
 




Miller gives me a lift back to my houseboat. Just like he said, my Mustang has been returned to me safe and sound. Before boarding the boat, I unlock the glove box and retrieve my gun, stuffing the barrel into my pant waist. Heading down the short flight of steps, I step onto the dock and then board the boat. Unlocking the sliding door, I head into the kitchen, place my gun and my cell phone on the counter. I attempt to search the phone for calls, but it’s run out of juice. 
Plugging the phone into the charger, which is plugged into the socket beside the sink, the phone lights up. Holy crap, I’ve got six unanswered messages, and they’re all from Brit. Is she really that mad at me? My stomach tightens and my mouth goes dry. The last thing I want is for Brit to be angry with me even before we’ve begun our relationship. That is, if a full-blown relationship is in the cards for us. 
Grabbing a beer from the fridge, I pop the top and steal a deep drink. Then, taking hold of the cell phone, I press the icon that bears her number in recent calls, wait for her to answer. Unlike earlier, she answers right away. 
“Steve,” she says, alarm in her tone, “are you still in the hospital?”
“No,” I say, “I was discharged about an hour ago. You sound stressed. Is everything okay?”   
“It’s your mother,” she says. “Something’s happened.”
The tightness in my stomach turns to all out dread. 
“Is she alive?” I ask. 
“Yes,” she says, “but barely. Can you come?” 
“Come where?”
“Albany Medical Center,” she says. “Second floor, ICU.”
My head spinning, heart pounding. I just left the place. 
“I’ll be right there,” I say. 
I hang up and pull the charger out of wall, shove it in my pocket. Drinking down the rest of the beer, I dig into my jacket pocket for my keys. All the keys are there, except for the car key. Whoever drove it home must have taken the key from my ring. 
“Let’s hope it’s under the seat or on the visor,” I whisper aloud. 
I glance at my gun. 
“What the hell,” I say, grabbing it from the counter and carrying it with me back out onto the dock. 
Taking the steps two at a time, I get in the Mustang, feel around for the key under the seat. It’s there. I slip it back onto the ring and start her up. The seat has been adjusted for a taller man, so I reposition it closer to the wheel. Shifting the transmission into reverse, I punch the gas. Then, throwing it into drive, I burn serious rubber and speed along the empty lot toward Broadway. With any luck, I’ll be at the medical center in five minutes. 

Parking in the lot near the main entrance, I don’t walk to the entry doors . . . I run. 
The information counter is directly to my right as I enter the vestibule. 
“Which elevator accesses ICU?” I demand from the lady behind the glass. 
“Elevator C. Go to the end of the hall and take a right. It will be up a few feet on your left.”
“Thank you,” I call out as I’m already walking away. 
I jog out of the vestibule and into the corridor. Take a right at the end of it. I spot the elevators, go to them as fast as I can without knocking somebody over. Take the elevator up to the second floor, get out at the ICU unit. I’m greeted by a big round desk and several nurses and orderlies occupying it. They all look very intense and into their work. I step up to the desk. 
“Can I help you?” a thin African American man asks. 
“I’m here to see, Mrs. Jobz,” I say, swallowing something dry and bitter. “I’m her son.”
“That’s okay,” comes a voice from behind, “he’s with me.”
Turning quick. It’s Brit. Despite the circumstances, she looks beautiful in her tight Levi jeans, cowboy boots, and V-neck t-shirt, a bunch of silver bracelets dangling on her right wrist. Her brunette hair bobs against her shoulders. 
“Okay, Brit,” the man says, not without a smile, as if he too is mesmerized by her presence. “He’s all yours.”
Don’t I wish . . . 
She approaches me and does something strange but wonderful. She gives me a hug. There’s nothing sexual or even suggestive in the hug. It’s a hug filled with empathy and maybe even a little happiness, never mind the occasion. Can it be that she’s actually happy to see me? Taking hold of my hand, she leads me into an area where maybe a dozen beds are closed off by green curtains. Each bed is equipped with all sorts of electronic monitoring and life sustaining equipment. Aside from the muted voices from the few loved ones and medical center employees scattered about the place, a heavy, almost dreadful silence fills the atmosphere. As much as I hate to admit it, it is a silence that accompanies near death. The kind of silence that can only be wrought by The Reaper. 
We come to one such bed and stop. It’s Mom. She’s hooked up to a respirator which means a clear tube has been shoved down her throat. A mélange of colored wires are attached to her arms, neck, and torso. An IV is inserted into the vein on the back of her left hand, just like mine was earlier in the evening. Like mother, like son. But then, not really. 
Seeing her like this is like a swift kick to the gut. Tears fill my eyes. But then, I know now’s not the time to break down. Now’s the time to be the strong one. I’m the only family she’s got left. 
“Go to her,” Brit says, giving me a little shove. 
“Can she hear me?” I ask. “Is she in a coma?”
“Try to speak to her,” she says. “She will be glad to know you’re here, Steve.”
Reluctantly, I go around the bed and look down on my mother. There’s not a lot left to her. She can’t weigh more than ninety pounds, if that. I gently place my hand on her free hand, careful not to disrupt the clothespin like device that’s been placed on her thumb. 
“Hi, Mom,” I say. 
She doesn’t respond. Instead, her chest heaves from the manufactured breathing apparatus. Her eyes are closed, so she can’t possibly see me. 
“It’s your son, Steve,” I go on, feeling foolish, like I’m talking out loud to myself.
I attempt to squeeze her hand. But it’s so small and fragile, like a bird’s wing, that I’m afraid if I put any strength into it whatsoever, I’ll break it. But get this: part of me wants to hurt her, even if it’s the slightest pinch, so that she’ll wake the hell up. 
“Can you hear me, Mom?” I say again. 
But it’s like talking to a mannequin. Releasing her hand, I lean in, give her a peck on the cheek. Her skin isn’t warm. It’s cold, clammy, almost like she’s already gone. Coming back around the bed, I stand beside Brit, and refocus my eyes on my mother. I exhale a deep, sad breath. I realize this is the cycle of life, but boy does it suck. 
“How in God’s name did this happen?” I say. 
“She just won’t eat,” Brit says, crossing her arms over her chest. 
“She misses my dad,” I say. “Their life together.”
“She’s retreated entirely into herself, Steve,” she says. “You must prepare yourself for what might come over the course of the next few days. Maybe start thinking about preparations.”
I look into Brit’s green eyes. 
“You telling me my mother’s dying, Brit?” I ask. 
She sighs, sullenly. Answer enough. 

I stand there for what seems like hours. At one point, I’m offered a chair, but I’m not a sitter, no matter how tired I get. Brit never leaves my side. She’s a saint and found her true calling in the nursing field. She is the very definition of a giver. After a while, she takes hold of my hand once more. 
“Listen,” she says, “I know you’re working in the morning and you’ve been through your own trying ordeal today. There’s nothing you can do here. Go home and get some sleep.”
“What about you, Brit?” I say. “Eventually, you need to sleep, too.”
“I’m personally and professionally responsible for your mom,” she says. 
“So am I,” I’m quick to respond. “Personally, anyway.”
“But it’s different for me,” she says. “I’m a nurse. Besides—”
She lets the thought dangle. 
“Besides what?” I press. 
She grins slyly. 
“I’m younger than you.”
Her comment makes me laugh, despite the vision of my mother fighting for her life. 
“Just so you know,” she says, “when things calm down, I still intend to go out with you.”
“You must have a thing for older men,” I say. 
“It’s not a daddy complex, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she says. “But I do prefer maturity to college dorm immaturity, if you know what I mean.”
Steve Jobz, mature man. Has a nice ring to it. 
“Oh, I do know what you mean, Brit.”
Leaning into me, she doesn’t just give me a little kiss on the cheek, she kisses me on the mouth. I nearly fall over from dizziness. I’ve now been drugged twice today. Once by a psycho pretending to be a sweet old lady, and another time by love. Love for a beautiful woman who is helping my mother as if she were her own. 
“I’ll be seeing you, kid,” I say in my best Bogart. 
“I’ll call if anything changes tonight. If not, I’ll call you with an update in the morning.”    
Turning to leave, it dawns on me that Brit might be too young to know who Bogart was. 
 
 
 
 




Driving back to my houseboat at one in the morning and parking the car just a few feet away from the dock, I feel the exhaustion wash over me like a wave. I’m reaching for the glove box when I feel a forearm wrap around my head and face and a knife press hard against my Adam’s apple. 
“Scream like a girl,” says the voice, “and I will slice you open like a fattened pig.”
I can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman. The voice is almost like a machine. A manufactured voice. 
It presses the knife harder until I feel like the skin is breaking. 
“What do you want?” I utter. “Money? Because I don’t have any.”
I should have known this would happen one day. Living in such an isolated place in the middle of nowhere. Sure, it’s still the city, but the port is an empty, abandoned space filled with old metal sided warehouses and empty docks. Someone wanted to kill me here and dump my body in the river, they could easily get away with it. My gun comes to mind. It’s only a couple of feet away from me inside the glove box where I’d stored it before heading into the hospital. Might as well be a mile away. 
“I don’t want money,” It says. 
“Then what the fuck do you want? You wanna kill me? Just get it over with.” 
Now I’m getting pissed off. My heart is about to burst out of my chest and my mouth couldn’t be drier if I swallowed a fistful of sand. She—or he—presses harder. 
“That would be too easy,” the voice says. “When the time comes to kill you, it won’t be fast, and it won’t be easy. Trust me. I’m an expert with this knife.”
My mind shifts to the image of Principal Simon lying in a pool of her own dark blood. Is this the same person who killed her? Is this the same knife used in the murder? 
“If you’re not going to kill me,” I say, “what are you going to do to me?” 
“It’s not a question of what I’m going to do,” It says. “It’s more a matter of what you’re going to do.”
“And what am I going to do?”
“You’re going to end your involvement in the cafeteria extortion case,” It says. “Do you understand me?”
I hesitate for a beat. It presses the knife even harder. I feel the trickle of warm blood running down my neck. 
“Who are you?”
“Doesn’t matter,” It says. “You don’t know me. Nor will you ever know me.” 
“Did you kill Principal Simon?” 
The knife is suddenly removed from my neck. I don’t even think about what to do next. The move is instinctual. I go for the glove box and the gun it houses. I’m opening the box, when a freight train slams into the side of my head.

When I wake up, I’m lying on the passenger seat of the Mustang. Dried blood stains my neck. My head hurts. Resting on the seat beside me is a brick. It’s still dark out, but the light from a spotlight mounted to a wood poll on a nearby dock makes enough shadow light for me to see without needing a flashlight. Sitting up, I check my watch. 
“Five in the fucking morning,” I whisper. 
I’ve been out for hours. Suddenly, as the dizziness and grogginess leave me, I open the glove box and take hold of my semi-automatic. I gaze behind me. Nothing but empty, open parking lot. Whoever hit me and cut my neck, is long gone by now. Was it the person who murdered Principal Simon? Almost definitely. But just who It is, remains a mystery. 
Should I call in Miller? Also almost definitely. But being that he’ll be here in only a couple of hours, and I desperately need to fill those two hours with some sleep, I decide to drag myself out of my car, head down to my boat, climb the stairs up to the empty space that houses my Futon. The gun securely gripped in my right hand; I collapse onto it. I’m out before my throbbing head hits the pillow. 
 




 “Jobz,” the voice says. “Jobz, you awake?”
This voice I recognize. It’s a man. A man I know well. Miller. I lift my head off the pillow. It still hurts, but not as bad as it did a few hours ago. 
“What time is it, Miller?” I ask, my voice groggy, dry. 
“Eight,” he says. 
Rolling over onto my elbow. 
“Holy Christ,” he says, “you get hit by a truck?”
“Close,” I say, “but no cigar.”
“Your neck’s been cut.”
“Oh, that,” I say. “Tis but a scratch.”
Sitting up straight, my pistol still in hand, I give him the lowdown on the anonymous, mechanical-voiced monster who threatened me, cut me, hit me with a brick, then disappeared into the night. He approaches me, bends at the knees, gets a close-up look at my neck. 
“Barely broke the skin,” he says. “You don’t need any stitches.” 
Gently, I touch the side of my head with the tips of my fingers. The welt left behind is tender and sore. 
“Maybe I should have my head examined,” I say. 
Miller straightens himself out. 
“You should have had your head examined a long time ago, Jobz,” he says. “But tell you what. Let’s get you cleaned up, and I’ll buy the coffee.”
“Liar,” I say, standing, awkwardly and slightly out of balance. “The department picks up the coffee tab.”
“Okay,” he says, “but who cares about technicalities.”
“I want an egg sandwich, too,” I say. “I missed dinner. I need my strength.”
“Anything else?” the old detective asks. 
I look into his steely gray eyes. 
“If I think of something,” I add, “I’ll let you know.” 
He turns, starts for the ladder. But then he stops. 
“By the way,” he says. “That check I did on how many Gladys Carters reside in Albany?” 
“And?”
“Three hits came up. Only one of them living in Albany . . . in Pine Hills.”
“That’s our Gladys Carter,” I say. “I did the same White Pages check a couple days ago.”
“Only one problem with the White Pages results,” he says. 
“What do you mean?”
“The White Pages have it all wrong,” he says. “Gladys Carter died six years ago.”

Five minutes later, we’re riding in Miller’s cruiser. He’s behind the wheel. It’s warm today, so he’s sans trench coat. We don’t say much of anything while he pulls up to the Madison Avenue McDonalds window, orders two large coffees and sausage Egg McMuffin sandwiches. 
“Did you know you can get breakfast twenty-four-seven at McDonalds nowadays, Miller?” I say as the uniformed counter girl hands him a tray with the coffees on it. 
He hands me the tray. 
“Yes,” he replies. “I have enjoyed an Egg McMuffin or two for dinner recently.”
“How novel,” I say. 
He hands me the bag of sandwiches. He pays the girl, lets her keep the change, and then pulls ahead. We eat while he drives. 
“On a heavier note,” I say, “anything on the principal’s murder? Any suspects?”
“We don’t have shit,” he admits between bites of egg sandwich. “Whoever did it, male or female, knew precisely what they were doing.”
“Premeditated, as opposed to a crime of passion,” I pose. 
“To the Nth degree,” he says. “Suspect knew enough to cover his or her tracks. No blood smears or footprints, no trace evidence, not so much as a hair follicle left behind on the scene.”
“CCTV,” I say. “The school’s security cameras had to be rolling.”
I finish my sandwich and wish I had another. Oh well. I open the lid on the large coffee, and blow on it, as if that will help cool it down. 
“That’s just it,” Miller says. “The CCTV wasn’t running. They either shut it down at night, which I find hard to believe since intruders love to break into schools, or whoever killed her knew how to stop it. Or, the coverage is spotty, with only certain portions of the school able to be filmed. I think the latter is more the case.”
“I agree,” I say. 
He glances at me and munches down on the last of his sandwich. “That’s what I’m thinking, anyway.”
Miller skillfully removes the plastic sippy tab on his coffee as it sits in the center console cup holder. While holding the wheel with his left hand, he takes a careful sip of the hot beverage, then sets it gently back down. The man is so precise and deliberate in his actions if he were ever to spill even a single drop, I’d say he was failing in his old age. 
“All I witnessed when I went there were women,” I say. “Nice, middle-aged ladies.”
“There are some male teachers,” he says, “and a couple of maintenance guys. I got a team of blue uniforms doing interviews today. Let’s see what they come up with.”
He drives us through the very green and very lush Washington Park. Lots of people, even native Albanians, don’t know that the big, somewhat hilly, park was designed by the same landscape architect that designed Manhattan’s Central Park. It’s Albany’s diamond in the rough. 
When Miller comes to Madison Avenue, he turns right and motors due west toward Pine Hills. I grew up in Pine Hills, so I feel like I’m going home again. My mother tried for years and years to get my father to move to Loudonville in North Albany where all the rich people resided. But he always refused, no matter how much money he managed to pull in from both his pork stores, Jobzcynski’s Polish Pork. “We were born and bred Pine Hillians and born and bred till we’re dead we shall remain,” he loved to say, much to my mother’s irritation. Am I saying that my dear old mom thought she was better than the people who lived in Pine Hills? Well, maybe a little. But my mother was always trying to improve her lot in life, and if that meant pulling up stakes and moving to the burbs, then so be it. But you just couldn’t convince Dad. He might have dressed smartly and drove a big black Cadillac, but he considered himself one with the people. 
Miller turns onto Fairlawn Avenue, passes a row of similar looking 1920’s era Sears “home kit” bungalows until he pulls up to number 22—Gladys Carter’s rundown home. 
“This the place?” he asks. 
“The eagle has landed,” I say. Then, “what about our coffees? I just started in on mine, and it’s too hot to chug.”
He takes hold of his coffee. “We got a minute or two to take a few more sips.” 
I drink some more coffee. My mother comes to mind. My mother, lying in a hospital bed, Brit keeping a close watch on her. 
“My mother,” I say. 
“What about her?” Miller asks. “She okay?”
I explain about the coma, ICU, and about how a nurse named Brit is watching over her. I also mention how Brit and I have agreed to date, despite the slight age difference. 
“Jesus, Jobz,” he says, “I’m really sorry, buddy. You’ve had a rough couple of days but sounds like your poor mom has had it worse.”
“She might not live,” I say, feeling my throat tighten up on me.
“You don’t know that.”
“Brit told me to expect the worse,” I say, “in not so many words.” 
He nods. “Anything you need,” he adds. “You let me know.”
“Thanks, Miller,” I say. Then, “Visits.”
“What?”
“I should have visited her more. I’ve been trying to see her on Monday’s for Meatloaf Monday Night. But I gotta admit, I was partly going because Brit was there.”
“Don’t do that shit to yourself, Jobz,” he says. “It’s not your fault Brit works there or that she’s cute and kind.”
“Yeah, I suppose,” I say. “Maybe I just wish I was a better son. Never got the chance to be a better father.”
“Your life ain’t over yet,” he says. “You might still get the chance.” Looking at his watch. “We’d better get in there and see what Mrs. Carter has to reveal.”
“I’m not done with my coffee yet.” 
“Suck it up, buttercup,” he says, setting his coffee in the console cup holder. 
He shuts the cruiser off, pulls the keys from the starter. Opening the door, he gets out. I place my coffee in the free cup holder behind his, open the door and get out as well. 
“You take the lead,” he says, “since you’ve already been here.”
“Last time I was here,” I say, “they wheeled me out on a gurney. I thought I was gonna die.”
“I’ll make sure not to drink the cranberry juice,” Miller says. 
“Don’t eat or drink anything,” I say. “You don’t know who we’re dealing with here.”
We take the steps up onto the porch. I thumb the doorbell. Footsteps along the interior floorboards. Then, a pair of eyes in the glass pane. A pair of eyes that belong to a woman who claims she’s Gladys Carter. She unlocks the deadbolt, opens the heavy wood door. 
“Why, Mr. Jobz,” she says, a stunned, wide-eyed look on her face, “what a surprise. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again. I’m so glad you’re feeling better.”
“Mrs. Carter,” I say, “this is Chief Homicide Detective, Nick Miller. He’s my superior in the department. He has a quick question or two for you, if you don’t mind.”
“Mind if we come in, Ma’am?” Miller says, pulling out his badge and revealing the shiny gold star. 
For a beat, Mrs. Carter just stares at us. Like she wasn’t expecting us, even for a second, which is kind of the point of our visit. Nothing like the element of surprise. But then, a little voice inside my head tells me if she really is the imposter that Miller and I are believing her to be, she did indeed expect the police to show up today. Especially in light of Principal Simon’s brutal murder. 
“Please, come in,” she says, after a time. “You’ll have to excuse the mess. I’ve just gotten some tragic news. My friend was murdered last night, but I’m guessing you know that, Detective. I just cannot believe it. Anita Simon was such a lovely young woman. She had her whole life to look forward to.” She sniffles and presses her hands against her face like she’s been crying. “What kind of animal could do such a thing?”
“That’s one of the reasons we’re here, Mrs. Carter,” Miller says. “We’re trying to find out exactly who the monster is.”
She gestures toward the couch for us to sit down before heading into the kitchen. 
“I was just about to bake some muffins, gentlemen,” she says. “I’ll also put some fresh coffee on.” 
Miller gives me a look. I return the look. It says, don’t do it! Don’t ingest a thing!
“We just had breakfast, Ma’am,” Miller says. “We’re stuffed at this point!”
“I can second that, Mrs. Carter,” I say. “I couldn’t put another thing in my stomach.”
“Well, surely you can do with some fresh coffee.”
I grab Miller’s forearm, like I’m saying I’ll handle this. 
“We’ve already had too much, Mrs. Carter,” I insist. “We just want to talk for a moment and then leave you to your baking.”
Slowly, almost achingly, she walks back into the living room, takes a seat on the easy chair across from the couch. She’s wearing pretty much the same outfit as yesterday afternoon. Baggy jeans, slippers, a blue blouse under an old white cardigan. Her hair is pulled up into a bun. Or should I say, her fake hair. 
“Mrs. Carter,” Miller says after a beat, “I know this must be a trying time for you what with the sudden murder of Principal Simon. But then, I’m guessing you weren’t very happy with her as of late.”
Her eyes light up. “Why would you say that, Detective?” she says, innocently. “I’ve always found Anita to be a sweet and tender young lady.”
“But wasn’t she the one who fired you?” he presses. “Fired you after accusing you of stealing half a million dollars of school funds over the course of five years?”
She shrugs her shoulders. 
“Well,” she continues, “I guess Anita might have been acting strange lately. But she had to know I would never knowingly do such a thing.” She takes on a strange smile. “I’m not an extortionist. Do I look like the kind of lady who has half a million dollars in the bank, Detective?”
Miller nods, bites down on his bottom lip. He stands suddenly. 
“Mrs. Carter,” he says, “on second thought, I think I’ll take you up on something to drink. Mind if I grab a glass of water?” 
She goes to get up. 
“No, no, no,” Mrs. Carter, he says, “I’ve got this. You relax. Police orders.”
Maybe I’m mistaken, but her face seems to go slightly pale. It’s almost like she knows Miller is on to her, but no way in hell is she about to admit it. Miller proceeds to the kitchen. I hear him going through the cupboards searching for a glass. Carter nervously rubs her hands together in her lap. 
“There’s a clean glass on the drying rack by the sink, Detective,” she barks. 
“So there is,” he replies. “Got it.”
He turns on the tap water, lets it run for a beat or two. Meanwhile, I take another look around the place. Nothing’s changed since yesterday. Or has it? Set on the coffee table, beside a stack of magazines, is an electronic device. It sort of looks like an old-fashioned transistor radio the kids in the 1960s carried around with them since you could fit it in your coat pocket. But unlike the transistor radios of the past, this one comes with a headset and a microphone. It also looks like you can clip it to your shirt pocket so you can use it hands free.   
“Mrs. Carter, you mind my asking what that is?” I state while pointing an extended index finger at the device. 
I swear, her face goes a shade paler. 
“Oh, that,” she says, her eyes blinking rapidly. “Don’t you recognize a portable hearing aid device when you see one, young man? At my age, I sometimes can’t hear very well, especially in crowded restaurants and places of that nature. I strap that thing on, and suddenly, I can hear better than your average teenager. It might not be pretty, but then I’m way beyond my prime, anyway.”
She laughs, nervously. An idea comes to mind. I pull out my smartphone and go to the camera app. I aim it at the device. 
“You mind if I take a picture of it?” I ask, snapping a couple of photos before she has the chance to say no. “My mother most definitely could use one of these.”
“Well, Mr. Jobz, if you don’t mind—”
But it’s already too late. “Oh, my bad,” I say. “I just assumed it would be okay.”
I return the phone to my pocket. Her face is even paler now. Miller comes back in, a glass of water in his hand. He starts making his way to the couch when the glass of water slips out of his hand and shatters against the wood floor. 
“What the fuck!” Mrs. Carter shouts, shooting up from the couch like she’s not pushing eighty, but instead, thirty or forty. 
She catches herself and feigns an innocent smile. She pretends to have a bad back by deliberately hunching herself over, then sitting back down, like she’s in pain. 
“My, oh, my,” she says, “such language. I don’t know where that came from. Will you gentlemen please kindly accept my humblest of apologies?”
Miller gazes at her. “Never you mind, Mrs. Carter,” he says. “I would have said the same thing if I were in your slippers. Now, where do you keep your paper towels and a broom?”
She gets up again, this time slowly, like she really is as old as the hills. 
“Don’t you worry about it,” she says. “I’ll take care of it.”
“You sure?” Miller says, like he’s genuinely sorry. “It’s no bother.”
“I’m sure, Detective.” 
He gazes at me. “Well, Jobz,” he says, “we’ll be taking our leave.”
I stand. Miller’s seen enough to know Mrs. Carter isn’t who she says she is. Or so, I suspect. I go to the front door and the old detective follows. 
“That was a quick visit,” she says. 
“Lucky you, Mrs. Carter,” Miller says. “We’ll leave you to the mess we’ve made.”
“Don’t worry, Detective,” she says. “I learned a long time ago never to cry over spilled milk . . . or water.”
I open the door, step out onto the porch. 
“I wonder if she’s ever cried over spilled blood,” I whisper to myself. 

We get back in Miller’s cruiser. He doesn’t say a word until he’s fired it back up and pulled away from the curb. He speeds down the neighborhood road and barely stops for the stop sign at the end of it. Forgoing the directional, he hooks a right, speeds down that road, then turns right again onto a road that parallels Fairlawn. When he comes to Madison Avenue, he narrowly misses colliding with a pickup truck as we pull out into oncoming traffic. 
“Jesus, Miller,” I say, “you drive like you own the fucking road.”
“I’m a cop,” he says. “I do own the road.” 
He pulls the radio transmitter from the dash. 
“This is Miller. Over.” 
“You got dispatch, Detective. Over.”
“I need to grab an arrest warrant from the DA if he is isn’t presently pleasuring himself inside his office. It’s for Gladys Carter, resident of twenty-two Fairlawn Avenue, Albany. Got that? Over.”
“Copy that. But what about the paperwork? What about talking with the DA yourself? Is an arrest imminent? Over.”
“Get the paperwork started, and I’ll be in in a few minutes to finish it off. Over.”
“Copy. I’ll get someone on it. Over.”
“Thanks. No need to tell you this is a rush job. Once I speak with DA Soros, we’ll get an immediate arraignment arranged. Over.”
“Copy. On it. Over.”
He hangs up the radio transmitter. He’s still speeding toward the heart of the city on Madison. He digs into his interior coat pocket, pulls out his phone. Thumbing the pictures icon, he hands the phone to me. 
“Whaddaya see there?” he asks. 
I gaze down at the picture. It’s a knife. A big knife. Like a professional carving knife a chef or a cook might use to carve up a big turkey or a ham.
“Now, look at the inscription on the handle,”
It takes a little squinting, but the words are plain enough. Loudonville Elementary. Simple. Declarative. And entirely damning for Gladys Carter. That is, the real Gladys Carter lives at 22 Fairlawn Avenue which, if she’s dead, is a physical impossibility. 
“That knife look familiar to you, Jobz? That the same one some psycho pressed against your Adam’s apple?” 
“I didn’t really get a good look at it. It was dark. But yeah, it looks about right. You think this is the weapon that also cut up Anita Simon?” 
“Can’t prove it until we have it tested for blood and DNA,” he says. “But we got enough circumstantial evidence to bust whoever that lady is that’s residing at twenty-two Fairlawn.” 
“No way she’s seventy-seven years old,” I say. 
“You see the way she jumped when I dropped that water glass?”
“Figured you did that on purpose,” I admit. “It was a test. An experiment to see how’d she react.”
“And how did she react, Jobz?” 
“Like she’s a far younger woman, with a mouth like a truck driver.” 
He laughs while pulling up to an open parking space outside the Central Avenue Albany Police Department Precinct.
“Let’s go finish up the paperwork and make an arrest,” he says.  
 




Two teams of APD converge on 22 Fairlawn Avenue. One team of two goes around back and another takes the front. Miller and I stand in the driveway while the uniforms do their job, their service weapons drawn. When we both spot a figure that matches Gladys Carter’s description emerging from around the far side of the house, and taking off on foot, things really get interesting.
“If I didn’t know any better, Miller,” I say, “I’d say our suspect is fleeing the scene.”
He doesn’t bother to answer. Miller’s a man of action. He’s also a marathon runner. He breaks out into a full sprint in pursuit of the fake old lady. I follow. 
“Stop right where you are!” Miller barks. “Down on your stomach.”
He pulls out his semi-automatic. I pull out mine, too.  Carter is running—not like an old lady, but a young, athletic woman. But she’s not fast enough for a marathoner like Miller. Especially considering the height difference. He’s able to shrink the distance between them in a matter of a few short seconds. Reaching out with his free hand, he grabs her by the collar and drags her down to the ground, face-first. Holstering his weapon, he reaches into his jacket pocket, pulls out a pair of cuffs. He slaps them on her wrists behind her back. 
Both teams of uniformed cops surround the old detective and his prisoner. 
“Read her the Mirandas,” Miller says, “and cart her downtown. Try to get an accurate ID while you’re at it.”
Miller turns to me. 
“She look like a sweet old lady to you, Jobz?” he says. 
“That was exceptional police work, Miller,” I say. 
“I still got it,” he declares. 
“I was prepared to apprehend her just in case you weren’t up to the task,” I say, not without a smile. 
“You keep telling yourself that,” he says. 
I laugh on the inside while following my APD boss back to 22 Fairlawn Avenue. 

We scour the place for clues. Turn it upside down. We bag the big Loudonville Elementary knife. We also bag the photo of the three Loudonville Elementary School employees plus the young blonde woman we now believe is the person who was masquerading as Gladys Carter. We take the small mechanical device which, it turns out, isn’t a portable hearing aide, but a device that alters your voice. It explains why the person who put a knife to my neck the night before spoke with a strange, mechanical voice. 
But here’s the strange thing. Other than those few incriminating items, there isn’t a lot inside the old rundown house that doesn’t support the fact that an old lady who fits the real Gladys Carter has ever lived there. 
“You think that’s the real Gladys Carter’s house, Miller?” I question as we’re heading back to Central Avenue Precinct an hour or so later.
  “You’re thinking what I’m thinking, Jobz,” he says. “It’s almost like whoever we just arrested was squatting in dead Gladys Carter’s house.”
Something dawns on me then. “Maybe it’s possible whoever we arrested is somehow related to Mrs. Carter?”
“You mean like a daughter?” Miller says. 
“That’s what I’m thinking,” I say.  
“We’ll soon see,” he says. “First, we’ll book her, then hopefully we’ll get a quick arraignment. If there’s time, we’ll be able to interview her before cocktail hour.”
“God forbid I miss cocktail hour,” I say. 
“Yeah, God forbid,” Miller says. 

As it turns out, that’s exactly the way it goes down. It takes only a few minutes to book and print Kyle Carter, Gladys Carter’s forty-five-year-old daughter and present resident of 22 Fairlawn Avenue. She’s being charged with one count of first-degree murder. Other pending charges are one count of extortion and grand larceny, and two counts of aggravated assault with a deadly weapon, the latter having occurred when she attacked me outside my houseboat, and when she drugged me in her dining room prior to that. A count of impersonating a dead person is also tacked on, but I’m not entirely sure how that one works. It’s a first for me. All in all, Kyle Carter is lucky the death penalty has been abolished in New York State or she’d quite possibly be looking at a date with the executioner inside Green Haven Prison’s death by lethal injection chamber. 
She now resides inside an APD interview room. She’s been relieved of her mother’s clothing and now wears a green jumpsuit. Her blonde hair is short, her face young if not somewhat pretty and even innocent looking, just like the woman in the photo with the four women sitting around a kitchen table drinking the night away. Her wrists are bound to the underside of the metal table by means of a chain that’s been run through a metal ringlet. 
I also occupy the room along with Detective Miller. 
“We good to go?” Miller says while staring through the one-way glass. 
“You’re good, Detective,” says a tinny voice over a loudspeaker. 
Miller turns back to Kyle. 
“You want anything, Kyle?” he asks. “You want a coffee or tea? Something to eat?”
He’s being good cop. Trying to get on her soft and gentler side, if she’s got one that is. Maybe if he can do that, she’ll spill whatever she knows about the extortion racket at Loudonville Elementary School. In other words, was she working alone, and what was so important about it she felt obliged to not only threaten me, a surrogate cop, with murder, but also to commit a real murder when she stabbed Anita Simon to death? 
We wait for an answer. Other than the occasional blink, she doesn’t give us any indication that she’s hearing even one word Miller is saying. A commotion comes from out in the hall. The door opens wide. It’s Terry Kindlon. The big, dark-suited lawyer barges in, a uniformed cop closing the door behind him. 
“Just what the hell is going on here, Detective Miller?” he says. “You arraigned my client without her legal counsel being present. And now you’re interrogating her? Have you lost your mind?”
He’s got his big, leather briefcase with him. When he drops it onto the table, the whole concrete, metal, and glass room seems to tremble. He sits himself down just as hard. 
“You represented Gladys Carter, Terry,” Miller says. “Gladys Carter happened to die in her bed six years ago after a long, long illness. How Kyle here was able to get her body cremated and disposed of without the county coroner knowing about it, much less the property tax department and the Social Security Administration, is beyond me. But what the fuck, maybe she has friends in high places. Or maybe she paid someone off. She is a criminal, after all.” 
“I’ll second that,” I chime in. Then, my eyes on Kyle, I grin. “Bet those Social Security checks came in handy. When you’re through with State Prison in fifty years, you can do another dime or two in a Federal pen. How’s that grab ya?” 
Kindlon eyeballs me. 
“Did anyone ask for your legal opinion, Mr. Jobz?” he snarls. Then, his eyes refocus on Kyle. “Don’t say a word, Kyle. I’m now representing you in this matter.”
“Did you always know she was an imposter, Kindlon?” I ask. “That puts you in legal jeopardy, too.” 
I don’t really know that, but it sort of sounds good. Anyway, it’s the obvious question that Miller has no doubt been dying to ask. 
“It’s not relevant to these proceedings,” Kindlon says. 
“How it is not relevant?” Miller questions. “We’ve got a woman assuming a false identity who not only stole half a million dollars from the Albany School District, she just murdered one of their principals in cold blood with a carving knife.”
Kindlon and Miller proceed to enter into a staring match until the lawyer breaks it by saying, “I’m not the one on trial here. And I can also prove to you right now you got the wrong person in custody. In other words, you made a false fucking arrest, and I can’t wait to sue this department for negligence and harassment.” 
“We found the murder weapon inside Kyle’s kitchen,” Miller says. 
“We also found that silly voice machine she used when she assaulted me,” I add.
“First of all,” Kindlon says, “you don’t know for sure that the knife in question was the one used in the murder of Principal Simon. Circumstantially, it’s incriminating, I’ll give you that. But it’s still not back from the lab and we don’t know whose blood will be on it, or if the blood will even be human. Second of all, that voice machine you’re referring to, Mr. Jobz? Did you actually see it when you were assaulted? Or are you just assuming that particular voice machine was used? Third of all, the individual who killed Anita Simon was a lefty. You don’t believe me, just place a call to the Chief Pathologist at the Albany Medical Center.”
Miller gazes at me, then at Kyle. 
“Are you, in fact, right-handed, Kyle?” Miller quizzes her.
She looks at Kindlon. He nods, like he’s telling her it’s okay to talk. 
“Yes,” she says, attempting to raise her right hand but then catching herself against the chains. “My dominant hand is the right.”
Miller crosses his arms, sits back hard in his chair. 
“Jenkins,” he barks, “get me Georgie Phillips on the phone. Put it on speaker.”
“Roger that, Detective Miller,” speaks the voice over the interview room’s hidden speakers. 
We remain quiet until the sound of a ringing phone replaces the silence. 
“Pathology,” comes a familiar voice. 
Georgie Phillips, the Albany Medical Center’s chief and by far, most senior pathologist. 
“Georgie,” the old detective says, “it’s Nick Miller over at Central Ave. APD. Got a quick question for you.”
“What’s up, Detective?” 
“Just so you know, I’ve got Steve Jobz with me, plus the defense lawyer, Terry Kindlon and his brand-new client, Kyle Carter, who is presently arrested for the murder of Anita Simon, among other charges. You with me here?”
“I’m on the same page, Detective,” Georgie says.
In my head, I’m picturing the veteran Vietnam War Medic in his faded Levis, black t-shirt with a Who logo on it or maybe The Beatles, worn cowboy boots, and a long white lab coat, of which one of the pockets will contain a thick joint of medical marijuana. His long gray hair will be pulled back in a ponytail, and he’ll need a shave. 
“I’m assuming you’ve got Anita Simon on ice down there?” Miller poses.
“Well, not on ice. More like on the slab.” 
“You start in on the slice and dice?” Miller says.
“Not quite yet, Detective,” he goes on. “Something you need before I file my full report?”
“Assuming you’ve looked over the knife wounds already, would you, in your professional opinion, consider them the result of a left-handed or right-handed perpetrator?”
“Well, like I indicated, I haven’t really gotten into the meat of the matter, so to speak,” Georgie goes on. “But if you were to ask me my opinion just upon a cursory glance, I’d say a left-hander for sure.” 
“And how can you tell?” Miller goes on.
“By the angle of attack,” Georgie says. 
The room goes silent again. Miller glances at his watch. 
“Listen, Georgie,” he says. “Don’t cut anything yet. Me and Jobz are on our way.”
“See ya soon, Detective,” Georgie says, hanging up. 
I stand. So does Miller. 
“We’re done here for now, Terry,” Miller says. 
Then, turning to the one-way glass. 
“Jenkins,” he says, “you can return Ms. Carter to her cell.”
“This is outrageous,” Terry says. “You must release my client at once. Clearly, she is innocent of all charges.”
“District Attorney for the City of Albany says otherwise, Terry,” Miller says. “You’ll be hearing from me soon.”
Miller opens the door, steps out. I follow. As we’re making our way down the brightly lit corridor toward his office, I hear him whispering, “Shit, shit, shit.”
“You realize if it’s proven a lefty killed Simon,” I say, “Kyle Carter is gonna be—”
“—Released . . . yeah, yeah, I’m fully aware, Jobz,” he says. “We could get her on all those other charges, but they’re pending and pending doesn’t mean shit. That’s why we’re heading to Georgie’s now. Let’s see if what he says about the angle of attack is right. And if he is right, it means only one thing.”
“What’s that, Miller?” 
“The real killer is still out there.” 
 




We race to the Albany Medical Center where my mother is currently struggling for survival, which means I’m not leaving there without checking in on her. We don’t park in the visitor lot but, instead, around back by the morgue. We enter the cavernous basement corridor by means of a pair of automatic sliding glass doors wide enough to fit even the biggest casket through. The place is dimly lit and cold. Whenever I’m here, I’m overwhelmed with the sensation that the architects designed the place to be like this. Like they brought in an interior designer and told her, make the place look really spooky and dead, just like the bodies that occupy the joint. Make it look like the set for a Zombie horror flick. 
So, instead of bright and cheery, we get doom and gloom. It’s also quiet, the only sounds the hissing of steam valves, the hum of electrical lighting ballasts, and the clanging of pipes. Even the ceiling is exposed, just like a body that’s had its chest cut from caudal to clavicle, the rib cage sawed open wide. We walk the corridor until we begin to hear music, the mechanical sounds are replaced with a kind of lush, romantic, orchestral music. 
“That sounds like one of Georgie’s favorites to me,” I say. 
“If I had to guess,” Miller says, “Vaughn Williams, Appalachian Spring.” 
“I think you’re balls on correct, Detective,” I say. 
We come to double wood doors that say Pathology. Miller pushes the right-hand door and we enter the autopsy room. Set directly before us, on the closest of four stainless steel tables, is the body of Anita Simon. She’s laid out on her back, a green sheet covering her up to her torso, the back of her head set on a half-moon shaped metal block, her eyes closed, and her face at peace. Her feet are bare and the big toe on the right foot has been tagged with her ID. Her hands rest palm up by her side. Judging by her long red fingernails, she’s recently invested in a manicure. A matching pedicure, too. 
“Gentlemen,” booms a deep voice to our left. 
It’s Georgie, and he’s entering the room via his attached basement office. He goes to the 1970’s era stereo system set up on the counter and turns down the volume on Vaughn Williams. 
“Whaddaya got for us, Georgie?” Miller says. 
The long-haired, white whiskered, cowboy boot-wearing pathologist crosses his arms over his chest and glances at Principal Simon thoughtfully. 
“I gotta a whole lot of damn crying shame, gentlemen,” he says. “I’ve been at this game for forty years and seeing a young beauty like this one snuffed out in the prime of her life never ceases to punch me in the gut. And that’s coming to you from a guy who witnessed some real bad shit in Vietnam.”
“Like what?” I ask, immediately sorry that I did. 
 “How about the jungle outside Hue where the Vietcong took great pleasure in crucifying captured GIs?”
For a split second, I try to picture just what a crucified GI would look like. But as quickly as my imagination goes to work, I try my best to shut it the hell off. 
“So, what’s the deal, Georgie?” I say, refocusing the conversation. “You think it’s impossible for a right-handed person to have killed, Anita Simon?” 
It’s the million-dollar question. No, scratch that. This is the 21st century after all. It’s the billion-dollar question. 
“Not necessarily impossible,” he says, “but most definitely improbable, and that’s something I’d take to the bank in a court of law if they make me.”
He steps up to the body and pulls the green sheet off. The flesh has been cleaned and now the white skin exists in sharp contrast to the deep red/purple gashes in the stomach and neck. Making a fist with his left hand, he pretends to jab at the body’s belly with an imaginary knife. 
“You can see how a lefty would have landed the blade precisely on the right side of her abdomen, as opposed to her left.” He shifts to her neck. “Same goes for her neck. The wounds are to the right side and not the left.” 
I take a step forward, my eyes moving from her neck wounds to her belly wounds and back again. 
“What if the attacker came up on her from behind?” I say. “Wouldn’t that have produced wounds at least similar to these?”
“Good question, Jobz,” Miller says from behind me. 
I smile. “I’m educated beyond my means, Miller.”
Georgie takes a quick step back, like an artist who needs to survey his entire canvas instead of just one little portion. 
“Then that man, or woman, would have been a hell of a contortionist,” he points out. 
“How’s that?” Miller asks. 
Georgie cocks his right wrist one way and then the other. 
“The human wrist doesn’t bend in a way that would match the way the blade entered her neck and belly. Again, it’s not an entirely impossible situation that he or she could have gone after her from behind. But if I were being interviewed before a jury of my peers, it would most definitely be my professional opinion that Anita Simon was stabbed while she was standing up and from the front. 
“She saw her attacker then,” I say. 
“She most definitely saw her attacker,” Phillips says. 
“If only the dead could speak,” Miller says. 
“That would put us out of a job,” I say. 
Nobody laughs. Not me, not Georgie, not Miller. Anita Simon doesn’t laugh either. She’s dead, after all. 

Bidding Georgie goodbye, Miller and I head back out into the corridor. Miller’s sour expression makes it look like he’s just lost his best friend or maybe his dog done got kilt. 
“Shit,” he says out the corner of his mouth. 
The old detective is usually careful with his four-letter curses, as if they’re a commodity a man can use only so often in a single lifetime. That said, when he curses, he means it. 
“Shit,” I say, as casually as I breathe the air. 
He stares at the old terrazzo floor. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it has blood stains on it. It’s a stark reminder of the dead who frequent this dungeon on a regular basis. It’s also a metaphor for our case against Kyle Carter.
“You gonna call Kindlon?” I go on, “or want me to do it?”
Raising his head, he looks me in the eye. 
“That’s my job. My case, my dirty work. You’re just the hired gun.” 
“Thanks,” I say. “It makes me wet when you put it that way.”
“I have that gift,” he says.
“Maybe when the knife comes back from the lab, that will shed light on who the real killer might be. Maybe in the end, it will end up being Kyle, after all.”
“Maybe,” he says. “Or maybe the DA will find a reason to hold her for a while longer. Maybe he can add one of those pending charges.”
“But you doubt that, don’t you?”
“Mother of God,” he says, shaking his head. 
Speaking of Mother, the face of the comatose woman who is my mother comes to mind. She’s fighting for her life only a few floors above us. 
“Listen, Miller,” I say, “my mother’s upstairs. I know it’s getting late in the day, but you mind I take ten minutes to stop in, say hello?”
He nods. 
“You go do what you have to do,” he says. “I’ll be out in the car calling Kindlon and then the DA. Just meet me out there when you’re done.”
“Thanks,” I say. 
“Don’t thank me for doing the right thing,” he says.  
I was only being polite, I want to say. But he’s already walking out. 

Take the elevator to the second floor. Get off at ICU, nod at the good people working the round, brightly lit desk. 
“Hello, Mr. Jobz,” one of the female nurses offers with a smile. 
Good memory, I think. 
“Your mom is still in the same bed,” she says. “Brit is with her.”
“Thanks so much,” I say, heading into the facility and immediately spotting Brit standing at the end of my mom’s bed. 
As usual, she looks stunning in her tight jeans, cowboy boots, and black t-shirt, her left wrist still bearing all those silver bracelets. She’s also wearing a white bandage on her left thumb. 
“And what happened to you, pretty lady?” I say, not without a beaming smile. 
She turns, runs her good hand through her lush dark hair, and smiles back at me with those mesmerizing green eyes. 
“Jobz,” she says. Glancing at her wristwatch. “I didn’t expect you for a couple hours.”
“What happened to your thumb, Brit?” I ask. 
“Oh, you know,” she says, “clumsy in the kitchen while cooking my famous stir-fry last night when I went home for dinner and a little vino. I should know better than to be blade slinging when I’ve had a few glasses of pinot.”
“Blanco or noir?” I ask. 
“What a sophisticated question, Steve,” she says. 
“My mom tried to raise me with class,” I say. 
As painful as it is, I turn away from her and look at my mother. Same clear tube stuck down her throat, same forced heavy mechanical aided in-and-out breathing, same pale white face. Correction, her face seems even paler than before, like her life’s blood has either leaked out of her body or perhaps stopped circulating altogether. Just looking at her robs me of my breath. 
Going to her, I lean over her. 
“Hi, Mom,” I say. 
I take hold of her hand. It’s cold, clammy, and it feels like all the flesh and blood have evaporated. 
“Can you hear me, Mom?”
No acknowledgement. Her eyes are closed and her chest heaves, but in my mind, she’s already gone. Leaning further down into her, I kiss her forehead. 
“Love you, Mom,” I say. 
Heading back around the bed, I go to Brit. In the span of just a few seconds, I feel exhausted and overwrought with guilt. I should have been there for her more than I was. But as usual, my train wreck of a life got in the way.
“What’s your honest opinion, Brit?” I say. “How long?” 
She crosses her arms. 
“Well, I’m not a doctor,” she points out. “I’m just the nurse. But I’ve seen women in her condition go weeks or months with no change. On the other hand, I’ve seen them recover fully.”
“I guess what I’m asking is when do I, umm—” 
I can’t get myself to say it. 
“Pull the plug?” she asks. The exact words I had in mind, although in all honesty, I kind of expected her to go with something a little more clinical like cease medical life support assistance, or something like that. Oh well, maybe she’s dumbing things down considering it’s me she’s talking to. 
“That about sums it up,” I say. 
“Does your mom have a living will? Because if she does, I haven’t seen it yet. Perhaps the Ann Lee Home has a copy in her file?” 
“You mean like something on paper that states whether she’d want to live or die under these circumstances?” 
We both shoot my mother a glance. She’s lost so much weight, and she’s hooked up to so much equipment, it’s almost like she’s not even present. She’s hidden among all that high tech and life-giving support. 
“I don’t believe so,” I say, “or I would have had a part in creating it. She has a will naturally, and an estate passed on by my father, of course. I’m her only living heir, so any decision has to be approved by me, I think.” 
Brit smiles, her green eyes dig into me like eagle’s claws. The most pleasant eagle’s claws on God’s good earth. 
“But what about her money? Her estate?”
“When the time comes for her to . . . go,” I say hesitantly, “it just goes to me. I’m signatory to all her accounts, and her trust, if that’s what you mean.”
She nods. “I see,” she says. “Then what it all comes down to is you’re her power of attorney.” Placing her good hand gently on my shoulder. “The decision is yours to make and yours alone, Steve.”
I feel the weight of the world crushing my consciousness. 
“Great,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “I get to play God with my own mother.”
Again, we steal another glance at Mom. Her chest heaves and the monitors record every last, weak heartbeat. It’s truly a sad sight to see. But then, maybe in the end, it would be the right thing to send her back to my dad. It’s where she wants to be. On a jet plane, in first-class, with Dad, on their way to South Beach. Sun, fun, and twilight cocktails on the beach. She can have all that again, if only I—Pull. The. Plug. 
“I’ll sleep on it, Brit,” I say. “Because you know what my greatest fear is?”
She shakes her head, blinks. 
“That I could pull the plug and she’ll die. But what if I don’t pull the plug and she suddenly comes out of this, sits up in bed, and asks me to take her to the Denny’s for a Grand Slam breakfast?” 
She slips her hand off my shoulder. “Tell you what,” she says, “why don’t you come over to my place tonight? I’ll try to make you a terrific stir fry without cutting my fingers off.” 
Things are suddenly starting to look up. Brit inviting me to her apartment. Could it be it’s an underhanded request for a little bedroom fun? Or am I Fonzi jumping the shark? 
“I’d love to,” I say. “I’ll bring the vino.”
“Perfect,” she says. “Seven o’clock?”
“That should work just fine,” I say, pulling my sunglasses from my pocket. 
I’m so worked up over her invitation and my mother’s condition, that I fumble the sunglasses case. It drops from my hand, but Brit is so quick, she catches it in mid-air. 
“Now, that was a spectacular grab,” I say, genuinely impressed. 
“I played softball in college,” she says. “I was a pitcher and a catcher.”
“You go both ways, huh?” I say with wink and a laugh.
Me, always the wise ass, always pushing the boundaries of decent, adult conversation.  She hands me back the case, and I switch up my eyeglasses for the dark aviator sunglasses. 
“Shhhhhh,” she whispers, bringing the index finger on her injured hand to her succulent lips. “Not in front of your mother.” 
Well whaddaya know. Brit is not only beautiful and a saint of a nurse, she’s also got a sense of humor. Maybe I’m the one who’s died and gone to heaven.
“See you at seven,” I say. 
She leans in for a kiss on the lips. My heart beats a mile a minute. 
“Can’t wait,” she says. 
I bid my mom a goodbye and then head for the exit, a definite skip in my step. For the first time in a long time, I’m one semi-happy-go-lucky gumshoe.  
 




Hopping into the cruiser, I lock eyes on what looks to me like a very miserable and just generally pissed off Chief Homicide Detective Nick Miller. 
“Bad news first,” I say. 
He turns, looks me in the eyes with his steely gray eyes. He’s still holding his cell phone and the stale smelling cruiser’s big six cylinder is idling.
“How did you know I was gonna say that, Jobz?”
“’Cause you got that look on your face.” 
“What . . . look?”
“Like that drama face you see on all the theater placards. You know, that half smiling, half down in the dumps face.”
“Oh, that obvious, huh?”
“Sort of.”
“Okay, bad news first. DA Soros says we’ve got no choice but to drop Kyle’s murder charge.”
“Well, that sucks,” I say. “She ends up being guilty, we might never have another chance to nail her.”
“Yup,” Miller agrees. “Kindlon would do everything in his power to scream double jeopardy.” 
“I thought that only applies once a person is convicted.”
“Yeah, in general, but he’ll do his best to appeal to the local media darlings. He’ll scream harassment and probably start a Twitter mob movement like hashtag Free Kyle, or some bullshit like that.”
Miller’s got a point. Strange times we’re living in these days when the bad guys are the good guys and the good guys are assholes just for being good. 
“The good news, Miller?” 
“DA says we might be able to make one of the secondary counts stick, especially the extortion. But . . .”
“But . . .”
“There’s still the issue of the missing face in the CCTV vids.”
“Sweet Jesus,” I say, “isn’t it obvious this woman was dressing up like her dead mother in order to rip off Loudonville Elementary School? You ask me, it’s not even extortion anymore but grand larceny since it wasn’t Kyle who was employed at the school.”
“Sure looks that way,” he says, “but we gotta convince the court of that.”
We’re both quiet for a minute while we look out onto the parking lot and the many cars parked around us. Every one of them belongs to a person who’s either sick, injured, dying, or the family of the sick, injured, and/or dying. It’s kind of depressing, even if I am feeling happy. 
“How’s Mom?” Miller says after a time.
“Not good,” I tell him. “I have to make the decision to pull the plug. Sooner than later.”
“That’s rough, Jobz,” he says. “I’m sorry.”
Cocking my head to one side, I shrug.
“I’m gonna give it some more thought before I do it,” I say. 
“That’s your best course of action. Such decisions are not to be taken lightly.”
“Brit asked me to have dinner with her tonight.”
“No shit,” he says. “A rose among the thorns.”
“I wonder what the hell she sees in a geezer like me?”
“Maybe she’s blind and you just don’t know it.”
“Ha . . . Ha.” 
He puts the tranny in reverse and backs out of the lot. 

A few minutes later, we arrive at my houseboat on the port.   
“What are your orders?” I ask. 
“Wait to hear from me,” he says. “I’m hoping to get word on the knife pretty soon. Turns out one of the blood types matches Kyle’s, we no longer have to worry about releasing her. In the meantime, keep digging. Keep asking questions and poking your nose into things. Maybe Kyle was working with a team.”
“I could start with interviewing the women in the general office at the elementary school. They were in the picture with Kyle hanging on Mrs. Carter’s vestibule wall.”
“Exactly. Meantime, we get lucky, and it turns out Kyle’s blood in on that knife, we can close this thing out.”
“And I’ll be out of a job.”
“Hey, Henry misses you, I’m sure. It must be lonely in the Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency without the magnetic Steve Jobz hanging around.”
“I hate offices,” I say. 
“Have fun tonight,” he says. 
I open the door. 
“Oh, and Jobz,” he adds.
I turn to him. 
“Don’t forget to use protection,” he says. “You’re a little old to be changing diapers.” 
I close the door, his very valid point resonating in my brain.
I don’t even bother with heading into the houseboat. Instead, I hop in the Mustang, double check to make sure my .45 is still packed away safely inside the glove box, then make my way to Lanie’s Bar for a couple pre-Brit pops. My guess is Henry will already be bellied up to the bar. She’ll want to be filled in on the Mrs. Carter Lunchroom Lady train wreck. 
As it turns out, Henry is indeed settled up to the bar, a giant bright red Cosmo set before her. It matches her red pants suit and open-toed pumps as if she planned it that way when she got dressed this morning. She spots me as soon as I come through the door. She also politely asks the people sitting beside her to move down a stool or two to free one up for me. 
I slide myself onto the stool, glance at the goateed bartender. 
“Bud,” I say politely. 
He brings me a beer, sets it down before me onto a napkin. 
“First off,” Henry says, “before you say anything, Jobzy. How’s your poor mother?”
I drink some beer, set the bottle back down, wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. 
“Not looking so good,” I say. “I just left the hospital.” 
“You been consulting with her doctor? What’s she say?” 
“How do you know he’s a she?”
“Only the smartest doctors work ICU. Trust me on that, I been there. Female doctors are the sharpest.”
“That’s reverse discrimination,” I say. 
She carefully sips her Cosmo. “Call it what you will,” she says. “I call it the truth.”
I’m thinking about the little Indian doctor she was drooling over just last night. Dr. Singh.  
“In answer to your query,” I say, “I haven’t actually been talking to a doctor, not that I won’t at some point.”
“Who you been talking to then?”
“My mom’s nurse. Brit.”
“The girl you chasing after.”
I smile. “It just so happens, she invited me to dinner at her house tonight. Seven PM, in fact.”
“She invited you?” she asks, squinting her big brown eyes. 
“Gospel,” I say. 
“She gotta have a button missing, Jobzy,” Henry says. “No offense. Either that, or something ain’t right there.” 
“Why do you say that?” 
I drink more beer. Waving my hand to grab the bartender’s attention, I also order a Jameson. Neat. 
“Don’t you find it a little strange you ain’t talked to a doc yet?” Henry says.
I allow the question to sink in for a minute. “Guess it never really dawned on me until now,” I say. 
“That because you got your head so far up Brit’s cute little white behind, you can’t see straight.”
She’s got a point, but I don’t dare tell her that. That would be weak of me. She takes a moment to drink her Cosmo. Henry might be a big lady, but she’s beautiful and classy, and she’s very precise in her actions, even when she’s enjoying a cocktail. 
“I can’t help it if I like her,” I say, “and she likes me.”
“But you old enough to know when something ain’t right, Jobzy,” she goes on. “How come she always with your mama? Don’t she have other places to be? Like her job, for instance? She ain’t your mother’s private nurse, or so I assume. Your mama’s got quite the bank account from what you told me, your dad being a successful businessman and all, but I don’t think she paying to have a private nurse looking after her every need.”
I pull another sip of beer. While she’s talking, my Jameson arrives. I take a careful sip of it, feel the warm liquor soothing my nervous system as it goes down. 
“I was just assuming she likes my mother. Really likes her, I mean. Likes her enough to stay by her side. Brit is sweet like that.”
“You don’t even know her, Jobzy,” she says. Then, patting my thigh with her meaty hand. “Listen, it’s quite possible this Brit girl is everything you say she is. I hope that’s the case. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t keep your guard up. There’s crazy people out there. Look at what happened to the nice elementary school principal right up the road. Brutally murdered in the prime of her life. Tragic, you ask me. You can’t trust anybody nowadays.”
I picture Brit, her body that just won’t quit, her beautiful unblemished face, her brilliant green eyes . . . I see her standing vigil over my mother, and I just find it hard to believe she’d have an ulterior motive up her sleeve. 
“Speaking of the principal,” she says, “how’s that case going you’re working on for Miller?” 
Draining my beer, I order another. Then I proceed to tell her about Kyle Carter. How she’s been living in her mother’s house and impersonating the long dead woman for five years. Also, how she somehow managed to get the woman cremated while keeping it away from the public records and therefore collected I don’t know how many years’ worth of Social Security checks. I go on to tell her that, while it can’t be proven without a doubt that’s she’s the one who’s been stealing cash from the Loudonville Elementary School cafeteria, the perp is almost certainly her. It all adds up. Then, I go on to tell her about Principal Simon’s murder, and how I nearly had my throat cut, possibly by the same murderer with the same knife. 
“But you had to let Kyle Carter go in the end?” Henry asks after ordering a second Cosmo. 
“She’s not quite free yet,” I tell her. “They might be able to hold her on the extortion charge, even if they can’t prove beyond a doubt that she’s guilty. There’s the Fed charge, too, but that’s out of our wheelhouse.”
“And the murder charges are dropped because she’s right-handed?” Henry presses. “Maybe she likes to kill with her left hand.” 
“Pathologist insists that a left-handed individual is the guilty party,” I say, draining the rest of my whiskey. “Says he’ll testify to that in court before a jury of his peers if he has to.”
Henry’s next Cosmo arrives. It’s filled to the rim. She picks the glass up by the stem, steals a sip without spilling a single drop. If I were drinking it, half the cocktail would be running down my necktie. 
“So, the killer is potentially still out there,” she says. 
“Potentially,” I say. “Miller’s waiting for the lab report on the knife he took from Kyle Carter’s home. If her blood is on the blade, then the murder charge sticks.” 
“If it isn’t?”
“Then it’s my job to track down the real killer.” Shrugging my shoulders. “Mine and Miller’s job, I should say.”
I drink the rest of my beer. Goateed bartender gestures at me with wide eyes, like he’s asking me if I’d like another. 
“No thanks,” I say glancing at my watch. “I’ve got me a date.”
He smiles. 
I slip off my stool. 
“You watch your back, Jobzy,” Henry warns. “Sounds like you’ve already pissed one person off enough for her to put a knife to your throat.”
“Still don’t know if it’s a her,” I say. “She was using a fake voice.”
“Everyone involved in this shit storm is a she,” she points out. “I’m betting on the killer being a she.”
“Me too,” I say. “If it turns out to be Kyle, I’ll be back to work tomorrow.”
“Lucky me,” she says. 
I kiss her on the cheek. “You know if I had my way, you and me would be married.”
“Get out of here, little white man,” she says, not without a laugh. “Go see to your teenage nurse.”
I laugh along with her. But as I’m heading toward the door, she calls out for me one more time.
“Yes, Henry?” I say, my hand on the door opener. 
“You best watch your back with that sweet nurse too,” she says. “Don’t let those green eyes fool you.”
“Don’t worry,” I say, “it’s me you’re talking to.”
“That’s precisely what worries me,” she chimes. 
Opening the door, I step out into the cool evening, suddenly realizing I have no idea where Brit Boido lives. 
 




Pulling out my phone, I’m just about to call Brit when it rings. I glance at the number displayed on the screen. A number doesn’t appear. The name Miller does, instead. I answer the phone while walking over the bar’s outdoor patio toward the parking lot where I’ve parked my Mustang. 
“What have we got?” I say in the place of a hello. 
“More bad news,” he says. “But interesting news all the same.”
“You got my attention, Miller,” I say, opening the driver’s side door. 
“We got two DNA types on the blade,” he says. “One of them is Anita Simon.”
“No shocker there,” I say. “Second blood type?”
“Don’t know.”
“What’s it mean?”
“It means whoever killed Anita was not the same asshole who threatened you outside your home.”
“Because if that were the case, my DNA would be on the blade,” I deduce. 
“Whoever pressed the knife against you cut your skin. As a former cop, your DNA is registered in the data base. You’d pop up as a match, Jobz.” 
“Two different knives,” I say. “So, the killer’s blood belongs to a person of unknown origin. No DNA matches in the database as of yet, anyway.”
“Could be a first-time killer,” he says. 
A first-time killer. Why does that little tidbit of information send chills up my spine? 
“You gonna release Kyle, Miller?” I ask after a beat. 
“Gonna hold her overnight,” he says. “With any luck, all those lesser charges will stick, and we can keep her for a while. Till Kindlon gets his demand for bail approved, anyway.” 
“Tomorrow, I’ll do some more snooping at the grade school, see what turns up.”
“Press them hard. Those ladies out at Loudonville Elementary School could know more than we think. Judging by how friendly they were acting in that photo, they might know a lot about our killer. Hell, maybe they were all in on the extortion even. Anything’s possible.”
“I’m on it.”
Dead air for a beat or two. 
“Where you off to now, Jobz?” he asks. “You working on a future hangover?”
“Heading out on my date, remember?”
“Oh yeah,” he says. “How could I forget? With your mom’s nurse.”
“Say, while I have you,” I say, “can you look up an address for me?”
“What am I a phone book?”
“Phone books don’t exist anymore.”
“Shoot,” he says. “I can plug the name into my computer.”
I give him Brit Boido’s name. I even spell the last name for him. 
“Brittany Boido,” he repeats while typing in the name. Clearing his throat, “If it’s the one who’s coming up as a thirty-two-year-old health care professional, then she resides at Park Lane Apartments, building eight, apartment two-B, in North Albany, in the village of Menands. And . . .” 
He’s hesitating a bit. For what reason I have no idea.
“And what?”
“Oh, it’s probably nothing,” he says. Then, “Eight Park Lane.”  
“Menands,” I say. “Eight Park Lane Apartments. Duly noted, Detective.”
“Thirty-two-years-old, huh,” he says like a question.
Her precise age must come up in whatever White Pages search he’s just done.   
“So what, Miller?” 
“You’re most definitely robbing the cradle, Jobz.”
“She’s an adult who can make her own informed decisions, Detective Miller.” 
“She is mentally sane?” he presses.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Never mind,” he says. “Have fun.”
“Plan on it.”
I hang up. Firing up the Mustang, I’m suddenly smacked over the head with this realization: Miller and Henry are either busting my balls about my dating a much younger woman. Or—and this is a big or—they are genuinely concerned that something is wrong with the situation. Maybe it’s just a matter of their getting to know Brit. But then, like Henry said, I don’t even really know her. 
I back out of the space and drive toward the road that will take me out of Loudonville and into neighboring Menands. 

Pulling up to a liquor store located only a few hundred feet away from Lanie’s Bar, I buy a mid-range bottle of red. From there, it only takes me seven or so minutes to get to Park Lane Apartments. It’s that close. The long, rectangular buildings are brick and uninteresting, the facility probably having been constructed in the early 1970s. Lots of trees and green grass surround the buildings. There’s even a pool, which was probably closed the day after Labor Day a couple weeks back. 
I find Building 8 and park the Mustang in one of the few free spaces. Grabbing the bottle of wine, my eyes catch the glove box. I’m not looking at it so much as I’m glaring at the .45 stored inside it. My gut is speaking to me. It’s telling me it might not be a bad idea to bring it along. But it’s Brit we’re talking about here. Sweet, green-eyed, Brit. The very woman who has taken a personal interest in my mother’s well-being. The young Florence Nightingale with the soft voice, the sweet face, and lush black hair, and the even sweeter personality. 
“You’re just reading too much into Henry’s and Miller’s warnings,” I say aloud while opening the door and getting out. “You’re spooked, Jobzy.”
Judging by how tight my stomach muscles are, and how dry my mouth is, and wet my palms are, I’m also nervous for other reasons. I really like Brit. And because I really like her, I feel like I’ve suddenly been transported back to the early 1980s. Once again, I’m a pimple-faced teenager on my way to my first date with the one girl I’ve been admiring from the opposite side of math class for half an entire school year. I’ve finally worked up the courage to ask her out, and to my utter shock, she said yes. Now, D-Day has arrived and she’s either going to like me or regret the moment she agreed to see me. 
Approaching the faux wood hollow metal front door, I find the button for apartment 2B and press it. 
“Two B or not two B,” I whisper to myself. 
I laugh on the inside at my own silly joke. 
“Yes,” comes Brit’s voice over the intercom. 
“Hey, Brit,” I say. “It’s Jobz. I’m outside.”
“Wow, you are soooooo on time, Steve Jobz,” she says, her voice filled with sugar and spice. “Come on up.”
She hits the buzzer, and the front door automatically unlocks. Pushing it open, I step inside. I’m greeted with that same musty smell most moderately priced apartment building vestibules always seem to possess. A staircase accesses the building’s four floors. A door opens and Brit steps out onto the first landing. 
“Come on in, Steve,” she says, her face full of smiles, her perfect body dressed in her usual getup of tight Levi jeans, black cowboy boots, and matching black t-shirt.
I have to admit, it’s one hell of a greeting. How lucky am I that this young lady, who by all rights should be out of my league, actually digs my ass? I’m feeling so happy, I take the stairs two at a time like I’m a man half my age. But like a man who is every bit middle-aged, I trip on the top stair tread and fall flat on my face. Lucky for me the landing is carpeted because the wine bottle doesn’t crash and spatter the walls like somebody who’s blown his own brains out.
“Oh no, Steve,” Brit says, bending over and taking hold of my arm and helping me up.
The ball knot on my tie is crooked, and my glasses are half on and half off my face. My hair looks like a giant comb-over. But it’s not my outward appearance that bugs me so much as the embarrassment that’s swirling around my insides like Jello inside a mold. 
“Now, I feel really stupid,” I say, straightening my glasses and finger combing my hair. 
Brit grabs up the bottle with her still bandaged left hand and faces me.
“No harm done,” she says, holding up the bottle. “You saved our booze, which makes you my hero.”
Cradling the bottle in her right arm like it’s a baby, she straightens out my tie. 
“There, there,” she says. “Good as new.”
She steps inside. As opposed to the building’s vestibule, the place smells terrific. Like she’s been cooking up a storm. She immediately goes to the kitchen to uncork the bottle. Or so I’m assuming. 
“Have a seat,” she barks. “I’ll bring us a couple glasses.”
Music is playing, most likely on a Blue Tooth system since I can’t actually spot a stereo system anywhere. The apartment is neat. To my left, as I walk in the door, is a large square living room with a massive high-definition flat-screen TV mounted to the wall that separates the living room from the kitchen. A black leather couch is pressed against the opposite wall, and the far wall contains a big sliding glass door that access a balcony. The black metal coffee table is long and topped with glass and a vase of flowers. Set in the corner between the TV and the glass doors is one of those carpeted towers cats like to play on with their claws, telling me there’s a cat or cats prowling around. I’m allergic to cats. So long as I don’t touch them, I’m usually okay. But then, Brit could own an untamed mountain lion and I’d still hang around. 
A large wood table takes up most of the dining room. The white walls are covered with an eclectic assortment of photos, old and new, not unlike the vestibule wall in Kyle Carter’s house. I do my best to get a good look at them, but there’s so many it’s hard to concentrate on just one. I make out Brit and her green eyes standing on a sandy beach, maybe in Cape Cod. She’s wearing a yellow polka dot bikini; I kid you not. She’s also wearing round Jackie O sunglasses. The wind is blowing, and she’s holding a big straw hat on her head with her left hand while blowing a kiss with her right. Her smile is infectious, and I swear I can hear the waves crashing above the sound of her laughter. 
“You like my teeny-weeny yellow polka dot bikini, Steve?” 
I turn quickly. She’s carrying two glasses in her right hand and the now opened bottle of wine in the still bandaged left. She smiles and the way she’s looking at me just makes me want to melt into the carpeted floor. 
“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t, Brit,” I say. 
“Come sit,” she says, setting the wine on the coffee table. 
Taking her cue, I go to the couch and sit myself down. She goes back into the kitchen and comes out with a plate of cheese and crackers. Not Ritz Crackers like I’d probably serve, but expensive crackers. The cheese looks like an expensive Vermont cheddar too. My fave. 
“You going to pour for us, Steve?” she asks. 
“Call me, Jobz,” I remind her. “That’s what the people I’m closest to call me.”
Grinning, she says, “Okay then, Jobz it is.”
I pour two healthy portions. We both raise our glasses at the same time, as if we scripted it. 
“What shall we drink to?” she asks. 
“How about my mother’s health?” I say. 
“That’s a fine toast, Jobz,” she says, “but your mom is being well cared for right now. Let’s talk about other things tonight.”
“Okay then,” I say. “How about we toast to you and me?”
My mouth goes dry when I say it, and I swear my voice cracks like I’m fifteen again. And there go the sweaty palms. I guess you could say I’m whipped already. We clink glasses and take a sip. The wine is pretty good for a fifteen-dollar bottle. I set the glass down on the table, grab a piece of cheese, place it on a cracker, pop it in my mouth. The cheese is creamy and tangy, the cracker fresh. It snaps in my mouth. I’m in heaven. 
Brit drinks and sets her glass down. She does something that surprises me. She scooches closer to me, reaches for my tie with both hands, and begins to untie it. 
“You are far too formal tonight, Jobz,” she says. “You mind if I make you feel more relaxed?”
She’s gotta ask? Just the feel of her hands on my necktie makes my blood rush to all the special places. I’m wondering if she can tell just how special she’s making me feel considering I’m now officially at full mast. She slides the tie out from under my collar and unbuttons the top button and the one below that. She’s right, I do feel much more relaxed. I also feel like I could ravage her right about now. 
We both drink more wine. 
“So, tell me, Jobz,” she says. “What do you do when you’re not out looking for bad guys or slackers committing unemployment insurance fraud?”
No one’s ever asked me that before. I have to actually think about it for a beat or two. I drink more wine, eat more cheese and a cracker. Then, swallowing what’s in my mouth, I tell her that I used to be a fly-fishing guide. 
“Really,” she says. “I love to fish. I have a couple of fly rods. I’ve never really gotten the hang of it, though.” 
“That’s because you probably never learned from a pro,” I say. 
She gets up, heads down the hall, goes into her bedroom. After a moment, she comes back out with a fly rod in hand. It’s a short seven-footer, and I can tell just by looking at it that it’s a five weight. It’s outfitted with lime green, tapered floating line. 
“How’s about a quick lesson,” she says. 
I drink more wine, place my glass back down and get up. 
“Absolutely,” I say. 
Situating myself behind her, I take hold of her right hand and place the cork-covered fly rod grip in it. 
“Oops,” she says, “I’m a lefty.”
“Oh,” I say, helping her shift the rod to her bandaged left hand. “I just assumed you were right-handed.”
“I do some things with my right,” she says, “but my left is the dominant.”
Something hits me then. It isn’t love pangs that poke at the inside of my stomach, but instead, realization. I’m currently looking for a left-handed murderer. A murderer who might have injured her hand when stabbing Anita Simon to death. But what the hell am I thinking? This is Brit Boido here. Not some sleazy, psycho killer. Brit is sweet, and kind, and beautiful. She’s a healer, not a killer. She’s Florence fucking Nightingale for Christ’s sakes.    
“Okay,” I say, trying to shake the bad thoughts and paranoid suspicions from my head, “Jerk the rod back and make a smooth arcing motion, like an inverted pendulum. Ten o’clock, two o’clock. Ten o’clock, two o’clock. It’s all in the wrist. Get it?”
I’ve got my left hand wrapped around her left hand, and it’s making me so hard, I swear she’s got to feel me pressing up against her perfect, heart-shaped behind. 
“Ten o’clock, two-o’clock,” I repeat, while the rod moves up and down, up and down, nearly smacking against the ceiling at one point. 
I’m no longer pretending not to be pressing myself against her, but instead, making a point of it. Not that she minds, because I swear to God, she’s grinding her bottom against me. 
“Ten o’clock, two o’clock,” I repeat, my voice barely a whisper. 
That’s when she drops the rod, spins around, and plants her mouth against mine. Her tongue playing with my own, she begins to unbutton my shirt. I attempt to pull off her shirt. She’s forced to take a step back for the shirt to go over her head and her arms. At one point, the shirt gets stuck on her sticky bandage, but she manages to pull it off. The way her pert chest looks in her black pushup bra robs me of my breath. Reaching around her back, she unclasps the bra, allows it to fall away, exposing her perfect breasts, her erect nipples staring me in the face. 
I kiss her on the mouth again, but then kiss her neck, going lower and lower each time until I’m able to run my tongue and lips over her left nipple. Using my hand, I fondle the other breast while she breathes and moans heavily. That’s when I feel her unbuckling by belt and unbuttoning my khaki trousers. She pulls me out. I’m as stiff as a board. When she begins to pump me, I feel like it’s very possible I might release far too early. Taking her by her good hand, I lead her to the couch. Unbuttoning her jeans, I pull them down. She’s wearing silky black panties. 
“Sit,” I say. 
She sits herself down on the couch. Lifting her legs, I pull off her cowboy boots, one by one, and then her socks. I then pull her jeans off. Removing my own pants and shoes, I find myself only with my unbuttoned shirt on. I remove it. Dropping to my knees, I slowly pull her knees apart. She resists at first, as if I’m going way too fast for her. But I put a little strength into it, and she capitulates. Judging by the way she’s already moaning, I know she’s got to be soaked under that satin fabric. 
Kissing her thighs, I move more and more toward her until I place my mouth on her panties, rubbing her through the fabric. Her moaning becomes louder, deeper, and from the gut. I pull her panties aside and expose a perfectly manicured angel space. I ravage her warm, wet tenderness with everything I have. In return, she heaves her chest and pinches her nipples, twisting them into knots. Her eyes are closed and she’s loving the combination of pain and pleasure. That’s when I tear the panties off her body.  
She screams out, and I move in for more of her nectar until she can’t take it anymore, and she releases with a flood of juices that nearly drown me. Her cries become shrieks and she has no choice but to close her legs on my face, pushing against the top of my head with both her hands. 
“You have to stop,” she says, her voice exasperated and strained. “I can’t take anymore. It’s too good, Jobz. It’s too good.”
That’s when I raise myself, pulling her legs up and over my shoulders. I mount her slowly so that I don’t hurt her. I begin gradually, so that her tight warm wetness doesn’t make me explode too soon. I try to find a rhythm that suits us both. My face is stuffed into the nape of her neck and I can feel her fingernails scratching at my back. 
“Fuck me,” she says, in this demon voice that is nothing like her sweet natural voice. “Fuck me hard.”
My heart is pumping wildly inside my chest, my breathing strained, my brain filled with so much adrenaline I’m convinced my skull is about to spring a leak. I know I can’t hold out much more and that she can’t either. 
“Fuck me,” she insists. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”
I feel myself coming to that summit, and I know she is too, our bodies no longer embracing but clashing violently. Finally, I release everything I’ve got into her and she echoes my liberation, once more screaming at the top of her lungs, her hips thrusting against mine like she’s trying to crush us both. Her fingernails dig into the skin on my back, and I can feel the warm blood. The pain is intense and raw, but it also feels so damned good. 
When we’re both finished, we slow our effort like a steam locomotive coming into the station, until all movement ceases and I gently lower her legs and shift myself beside her on the couch. Together, we breathe in the air and allow our hearts to calm down. 
“Well, that didn’t take very long,” she says, after a time. 
Her sweet Brit voice has returned, the demons having retreated back inside her soul. I suddenly feel somewhat self-conscious seated naked on the couch with a young woman who could easily have a far younger man as a suiter. Does anyone use the word suiter anymore? My mom used to use it. Dad was her suiter, she’d say. She always claimed not to have liked him at first. But he was persistent and eventually won her over. That was way back in the early 1950s when the war was still a vivid memory and most households still didn’t have televisions. Now, I’m listening to music playing via the Internet over a machine called a Bluetooth. Times change. Men and women’s desires don’t.
Leaning forward, I drink down my wine and pour some more. I also pour more for Brit.
“Why, thank you, sir,” she says. 
She drinks. Then, grabbing hold of her jeans, she slips back into them, sans panties. She also puts her shirt back on, also sans bra. I guess that’s my signal to get dressed again too. Listen, I’m the last to complain because at my age, working up a second round can most definitely take a while. Even with a woman as attractive and hot as Brit. 
“I gotta check on dinner,” she says, patting my thigh. “I also have to hit the little girl’s room to freshen up after our little wrestling match. I swear I worked up a sweat, Jobz.”
“Glad to know you had fun, Brit.”
She turns to me, bends over, plants a sweet kiss on my lips. 
“You are one sexy man,” she says. 
With that, she heads toward the back of the apartment and her bedroom. 
Suddenly, I’m alone with my nakedness. I’m not sure if what I’m feeling is happiness, or a sort of empty loneliness. I’m really falling for Brit, but I can’t help feeling like our lovemaking was a one-off thing. Time will tell, I guess. Best to just enjoy the moment and not worry over a future I have no control over. 
Getting myself quickly dressed, I grab my wine glass and decide to take a better look at all the framed pictures hanging on the wall. There must be three dozen of them. The subjects range from high school proms to her parents wedding back in the early eighties to some shots of Europe and even China’s Great Wall. Brit must be a traveler. 
As I’m slipping myself around the dining room table, I knock something onto the floor. It’s a set of car keys. Brit’s car keys. There’s a plastic electronic keycard attached to the key chain. It’s says Metabolic Meltdown. I know of the place. It’s where lots of women go to work their butts off to lose a lot of weight fast. She comes back in the room, still not wearing a bra, but her hair is now pulled back into a tight ponytail. Her face looks bright, happy, optimistic.
I turn quick. 
“Just admiring your pictures,” I say. 
“Memories,” she says. “Only the good ones.”
She heads into the kitchen and pulls the lid off a big metal pot, stirs what’s inside. 
“I didn’t know you belonged to Metabolic Meltdown,” I say. 
She spoons what looks like homemade mashed potatoes into soup bowls, then ladles out some of what’s been cooking in the pot onto them. Carrying them into the dining room, she asks me to take a seat. Since there’s a placemat set up in front of the chair right beside me, I pull it out and sit down. She sits down to my right-hand side. 
“Yes, I joined that gym a couple years ago. I’ve lost fifteen pounds and counting.”
“It’s mostly women working out there, am I right?”
“Some men, too,” she says. “Even a few cops work out there.”
“No kidding,” I say. 
“Hope you like lamb stew,” she says, changing the subject while setting the bowls down. 
“Thought we were having stir fry,” I say. 
“I decided to put more thought into it,” she says, setting her hand on my hand. “You’re Mrs. Jobz’s son, after all.”  
“Being her son apparently has it perks,” I say. 
“Oh,” she says, pulling her hand away. “The wine.”
“I can get it,” I say.
“Nonsense,” she says. “You dig in. You must be starving after that workout.”
She winks. I’ll be damned if I don’t feel myself getting aroused again. Maybe age really is just a number after all. Sliding out of her chair, she goes into the living room. Grabbing hold of the bottle, she also retrieves her glass. 
“This bottle is pretty much kicked,” she says. “I’ll open another.” 
She sets her glass down before her plate and heads back into the kitchen where she disappears behind the wall where the refrigerator is located. I hear her rummaging through her wine collection. I spoon a little of the stew into my mouth. It’s hot and delicious. I don’t want to eat without her, so for the hell of it, I turn and gaze at more of her pictures. I see one where she’s standing under the Eiffel tower. Another of her waterskiing on a lake. Maybe Lake George. 
But then, I spot yet another picture that makes my chest go tight. The picture is buried at the bottom of the wall maybe an inch above the white chair rail. The full-color image shows four women sitting around a table, drinking what looks to be margaritas. 
“I’ll be a stupid son of a bitch,” I whisper.   
“I’m sorry?” she says, coming back in with the new bottle of red. 
Quickly, I turn back around. 
“Oh, I was just commenting on all the nice places you’ve been,” I say. “I’ve never seen the Eiffel Tower.”
“It’s magnificent,” she beams, spooning a small forkful of the stew into her mouth. 
I drain my wine, pour some of the new bottle. Pour some for Brit. So, what is this then? A setup of some kind? If she knows Kyle Carter and the rest of the women working at Loudonville Elementary School, including the now very deceased Anita Simon, how come she’s not all upset? Is it pure coincidence that she knows these women? Or are they all working together somehow? 
My mind is racing. But my gut is also telling me this: What if she is just as dangerous as Kyle Carter? What if she’s poisoning me right now? What if the stew is laced with something? Some kind of drug that will put me out and make it look like a stroke, just like Kyle Carter fed me? And for Christ’s sakes, she’s a lefty. She’s a lefty, and her left hand is injured. Maybe she cut it when she cut Anita Simon? Or is my imagination running away with itself? 
Whatever the hell is going on, my gut tells me to get the hell out of there and figure out my next move. 
Think quick, Jobz, I silently tell myself.  
I place my fork down, slide out my chair. 
“You know what, Brit?” I say. “As delicious as this is, I’m not sure I can eat anymore.”
“Oh no,” she says, feigning a pouty look of supreme disappointment. “I hope it’s not something I said, Jobz.”
“Oh no, not at all,” I say, setting my hand on her shoulder. 
“It’s just that I’m suddenly not feeling that great. My head is pounding.”
“Would you like some Advil?” she asks. “That will help.”
“Nah,” I say, “it could be the wine. All those sulfites. I think I’ll head home and lie down. Call it an early night. I hope you understand.”
She sets down her napkin and fork. 
“Can I at least send you home with some of this food?” she asks. 
“No,” I say. “Tell you what. Why don’t you put it away, and we can reheat it say tomorrow night if you’re free? I’ll make sure to drink beer instead of wine, so there will be no headaches. How does that sound?”
“Sure,” she says, suddenly smiling again. “I’ll be with your mom all day tomorrow and will be home by six-thirty. So come by again at seven and we can give tonight a mulligan.”
She comes around the table then and kisses me lovingly on the mouth, her tongue playing with my tongue. 
“We will have one hell of a repeat performance, if you get my drift, Jobz,” she says with a wink of her green eye. 
“Promise?” I ask, playing along.
“Promise.” 
Heading to the couch, I grab my jacket and tie. I head for the door and open it. 
“I’ll be seeing you, kid,” I say. 
“Hope you feel better, Jobz,” she says. 
Just like I thought, she has no idea who Bogart was. 
 




It’s still early, so I don’t head straight home. Instead I go back to Lanie’s Bar. The happy hour crowd has dispersed, gone home to their families and their lives, which means the place is pretty much empty. Goateed Bartender sets me up with a round of Budweiser Beer and a double shot of Jamie, straight. 
“Quick date,” he says with pursed lips. “Hope you got some, at least.”
“I’ve been promised a repeat performance tomorrow night,” I say, not without a grin. 
He holds his fist out over the bar. I punch it. 
“That’s what I like to hear Mr. Jobz,” he says. 
He goes back to washing some glasses and setting them out to dry on the rack under the bar. I pull out my phone, go to the pictures app. I pull up the cell phone picture I took of the framed photo in Kyle Carter’s house. The same one Brit has in her house. I gaze at all four faces in the shot. All of them smiling, holding up their drinks by the glass stems. I enlarge the picture with the tips of my thumb and index fingers. Suddenly, I see something. A reflection in the stainless-steel refrigerator. It’s a blurry face, but a face I recognize all the same. It’s Brit. She’s the one who snapped the picture. 
“Holy fuck me,” I whisper to myself.  
I dial Miller’s cell. 
“Thought you were on a date,” he answers. 
“I was on a date,” I say. “Keyword being was.”
I can only assume there’s acid in my tone, because he doesn’t respond right away. Instead, he steals a beat or two to breathe. 
“What happened?” 
“Turns out you were right,” I say, “the sweet nurse, Brit, might not turn out to be so sweet.”
I tell him about the date. The fly-fishing lesson with Brit insisting on using her left dominant hand, which led to some hot action on the couch, which led to her freshening up in her bedroom bathroom, to my stealing that alone time to examine the pictures on her wall, to my spotting the exact same picture that Kyle Carter has in her house. The photo I now have stored in my phone. 
“She’s the one who snapped the picture, Miller,” I add. 
“How do you know?”
“You can see the reflection of her face in the stainless-steel refrigerator panel.”
“Holy shit,” he says. “I’ll give it a good look soon as we’re off the phone.” 
I drink some beer, back it up with a swig of the whiskey. It’s gonna take a lot more of that to calm me down tonight. 
“As much as it’s a kick in the balls to admit, Miller,” I say, “Brit is somehow implicated in this whole shit storm. And what turned out to be an almost simple case about school cafeteria extortion is suddenly looking like it’s a hell of a lot more complicated.”
“I see what you mean, Jobz,” he says. “And you’re sure Brit is left-handed, and her left hand is injured?”
“I couldn’t be more sure if the hand were planted on my face.”
“I could make a stupid joke about that, but I won’t, considering the circumstances.”
“I’m not much in a joking mood right now, even if I did get laid.”
“How did you leave it with her?”
“Whaddaya mean, Miller?”
“Do you think she thinks that you suspect her of being a murderer? Come on, Jobz, you were a tin junkie once. Do I have to spell it out for you?”
“Once a tin junkie always a tin junkie, is that it?”
“It’s why I hire you.”
Drink more beer, more whiskey. 
“Here’s what I think. She believes I am entirely pussy whipped and that she’s got her little finger wrapped around my you-know-what. That putting it plain enough for you, Detective?” 
“Couldn’t be more crystal.” 
“I told her I wasn’t feeling good. That I had a headache and if she were up for it, we could rearrange the date for same time tomorrow night. She agreed.”
“Perfect,” he says. “I want you to keep that date. The APD won’t be far from her apartment.”
“What about my interviewing the women in the Loudonville Elementary School general office tomorrow? If I start asking questions, they’ll get suspicious and maybe say something to Brit. They might warn her about me. She might cancel our date then. Hell, maybe she’ll even skip town.”
“She won’t skip town since I’m gonna put a team to work surveilling her.”
“Sounds good, so long as they remain invisible.”
“They’ll be invisible, all right. You won’t even know they’re there, Jobz. Now, here’s what I want you to do. Interview the ladies tomorrow but be nice. Bring them donuts and coffee and tell them you’re just asking questions regarding the unfortunate demise of their former boss. Tell them the APD doesn’t have a clue as to who could have done this. But maybe you think it had to be a really big man. Something that’s as far away from Brit as the devil is to the Pope.”
In my spinning head, I picture Frumpy and Cute Brunette Chris. It shouldn’t be too hard gaining their trust if I use my God given golden tongue properly.
“What else?” I say. 
“Principal Anita Simon’s wake is tomorrow afternoon. I want you to go to it. See who’s there and not there. Text Brit. Tell her how much better you feel, how you can’t wait to see her. Buy her more wine and flowers and really lay it on. When the time is right, try to get her to spill some information that might suggest she had it in for Anita Simon.”
“It’s not like she’s going to admit to murder, Miller.”
“That would be like winning the Lotto,” he says. “But she obviously wanted the woman dead, and very likely went so far as to make her dead. Try to find out why she hated someone who used to be her friend. Between that, the untraced blood on the murder weapon, her being left-handed and wounded, we just might be able to make the arrest before you get to the dessert course.”
“Roger that,” I say. 
I down what’s left of my beer and my shot. 
“And Jobz,” he says. 
“What is it?”
“Take it easy on drowning your sorrows. I know how much you like or liked Brit. How much you were convinced she was into you even at your, uhh, advanced age. But this is no time for hangovers. I need you to be Johnny-on-the-Spot tomorrow. Got it?”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I say. “I’ll take it easy. But it won’t be easy, taking it easy.”
“That’s the spirit. Call me if anything else comes up.”
He kills the connection. I order another round. I also make a mental note to make sure I pack my pistol during my date tomorrow night. 

By the time I leave Lanie’s, I don’t have a spring in my step, but instead, a bit of a stagger. Goateed Bartender asked me if I wanted to take an Uber home since the cops were said to be on the prowl tonight. I told him, I am the cops, and left him a hefty tip. 
“See you tomorrow, Mr. Jobz,” he said. 
“God willing,” I said. 
Driving back to the port, the top down, the cool air is doing a decent job of sobering me up enough to see straight. When the pair of bright headlights show up in my rearview mirror like they’re far closer than a pair of headlights should be, I go from mildly drunk to downright sober. After a time, a cop—even a former cop—gets a feel for the difference between some jerk who’s simply tailgating him and someone who is genuinely tailing him. Just to make sure the driver behind me is tailing me, I hit the Mustang’s brakes and make a hard right turn into a neighborhood. Do it without using my directional. Just like I thought. He hits his brakes and also makes a skidding turn into the neighborhood. 
Game on. 
Removing the carabiner key chain from the ignition key, I lean over the seat, unlock the glove box. I pull out my gun, set it down on the empty passenger side seat. Reattaching the key chain to the ignition key, I grab hold of the pistol, and take another look into the rearview. Asshole is still on my ass. 
I punch the gas pedal. The Mustang V6 lurches forward. I’m like a bullet shot out of the night. But he tries to keep up with me, anyway. If a cop is anywhere near us, like Goateed Bartender warned, we’re both toast. Doesn’t matter if I’m presently working for the APD. They’ll bust me anyway, not only for doing seventy on an otherwise quiet and peaceful neighborhood street, they’ll nail me with a DWI. That happens, I’m as good as terminated when it comes to working for the department. 
None of that changes the fact that this guy is following me, and I can’t seem to shake him. Coming up, directly ahead, an intersection. The road ends there. No choice but to go right or go left. I can go either way. I decide to blow through the stop sign, make a sharp left-hand turn. So sharp, the back end of the Mustang fishtails. I hit the gas, feel the wind whip against my face. Another glance in the rearview. He’s still on my tail. 
The road ends at New York Route 9. The traffic light at the intersection is currently turning red, but I ignore it, and pull a right-hand turn. I gun the engine and put some distance between me and him. He has no choice but to stop at the light while a tractor trailer pulls out in front of him. That’s his misfortune and my good luck. 
I’m heading straight for the highway that will take me downtown to the port. If I can make it there without him on my tail, he’ll never find me. Or if he does, I can take up a defensive position in the dark and shoot his tires out. By the time I make the highway, I’m convinced I’ve lost him. Or, he’s lost me, I should say. But then, the same set of bright halogen headlights are coming up on me fast. 
Gunning the Mustang along the highway, I weave in and out of the lanes, trying to put as many cars and trucks between us as humanly possible. But he’s not only keeping up with me, he’s gaining on me. At one point, I turn around, extend my shooting arm, fire a round. But I’m not even close. 
He’s gaining on me. 
My exit, just up ahead. I wait until just the last second, until I turn the wheel sharply to the right. The car skids over the gravel-covered soft shoulder onto the off ramp. I feel myself smiling proudly because I’m convinced this time that I’ve lost him. Until I see him approaching my tail again. 
“What the fuck are you? A professional driver?” I ask myself. 
At this point, I don’t even bother speeding. I take it normal speed along South Broadway to the Port Entry. I don’t do anything stupid like pull up to my houseboat. Instead, I stop the Mustang in the middle of the massive empty lot, and throw the transmission into park, keep the engine idling. Both hands gripping the .45, I wait for him to approach me. 
My eyes focused on the rearview, I watch him get out of his car. He’s a tall man. By the looks of it, he’s young too. Younger than me, anyway. His long body is illuminated in the bright headlamps. Far as I can see, he’s wearing jeans, lace up hiking boots, and T-shirt under a khaki windbreaker. He’s not carrying a weapon, but that doesn’t mean he’s not concealing one. 
When he finally makes it to the driver’s side window, I point the gun at him. 
“Hands where I can see them, Chief,” I say. 
Slowly, he raises his hands. 
“I’m not what you think I am,” he says. “I’m not trying to scare you or hurt you, Mr. Jobz.” 
“You could’ve fooled me, pal,” I say. “How do you know my name?”
“Because I know you work for the cops as an independent contractor. I also know your mother is very sick. And I also know you dated Brit Boido tonight.”
I hesitate for a couple beats while I stare into this guy’s blue eyes.
“So, who the hell are you that you seem to know everything about my life, Son?”
“My name is Dave Barter,” he says, “and I used to be married to your new girlfriend, Brit.”
 




Five minutes later, Dave Barter and I are sitting outside on my narrow houseboat deck with a stunning view of the moonlit Hudson River before us. We’re drinking from my personal stash of Jameson. This particular whiskey is the IPA version, which has a little more bite to it than the normal, everyday Jameson. 
“How’d you find me, Dave?” I say. 
“Call me, Barter,” he says. “I like it better.”
Like I said, he’s a tall guy, dirty blond, fair skinned, and pre-maturely balding. I can tell he shaves his head on occasion, but he’s allowed some blond hair to grow out along the bottom and sides of his skull. His face is clean shaven however, and he looks muscular enough to pick me up and toss me off the boat if he so chooses, which I’m hoping he doesn’t.
“I’ve been following you on and off for a few days,” he says. “Ever since they moved your mom to the hospital ICU.”
I sip some whiskey, shake my head. If that’s the case, sounds more like he’s been following his ex-wife, and I just happened to get in the way. Me and my mother, that is. 
“Why?” I say. “Don’t tell me this is a case of jealously over your ex-wife’s suiters.”
There’s that old word again. Suiter. I wonder if he even knows what it means. But he gets it and he shakes his head like I couldn’t be more off. 
“Nothing like that,” he says. “Brit and I were over a long time ago. I followed you because I don’t want to see what’s happened to so many others happen to you, Mr. Jobz.”
I tell him to call me Jobz, because like him, I like it better. 
“Okay, Jobz,” he says. He drinks some whiskey, swallows, focuses his eyes on the slow-moving river. “You want the long or the short of it?”
“Give me whatever it takes,” I say. 
He nods, then refocuses on me. 
“First off,” he says, “Brit Boido isn’t her real name. It’s Tracy. Tracy Ferguson. I used to call her Fergie when I first got to know her in Santa Monica after college.”
“You met in school, out west?” I ask. 
“Yup,” he says. “We were together for almost the entire four years. We rented a place in Venice Beach soon as we graduated. I worked two jobs to keep up with the rent which was out of sight.”
“Nice place, gorgeous weather,” I say. “I’ve been there a few times on vacation. Bit beyond my pay grade in terms of setting down roots, I’m afraid.”
He rolls his eyes, then stares not at the river but into the depths of his drinking glass. 
“It was for us too,” he says. “But here’s the thing. My folks had money. My dad, I should say, since my mother passed when I was still in high school. He used to send us money every month to help us live.”
“Nice of him,” I say. “Not many young people have that luxury.”
“Brit,” he says, “or should I say, Tracy, took a liking to him. She would visit him on her own, make him meals, walk with him, or sometimes just sit with him for hours and hours.” He drinks a little, exhales a profoundly sad breath. “Then something started happening.”
“What’s that?” I ask.
“He started losing weight,” Barter says. “He wouldn’t eat. He started repeating over and over again about how he missed my mom.”
My pulse begins picking up speed. My gut speaking to me. Because what he’s describing is my own mother and her present condition. 
“Let me guess,” I say, “he started becoming delusional. He’d say things like your mom was coming to get him. Or they were going to take a trip together somewhere.”
He focuses his eyes on me. 
“Sound familiar, Jobz?” he asks. 
Me, biting down on my bottom lip. The bottle set on the deck by my right foot, I pick it up, and pour us both another finger. Set the bottle back down. 
“Go on,” I say. 
“Eventually, my dad ended up in the hospital for malnutrition. He slipped into a coma, and they put him on all sorts of life support. He eventually passed away. I was at home asleep. But Tracy—Brit—was right by his side.”
He’s talking about his father, but I’m seeing my own mother lying on her back in a hospital bed at the Albany Medical Center ICU. 
“After he was buried, I had a meeting with my dad’s lawyer to discuss his estate. He informed me that all his financial assets—his cash, stocks, bonds, you name it—were all signed over into Tracy’s name.” 
“Son of a bitch,” I whisper, my hand holding to the glass so tightly I feel like it might explode. 
“I went back to my place. But Tracy was already gone. Disappeared. I looked everywhere for her for a full year until I just gave up. Until, maybe a couple years after that, I read about a woman who’d not only stolen a chunk of money from an assisted living facility in Indiana, she and a couple of the other employees were robbing the food and drug stores and selling the merchandise on the black market. The woman busted for the crime was named Katy Evens, but she was a dead ringer for my Tracy.”
Me nodding. 
“That’s because it was Tracy or Brit,” I say.
“Yes, sir,” he says. “They sent her up to Pendelton’s Female Reformatory for a reduced seven to ten year stay since she gladly ratted out her co-conspirators. She got out after only five years for good behavior. She then disappeared again until I found her working here at the Ann Lee Assisted Living Home for Seniors.”
I drink some whiskey, look out onto the river. A bass jumps out of the water catching a fly in its mouth. It falls back into the water making a small splash. 
“She know you’re following her?” I ask. 
“I don’t think so,” he says. 
I tell him about the Loudonville Elementary School cafeteria extortion, and about the murder of the principal. I also tell him about my mother who’s dying in a hospital bed as we speak while Brit/Tracy/Katy watches over her on a daily basis. Then, I tell him about the photo of the four women sitting together at the kitchen table. Finally, I pull out my phone, show him the picture, pointing out Brit’s reflection in the stainless-steel fridge. 
“That’s her,” he says, nodding. “I’d know her face anywhere, even reflected on a refrigerator.”
I explain the investigation I’m conducting. How close we are to nailing her. 
“If she goes down for murder,” I say, “she’ll never see the light of a free day again.”
He stands. 
“Sorry you have to go through all this, Jobz,” he says. “But I thought you should know the truth.”
I stand. “I’m sorry I took a shot at you earlier.”
“No worries,” he says. “I might have done the same thing.”
He steps into the houseboat’s kitchen. I follow.
“Do yourself and your mom a favor,” he says. “Make sure she doesn’t instruct her lawyer to sign anything over to Tracy . . . Brit.” 
“I’m her power of attorney,” I say. “I’m guessing that’s why she’s being so kind to me.” 
He nods again, sadly. 
“Don’t let those pretty green eyes get to you, Jobz,” he says. “Stay strong.” 
“I’ll try,” I say. Then, “When push comes to shove, would you be willing to share your story in a court of law?”
“What choice would I have?” he says. “My conscience wouldn’t allow it any other way.”
He goes for the door. But before he gets to it, he hesitates and glances at me over his shoulder. 
“You know what the hell of it is?” he says, his hand on the doorknob.
“No,” I say. “What’s the hell of it?” 
He inhales, exhales. 
“I still love her,” he says. “She stole from me, stabbed me in the back, and now it’s very possible she’s resorted to murder, and I still fucking love her.”
For a time that seems forever, I just stare at him, and I can not only see the agony in his face, I can feel it in my own gut. 
“That’s the worst luck a man can have,” I say. 
“Isn’t that the truth, Jobz,” he says. 
He walks off into the night, a lonely, broken shadow of his former self. 

Pulling my cell phone from my pocket, I press stop on the voice record app I had triggered while Dave Barter was seated outside on the deck and I was retrieving the whiskey bottle. 
Sneaky? Yes. 
Smart? An even bigger yes. 
But a PI has to do what a PI has to do. I needed his testimony, and even though he agreed to testify in court, he might have told me to shove it, instead. I took a shot at him with my .45, after all. He also might have been angry with me for having sex with the love of his life tonight. He might have even tried to kill me. But then, he knew full well I was packing heat, so maybe he thought twice about it. You can’t trust anyone in my business. Correction, you don’t want to trust anyone. 
Pouring one more shot, I take it with me out onto the deck. I think about what Barter told me. About the money and fortunes she’s extorted from so many people. To say she’s a con woman is putting it mildly. To say she’s a femme fatale is way more accurate. I sip my drink. Under normal circumstances, the whiskey would make me feel better than reality says I should be feeling. Booze, it’s a palliative for a tortured soul. It’s also poison. A poison that takes its own sweet time to break you. But in the end, you will not be stronger in the broken places. You will be broken beyond repair, like a dry twig that’s been snapped in two. Tonight, the whiskey is just making me feel a hell of a lot worse. Still, I sip it like a man who can’t help but make love to his cheating honey. I hope for the best. 
Brit (I refuse to call her Tracy at this point), did the nasty with me tonight. I thought for certain she was into me. But she’s fooling me. She’s baiting me, like a spider that attracts the big fat fly into its web, so that she can sink her fangs into me, suck the blood from me, and get me to sign over my mother’s fortune to her. Turns out, she’s a regular Mata Hari. Did she really believe I would be capable of such a thing? I guess when you fall in love with someone, you’re capable of doing all sorts of stupid things. Like signing over your inheritance. I’ve seen pussy whipped men do worse things over the course of my life, and if I live long enough, I’ll see it happen again. I just never thought it could happen to me. I have one more date with Brit tomorrow night. My guess is, it won’t be as friendly as tonight’s date was. 
I down the whiskey. Miller told me not to drink too much tonight. Too late. But at least I can get to bed at a decent hour. Setting the empty glass in the sink, I climb the revolving staircase up to the bedroom loft, undress, and lie myself down on my futon. I stare up at the ceiling and feel the slight rocking motion of the houseboat under me. All I see is darkness. Come morning, I’ll see the light. God willing. 
 




I’m not sure what got into me overnight, but I’m up extra early the next morning, sans hangover. I toss on my running shorts, a t-shirt, and sneakers then head out for a run around the entire perimeter of the port parking lot. If you run it six times, it’s the equivalent of two miles, or so my neighbor, Dick Moonlight, tells me. 
It can also be peaceful. The sounds and toxic exhaust smells of the city are far removed down here. Instead, you hear gulls flying over the river and the occasional rumble of a tanker slowly making the journey to the Saint Lawrence Seaway. For Upstate New York, the port almost has the vibe and feel of a seaside community. Without the beauty, of course. It’s still Albany, after all. And Albany will never change. 
By the time I’ve covered two miles, I’m sweating up a storm. Outside on the narrow houseboat deck, I pump out one-hundred pushups and an equal number of crunches. For a brief second, I consider jumping into the river to wash off, but even if the Hudson is cleaner than it has been in decades, it’s still not that clean. So, I strip, take a quick shower, and throw on some clean khaki trousers, a light blue button down, and a navy-blue blazer. Since it’s very warm and sunny this morning, I forgo the tie and go for the casual look. 
By the time I’m out of the house and pulling up to the Loudonville Dunkin’ Donut, it’s going on eight o’clock. The school day will be starting and the ladies in the general office will welcome some fresh coffee and donuts. After all, this will be a very solemn day for the entire school. I don’t know this for a fact, but my guess is that much of the school day’s activities will be canceled while teachers take time out to pay their respects at Principal Simon’s wake. 
I order a dozen assorted donuts and three large coffees, set it all on the empty passenger seat and pay the boy behind the drive-thru window with a twenty, tell him to keep the change.
“Thanks, Mister,” he says. 
Pulling away, I head toward the school along the pleasant, tree-lined road. Passing the front of the school, I notice the Stars and Stripes are flying at half-mast. No surprise there. There seems to be a sad quietness draping the school like a purple garment covering a casket. No surprise there, either. 
Driving around back, I find a free space and park. Naturally, this is no place for a firearm, so I leave my piece locked in the glove box. Getting out, I go around to the passenger side, grab the donuts and coffees, and make my way to the elementary school’s front entrance. 
I thumb the doorbell. 
“Yes, can I help you?” It’s the voice of Frumpy. 
“Hey there,” I say, “It’s Steve Jobz.”
“Oh, hello, Mr. Jobz.”
“I know today’s a hard day, but I need to ask you a few questions on behalf of the APD, and then I’ll be on my way.”
Hesitation. 
“Can’t it wait?”
“I’m afraid not,” I say. Then, in my happy voice, “I have donuts.” 
I smile because I know for a fact I’m being recorded on CCTV. The solid metal door’s mechanical bolt unlatches, and I let myself in. Glancing to my left as I enter, I notice the empty principal’s office and all the condolence flower bouquets stacked on the table beyond the office’s entrance. It’s the same table where that troublemaker kid was forced to sit after being sent to the principal’s office. I can still picture him winking at me. Just another silly kid with a crush on his principal. Can’t say I blamed him. Anita Simon was an attractive young woman, after all. 
Hooking a left into the general office, I set the coffees and donuts down on a file cabinet. Cute Brunette Chris is sitting at her desk near the back of the room, by the microphone and radio setup they no doubt use to announce the daily school bus arrivals. Frumpy is seated only a foot or two away from me. Her face is sullen. In fact, both their faces are sullen and sad. They are also dressed in their Sunday best. Or should I say, their best wake and funeral attire. 
Without asking them, I distribute the coffees. I also crack the lid on the third coffee and take a sip. 
“I know this is a hard day, ladies,” I say. “But I need to ask a few questions then I’ll be out of your hair.”
Cute Brunette Chris forces a smile. 
“Whatever you need to know, Mr. Jobz,” she says, “Dorothy and I are willing to cooperate.” 
“Yes,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “We wanna see the son of a bitch who did this to Anita hang by his balls.”
She’s referring to the perp as a man. Interesting. Taking a step forward, I casually seat myself on the corner of Frumpy Dorothy ’s desk, my right foot planted on the floor and my left leg dangling off the side. I steal another sip of coffee. 
“Do any of you ladies know if Anita had any real enemies?” I ask. 
I glance at Cute Brunette Chris. She eyeballs Frumpy Dorothy. Frumpy Dorothy eyeballs her back in return. After a time, both of them shake their heads. 
“Anita was the sweetest lady on earth,” Frumpy Dorothy says, her voice trembling like she’s about to break out in tears at any moment. “I don’t see how anyone could be her enemy. She was that sweet.”
I glance at Cute Brunette Chris. 
“What she said,” she agreed. 
I nod. 
“Have there been any strange people coming around lately? Delivery people, maybe.”
In my head, I’m seeing the ladies stacking boxes into their van after the Field’s Food Service tractor trailer had left the school grounds. 
Frumpy Dorothy shakes her head. 
“Nothing out of the ordinary,” she says. “We screen everyone pretty good. And with all the school shootings going on lately, the school is in constant lockdown even though we don’t officially report that it’s in lockdown.” 
Time to dig deeper. 
“As you know, we arrested the school lunch lady, Gladys Carter, on suspicion of Anita Simon’s murder only to find out she was actually Gladys’s daughter, Kyle. As you probably already know by now, Kyle has been cleared of all murder charges.” 
“What about the extortion charges?” Cute Brunette Chris jumps in. 
“APD is trying to make those stick,” I say. “There’s an issue with the CCTV footage. No face appears in the recordings. Probably because Kyle knew what she was doing.”
Frumpy Dorothy rolls her eyes, like she’s cursing Kyle out in her head. Everyone takes a minute to sip their coffees. 
“You guys sure you don’t want a donut?” I say. 
“We’re not hungry, thanks,” Cute Brunette Chris says. “But help yourself.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” I say. 
Opening the pink box, I choose a strawberry frosted, take a big bite out of it. 
“Keep eating like that and you’ll choke to death one day, Mr. Jobz,” Frumpy Dorothy says. 
“I know, I know,” I say. “My mother taught me better than that.”
Suddenly, I think of my mother lying in her ICU bed, her body hooked up to all those life-support machines. My thoughts then shift to Brit, and from there, it shifts to the photo of these two women sitting here before me, along with Kyle Carter and a very alive Anita Simon. In my head, I see Brit snapping the picture. These women might be doing a decent job of playing the innocent game, but I’m about to catch them in a lie. 
But first, I pull out my cell phone. 
“Excuse me, ladies,” I say. “I think someone is texting me.”
Of course, it’s a fib. It’s just my excuse to turn on the voice recording app. Something I probably should have done the moment I entered the office. Oh well, better late than never. I return the phone to my interior jacket pocket. Shoving the rest of the donut in my mouth, I wash all that sweet dough down with a generous swig of coffee. 
“Just one more question, ladies. I know you have a busy day ahead of you. A sad day.” Clearing my throat. “Now, do any of you know a woman by the name of Brit Boido?”
A noticeable pall falls over the room. It’s almost like a significant portion of the oxygen has suddenly escaped and both women are unexpectedly finding it difficult to breathe. Cute Brunette Chris assumes a false smile. 
“Why do you ask?” 
“I heard you might be acquainted with one another and that Ms. Boido also knew Anita Simon.” 
“Doesn’t ring a bell, Mr. Jobz,” Frumpy Dorothy says, standing. “Now, really, if you don’t mind, we have a school to run. Thank you very much for the refreshments.”
I’ve got the lie I needed, so I’m no longer going to push it. But that doesn’t mean I’m not about to go in for the kill. As I’m heading for the door, I pull a Columbo by pressing my thumb against my forehead while using my free hand to pull out my cell phone. Going to the pictures app, I bring up the picture Brit Boido took of them seated around the kitchen table. 
“Jeepers,” I say, turning the phone around so that they can’t help but see the picture. “Are you sure you don’t know Brit Boido? Because I know for a fact, she’s the one who snapped this picture of you guys.”
Cute Brunette Chris stands. 
“Please leave, Mr. Jobz,” she demands, “before we call security.”
I hold up both hands like I’m surrendering. Then, shoving the phone back into my jacket pocket, I pull off my eyeglasses and put on my sunglasses. That’s when I get a look at the keyring on Frumpy Dorothy’s desk. It’s a got a Metabolic Meltdown keycard attached to it. 
“Metabolic Meltdown,” I say. “You like to work out, Dorothy?” 
“Chris and I both do,” she says. “What’s it to you, Mr. Jobz?”
“Oh, nothing, I guess,” I say. Then, smiling. “Thanks for your time, ladies.”
Exiting the school, I get the feeling these ladies don’t quite know just how snagged they are. 
 




Back in the Mustang, I dial Miller. First, I fill him in on my impromptu meeting with Dave Barter last night on my way back from the bar. Tell him all about Brit AKA Tracy Ferguson and how she extorted Barter’s father’s fortune then took off. How she’s cheated numerous elderly living facilities across this great land of ours. That is, if Barter’s telling the truth. But why lie about something like that? I skip the part about taking a shot at him with my gun. 
“She’s probably running the same racket now at Ann Lee Home,” Miller says, not without a sarcastic laugh.   
I then tell him about my morning meeting with Frumpy Dorothy and Cute Brunette Chris inside the Loudonville Elementary School general office. How they appeared to be sad and distraught over the loss of Anita Simon. Told him they denied ever hearing of a woman named, Brit Boido. But when I revealed the picture and announced I knew the photo was taken by Brit Boido, they got angry and kicked me out even after I’d brought them donuts and coffee. I also add, proudly, that I secretly recorded both interviews with the voice app on my smartphone.
“Gee, you’re the consummate professional, Jobz,” Miller says.   
“I also couldn’t help but notice something else, Miller,” I go on. 
“What else?” he says. 
“They all belong to Metabolic Meltdown,” I say. “Brit, Dorothy, and Chris. I’m guessing Kyle and Anita did, too.” 
“Maybe it’s where they all got acquainted,” Miller says. 
“Makes sense to me,” I say. “Should I give Metabolic a call and check with them?”
“Don’t bother,” he says. “What difference does it make where they all met at this point? All we need to know is that at one time, they were all on the same page.”
In my head, I’m seeing Miller inside his Central Avenue office, his feet up on the desk, the ball knot on his tie loosened, and his shirt sleeves rolled up. He might have a couple fingers of whiskey going in a toothbrush glass if it weren’t so early in the morning. More than likely, he has a couple of powdered donuts set out on a paper napkin and a large coffee beside them. Cops have their standards, after all. 
“The other morning, I saw Dorothy and Chris loading a van with Field’s Food Service boxes,” I say. 
“I recall you telling me that,” Miller says. 
“I’m starting to put two and two together,” I explain, “in light of Barter’s testimony.”
“It’s looking pretty obvious that what started out as a sweet old lady stealing the kids lunch money has turned into major league extortion and a black market profits racket.” 
“Exactly,” I agree. “They weren’t loading a van with Field’s Food boxes filled with school records or kid’s papers. They’re reselling the school’s food on the black market while stealing the kids’ money.” The lightbulb goes off over my head. “Shit, I bet they were laundering their black market profits through the school register. No wonder Anita Simon accused Mrs. Carter, or Kyle, I should say, of stealing upward of a half a mil. Not all of that was school lunch money.” 
“And I can bet Brit is doing the same thing at Ann Lee Home. Maybe the whole gang is in on that action as well. Shit, Jobz, maybe they were laundering everything through Loudonville Elementary School.”
“But why kill Anita?” I ask. “I know they had to be arguing over who was or who wasn’t skimming off the top, but why go so far as to commit a homicide?”
“Who knows,” Miller says. “Maybe Anita was feeling a bad case of the guilts and wanted out. Or, like you said, maybe Kyle was skimming off the top. I think there’s a portion of the video that shows her personally pocketing a couple of big bills. Maybe as retaliation, Anita was threatening to go public with everything, and in turn, what does she do? She rats Kyle, AKA Gladys Carter, out.”
“But Brit wasn’t buying into that action. Brit must have known if Anita talked, she was going down with the ship. Maybe that’s why she had no choice but to stab Anita to death with one of the school’s very own blades.”
“If that’s what went down, Jobz. It’s still all speculation.” 
I hesitate for a minute while the morning sun warms my face. Soon, all of Albany will be covered in gray clouds, snow, and cold for six months. It’s always been my plan to enjoy the sun for as long as I can, then spend the winters in Florida. But it never seems to work out that way. 
“You starting to have your doubts about our number one, left-handed murder suspect, Miller?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “Now that we know Brit—or what the hell’s her real name, Tracy or is it Katy? Now we know she’s a serial extortionist and con woman, it sort of rubs me the wrong way that she would suddenly turn into a murderer. And a brutal murderer, at that. It would make more sense if she hired someone out to do the dirty work. But that’s just it. The murder was dirty, bloody, and completely unprofessional.” 
“A crime of passion on Brit’s part, maybe?” I say. 
“You tell me, Jobz,” he says. “You know her better than I do. She seem like a woman who can suddenly fly off into a rage so bad she’s willing to drive across town, break into a school, steal a carving knife, and go all Hitchcock Psycho on a young woman like Anita Simon?”
I think about the way she’s been taking care of my mother. How she calmly sits by Mom’s side. How she made love to me inside her apartment. But then, I see her taking a picture of the very women who have likely been extorting tens of thousands from not only the Loudonville Elementary School cafeteria but possibly Ann Lee Home and who knows where else. I see a con woman who is capable of acting like the most loveable, cuddly, human being around. I also picture the cut on her dominant left hand. 
“Who knows what people are capable of, Miller,” I say, “when sufficiently provoked.”
“You headed to the wake later?” the old detective asks. 
“Gonna make a stop first,” I inform him. “Ann Lee Home. Have a little talk with the director. See if the books have been balancing as of late or if they’re deep in the red.” 
“Good idea,” he says. “And Jobz.”
“Yeah?” 
“If it turns out Brit isn’t Anita Simon’s murderer,” he says, “we’ve got a big problem on our hands.”
“Means the Hitchcock Psycho is still out there,” I add. 
“Have a nice day, Norman Bates,” he says. 
“Have a better one,” I reply. 
 




Driving to Anne Lee Home, which happens to be located directly across from the Albany International Airport, I’m struck by how I’ve always dreaded this drive. Not that I dreaded visiting my mom, but I hated seeing her as a resident of a facility that reminded me of a nut house. That’s not to say Ann Lee isn’t a nice place for seniors who can’t exactly take complete care of themselves, it’s just that its clinical atmosphere is anything but homey, and my mother always loved her home.      
I pull into the drive knowing full well Mom isn’t here, and that it’s quite possible Brit has done something to her to make her act depressed and even delusional—something I plan on getting to the bottom of in just a few more hours. In the meantime, if I can gather enough evidence to suggest Brit is ripping off Ann Lee Home the same way she and her four cohorts were ripping off Loudonville Elementary School, we just might be able to bust her even before we start on the reheated lamb stew. 
I park the Mustang and head into the century-old stone and brick facility. I approach the nice, middle-aged woman who always greets me when I come for Monday Night meatloaf. 
“Why, Mr. Jobz,” she says, “how wonderful to see you. But you must realize that your mom isn’t here. She’s still at the Albany Medical Center.”
“No, I get that, Maryanne,” I say. “But I was wondering if I might have a word with Director McCabe. Does he happen to be in?”
“Oh dear,” the salt and pepper-haired woman says, “is something wrong? Other than your mom’s condition of course.” 
“No, nothing like that,” I say. “I need to discuss some personal business with him. Only take a few minutes.”
She picks up the telephone handset, brings it to her ear. 
“I’ll let him know you’re here,” she says. Then, “Yes, Mr. McCabe. I have Mr. Jobz here. He’d like a quick word with you.”
McCabe says something to her. Just what he says, I have no clue. Probably something like, “Can’t you get rid of him for me? I’m busy.”
Her eyes go from me to her desktop, to me again. I get the feeling he’s giving her a tough time, and she’s not appreciating it. 
“Okay then,” she says, finally. “I’ll send him up.”
She hangs up. Looking up at me, she paints a fake smile on her face. 
“Mr. McCabe would be just delighted to speak with you, Mr. Jobz,” she says.
She grabs hold of one of the visitor’s passes, hands it to me from across her desk.  
“Terrific,” I express, taking the pass and heading for the staircase beside the elevator. 
Instead of clipping it to my jacket, I shove it in my pocket, and rather than wait for an elevator, I take the stairs. 

George McCabe’s office is large and rectangular. The anti-room located just outside it houses a secretary who told me to just head on in. He’s on the phone as I enter, and he gestures for me to sit down in a tall, leather-backed chair set before his large glass desk. 
He’s nodding a lot to whatever the person on the connection is telling him. Every now and again, he adds a “Yup,” or an “I see,” or “I’ll look into it.” But in general, I get the feeling he’s pacifying someone he can’t stand. 
Eyeballing me while addressing whoever is on the line, he says, “Listen, Alicia, I’m gonna have to cut you short. I have a meeting I’m already late for.”
He hangs up, inhales and exhales a deep breath while carving a smile on his long, goatee and mustache covered face. The kind of thick salt and pepper goatee and mustache late middle-aged men grow after they’ve gone bald, just to distract from their baldness. 
 “Sorry about that, Mr. Jobz,” he says, “just one of our board members looking for answers I can’t quite give her at present.” 
“I’m sorry,” I convey, not knowing what else to say since my ass has never been important enough to sit on a corporate board. 
“And if I have an answer, it’s usually not one they like to hear since it almost always involves my begging for more money.”
“You have a tough job,” I state. “I imagine there’s a lot to juggle on limited resources.”
It’s actually a good segue into what I wish to talk with the director about. 
“And doing so on limited resources is not always easy,” he says. “We’re a not-for-profit, after all. We rely on government subsidies, Medicaid and Medicare Programs, state and federal grants, plus generous donations just to turn the lights on every day.” He smiles like he knows he’s rambling. Rambling and complaining in front of a client. “But forgive me. How can I help you, Mr. Jobz? How is your mother fairing at Albany Med? I’ve been trying to get out to see her, but as you can see—”
He waves his arm over the mountains of paperwork heaped on his desk. I’m guessing he has no real intention of ever going to see my mom, not that I can blame him. He probably doesn’t walk to the nearest bar when he’s done for the day. He most likely sprints. 
“Don’t worry,” I say. “She’s being well cared for. And by the way, thanks for allowing your nurse, Brit Boido, to spend all that private time with her. I don’t know what I would do without Brit taking care of things. Really above and beyond.” 
His smile dissolves. He threads his fingers together, brings both hands around his head and uses it as a backrest, while sitting all the way back in his swivel chair. 
“As much as I would like to tell you I’ve loaned Brit out to the Albany Medical Center on your mother’s behalf, I can’t. She gave her two week notice a few days ago, probably around the time your mother left. Since she’s an independent contractor, I just decided to let her go that day. She more or less stormed out.”
A noticeable increase in my blood pressure began. 
“Did she give a reason for wanting to leave?”
McCabe purses his lips, brings his hands back around front, and sits up straight. 
“Something about having it up to here with nursing,” he says, bringing one hand to his neck as if to demonstrate. “It surprised me, because she seemed like such a nice young woman. A dedicated professional.”
I nod, chew on my bottom lip for a beat. 
“Can I ask you a personal question, Mr. McCabe?” I say. 
“How personal?”
“Personal in the business sense . . . as a client of the facility.”
“I see.” His rapidly blinking eyes say different. 
“Now you’re really probably wondering what this is all about,” I admit. 
“If you’re suggesting this isn’t necessarily a private counsel about your mother,” he says, “you’re absolutely right, Mr. Jobz.”
I pull out my wallet, show him my ID, then return it to my pocket. 
“As you know, I work for the New York State Department of Unemployment Insurance Fraud,” I say. “But I also sometimes work in collaboration with the Albany Police Department. As of late, I’ve been assigned to investigate a North Albany elementary school cafeteria worker who extorted an estimated five-hundred-thousand dollars from the school’s coffers. In a very incongruous way, that investigation has led not only to the unmasking of several partners in the extortion operation, but we now have a murder on our hands. A brutal murder.”
His face goes a little pale. 
“That young grammar school principal in Loudonville,” he says. 
“Exactly,” I confirm. 
“So, how is it you’re here asking me about Brit?”
I tell him about her ex, Dave Barter, and what he revealed about her real name and her criminal past. 
“Well, I’ll be dipped,” he says, wide-eyed. “Who’d have thought it from such a nice young woman?”
“Well, have you happened to notice if your weekly bottom line has been more in the red than normal, Mr. McCabe?” I ask. 
I watch the Adam’s apple inside his neck bob up and down. 
“You don’t think—” he says. 
“I think,” I say. 
“Son of a bitch,” he says, biting down on his bottom lip. 
“Just plain bitch will more than sum it up,” I say. 
“We’ve been running in the red for almost two years straight, and no one can seem to account for it.” 
“How long has Brit been working here?”
His Adam’s apple now bobbing more frantically. 
“Just under two fucking years,” he says, sitting back so hard in his chair I’m surprised the chair back doesn’t snap in two. “Excuse my language.”
I stand, knowing full well it takes a lot for the Ann Lee Home director to drop an F-bomb. 
“It’s been great talking with you, Mr. McCabe,” I say. “I was you . . . I’d call in the accountants for an audit. I’ll make sure the department sends over a couple uniforms to ask a few questions.”
“Thanks,” he says. But it’s one of those thanks he wishes he doesn’t have to convey. “Say hello to your lovely mother. We hope to see her again soon.”
“I’ll tell her,” I say. “Not that she understands a word I’m saying.” 
Turning, I head for the door, and let myself out. 
 




I drive back in the direction of Loudonville. The wake is being held at a funeral home located maybe a half mile away from Loudonville Elementary School. Driving past it, I see yellow school buses pulled up for an early dismissal on account of Anita Simon’s wake. Something catches my attention. A scuffle going on in the middle of the school’s turnaround. Two boys mixing it up while a bunch of students surround them, shouting and egging them on. I could just continue to the funeral home, but the ex-cop in me urges me to pull over and diffuse the situation before somebody pokes an eye out or breaks a bone. After all, I have a sort of emotional connection to the Loudonville school now. 
I pull over onto the shoulder, kill the engine, get out. Making my way around the perimeter chain-link fence, I jog to the scene. 
“Let me through, kids,” I insist, shoving a few onlookers aside. 
One of the kid’s in the fight is small and thin. His nose and lip are bloodied. The other kid is tall and big for his age. He hasn’t a scratch on him. He’s landing round house after round house on the little guy. Reaching out, I grab Big Kid by his t-shirt collar, pull him away. 
“What the hell?” he spits. 
The anger in his face and body is palpable. The type of kid who’s angry not with any one in particular, but the entire world. Maybe even the universe.
Little kid is now on his knees. He’s crying. 
“I didn’t do nothin’,” he says through his tears. “Billy just hates me.”
Billy . . . 
Billy, I think. I take a good look at Big Kid. It’s the same kid who was sent to Principal Simon’s office a couple days back. The one who loved being there. The one who smiled and winked at me like he made sure he was going to be sent down to her office because he thought she was hot. 
“What’s happening here, kids?” I ask. 
“That little bastard is right,” Billy says, not without a grin. “I just don’t like him.”
Then, something short and stocky comes barreling through the crowd. Frumpy Dorothy. 
“You do have a habit of showing up at the most difficult times, Mr. Jobz,” she announces, her face as tight as a tick. Then, her eyes on Billy. “You, Mr. Anthos, are about to face a very long suspension.” 
“How do you know I even started it?” Billy snorts. 
She bends over Little Kid, helps him up. 
“Are you okay, Anthony?” she asks. “You need to see the nurse.” 
Cute Brunette Chris shows up. She affords me the slightest of glances but otherwise ignores me. 
“Come with me, Anthony,” she says. “We’ll call your parents.”
“And I’ll be only be too happy to call yours, Billy,” Cute Brunette Chris says.
“Whatever,” he says, smirking. “Be cool to be suspended. Get to play video games all day.”
I’ve almost forgotten that I’m still holding onto him. I release him. 
“Take my advice, Billy,” I say, “Life is a hell of a lot easier when ya go along to get along. Capice?”
“Capice?” he says. “What’s that, French?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Take it easy on those video games. They’ll rot your brain.”
“Hey,” he says, “you get to kill people, and no one cares.”
I make my way back through the crowd of pre-teens, wondering what the future holds for this new, twenty-first century lost generation. 

Back in the Mustang, I pull back out onto the road and resume my drive to the funeral home. When I arrive, there’s a small gathering of thirty-somethings waiting outside the doors of the two-story wood and brick structure. As I climb the short flight of steps, I offer a quick nod. A couple nod back. The doors opens for me before I have a chance to put my hand on the doorknob. The blue-suited doorman greets me with a kind smile. 
“Good afternoon,” he says. “Ms. Simon is to the right.”
The long, narrow vestibule accesses a viewing room on the right and a second one on the left. Presently, there are two wakes going on. Business is apparently good. 
I head into Anita Simon’s room. Only a scattering of people are in attendance. I go to the casket, kneel on the kneeler, make the sign of the cross, and pretend to say a prayer like I’m truly connecting with the Almighty and with her still very much alive soul. But in reality, her embalmed body has all the life of a mannequin, and if her soul is still alive, it’s not residing in this funeral home. It’s most definitely pulled an Elvis and left the building. 
Her face looks peaceful enough. It’s got that chalk, powder-covered, dead as a doornail look to it. Her eyes and lips have been sewn closed and whoever dressed her has cleverly covered up the neck wounds with a white turtleneck. Her hands look like they’ve been carved from two separate bars of Ivory Soap. They are folded on her flat belly and a rosary has been wrapped around the fingers. 
Standing, I take a seat all the way in the back of the room. It’s where I plan to remain for most of the afternoon, taking note of who comes and goes. If only I had a bag of sandwiches and a thermos of coffee to keep me company. The group of thirty-somethings who were gathered around the front porch are the first to enter and pay their respects. The women cry and their partners do their best to console them. It dawns on me that they might be teachers at Loudonville Elementary School. Though, they seem young enough to still be in high school. Or maybe that’s just an indication of how long in the tooth I’m getting. 
Times goes by slowly, but things pick up when a woman who looks an awful lot like Anita Simon enters the viewing room. She’s assisting an older, frail woman who’s moving along with the use of a walker. The old woman is crying and trying to hang on to an overused Kleenex. I can’t say for sure, but if I had to venture a guess, I would say that they are Anita Simon’s mother and sister. The mother must have had children a little later in life, because she could almost pass for the grandmother. But when the sister says, “It’s okay, Mom. Anita is in heaven now,” I know for sure it’s Anita’s mother.
I wonder if the old lady actually believes that. She’s so distraught, I half expect her to jump inside the casket along with her daughter. It’s not a funny thought. The woman is so wrecked I feel my eyes well up on her behalf. No adult should have to go through the pain of losing a child. That’s not the way nature intended it. The old woman reaches out to her daughter and gently touches her face. 
“I remember the day you were born, and they laid you on my chest, Anita,” she says through a pool of tears. She turns to Anita’s sister. “Who could have done this to my little girl?” 
That’s what I’m trying to figure out, I want to say. But of course, I keep my mouth clamped shut. The oxygen inside the room has become so heavy it’s like breathing invisible mud. The daughter takes hold of her mother’s arm and leads her to an empty chair on the front row. The old woman sits down painfully, and at the same time, lets loose with a wail that just about splits my chest open. 
The place seems to settle into a sad soundtrack of sobs and weeping. But the noise is interrupted by the funeral home’s front door opening and what sounds like the Ghost of Christmas Past walking in. I hear chains rattling and the stomping of jackboots. 
“You don’t have to play so fucking rough,” comes a voice I semi-recognize. “It’s not like I’m gonna run away with these goddamned chains on.”
The three of them enter the viewing room—Kyle Carter bookended by two burly Albany County Sheriff’s deputies. One of them black and tall, the other white and short. They’re both wearing green uniforms, black combat boots, and matching green baseball caps. They’re packing heat on their hips, and their utility belts also support handcuffs, black mace spray cans, and nightsticks. Their faces are chiseled not from common stone but from pure, solid granite. They hold on to Kyle like their lives depend on it. Like their jobs do, anyway. 
Just a few years ago, allowing a county inmate to pay her respects at a friend’s wake would have seemed like a prisoner’s pipe dream. But since the governor has been sucking up to the radical left wingers who’ve kidnapped his party, it surprises me the sheriff wasn’t required to draw up an R.O.R.—that is, releasing her on her own recognizance—while allowing her the use of a county vehicle along with a cash stipend for the day’s outing. Perhaps that time is coming. When it does, I will already be on my way to setting up shop in another country. 
The deputies accompany Kyle to the casket. Since she’s shackled from wrists to ankles, it’s more or less impossible for her to kneel. No choice but to stand there, staring down at the lifeless body. 
“They thought I killed you, Anita,” she says after a time. “But I would never do such a thing. You were my friend, once. Until you weren’t my friend any longer. But I forgive you for what you’ve done. I hope you rest in peace.” 
You might think she’d either mull these words silently in her head, or at the very least, whisper them so softly no one in the room could possibly hear them. But instead, she practically shouts them. It causes Anita’s mother to grab her walker and pull herself out of her chair. 
“Did you kill my baby girl?!” she screams. 
The old lady is so enraged it’s like she’s suddenly thirty years younger. She’s about to thrust herself at Kyle when her surviving daughter grabs hold of her and pulls her back into her seat. 
“She did not kill, Anita, Mom,” Surviving Sister says. “She used to work with Anita . . . Sort of.” Then, turning to Kyle. “I think it’s best you left now, Kyle.” 
Kyle gazes at Anita’s family with laser-like eyes. 
“Your sister died because some creep stabbed her to death,” she says after a long, hard beat. “But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t capable of stabbing me in the back. All of them stabbed me in the back.”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Surviving Sister says. “Just go. Please.”
The mother is wailing loudly again. It’s all a pathetic sight to witness. But revealing, all the same. 
Anita is dead, and the entire community is mourning her loss. The question this part-time gumshoe has to ask himself, however, is this: Was Anita not only just friends with Kyle the extortionist, but an extortionist in her own right? Were all the women captured in that photograph sitting around a kitchen table drinking margaritas all in on the extortion ring? Again, I picture the Field’s Food Service boxes being loaded into the van. 
“Of course they were all involved,” I whisper to myself. 
“Let’s go, Kyle,” says Black Deputy.
“Yeah, before this thing gets ugly,” says White Deputy. 
“Be seeing you, Susan . . . Mrs. Simon,” Kyle says. 
“Yeah, in seven to ten years,” Surviving Sister Susan says, not without a snort. 
Mrs. Simon wails. I make a mental note to interview Susan Simon at some point. 
Welcome to gangland . . . Albany, New York style. 

An uneventful half hour passes. Stragglers come and go—young and old. Anita Simon didn’t live enough life for her to attract a mob to her wake and funeral. She didn’t get the chance to leave a footprint that big on the community even if she was the principal of an elementary school. 
I’m almost getting to the point where I might take my leave when two more people of interest show up. It’s Cute Brunette Chris and Frumpy Dorothy. Why it’s taken them so long to get here, I’ll never know. Maybe they were preoccupied with Billy, filling out the paperwork in triplicate for his suspension. 
As they enter the room, they both eyeball Mrs. Simon and Susan, but rather than approach the grieving family, they go right for the open casket. The kneeler is wide enough to accommodate the both of them. They make the conciliatory signs of the cross, telling me they are both Christians and possibly even believers. They recite silent prayers—or at least appear to. 
Cute Brunette Chris is the first to stand, followed by Frumpy Dorothy who is brave enough to lay her hand on Anita’s cold, dead, embalming fluid-filled hands. Together, they turn and approach Mrs. Simon and Susan. They both offer whispered condolences while taking hold of Mrs. Simon’s trembling hand. It’s quite the display of respect, sympathy, and love for a beautiful young woman cut down so early in her prime. A real Hallmark card if there ever was one. 
The Hallmark card atmosphere is destroyed when the two women back away from the grieving family and eyeball me from across the room. I paint on a smile and even offer a friendly wave as if they just walked into Lanie’s Bar. But they’re in no mood for me or my smiles. They don’t smile back, nor do they acknowledge the wave. So much for my bringing them donuts. Turning their backs to me, they head for the vestibule where they sign the condolences book before exiting the funeral home and return back to the land of the living. 

Another half hour goes by. No one of note comes in. Just parents of students who attended Loudonville Elementary School during Principal Simon’s tenure. Or so I can only assume. Add to that the members of the Albany School Board, and the wake turns out to be a pretty popular showing. Too bad they don’t serve refreshments. 
Truth be told, I’m wondering if Brit will show. But then, if she does, it would be a sure admittance of her connection with the deceased. My gut tells me it ain’t gonna happen. However, toward the end of the three-hour viewing, someone rather interesting does show up. 
Billy Anthos. 
He enters the viewing room alone, not attended by a parent. Maybe his mom drove him here, and she’s waiting outside for him. Or maybe he rode his bike here since the funeral home isn’t that far from the elementary school. He’s wearing the same jeans and retro Black Flag t-shirt he was wearing when I pulled him off that small kid earlier. His hair is thick and black. Like I said before, he’s tall for his age . . . and wiry. I’m wondering if this is his first wake since he appears not sure what to do with himself. 
His hands nervously stuffed in his jean pockets, he nods at Mrs. Simon, then makes his way at an agonizingly slow pace to the body. He doesn’t kneel, and he doesn’t make the sign of the cross. He doesn’t do much of anything but just stare at the body. He stares at her for a long time, or so it seems. He rubs his nose once with his knuckles, and for a quick second, I think he might be crying. But in the end, it’s just a nervous gesture.
After a while, he turns and starts for the door. But not without spotting me. He offers me a quick smile and even a slight wave. I didn’t plan it this way, but that’s my cue to get up and follow the kid out of the building. 
 




 “Hey, Billy,” I bark as I close the funeral parlor door behind me. “Wait up!” 
He’s about to mount his bike when he turns and eyeballs me. 
“Oh, hey, Mister,” he says.
Catching up to him, I hold out my fist. 
“Give me the rock,” I say. 
He makes a fist and pounds my fist with it. 
“We’ve never been properly introduced,” I say. “I’m Steve. Steve Jobz.”
He smiles. 
“Like, really,” he says, like a question. “That’s your real name. That dude was like totally mad rich.”
“It’s short for Jobzcynski,” I say. “And I ain’t even close to rich. More like the opposite.”
“My dad’s always bitching about being broke,” he says. “He and my mom fight about it a lot. Or they used to fight anyway, before she took off.”
“That’s too bad,” I respond. Then, “You did the right thing coming to your principal’s wake. That’s very big of you. Very mature. I know today wasn’t an easy day, getting suspended.”
His face takes on a kind of sad pallor. 
“I guess I shouldn’t have hit that Anthony kid,” he says. “But you wanna know a secret, Mr. Jobz?” 
“Call me, Jobz,” I say. 
“Oh cool,” he says. “You wanna know a secret, Jobz?”
“Sure,” I say, “I can keep a secret.”
“The truth is, Anthony is always picking on me. Not the other way around. His parents live down the street from us on Upper Loudon Road, right across from our school. His mother like inherited a construction business or something from her dad. She was rich right out of college and didn’t really have to work for it. My dad has started a ton of businesses and crapped out at every one of them. He works at the Price Chopper supermarket now. But mostly, he just drinks. My mom took off a long time ago. So, Anthony is always going on about how poor we are, and how I shouldn’t even be at Loudonville Elementary.” He shakes his head. “He makes me feel bad, you know.”
“And so you lost it,” I say. Then, leaning into him. “Now it’s my turn to tell you a little secret. You did the right thing busting him in the face. Can’t blame you a bit.”
He smiles. “You really think so?”
“Man’s gotta stand up for what’s right. You did the right thing by defending yourself. Just like coming here was the right thing when you could be home doing something fun.”
He purses his lips. I stare into his eyes. There is most definitely a sadness lurking inside them. A sadness that a twelve or thirteen-year-old should not be experiencing. 
“You really liked Principal Simon,” I say. 
He nods, his crazy thick hair blowing in the breeze.
“Yeah,” he says. 
“Let me guess,” I say. “You used to cause a little disruption in the classroom on purpose sometimes just so you could be sent to her office and spend the day with her.”
He cocks his head to the side over his shoulder. “Maybe,” he mumbles. Then, with a beaming grin. “Okay, yeah, snagged. But I thought you knew that already, Jobz.”
“Yeah, I remember you giving me that sly wink the other day when you were sent to her office,” I admit. I place my hand on his shoulder. “Anyway, try not to be too sad for too long. Ms. Simon is in heaven now and one day we’ll be there, too. God willing.”
I raise my right fist again. He raises his hand, gives me the rock one last time. As he lowers his hand, I can’t help but notice a Band Aide covering a portion of his palm. I’m surprised that’s all the damage he managed to inflict on himself when he was punching out Anthony.   
“See ya, Jobz,” he says. 
I watch the poor kid ride off into the sunset on his bike. 
***
Getting back in the Mustang, I head in the direction of Lanie’s Bar now that it’s after four in the afternoon and I have a few minutes to kill before my second date with Brit—a date that’s sure to not go very well. 
On the way, however, my gut has a little talk with me. Why would Billy make the effort to attend his principal’s wake all alone? Like I said, on the surface, it was a very nice—if not mature—gesture for a thirteen-year-old. And that story about him being the one picked on by the much smaller kid, and his father being broke, his mother having taken off a long time ago . . . Something isn’t adding up for me. 
I make a slight detour along Upper Loudon Road. It’s a quiet neighborhood filled with all sorts of cute-as-a-button, single and two-story homes, most of them probably constructed immediately after World War II. 
I take it slow since I’m doing my best to try to determine which one might belong to Billy’s parents. When I come upon a two-story colonial that’s considerably more run down than any of the homes I’ve witnessed thus far, I sense that I’ve found it. For sure, I know it’s his when I see Billy’s bike lying on its side on the overgrown front lawn. He must have taken a shortcut through the elementary school property and beat me here.   
I drive further down the road, then make a three-point turn and head back the way I came. When I’m a safe enough distance from the rundown colonial, I pull over to the side, throw the transmission into park. For a time, I just sit there staring at the place. A whole lot of nothing happens for a long time. I have one hand on the wheel, the other on the gear shift when I see a burly man come out of the house. Billy is following him. Neither is speaking to the other. 
They both get into an old model Honda SUV that’s been robbed of its spare tire. The SUV starts up and they back out of the driveway. As luck would have it, they drive in the opposite direction of me. 
I’ve got two choices. I can either proceed to Lanie’s as planned, then head to Brit’s place. Or, I can do precisely what my gut is telling me I should do, even if it is illegal. I can find a way to let myself into Billy’s house and look for some clue that tells me he’s more than just a troubled young man. Something that tells me he’s somehow mixed up in this Loudonville Elementary School extortion business. 
***
I get out of the car, walk to the house. Looking over both shoulders, I don’t bother with trying the front door. I go around the back. It’s warm out. There’s almost surely an open window. Unless that is, they have central AC, which I’m guessing they don’t. Or if they do have an AC unit, more than likely, it’s on the fritz, judging by the general, rundown condition of the house. 
I spot an open window over what I’m guessing is the kitchen sink. I look around, catch sight of a wood bench that belongs to a picnic table. Taking hold of it, I place it under the window and step up. I’m able to access the window, but I’ve got to get through the screen. 
Being that I don’t have a jackknife or a screwdriver, my only choice is to poke my index finger through its bottom and pull it out. Jamming my finger through the old, delicate screen wiring, I tear the screen away from its aluminum frame. I then push up on the double-hung window and climb in through the opening, head and torso first. Arms out front, I plant my right hand on one side of the sink and the left on the other while I do my best to scooch my legs through. But that’s also when my right hand slips out from under me, and I drop down onto the old linoleum-covered floor like a sack of potatoes. 
My head is ringing, and I feel like I might have bruised a rib. Of course, my head hasn’t stopped ringing since I got walloped by that brick the other night. I’m otherwise no worse for wear. Placing my eyeglasses back on my face, I’m about to get up when I hear a sound that sends a cold chill up and down my spine. It’s not the sound of Billy and his father having arrived back home suddenly. It’s the angry growl of a guard dog. 
Okay, guard dog is pushing it because the canine in question is a little Chihuahua that can’t weigh more than ten pounds. But boy, is he pissed off. Slowly, I get back up to my feet. 
“Nice doggy,” I say. 
But he’s barking savagely now and nipping at my ankles. 
“Easy buddy,” I say, doing my best to divert from his chomping jaw.   
I find myself searching the messy kitchen. Chihuahuas can be nasty, if I recall. But they also love their food. They love food so much; every meal seems like their last. There’s got to be something I can give this dog to eat while I search the joint and get the hell out. 
I find what I’m looking for. Set on the kitchen table is an open pizza box. There are a few slices left over. Pissed Off Chihuahua now has his jaws clamped to my pant cuff while I drag his stiff body over to the table. 
“Look what I got for you, boy,” I say, taking a cold pizza slice. “Pizza.” I toss it to the opposite side of the kitchen. “Go get it, boy.”
Pissed Off Chihuahua hesitantly releases my pant cuff. He gazes at the pizza lying there for him to tear into. He then looks back up at me and then back at the pizza. I don’t know dog talk, but I can tell by the expression on his face that’s he’s saying, fuck it. This jerk isn’t worth my missing out on a full slice of pizza. 
He races across the floor for the food, snatches it up in his jaw. My idea works like a charm. Time’s wasting. If I’m gonna snoop, it’s now or never. I head down into the attached living room. Just like the kitchen, the place is trashed. There’re all sorts of newspapers, empty pizza boxes, and soda bottles lying about. The amount of empty beer cans alone would probably bring me twenty or thirty bucks at the Indian beverage redemption center alone. 
The walls are wrapped in a cheap white paneling, and the floor is covered with a shag carpet that might have been orange back in the 80s but has become a muddy gray-brown over the decades. It also hasn’t been vacuumed or shampooed in forever. The pleather couch has holes torn out of the cushions. The flat screen television isn’t mounted to the far wall, instead sits on an old milk crate. My Providence College dorm room was nicer than this joint. Poor Billy. No wonder he’s always pissed off. 
My eyes gravitate to the pictures on the wall to my left. I go to them. Pictures of Billy taken by the elementary school photographers. Some pictures of him playing soccer in the fields behind the school. Another picture of the father when he was younger. He’s standing behind a counter, smiling proudly. I can’t be sure, but it looks like the counter belongs to a carwash. Maybe that’s what Billy was talking about when he said his dad started a lot of businesses that crapped out. Maybe he owned a carwash or a series of carwashes at one time. 
I keep searching. When I find a snapshot of the happy shiny family standing around the Christmas tree, I’m nearly robbed of my breath. Or maybe it’s just the pain from my bruised ribs. What’s for certain, however, is this: Kyle Carter is Billy’s mother. 
A loud bang is followed by the mechanical clatter of the overhead garage door opening. Pissed Off Chihuahua goes ballistic. He’s barking up a storm while sprinting across the kitchen floor, a piece of pizza crust still clamped in his jaws. He jumps off the step and down into the living room, jumping on his hind legs at the door that accesses the garage. The time for me to take my leave has come. But first, I pull out my smart phone, thumb the camera app, and snap a picture of yet another incriminating picture—Kyle Carter’s family standing around the prettiest Christmas tree you ever did see in what I’m quite certain must have been much happier, much more financially lucrative times. 
The car enters the garage. I head to the opposite side of the living room, go to the glass sliding doors. Unlocking it, I slide one side open, step out onto the crumbling wood deck, then slide the door closed. I go to the kitchen window, and for a split second, consider placing the screen back in the window. But it’s torn to shreds, so what’s the point? I do, however, step up onto the picnic bench and close the window. Maybe Mr. Anthos won’t even notice the screen has been tampered with. Returning the bench to the picnic table, I search for the quickest way to escape the property without being seen. 
A berm of bushes and small trees separate the property from a narrow side road that accesses Upper Loudon Road. I make my way through the brush, praying I’m not going to find a tick stuck to my ball sack later tonight. I’m in no mood for Lyme’s Disease. 
Heading out onto the narrow road, I speed-walk my way to the main road and my Mustang. Hopping back in, I slip the key into the ignition, start up the V-6, and pull out onto the road. 
Steve Jobz, PI, the master gumshoe is closing in on North Albany’s crime of the decade. 
 




The Mustang motors to the end of Upper Loudon Road, I go right onto Crumity and then make another right onto Albany Shaker Road, the road that will take me directly to Lanie’s Bar. My heart is pounding, not in my bruised chest, but in my throat. I pull into the parking lot, but don’t pull into one of the available spaces. Instead, I create my own by space by parking under a tree planted close to the curb. It makes for an easier, quicker getaway should I ever need it. 
Just as I suspected, Henry is seated at the bar working on one of her famous Cosmos. Tonight, she’s dressed in a dark blue pants suit, her hair done up in a bun. She might be big, but she’s beautiful. 
“What took you so long?” she asks. “I was beginning to think you standing me up.”
“It’s not like we had a date planned,” I say. 
“You predictable like a clock,” she says. 
“Means I’m right at least twice a day.”
I order a Bud and a Jameson back from Goateed Bartender. While he works on delivering, I give her the low down on everything that’s happened since I last saw her. From last evening’s date with Brit, to learning she’s left-handed, to my believing she could very well be the person who not only attacked me out front of my houseboat, but Anita Simon’s killer. 
“I don’t believe it,” she says, her eyes wide. “Way you described her, she the cutest, sweetest, most giving woman you ever did meet. ‘Sides me, of course.”
She sips her drink. My beer and shot arrive. I steal a quick sip of both. I’m so worked up, I feel like I could down both of them in thirty seconds flat. But I’ve got to calm down, get my shit under control. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I start in about Dave Barter, how he used to be married to Brit, and how she ripped off his family fortune. 
“And her name’s not Brit,” I go on. “It’s Tracy. She used to live in California until she disappeared after making it appear that Barter’s father was losing his mind. She got the old man to sign over his fortune to her, and she took off.”
She just looks at me with her big, brown, stunned eyes. 
“You think she tryin’ hard to pull that crap with your mama?” 
Biting down on my lip. “Sadly,” I say, “I know it’s the crap she’s trying to pull. She’s also doing it to the Ann Lee Home. Running the same operation she and the ladies were running out of the Loudonville school. Grafting the cash while ordering way more food than they needed from the suppliers so they could sell it off on the black market.”
“Some people got no scruples,” she says. 
I tell her about my brief conversation with Ann Lee Director, George McCabe. How the place has been mired in financial dire straits for quite some time. 
“And you think Brit killed Principal Simon?” she asks. 
I drink a little more beer, sip a little more whiskey, feel the soothing goodness of the alcohol settling in. 
“She’s a lefty. The killer is a lefty. She’s also got a bandage on her left hand, like maybe she cut herself while cutting somebody else. It’s been known to happen to killers who use a knife. Once the blood starts flowing, the blade handle gets slippery.”
“Jesus,” she says. Then, “What about motive?”
“You been watching CSI Miami again,” I say. 
“Lonely nights.”
“You like ‘em lonely.” 
“Don’t need no overgrown man/boy fartin’ all night in my bed after he have his way with me.”
“Motive?” I say. “I’m guessing she didn’t like the way Anita Simon was turning her back on the operation, ratting out Kyle like she did. Maybe she was about to rat out everyone else.”
“You think the FBI’s on to her? You just said she operating on a federal level.”
“I haven’t heard shit from the FBI. Unless Miller has, and he just hasn’t said anything about it. I’m just the hired gun. In any case, it’s probably time somebody started running some names in the database.”
We drink in silence for a beat until I say, “Something else strange happened today.” 
“Something stranger than what’s been goin’ on already with Brit and Principal Simon’s murder?” 
I tell her about Billy Anthos, how I broke up a fight he was having with a smaller classmate of his outside the school. How the kid accused Billy of picking on him, when in fact, the situation is reversed. At least, according to Billy. 
“And then, get this,” I go on. “Billy shows up at Anita’s wake?”
“A thirteen-year-old kid shows up . . .”
“Shows up alone,” I say. “I caught up to him afterward. That’s when he laid that story on me about being the victim of a bully and not the other way around.”
“A much smaller bully,” she points out. “Sounds like he also had a major crush on Anita Simon.”
“That’s not so unusual,” I say. “Didn’t you have a crush on any of your teachers?”
“They have crushes on me. You know how many man teachers I had to come close to kicking in the balls when they try and get in my panties?”
I drink a swig of beer and shake my head, sadly. 
“I’m guessing that shit happens more often than people know,” I say. 
“Hashtag me fucking too,” she says. 
Finally, I reveal my little B and E at Billy’s house and the photo I discovered hanging on the wall. 
“You and your pictures of pictures,” she says. “That handsome Detective Miller know you been breakin’ into people’s homes? You call that real detective work?”
“Is what it is, baby,” I say. 
“Love it when you call me baby,” she says. “Makes me want you to buy me another drink.” 
She orders another round from Goateed Bartender, makes a point of telling him I’m buying, like I have a choice in the matter. 
“So, guess who’s Billy’s mother?” I say. 
“Ivanka Trump,” she says. 
“Kyle Carter,” I say. 
Her big brown eyes go wide again. 
“No shit.”
“Yes shit.”
“Miller know about all this, Jobzy?”
“I’m gonna wait to tell him everything after my date with Brit.”
“Your date just might close the book on this whole thing.”
“That’s why I’m waiting. Why keep on giving him sample chapters when I can give him the entire novel.”
Our drinks arrive. I’ve got just enough time to drink this final round and get to Brit’s for a dinner of leftover lamb stew which is sure to go left over again. Henry negotiates that very careful and crucial first sip over her filled-to-the-rim Cosmo.  
“You best be careful tonight, Jobzy,” she says after coming up for air. “This Tracy-slash-Brit chick anything like you say she is, she might just try and do something bad to you. Like poison your cheese and crackers or something.”
“I’ll be packing heat,” I say. 
She rolls her eyes. “Now what you gonna do, shoot her?”
“No, but when the barrel of a forty-five caliber semi-automatic stares you down, you tend to back off.”
I down the rest of my drink, slide off my stool. Digging into my pocket, I lay out a twenty and a five spot on the bar, tell Goateed Bartender to keep the change. 
“Wish me luck,” I say. 
“You just stay alive,” Henry says. 
“The best revenge,” I say. 
 




I pull into Brit’s lot, shut off the Mustang. Unlocking the glove box, I pull out my piece and shove it in my pant waist, concealing it with my jacket. 
“Christ,” I whisper to myself, “I sure hope I don’t have to use it.”
Getting out, I approach the front door and thumb her apartment number on the wall-mounted panel. The door unlocks automatically. I step inside. Heart pulsing in my temples, I hear her apartment door open. 
“Steve,” she says, chipper and happy. “So glad you’re feeling better.”
“Me too.”
She’s wearing a white t-shirt over tight Levis and leather sandals. Her thick black hair looks slightly wet, like she just washed it a little while ago. Her green eyes are sparkling.   
“You smell that? It’s reheated lamb stew. I think stew is better the next day, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” I say. “It’s got more flavor that way.”
She disappears back into her apartment while I ascend the stairs, slower this time, so I don’t fall flat on my face again. It dawns on me that I didn’t stop for wine. That I didn’t even think about stopping for a bottle of wine. I wonder if she noticed that I didn’t have any booze in hand, and that she finds it strange. Not that we’ll have anything to celebrate tonight when I confront her with the truth. 
Stepping through the door, I can’t help being overtaken by the pleasant aroma. 
“You’re right, Brit,” I say, “it does smell better than yesterday.”
That’s when I see Dave Barter, and that’s when I . . . 
***
When I come to, I’m lying on the couch in the living room. I know this because I see the flat screen TV and the glass-topped coffee table. I hear voices coming from the dining area. Not just two voices, but several. My pistol is gone, which is no surprise. Not that I can get at it anyway, what with my wrists duct-taped together. My ankles are duct-taped together, too. So is my mouth. For all intents and purposes, I’m paralyzed and at the mercy of Brit and Barter. 
I can however, still hear. 
“What do we do with him?” Brit says. “We can’t just keep him on the couch like that.” 
“They already think you killed Anita,” comes a second female voice. 
I can’t be entirely certain. But if I have to guess, it’s Cute Brunette Chis. 
“Chris is right,” says yet a third voice. Frumpy Dorothy. “They find his body in a ditch somewhere—the very man who’s been investigating us—they suspect you of killing two people. They’ll eventually figure out we’ve all been working together, and they’ll start pointing fingers at all of us. Next thing you know, we’re all doing life sentences for conspiracy to commit murder, never mind our business partnership.” She exhales a deep breath. “I knew I should have minded my own business at Metabolic Meltdown.”
“Speaking of which,” Cute Brunette Chris interjects, “you ever get Jobz’s mother to sign over anything?”
“You kidding?” Brit says, “Jobz is her power of attorney. He’s the one I was trying to win over. Christ, I had to actually fuck him—”
“I don’t need to hear this shit,” Barter interrupts. 
“Oh, grow up, Barter,” Brit snaps. “How many dudes have I fucked just so we can keep our heads above water? What have you done to make any money other than bitch and moan?” 
“You two aren’t gonna have one of your fights, are you?” Cute Brunette Chris says. “’Cause if you are, I’m leaving. I had enough of that shit with my parents when I was growing up.”
“I hear you there,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “Now, back to the situation at hand. What do we do with Jobz? He knows too much. Way too much. We can’t let him live, but we can’t leave behind a body of evidence either. It’s just too risky.”
“I’ll do it,” Barter says. “I’ll take care of the body and the car. Make it all disappear. Dump him in the river, maybe. Make it look like he got drunk on his houseboat and fell in and drowned. Or maybe make it look like he drove into the river in his car. Point is, I do it right, no one will ever know the difference.”
Fuck me, I whisper to myself. Is this really how it all ends? Is this how I ride off into the sunset? How I go quietly into the night? By being tossed into the Hudson River while strapped to the driver’s seat of my Mustang? At least give me a freaking fighting chance here, for God’s sakes. I try my best to loosen the duct tape that binds my wrists. I’m pulling and pushing with every ounce of strength I have left in my body. Pushing, pulling, yanking. But getting nowhere. My entire body is wrapped in the shit. Why don’t they just put a bullet in my brain now and be done with it? 
“Why don’t you just shoot him in the head, Barter?” Brit says. “Use his own gun. Make it look like he committed suicide. What do cops like to do again? Eat their piece.”
“What’s his motivation?” Barter says. The tone of his voice tells me he’s not entirely comfortable with murdering anyone, much less me. Murdering in cold blood, that is. 
“How about he’s madly in love with me,” Brit says, “but in the end, I’ve rejected it, and now he can’t bear to live.”
Holy crap, can she read my thoughts or what? I never should have allowed myself to be suckered into her beautiful green eyes, her chiseled face, her soft voice and warm touch. Never should have bought into her being so nice to my mother, her maintaining a bedside vigil from dawn till dusk. It was all a ruse, a play designed to fool my ass. I bought the whole con artist package hook, line, and freaking sinker. Now, I’m about to die for being so stupid. I always knew I wouldn’t die of natural causes in the end. I guess I also knew that, when I died, it would inevitably be over a girl. I’m wrong a lot of the time, and it bugs me. But sometimes, I hate it even more when I’m right. 
“That’s a very good idea,” Barter says. “Mr. Jobz is a real screw up anyway, so I guess it wouldn’t be so unbelievable that he’d kill himself.”
I hear him push out his chair. 
“You’re gonna do it now?” Cute Brunette Chris says. “I can’t bear to be here when you do it. I’ll throw up.”
“Get a hold of yourself,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “Always so melodramatic, this one.”
“Hang on, Barter,” Brit says. “Make sure your prints aren’t on the pistol. I’ve got a pair of rubber gloves under the kitchen sink.”
“What about the noise?” Cute Brunette Chris asks. “The neighbors will call the police.”
“Barter will shoot Jobz through a pillow,” Brit says. “He can use my My Pillow. It’s a piece of shit, anyway. But its patented filling will suppress the loud bang.”
“How do you know a pillow can do that?” Cute Brunette Chris says. 
“I saw it in a movie once,” she says. “The Godfather or something like that. Barter will shoot him, then transport the body and the car to the banks of the Hudson River. Maybe back to the port where Jobz’s houseboat is parked. That will be the perfect spot. You don’t even have to toss him in the river, Barter. Just make it look like Jobz got up, got dressed for work, got in his car and said, screw it, I don’t wanna live anymore now that Brit rejected me. So, he pulls a Kurt Cobain and blows his own brains out.”
“Sounds reasonable to me,” Frumpy Dorothy says. 
“I still don’t wanna be here when it happens,” Cute Brunette Chris insists. 
I hear a commotion coming from the kitchen. I’m picturing big Dave Barter going through the cabinet under the sink in search of a pair of rubber gloves. That noise is combined with footsteps heading into the bedroom. It must be Brit going for her My Pillow. 
“Found them,” Barter says. “The gloves will be tight, but they’ll do the job. You have something like a bedsheet to wrap him up in when it’s all done? Plus some towels? He’s gonna bleed all over the place.”
“I can’t believe this is happening,” Cute Brunette Chris adds. “We are not murderers. We’re not even criminals. We all worked out together at the gym, and this is what it leads to. I’m living a nightmare.” 
Judging by the tone and trembling sound of her voice, she’s about to cry. 
“Get over yourself already,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “If you’re gonna be a criminal, act like a criminal.”
“I never wanted it to be this way,” Cute Brunette Chris says. “I just thought we’d sell some food on the side and make a little extra cash. What’s the harm in that?”
Frumpy Dorothy breaks out in laughter. It’s the kind of laugh that’s more mockery than anything else. Like she’s laughing at Cute Brunette Chris, not with her. 
“Get a load of poor baby Christine,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “I just thought we’d sell some food on the side . . . Yeah, like we were setting up a fucking lemonade stand.”
“I’ve got the pillow, some towels, and an old comforter to wrap him in,” Brit says. “Now, let’s do this, Barter.”
The sound of my gun being locked and loaded is the kind of sound that turns my bowels to water. At this point, I’m guessing it would have been a better idea to leave the pistol locked up in the Mustang glove box. But I was trying to protect myself. Now, I’m about to get my brains blown out by my own gun. How’s that for bitter irony?
Where the hell is Miller? He’s supposed to be watching out for me . . . 
I hear them coming my way. I see Barter turn the corner. He looks big and cocky, not at all like the hunched over, wreck of a man who followed me home the other night. If only I’d been able to shoot him while I had the chance, if only my aim had been true, I might not be about to take a bullet through a My Pillow. 
He’s wearing a pair of cobalt blue rubber dishwashing gloves on his big hands. The rubber is stretched to the max. He’s gripping my gun in his right hand, while holding to the My Pillow with his left. Walking beside him is Brit. The beautiful, green-eyed Brit. She’s carrying a big comforter and some old towels. 
“Place the towels under his head,” Barter says. 
She approaches me, sees that my eyes are wide open, and smiles that smile. It’s a smile that would melt my heart under the right circumstances, but still does something to me. What the hell is wrong with me? I should be hating this con woman turned murderer by now. I should want her dead. But lying there, bound from head to toe in gray industrial duct tape, I want to kiss her. Something’s definitely wrong with me. Maybe my old man dropped me on my head when I was a baby. In just a few seconds, none of it will matter, anyway. 
Brit holds up my head, lays out two towels. She’s also smart enough to hang a third towel over the couch back to catch the inevitable spatter of blood, brain, flesh, and bone matter. As a final gesture in the name of cleanliness and efficiency, she lays the comforter over me. It’s got cat hair on it, so my eyes begin to fill up and my nasal passages begin to itch. I sneeze, but because the tape is covering my mouth, the force of the sneeze goes entirely to my nostrils. Two streams of clear snot blow out and land on the tape that covers my mouth. 
Brit takes a quick step back. 
“Gross me out, why don’t you, Steve,” she says. 
Now I feel humiliated. I just managed to blow an air hanky in front of the woman I love. Or thought I loved, anyway. 
“Okay, Mr. Jobz,” Barter says, as he presses the pillow against my forehead and face. “This won’t hurt a bit.” 
I feel the barrel of the pistol pressed against the My Pillow. I feel the pressure against my forehead. Even if I can’t see anything but darkness, I close my eyes and wait for it. What the hell am I supposed to do? What the hell am I supposed to say? Goodbye cruel world? In the end, there’s not a damn thing to say, other than, oh well, this world is done.

I just wait for it to be over. 
I wait for eternal rest.
 




The blast startles me. But it was preceded by what most definitely sounded like the front door being kicked in. And I’ll be damned if Barter wasn’t absolutely right. The bullet to the brain didn’t hurt a bit. But why am I still conscious? Why hasn’t the world turned entirely black and why haven’t I ceased to exist? Or for that matter, why aren’t I standing in front of a white bearded God? 
Someone screams. Brit. Then another woman screams. Cute Brunette Chris. 
Frumpy Dorothy shouts, “Go to hell, pigs!” 
I can’t be sure, but it sounds like the bull of a woman is charging someone or something. 
“Go for the balcony!” Barter barks. 
Another three rounds fired from my gun. I know the sound of my gun. Three or four rapid-fire rounds are fired in return. It’s loud as fuck inside the small apartment. Like an indoor shooting range without the hearing protection. The final burst of rounds most definitely do not come from my own gun. I hear a body collapse under its own weight, crashing through the glass coffee table, shattering it. A big body. Barter. 
“Oh my God,” Brit yells.
“Down on your stomachs! On the floor!” a man roars. “Do it now, or we will fire on you again!” 
A second cop, this one female, shouts, “Down! Down! Get down now!” 
Whoever these people are, they mean business. They also have more guns. 
“Do what they say,” Brit orders. “We’re finished.”
“Anita was right,” Frumpy Dorothy says. “We should have known better than to trust you.”
“I don’t want to go to jail,” Cute Brunette Chris says, through her tears. 
I can’t see anything, but I picture three women lying on their stomachs, wishing to God they’d never met one another at the Metabolic Meltdown gym. 
***
The My Pillow is removed from my face. Suddenly, I see a SWAT team entering into the home, their AR-15s at the ready, their bodies outfitted with the latest black tactical gear. One of them has a stun grenade attached to his utility belt. I’m glad he didn’t feel the need to use it, or my head would be ringing, and my hearing might return in a couple of days. 
He approaches, rips the tape off my mouth. It feels like my lips came off along with it, but at least I can breathe again. 
“You okay, Mr. Jobz?” he asks. “You hurt?”
“I’m okay,” I say, “I’m just a little tied up is all.”
He doesn’t laugh. Maybe he’s in no mood for my particular sense of humor.
“We’ll get you free in a minute,” he says.
“I’ll wait right here,” I assure him. 
While the assault team cuffs and drags the three surviving perps out to an awaiting black van, another SWAT member cuts me free using a pair of surgical scissors. As he is cutting away at the layers of tape, a man wearing a Burberry trench coat enters the apartment. The man is Detective Nick Miller. 
A big, dead man is bleeding all over a shattered coffee table. I’m lying on my back with towels under and beside my head—towels meant to catch my brain matter after Barter blew my brains out. The My Pillow that had been covering my face is now lying on the floor, soaking in arterial blood, and how does Miller react? He offers up a sly grin. 
“Told you we’d be watching out for you,” he says. 
“Could you have called it any closer?” I ask. 
“Hey,” he says, “timing is everything in these matters.”
The last of the tape is removed, and I’m able to raise myself up off the couch. I stand, a bit wobbly and out of balance. 
“Watch out for the blood,” Miller says. 
I step toward him, making sure I don’t step in the pool of dark, almost black, blood. 
“If timing is everything,” I say, “you nearly blew it. Another half a second and you’d be planning my funeral.”
“Who says it’s my job to plan your funeral?” he asks. Then, his forehead scrunches and his eyes stare not into my eyes, but at the side of my head. “You’ve taken a hell of a blow to the head on top of the blow you took the other night. And you’re bleeding. Get to a hospital, post haste, Steve Jobz.”
“Oh shit, Miller, really?” I say. “I hate hospitals, and it’s probably just a slight concussion. There ain’t shit they can do for it.”
But what I’m not telling him is how much my head really hurts. 
“I could use a couple Advil, however,” I add. 
“That’s what I’m talking about,” he says. “Come on. I’ll take you myself. We can talk on the way.”
 




Miller does me the greatest favor a cop can do for a gumshoe who came within a short hair of having his life snuffed out. He pulls up outside the Loudonville Liquor Store and buys me a small pint of Jameson from the pretty young blonde behind the counter. He even opens it before handing it to me. It’s not until I take hold of the bottle that I realize my hands are shaking, trembling actually. I’m not sure if it’s because of the most recent blow to the head, or the near execution . . . or both. 
“Drink,” he says, “it’ll help with the shakes.”
“I thought head injuries were supposed to avoid booze,” I say. 
“We’ll make an exception this once,” he says. 
I take a drink. The whiskey has an immediate calming effect. I might be experiencing a pounding, throbbing headache, but life suddenly seems brighter and more optimistic. Not summertime, Beach Boys, Pet Sounds, pretty, big boobed, blonde girls in bikinis optimistic, but you know what I mean. Take it from a former fly-fishing bum who lost his fair share of lunker trout, you don’t know what you’ve got until it comes very close to slipping through your fingers. 
I hand him the bottle. He takes a swig and hands it back to me. I steal one more drink before capping it and placing the bottle in the glove box of Miller’s cruiser. He pulls away from the curb. 
“Am I gonna get my gun back?” I say. 
“State’s evidence right now,” he says. “You got a spare?”
“Can’t afford it.”
“I’ll see what I can do about loaning you a service weapon.”
My Mustang is still parked in the lot across from Brit’s building. But that’s not a problem unless it starts to rain. We drive toward the Albany Medical Center. 
“We’ll get your head checked out,” he says. “And you can say hello to your mother.”
“My mother doesn’t even know I’m there,” I say. 
He gives me a look. “She will now,” he says. 
“I don’t get it.”
“Your former girlfriend, Brit?” he says. “There was a reason she rarely let your mother out of her sight.” 
My pulse picks up, and I feel the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. 
“Go on, Miller.”
“Turns out, Brit was injecting her with that same Methyl Iodide crap that Kyle had slipped you in your cranberry juice a few days back. She’d been giving your mother small doses for ages which accounts for her severe depression and her lack of appetite.” 
“What about the delusions?” 
“It could be Brit was giving her something else, too. That remains to be determined in the full tox report. But initial blood tests picked up the methyl iodide, for starters. It also could be that your mother’s delusions are just the result of aging. One thing is for certain, the methyl iodide and whatever else she was being shot up with, only exacerbated the situation.”
“So, she’s okay?” I say. “Relatively speaking?”
“She’s up and complaining a blue streak, I’m told,” he says. “Transferred to her own room, since she insisted on it. The nurses, fearing a tongue lashing, acquiesced.”
I can’t help but smile. “Now, that’s the Mrs. Jobz I know and love,” I say. 
“Brit will go away for twenty-to-life just for that shit alone,” he says. 
“And the rest of them?” 
“They're all gonna do serious time.”
“Unless they do some serious singing,” I say. 
“My guess is, Chris and Dorothy will sprout feathers and wings,” he says. “They will make beautiful music just like songbirds. Kyle and Brit, on the other hand, are most definitely not singing. Not so much as a chirp.”
Miller pulls into the Albany Medical Center parking lot. 
“The important thing is we finally got our murderer,” I say. 
He rolls his window down all the way, grabs the yellow ticket from the machine, drives further into the lot. When he finds an empty space, he pulls into it. He throws the transmission in park and turns off the engine. 
“There’s just one problem,” he says. 
Opening the glove box, I pull the bottle back out, uncap it, drink. 
“What’s that?” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. 
“The bit of unknown DNA on Anita’s murder weapon is not Brit’s,” he says. 
“But the wound on her hand—”
“Circumstantially, it looks bad, but I can bet it has nothing to do with a knife cut. Or if it does, she cut it making dinner, not plunging it into Anita Simon.” 
“Shit,” I say. “How can you be sure?”
“My people checked with the Fed’s database. They got Tracy Ferguson on file. Same face, same con games, same motive through and fucking through. Aside from the stint in Pendelton’s Female Reformatory, she also got picked up on several minor charges and did some time in two county lockups in two different states.”
“Thus the Feds,” I say. 
“And thus the DNA sample.” 
“Shit,” I repeat. 
“Give me a swig of that,” he demands.
I hand him the bottle. He takes a drink. 
“There’s something else,” he says, his eyes staring out the windshield onto the setting sun. 
“Can this story get any more complicated, Miller?” I ask. 
He hands me back the bottle. I twist the cap back on. 
“Albany CSI tells me they think the killer is a man.” 
“Barter?” I say. 
“Possibly,” he says. “But possibly not. We’ll have to test his blood.”
“What isn’t spilled on the floor of Brit’s apartment.”
He pulls the keys from the ignition, opens his door. “Come on,” he says. “Let’s go get your head examined.”
“Something I should have done long before becoming a cop,” I say. 
 




It’s good to know people in high places. Because being accompanied by a highly respected senior APD detective like Nick Miller means a doctor goes right to work on me, setting me up with an MRI within the first ten minutes of my checking into the ER. After careful examination of my brain, the young doctor tells me she sees no evidence of a major concussion, despite two major blows in two days. A mild one possibly, but nothing that’s going to require a hospital stay. She does, however, clean up the small laceration on my head and informs me it won’t require stitches. 
“Keep it clean,” she tells me, “and lay off any and all alcohol for forty-eight hours.” 
“Awww,” I say. 
“Awww nothing,” she counters. “I can smell it on your breath.” Turning to Detective Miller. “You too, Detective.” 
Miller gives her a squinty eyed look like no one has ever questioned his sobriety, or lack thereof, before. 
“The effects of alcohol on even the most minor of concussions can result in a stroke.” She smiles warmly. “We wouldn’t want that, now would we, Mr. Jobz?”
“No, ma’am,” I say, placing my hand over my chest. “Cross my heart.”
“Yes,” she says, “but please don’t hope to die on us.” 
“Duly noted, Doc,” I say. 
***
After signing a stack of insurance and discharge forms, Miller and I find ourselves on the elevator that will take us to the fifth floor where my mother is convalescing in a private room. Soon as we get off the elevator, I hear a voice as familiar to me as the back of my hand.  
“I asked for a grilled cheese sandwich with yellow aged Vermont cheddar,” the voice barks. “This . . . this is a piece of cold white rubber between two pieces of stale white bread, that’s what this is.” 
The door to her room is open. Miller and I enter. 
“Hi, Mom,” I say. 
She’s sitting up, a pile of white pillows supporting her back. The mobile cart is set before her with some kind of sandwich set on a white plastic plate along with some apple slices. My guess is that the cold cheese sandwich was never meant to be a grilled cheese sandwich in the first place. 
“How are you feeling, Mom?” I say, coming around the bed and kissing her cheek. 
“How am I feeling, Steven?” she says. “Will you just look at this? I specifically ordered a grilled, yellow Vermont cheddar cheese sandwich on white toast, French fries, and a small bottle of champagne. What do I get? I get this monstrosity. How much are your father and I paying for this hotel? I bet they don’t even serve this kind of crap in a hospital.”
I turn to Miller. He looks me in the eyes. The look on his face says, just go with it.
“I agree, Mom,” I say, taking hold of the plate. “Would you like me to call the manager?”
“No, no, no,” she says. “I don’t want to get him in any trouble. Just put the plate back down already.”
“Whatever you say, Mom,” I say. 
I set the plate back down on her mobile cart. She lifts one of the triangular halves with her frail, almost bird-like hand, steals the tiniest of bites. 
Cocking her head. “It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever tasted.”
“She’s starving,” I whisper to Miller. “The pillow cushion should taste good to her right about now.” 
I take hold of the pink plastic water container, pour some into her cup. 
“Here’s some of the bubbly you ordered,” I say. 
Leaning forward, she places her lips around the straw and inhales some of the water. Releasing the straw she does something I haven’t seen her do in weeks. Maybe months. She smiles. 
“Well, at least they got the champagne right,” she says. 
“Well, that’s good to hear, Mom,” I say. “Enjoy your lunch. I’ll come around to check on you later.”
She steals a much larger bite of the sandwich. Already her face seems less pale, her entire being far healthier than it was even twelve hours ago. 
“That sounds fine, Steven,” she says. “You must have a lot of homework to do. Don’t skip it just because your father and I allowed you to come with us to Florida. You will stay inside the hotel room and finish it all up while Dad and I go to the beach later. And no TV. I don’t like that nasty Miami Vice show all you kids watch. Too much violence.”
“Got it, Mom,” I say. “No Crockett for me tonight. Maybe I’ll catch Little House on the Prairie.”
I approach Miller. 
“She seems happy,” he whispers. 
“In her own mind,” I say. “I wish my reality were a nice hotel on the beach in Florida.”
“Maybe one day you’ll lose your marbles, too,” he says. 
“If I stay in this business, I will,” I agree. 
“Crockett,” he says, not without a laugh. 
“Crockett,” I repeat. “Sometimes, you just gotta laugh.” 
Together, we head out of the hospital room and back to reality. 
 
Slipping back in Miller’s cruiser, I pull down the eye shade and stare at myself in the mirror. I can’t help but touch the tender wound on my head. 
“What are you doing, Jobz?” Miller says while firing up the big cruiser engine. “Don’t touch it. You’ll infect it.”
“Glad to know you care,” I say. “Besides, they cut my hair and now it looks goofy. I have my standards to keep up.”
“Like mother, like son,” he says. 
“The apple doesn’t fall far,” I say staring out on the lamp lit lot. 
He pulls up to the booth and pays the kid manning it. “I’ll take my receipt, Son,” he says. 
The kid hands it to him with all the enthusiasm of a stone. Shoving the small slip of paper into his pocket, he pulls out onto the road. 
“So, here’s the deal,” he says. “We’ve got our extortionists. No question about that. They are being processed and arraigned as we speak.” 
“The ones who lived,” I say. 
“Yeah,” he says. “That Barter guy is now being sliced and diced down in pathology.” 
“So, you don’t think one of them is Anita Simon’s murderer?” I question. 
He steals a glance at me while driving past the brightly lit eateries and bars that line both sides of the road on our way toward Washington Park.
“Take a look at the facts,” he says. “Whoever cut up Anita Simon was left-handed. We know that to be the true common denominator.”
“Kyle is right-handed,” I say. “Brit is left-handed, however. And she’s got a wound on her left hand.”
“You know what that wound’s from, Jobz?”
I shake my head. 
“It is indeed a cut, but like I said before, her blood type most definitely never showed up on the knife. So, if she cut herself, it’s probably like you said. She did it cooking you that lamb stew you never ate.”
“So, where’s that leave us?” I say. 
“It leaves us taking a little nighttime field trip,” he says. 
“Where to, boss man?”
“The scene of the crime,” he says. “Loudonville Elementary School.”
 




Darkness surrounds the school much like it did the night Anita Simon was stabbed to death. We pull up in front of the school’s bus drop-off turnaround. Killing the engine, Miller digs into the glove box for a mini Maglite. We both get out. Approaching the school, I can’t help but notice the stars and stripes that have been flying at half-mast all week, have been taken down for the night. We come to the front door. 
“What do we do now?” I say. “I don’t even have to try it to know it’s locked.” 
“Step aside, Jobz,” Miller says. “Allow the master to do the honors.”
Reaching into his trench coat pocket, he pulls out a tool that looks like a Swiss Army knife. He hands me the mini Maglite. 
“Shine the light on the lock,” he says. 
I thumb the latex-covered button, and the bright white halogen circle light illuminates the lockset. 
“Hope there ain’t no cops in the area,” I say. 
“Very funny,” he says. 
He picks at the lock for maybe half a minute until we hear a distinct click and a tumbler dropping. Folding the metal pick back into its housing, he returns the tool to his pocket. Taking hold of the old door opener, he pulls the door open, steps inside. 
“No alarm,” I say like a question. 
“Albany CSI reported that the school’s alarm system has been inoperable since the Bush administration. The first Bush, that is.”
“That’s not right,” I say, entering the school’s vestibule right behind him, the Maglite lighting the way. 
“Most of their CCTV doesn’t work either?”
“School budgets,” he says, “always running in the red, Loudonville Elementary more so than others what with the extortion racket. Something’s gotta give.”
“If there had been a working alarm the night of Anita Simon’s murder,” I start. 
“She might still be alive,” he says, finishing my thought for me. “Somebody’s gonna get sued, I can guarantee you that.” 
To our right is the general office. The door is closed and likely locked. To our left is Principal Simon’s office. Several strips of yellow, plastic, Do-Not-Enter-Crime-Scene ribbon are draped across the door frame. Miller pays no attention to the warning and rips it down. Wrapping his hand around the doorknob, he twists it. To my surprise, the door opens. 
“Don’t touch anything,” he says. 
“Wasn’t planning on it,” I assure him. 
We enter the outer office where I first met Billy the morning I originally came to see Anita to grill her about the cafeteria extortion racket which, at the time, I assumed was being spearheaded by a sweet old lady. As I shine the bright light onto adjoining principal’s office, that morning now seems like years ago. 
“Give me the flashlight, Jobz,” Miller demands.  
I hand it over. He shines the light on the Anita’s desk. It’s still covered with files and stacks of papers. Her laptop has no doubt been confiscated by the APD forensics team. He shines the light onto the back wall. He then turns and focuses the circle of light on the copy machine to our right. 
“She would have been standing here when she was stabbed in the gut,” he says. I can tell by the way his eyes glow in the darkness that he’s recreating the events of the night Anita was murdered . . . recreating the events, detail for detail, in his never still brain. Movement for movement. Like a choreographer creating a macabre dance routine. He then turns the light onto the floor space between the copier and the desk. 
“A stunned Anita would have taken a few steps back,” the old homicide detective says, talking more to himself than to me. “It’s possible she didn’t even feel the initial wounds, they would have been inflicted so rapidly.” He makes a stabbing motion with his left hand. “Then, while she was standing there stunned and perfectly still, the killer would have gone in for the coup de grâce. He would have seen that exposed neck of hers . . . maybe a neck he would have loved to kiss, but that was entirely off limits to him. He would have focused in on her smooth skin, and he wouldn’t have felt lust or love. Not anymore. Now, all he would have been feeling is anger and rage. If he can’t have her for his own, he wants her dead. He wants to see her bleed.” 
Miller makes a few more, rapid-fire stabbing motions like he’s planting and replanting a long knife blade into Anita Simon’s neck. It dawns on me that what started out as an almost laughable case of a gentle old lunchroom lady stealing the kid’s food money has progressed into a dark tale of murder in the first and, judging from the way Miller is recounting it, possibly a case of sexual lust gone all too wrong. 
“The shock of the blade severing her esophagus and carotid artery would have been too much,” Miller says. “She would have immediately started drowning in her own blood. Consciousness would have been lost within seconds. She collapsed, and she died within a minute of those final blows.” He cocks his head over his shoulder. “At least, that’s the way I see it.”
The place goes silent for a beat or two. Almost too silent. Creepy, dark silent like in a nightmare. I feel something then. Behind me. Or did I hear something? My gut reaction is to turn quick, shine the light into the outer room. That’s when I catch a glimpse of a shadowy figure about-facing and running away. 
***
Miller pulls his service weapon. “Go!” he barks. 
I don’t have a gun, but I know he needs me to light the way for him. Whoever was sneaking up on us is now making his way into the depths of the elementary school. The trembling light shining on his back, I see him sprint into the corridor that adjoins the vestibule. He’s going so fast; he nearly trips over his own two feet. 
“You!” Miller shouts. “Stop! This is the police! Stop where you are!”
 But the man—if it is a man—goes right, entering another hallway. I do my best to keep up with him, shining the light on his back so Miller doesn’t lose sight of him. When Miller fires a warning shot into the ceiling, it nearly sends my pulsing heart through my rib cage.  
The running man drops to the floor. He covers his head with his arms and hands. 
“Don’t shoot me!” he screams. “Don’t shoot!”
His voice isn’t exactly manly. It cracks, going from high pitched to low pitched. Miller jogs to the man while I hold the light on them both. 
“Hands behind your back,” Miller insists, holstering his weapon while taking a knee and grabbing hold of the man’s wrists. “You’re trespassing on school property. You’re also breaking and entering.” 
So are we, but we’re the cops . . . 
Miller reaches into his trench coat pocket, comes back out with one of those long plastic flex cuffs that look like garbage bag ties on steroids. He applies them tightly to the man’s wrists, and then pulls him up, first onto his knees and then onto his feet. I can’t help but notice the thick Band Aide applied to the palm on the man’s left hand. Standing beside Miller, who is just a hair short of six feet, the man doesn’t look so big. In fact, he doesn’t fit the bill as a mature man at all, but more like a boy. 
I shift the light to get a better look at his face. He squints his eyes. 
“Can you not shine that light in my eyes, Mr. Jobz?” he says. 
Billy Anthos. 
 




Miller calls in a squad of APD uniforms to escort the kid to the Central Avenue precinct for processing, questioning, and what’s being called a fast-tracked arraignment. 
“You thinking what I’m thinking, Miller?” I say while the cops place Billy in the backseat of the cruiser, close the door behind him. 
“That missing link in Anita Simon’s murder,” he says. “Something tells me we got a DNA match.”
I find myself shaking my head. 
“Kid’s life hasn’t even begun yet.”
“It’s over now. Over before it begins, Jobz.”
“Here I thought he just had a crush on Principal Simon.”
“Crushes are what we had when we were kids. It’s an entirely different world we’re living in now. Social media, instant porn, the dark web. Who knows what the kid has stored on his computer.” 
“We going to find out?” I ask. 
“Hop in the cruiser,” he says. “Show me where Billy Anthos lives.”
***
I escort Miller to Billy’s house just a half mile away from the school on Upper Loudon. He doesn’t pull into the driveway, but instead backs into it, as if we might require a quick getaway. He gives me a look. 
“I’ll do the talking,” he says. 
“Promise?” I say. 
We get out, make our way to the front door. He rings the doorbell. It doesn’t work. I recall the interior of the rundown house. The pizza boxes and beer cans strewn about. Holes punched in the couch. The faded, worn carpeting. It’s not a home that one might refer to as Home Sweet Home. Miller pounds his fist on the wood door. We wait. Nothing. He pounds again. Nothing. He pounds yet again. 
“Just a minute!” barks a sleepy, deep voice. “I’m coming already.”
“Must be the man of the house,” I say. 
Mr. Anthos looks through the glass pane embedded in the door. It’s a round, gruff face covered in salt and pepper stubble. The white light from an exterior mounted porch light makes his skin look pale. His eyes are bloodshot and tired. He looks angry, like he was happily sleeping off a bender and we disturbed him. 
“Who the fuck are you?” he says through the glass. 
Miller reaches into his trench coat, pulls out his badge, presses it against the glass. 
“APD,” he says sternly. “Open up, Mr. Anthos.”
“What’s this about?” he asks. “It’s freaking late.” 
“It’s about your son, Billy,” Miller says. 
“Billy’s in bed,” Anthos says. 
“No, he’s not,” Miller says. 
“Just a minute,” Anthos says, as he steps away from the door, presumably to make a check on Billy’s bedroom. 
“Why does this never get any easier?” Miller grouses while we wait.
“Maybe we’re just getting older,” I say. 
“True that,” he says. 
Anthos returns. He unlocks the door, opens it. He’s wearing nothing but a wife-beater t-shirt, a pair of old boxers, and wool socks. His beer belly is protruding against the tight t-shirt. It looks like he swallowed a basketball. 
“What the hell is going on?” he asks, genuine concern, if not fear, in his voice. 
“Billy was arrested for breaking and entering into Loudonville Elementary School a little more than an hour ago,” Miller says. “But that’s not the worst of it.”
Anthos’s eyes go squinty, his brow furrows. I can smell the booze on his breath. 
“Wait just a minute,” he says. Then, his eyes on me. “Who’s the little guy?”
 . . . The little guy. I’m five feet seven . . . 
“This is my associate,” Miller says. “Steve Jobz. He’s a private detective who also works for the State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency. My name’s Miller. Nick Miller.”
“My unemployment insurance ran out a long time ago,” he says. “So, what the fuck?”
“I’m working with the APD on other business, Mr. Anthos. What did you say your first name was again?”
“I didn’t say,” he barks. “It’s Nick, just like yourself, but it’s still Mister to you. And what business are you talking about?” 
“Murder,” I inform him.
“Murder,” he says like a question. 
“That’s right, Mr. Anthos,” Miller confirms. “We have reason to believe your son, Billy, is responsible for the murder of Loudonville School Principal, Anita Simon.”
His face goes even paler. He also staggers a bit, like his world, as sorry as it is, has just been rocked. 
“My son would never do such a thing,” he says. “He wouldn’t know how to.” 
“That will be for his lawyer to prove,” Miller says. “Now, we’d like to take a look around.”
“Fuck you,” the beer-bellied man says.
“Look, Mr. Anthos,” Miller goes on. “You can either let us make a check now, or a team of APD and Albany CSI will have their warrant within the next hour and invade your home with a hell of a lot more noise, lights, and local media eye-catching attention than we will. At least this way things are more private and quieter, wouldn’t you agree?”
He bites down on the inside of his bottom lip like he wants to tear us to shreds. In a way, I can’t blame him. What kind of father wants to be confronted with the news that his son, his only son, is a quite possibly, a murderer. He steps aside. 
“Just make it quick,” he says. 
“In the meantime, Mr. Anthos,” I volunteer, “I’d get dressed. You’re going to be needed at the APD very soon. Your son is still a minor and he will require the presence of a legal guardian in the making of some crucial decisions, not to mention filling out paperwork. And considering his mother is presently incarcerated in county lock-up, you’re it.”
I didn’t even bother telling him he’ll also be questioned about his knowledge, or lack thereof, regarding his ex-wife’s extortion racket.
“Don’t tell me what to do, little man,” he says, walking away from us. “Just do your shit and get the hell out.”
“Nice guy,” I say to Miller. 
“Maybe he was a nice guy once upon a time.”
***
We head straight to Billy’s bedroom, the ground zero of the troubled kid’s life. Before we start looking at the place, Miller pulls out his phone. He thumbs out a text and sends it, then starts taking photos of the place. It’s a messy space and smells stuffy . . . as if the kid feels the need to keep the single, double-hung window closed even in the warm weather. 
The walls are covered in posters of Goth bands, mostly. Dudes in long, scraggily jet-black hair, playing guitars on stage, adoring fans screaming and reaching for them. The bed is unmade. The mattress is bare, like the sheet that once covered it didn’t just get soiled, but instead disintegrated. A dresser of drawers takes up most of the wall to my left. It’s set beside a closet door.
“We looking for anything in particular, Miller?” I ask.
“A murder weapon would be nice,” he says. “Something with both Anita’s and Billy’s blood on it. You really gotta ask the question, Jobz?”
“I guess I just wanted to clarify,” I say. “You know, for the sake of expediency.” 
Miller squats down onto his knee, then drops onto his chest to get a look under the bed. 
“Not much under here but dust bunnies,” he says. 
He stands. Meanwhile, I open the top dresser drawer. Just a bunch of socks, underwear, and t-shirts. 
“You see a computer anywhere?” Miller goes on. “An iPad or a tablet? Anything like that? We can manage to grab a computer and a murder weapon, we hit the jackpot.”
I start on the second drawer, and then the third. Just a bunch of ratty clothing tossed unceremoniously inside. Closing the drawer, I make a quick three-sixty-five of the room on the balls of my feet. 
“Nothing,” I say. 
“Check the closet,” he commands while feeling between the mattress and the boxed spring. “There’s got to be something somewhere that will indicate without a doubt Billy had a very unhealthy obsession with Anita Simon.”
I open the closet door, almost apprehensively, like I might find a decapitated head inside. Word around law enforcement circles is that when Jeffrey Dahmer’s childhood home was searched after he was busted for mutilating and cannibalizing several young men, FBI uncovered a completely decomposed human head inside a cardboard box. While I’m convinced Billy is in deep trouble, I’m not so sure he qualifies as a cannibal. Not yet, anyway. 
A single bulb hangs from the ceiling. I pull on the small chain to turn the light on. The narrow space lights up in a harsh white glow. Clothes hang from the metal closet rod. A good portion of those clothes no longer fit the teenage Billy. It’s like his mother, Kyle, insisted on keeping everything he wore from birth all the way to puberty. The floor is covered in sneakers and shoes. Again, many of the pairs no longer fit him. Taking a knee, I shove the shoes aside and feel along the floor for a secret panel or loose floorboard that might house evidence of Billy’s obsession. Pictures or drawings of his principal, maybe. But the floor seems pretty solid. As I stand, I check the closet walls. I also gaze up at the ceiling. The plaster looks entirely unmolested and intact. I turn off the light, close the door. 
Miller and I find ourselves standing at the end of Billy’s bed with zero to show for our efforts. 
“Let me ask you something, Jobz,” he says. “When you were a kid, where did you hang out at home?” 
“Not in my bedroom,” I say. 
“And why’s that?” 
“Because the only thing separating my parent’s bedroom from mine was a wall barely six inches thick.” Shaking my head. “Christ, they probably had the room bugged as it was. It was the late seventies and early eighties. Drugs were pretty prevalent, and my folks were always worried I’d get into something I shouldn’t, so they’d snoop around my junk. They never thought I knew about it, but I knew about it all right.”
“Exactly,” he says. “Kid’s bedrooms aren’t always so private, nor should they be. So where d'you manage to find a private hideaway?”
“I had a room down in the corner of the basement. It was a mess down there, so my folks stayed out of my hair when I was hanging there. They were just happy to know where I was. Plus, there were all sorts of places you could hide the Penthouses and Playboys if you were inventive enough. I used to store them up on top of the metal ductwork. They never had a clue.”
Miller nods. “As for me,” he says, “I built a secret fort in the woods behind my house with some leftover plywood. That’s where my buddies and I would drink six packs and smoke cigarettes. We’d build bonfires and lots of kids would come around. That was before I went to ‘Nam in seventy-three. The woods are gone now. It’s turned into a cute little subdivision called Fox Run.”
“I’m trying to picture you as a child, Miller. I always assumed you were born exactly the way you are now, trench coat and all.” 
“You’re a regular Rodney Dangerfield today, Jobz,” he says. “Now, let’s head down to the basement, see what secrets Billy might have hidden there.” 
***
When we pass by Nick Anthos’s bedroom, he’s sitting on the end of the bed, his head buried in his hands. He still hasn’t gotten himself dressed yet, as though he’s entirely incapable of any movement at present. We head into the train wreck of a kitchen and locate the door leading to the basement. Miller opens it, switches on the light. His smartphone in hand, we descend the wood staircase into the basement depths. 
It’s cool, and the smell is a combination must and body odor. Someone made an attempt at converting the empty space into extra rooms at one point, but then gave up part way through. More specifically, it looks like a couple of spare bedrooms have been constructed out of old, unfinished particle board and leftover paneling from the upstairs family room. The floor is partially covered in more of that puke orange carpet. I’m assuming it’s what’s responsible for the body odor/foot fungus stench. 
Miller opens the cheap, hollow-core wood door on the first room. It has a bed in it. But the bed is covered with all sorts of boxes and useless junk. In fact, every bit of floor space is covered with boxes. He snaps a couple of pictures, then closes the door. 
He goes to the second door, opens that one. It’s more of the same. A room filled with boxes and discarded crap. Only difference is, this time there’s no bed. He takes a few more pics and closes the second door. 
“Let’s go around the bedrooms,” he says. 
Reaching into his trench coat with his free hand, he pulls out the mini Maglite, flicks it on. We carefully make our way around the rooms while Miller illuminates the back portion of the basement. To our left is the water heater and an old furnace that looks like it should have been replaced back in the 1990s. The space is getting darker the further we proceed; the round white Maglite reveals bare concrete floors and walls. When Miller shines the light up at the bare floor joists, he illuminates thick spider webs. A couple black spiders are annoyed at the light and scurry for shelter inside the thick webs. They make my skin crawl. When he shines the light on the floor again, I make out a long centipede that quickly slithers its way back into the darkness. It’s almost like we’ve entered hell. 
The air is getting cooler and staler. This no longer feels like a basement, but an old prison or a dungeon instead. My gut grows tight, the hairs on the back of my neck stand upright. Miller redirects the Maglite to the partitions on our right. 
“Looks like these walls extend all the way to back of the basement,” he says. 
Then, handing me the Maglite, he snap a few more pictures with his smartphone.  
“Something about these walls,” he adds, while I continue to shine the light on them. The bedrooms didn’t look large enough to extend the full length of the basement.”
“You think there’s a room behind the two bedrooms?” I ask. 
“Exactly what I’m thinking,” he says. “You know, a secret room, Jobz.”
He starts knocking on the wall exteriors. The sound is dull and muffled from the batt insulation contained within. He works his way down the length of the partition, knocking on them every step of the way. When the sound goes from muffled to hollow, he stops. 
“Shine the light on this portion of partition,” he says, snapping another couple of photos. “There’s definitely a space in back of this panel.” 
The partition I’m spraying with Maglite is constructed from more of that old family room paneling.
“But I’m not seeing a door,” I say.
He goes from knocking to pounding on the paneling. That’s when something strange happens. The paneling trembles.  
“Jesus,” I say, “the entire panel extension is one big door.”
“Must be hanging on hinges installed on the inside. But it’s locked.”
“With what?” I ask. 
“Shine the light all the way down,” he insists. 
I do as he says. 
“There, Jobz,” he says. “On the floor.”
In the circle of white light, is a door hasp and latch that’s padlocked. 
“Jobz,” Miller says, “we’ve found ourselves our secret room.”
 “How do we gain entry into said secret room, Miller?” I say. “Last I looked we don’t have a key.” 
“The old-fashioned way,” he says. 
Raising his leg, he kicks the panel in. 
***
Her face gazes back at me beneath the white Maglite spotlight. It startles me enough that I instinctively take a step back. 
“Anita Simon,” I say. 
The poster is life-size and takes up much of the wall directly opposite me. 
“Jesus, will you look at this,” Miller says, looking over both shoulders. “It’s a goddamn shrine.”
He reaches overhead, pulls on a string that triggers the bare lightbulb over his head. The place comes alive in an eerie purple, iridescent glow. All four walls, including the one that doubles as a false door, are covered with photos of Loudonville Elementary School principal, Anita Simon. Pictures either printed off a computer, or somehow professionally printed, or clipped from local newspapers and school yearbooks. 
Set in the middle of the floor is a chair and a small table. A laptop is set up on the table. The screensaver on the laptop is a pretty picture of Anita. She’s wearing a red, V-neck sweater. Her hair is shoulder-length and parted on the left side. It rests gently on her shoulders. Her chin is set contemplatively in her right hand while her eyes gaze at the camera through a pair of round tortoise shell eyeglasses. 
Reaching into his back pocket, Miller pulls out a hanky. He closes the laptop lid, and pulls the plug from the wall, wraps it up and sets it down on the desk beside the computer. 
“This computer should provide a wealth of information,” he says. “We’ll take it with us and deliver it directly to the computer forensics lab techies.”
Returning the hanky to his pocket, he aims his smartphone at the walls, and proceeds with recording not stills of the place, but a digital video. He speaks the date, time, and location aloud so the smartphone picks it up. When he’s done, he returns the phone to his pocket. I’m also looking over the room when I see something strange with Anita’s poster. There’s a small area where the paper seems to go concave, almost like there’s a hollow space behind it. 
I make my way beyond the small table and past Miller to the far wall. 
Using an extended index finger, I start to poke at Anita’s poster. The wall behind it is solid and constructed of paneling nailed to what I’m guessing are two-by-four studs. I keep poking at the image until my finger pokes the small concave area. My finger goes right through the fragile paper poster. I tear the portion of poster away, revealing an empty space carved out of the wall. Reaching into the space, I touch a cold, solid metal object.
Pulse elevates, and my heart jumps into my throat. 
“Miller,” I say with a dry mouth, “give me your hanky.”
He steps toward me, hands me his hanky. I wrap it around my hand, then retrieve the knife that stabbed Anita Simon to death. 
“Jesus,” I say, “he didn’t even bother to clean the blood off of it.”
Miller nods, inhales and exhales. The knife is a common eight-inch French knife. Something you might use to carve a turkey or a chicken. There’s blood on the blade and the wood grip.  
“He wanted to preserve her blood,” he says, “so that he could revisit it again and again.”
I hand him the knife and he wraps it entirely in the handkerchief. He then places it on top of the laptop computer. He stares at the damning evidence for maybe a full minute, until he whispers, “Jackpot.”
I clear my throat. 
“You think Billy’s parents had any clue about this room, Miller?” I ask. 
“If they did, they didn’t seem to mind it.”
“How could they not mind it? The boy was obsessed and psychotic.”
“You’d be surprised the extent some parents will go to ignore the obvious problems in their children.”
“Everyone wants to be normal,” I say. “Or appear that way, anyhow.”
Miller nods while his eyes remain glued to walls covered with Anita Simon. 
“I went to high school with a guy, let’s call him Jack, who was a straight-A student,” he says after a beat. “Catholic, great kid, do anything for anyone type of guy. He goes on to an Ivy League college, then marries a beautiful blonde who comes from a prominent family. Big wedding at the country club. He enters into law in Manhattan, and before long, he’s a Junior Partner at a mega uptown firm. He must be bringing in half a mil a year back in the early nineties when half a mil meant something. He and the blonde start pumping out the kids, Catholic style, one after the other. The kids grow, and he makes partner. That five-hundred K now turns into one point five mil per year. Nice spread in Westchester, a condo in Palm Beach, and they’re looking at property in Tuscany. Everybody’s jealous of them.”
“Even you, Miller?” It’s a question for which I know the answer. 
For the first time since we entered the room, he glances at me, cracks a hint of a smile. 
“Yeah,” he says, “Even me. Anyway, as his oldest son enters his teens, Jack notices something quirky about the kid. I mean, he seems normal on the outside, anyway. Dresses just like the parents in Izod, pressed khakis, and expensive loafers with no socks. But there’s something wrong. Jack just can’t put his finger on it, but he knows in his gut something’s wrong. He calls me, starts asking me all sorts of questions. It seems pets have gone missing in the neighborhood, and he found one of them, a cat, beheaded in one of his half a dozen garages. The cat had begun to stink the joint up while it decomposed. Whoever put it there, never thought to realize the thing is made of meat and bones, and that shit stinks to high heaven when it decomposes.” 
“Jesus,” I say. 
“It gets worse. My friend finds a couple of dogs and a few more cats. Same deal. All of them are decapitated. When I ask him if his boy could be responsible, Jack nervously laughs it off, telling me he’s convinced a neighbor has been breaking in somehow and placing them there. But here’s what I’m thinking. Jack knows in his gut his oldest son is responsible, yet he does nothing about it. He never calls me again. When I call him, all I get is the runaround from his secretary or his answering service.” 
The old detective shifts his gaze from the pictures of Anita to the floor, like what he’s about to tell me breaks his heart, almost as much as the house we’re standing in breaks mine. 
“So, what happened?” I say. 
“A few more years go by,” he says. “I’m checking the little local Westchester rag almost on a daily basis and I can see that more pets are going missing. Until they don’t anymore. Something else has started going missing in their place.” 
“People,” I say, swallowing something bitter and dry. 
“Children,” he says. “Young girls.”
“Sweet Jesus,” I utter, feeling my stomach tighten. 
“I watch this shit unfold from a distance until my gut nags me so bad I start losing sleep. One morning, I give the Westchester County Chief of Police a call, and I explain everything I’m telling you right now, Jobz. Later that day, the cops show up at Jack’s mansion with a warrant. They bring in the backhoes, and they start digging up a plot of woods behind the in-ground swimming pool. The first body they discovered was of a little girl barely five years old who’d gone missing six years earlier.”
“Six years,” I say. 
“Turns out, Jack’s seemingly perfect son started abducting and murdering his fellow human beings at the ripe old age of fifteen. They found six more bodies in that patch of woods, and my friend’s son is presently doing three consecutive life sentences at Green Haven Max. The family lost their estate, the Palm Beach condo, their money, their credit, their jobs, and their sanity. His wife lives in a sanitarium near Pearl River, New Jersey, the other siblings have scattered across the country, a few of them have taken up aliases.” 
“And your friend?” 
“Last I heard, he’s working the cash register at Trader Joes not far from the Meadowlands.” 
“That shit’s not gonna happen to my family,” comes a gruff voice. 
I turn quick. It’s Nick Anthos. 
He’s pointing a shotgun at us. 
Pointblank. 
 




 “Take it easy, Nick,” Miller says in a professional, nonthreatening voice. “We’re all on the same team here.”
He cocks the shotgun, and the unmistakable sound of a shell entering the chamber fills the small windowless room. 
“You’re not my friends,” he says. “You’re here to lock my little boy away for good. He’s all I got left.”
“It’s quite possible your boy did a real bad thing, Nick,” I say. “Listen, if in the end, it’s proven in a court of law he didn’t murder Anita Simon, then you’ll have him back forever.” 
Nick’s face turns so red it might explode like an overly ripe melon. He shoulders the shotgun and triggers a round. Miller and I duck at the last millisecond, otherwise, we’d no longer have faces. 
“Just take it easy!” Miller repeats. 
“I missed on purpose,” Nick says. “The next one blows you both in half at the waist.”
If only I had my gun on me. Maybe Miller could somehow distract him, and I could quick draw on him. I guess that’s just wishful thinking. But then, Miller has his gun. 
“Whadda we do, Miller?” I say under my breath. 
“Just try not to piss him off any more than he already is.”
“Get up,” Nick demands. “Get the fuck up now.”
He cocks another round into the chamber. The empty shell casing flies out, bounces off the cold, hard concrete floor. 
“Nick,” Miller says, his hands raised over his head like mine. “You’re not doing Billy any favors by doing this.”
Nick smiles then, baring brown, rotting teeth. 
“If the courts decide to put my boy away for life,” he says, “he’ll be awfully glad I blew away the cops who arrested him.”
“Tell me something, Nick,” I say, “did you know about this room? Did Kyle?”
His smile melts from his face, he stares into my eyes. 
“My son has a right to his privacy. This was his special place. And don’t you mention the name Kyle. It just makes me want to kill you all the more.”
“Were you aware of Kyle’s extortion racket at the Loudonville School, and other places too? Did you know she was impersonating her dead mother?”
Nick shifts his aim to Miller’s head. 
“What did I just tell you about mentioning the name Kyle in my presence?” he says. “You got a death wish or something? Kyle left us a long time ago. I don’t know anything about what she’s doing now. She did a real job on me and her only son. So, don’t talk about her, or I’ll have to kill you.” 
“It’s not me you want to kill,” Miller says. 
“What’s that mean?” Nick says. 
“It’s him,” Miller says. “The little guy.”
I feel my stomach drop to somewhere around my ankles. 
“What the hell you doing, Miller?” 
The old detective stares at me with his steely gray eyes. Eyes that can cut holes in you. Clint Eastwood, Dirty Harry eyes. 
“You see, Nick,” Miller says in his cold, stoic voice, “It was Jobz here who started poking his nose in this whole thing in the first place. If not for him snooping around the Loudonville School and interviewing Principal Simon, your boy Billy would be home safe and sound in his bed.”
My mouth goes dry, my temples pound, brain lights on fire. I can only hope Miller knows what the hell he’s doing. Nick shifts his aim back to me. He takes a step forward, the shotgun barrel coming ever closer to my face. 
“Do it, Nick,” Miller says. “Send Jobz back to hell. Won’t that make you feel better?”
Nick is so close, I can make out the beads of sweat building on his forehead. I can see the gray/black hairs that cover his round red face. I can see the big black pores. He’s smiling like he’s enjoying every bit of this—like he can see my blood, brains, and bone matter spattered all over the Principal Simon-covered wall even before it happens. 
“Maybe you’re right,” he says, through grinding teeth. “I didn’t like this little shit from the moment I laid eyes on him.”
I close my eyes, wait for the blast. When it comes, I don’t feel a thing. It’s a repeat of what went down in Brit’s apartment. There comes the sound of a body dropping deadweight to the floor followed by a shotgun hitting the concrete. I open my eyes and see the arterial blood pumping out of the nickel sized hole in Nick Anthos’s right temple. I see his wide-open eyes and mouth, the purple tongue protruding from it like a freshly killed lizard. 
Slowly lowering my hands, I turn to Miller. 
“What, the fuck, was that all about?” I say, my breathing so shallow I feel dizzy. 
Miller grips his .45 in his shooting hand. 
“I needed to distract him,” he says, “get him to focus on only one thing and one thing only. That way I could get the jump on him.” 
“That kind of maneuver is most definitely not in the Policeman’s Standard Operating Procedure Handbook,” I say. “Are we through using Steve Jobz as bait for a while?”
“Sometimes you gotta just make shit happen,” he says. 
Then, the sound of jackboots pounding the floor overhead.
“That would be the APD,” Miller says. “I texted dispatch as soon as we got here, told them to give us a half hour then send in the troops.” 
“Nice of you to let me know,” I say. “Think I need a drink after that.”
“How’s the concussion?” Miller says, returning the pistol to its shoulder holster. 
“I forgot about it.”
He places his arm around my shoulder. 
“Sorry I had to do that,” he says. “Come on, let’s go finish off that bottle in the cruiser.”
We step out of the secret room and are immediately greeted by a team of uniformed cops dressed in black tactical gear. 
“What the hell happened here?” the first cop says. He’s a big burly, African American man. 
“The homeowner is deceased, Officer,” Miller says. “Call in the EMTs and the coroner. Also call in Albany CSI. There’s some very valuable physical evidence resting on a table in there, including Anita Simon’s murder weapon. We’re headed outside for some air.” 
“Copy that,” Burly cop says. 
We approach the stairs. 
“Oh, and Detective Miller,” Burly cop says. 
“Yes, Officer,” Miller says as he climbs onto the first staircase tread.
“I’m guessing the murder weapon belongs to that kid they brought in a little while ago. Billy Anthos? If that’s the case, he’s gonna go away a long, long time.”
“Forever,” Miller says, continuing his climb up the stairs. “He’s going away for the rest of his life.”
For some reason, I can’t possibly explain how glad I am that Nick Anthos is no longer around to see the legal, media hungry shit show that’s in store for his only son. But then, I guess that’s tough justice for you. How did a wise man once put it? If you can’t do the time, don’t do the crime.
 




FOUR DAYS LATER
 
My mother has dressed herself for dinner in her favorite blue pants suit over a white blouse. Her gold jewelry glitters in the white light shining from the overhead cans installed in the Ann Lee Home’s acoustical ceiling tiles. We’re just one of a dozen tables occupied by residents and their family members for Meatloaf Monday Night. 
“I wonder where Brit has been?” my mother asks after a time. 
I cut a forkful of the meatloaf, dip it into the mashed potatoes and gravy, then pop it in my mouth. It’s not bad tonight. Lukewarm, and the potatoes are a little stiff, but otherwise, I feel like maybe the kitchen has upped its game now that no one is stealing from both its stores and its wallet any longer. 
“Told you, Mom,” I say. “Brit’s no longer with us.”
She eats a small bite of meatloaf, wipes the corners of her mouth delicately with her cloth napkin. 
“You mean she died, Steven? The poor sweet girl is too young.”
“No, Mom,” I say, “nothing like that. She’s going to prison.”
This is maybe the tenth time I’ve told my mother about Brit going to prison, and every time I say it, she acts like it’s the very first time she’s heard it. 
“I can’t believe my ears,” she says. “Such a nice young woman. What could she have possibly done to deserve a prison sentence?” 
“It’s complicated, Mom,” I say. “But let’s just say she stole a lot of money from a lot of people.” 
Okay, I guess this is the part where I could tell her that not only is Brit going to prison for a very long time for extortion and grand larceny, but so is Kyle (who is already incarcerated at the Albany County Jail), Cute Brunette Chris, and Frumpy Dorothy. The three women are said to be working on having their sentences reduced in exchange for information regarding Brit’s overall involvement in the Loudonville Elementary School lunchroom extortion racket. Brit, however, is also facing multiple felony counts, including one count as an accessory in an attempted murder. Said would-be murder victim being yours truly.
I could tell her that it was Kyle who put a knife to my neck that night in the Port. The fact that she disguised her voice with an electronic voice manipulating device only adds to her mystique as a master of disguise. And, let’s face it, she even had Terry Kindlon fooled with her old lady act, not to mention every kid who apparently loved her as the Lunchroom Lady at the Loudonville school. 
If only Terry had thought enough to pay closer attention to the Google White Pages. Kyle also had the IRS and the US Federal Social Security Administration fooled since she was able to cash more than half a decade’s worth of social security checks. How she was able to hide her mother’s death may always remain a mystery, but it certainly must have had something to do with the fact that her mother apparently became somewhat of a depressed shut-in following the 1979 deaths of Kyle’s big brother and her father. 
I could also illustrate a very big irony for my mother. The irony being that Principal Anita Simon is being treated as a hero in all of this, when in fact, she would also be heading to jail if only she’d survived the savage attack young Billy Anthos inflicted on her when he broke into the school one dark night and stabbed her to death. While some local media darlings have been quick to theorize that Anita might have sealed her fate when she ratted out her partner in the Loudonville Elementary extortion ring, the two incidents are entirely unrelated. Or so Detective Miller was quick to inform me. That said, had Miller and me not been working the extortion case on behalf of the APD, we may never have found out who killed Principal Simon. Billy Anthos might be enduring a troubled childhood, but he certainly never fit the bill as a vicious murderer.  
“Well, Brit seemed like an angel to me, Steven,” my mom goes on. “I was kind of hoping you might invite her to the Junior Prom. I don’t like seeing my child so lonely all the time. Maybe if you were taller, the girls would like you more.” 
She winks at me, then eats some more meatloaf. She’s back to normal. But then, I guess she’ll never really be back to normal. She’ll never be young again, that is. Which means, she’ll never have all her faculties from this point out. The faculties will only keep on disappearing like they had never been hers to keep in the first place. We don’t own our lives; we only lease them. From the moment we’re born, we start to die. In the beginning, it seems like such a long life. But then somewhere along the way you turn a corner, and you go from being a young dude to a gray-haired old dude. You never saw it coming. How did one woman describe her entire life while on her death bed? I was born, I blinked, and it was over. 
Mom continues to devour her meatloaf. Could it be possible she’s going to finish her entire meal tonight? Hope springs eternal. 
“You know,” she says, “Chef is really outdoing himself tonight. And to think I thought the Ritz was going downhill rapidly.” She comes up for air and looks at me, looks at my still full plate, then looks at me again. “Why aren’t you eating, Steven? I still want to go to Saks after dinner to purchase a necklace I’ve been wanting for forever. You are to say nothing to your father about it. It will be our secret and there will be five dollars in it for you. We’ll have just enough time to catch the nine o’clock Amtrak back to Albany from Grand Central Station.”
“Right, mom,” I say. “I’ll finish up quick.”
“Quickly, Steven,” she says. “It’s an adverb.”
We finish our dinners, and for the first time in forever, even enjoy some coffee and chocolate cake for dessert. 
“We’re running late, Steven,” Mom says, as I wheel her from the table to her room. “Remember, don’t tell Dad about the necklace.”
“Don’t spend too much money, mom,” I say. 
“Never you mind,” she says. “It’s my money to spend.”
I kiss her good night and make sure she’s safe for the night in her recliner, and that the remote control is set on the arm rest. My guess is she thinks she occupies her seat in Business Class on board the Amtrak Hudson River Line. Whoever coined the term ignorance is bliss, never knew precisely how right they were. 
On my way out, I say goodnight to the nurses and the receptionist. As I’m walking out the front entrance, I nearly run into Director McCabe. He’s coming back into the building with a takeout order in hand. Chinese takeout by the looks and smell of it. 
“Mr. Jobz,” he says, pleasantly. “I’m so happy to hear that your mom is on the mend. Good to have her back.”
I look into his blue eyes. His gray goatee and mustache cover his mouth, so I always have a hard time reading his face—a hard time understanding if he’s sincere or not. But I’ll just have to take him at his word. 
“Shame about Brit,” I say. 
He nods, sadly. 
“Never in a million years would I have guessed it was even remotely possible,” he says. Leaning into me, looking over both shoulders. “And I know you had a . . . let’s call it a thing for her. I’m sorry.” 
“My mom thought we might go to the junior prom together,” I say. 
But he just looks at me like I’ve suddenly grown a second head. 
“Well, Mr. Jobz,” he says, “I’ll be seeing you soon, I hope.”
“Monday Night Meatloaf,” I say. 
“Indeed,” he says, holding up the takeout order like he has no intention of ever touching his own meatloaf. 
Who can blame him? 
He walks into the building and I walk out. As I’m making my way to my Mustang, I can feel the cool late summer breeze on my face. It’s already mid-September. Soon it will be winter, and another year will have passed me by. The life is fading, going fast. One day sooner than later, I’ll turn that corner and all the bright shiny young people will start referring to me as Old Man Jobz. I guess I’ve been called worse. 
I can’t help but think about that old lady on her deathbed. I was born, I blinked, and it was over.
But not yet. 
 
THE END
If you enjoyed this Steve Jobs, PI thriller, you’ll love the pilot novel in the series, The Embalmer and book 2, The Flower Man. For a FREE Vincent Zandri novel, go to WWW.VINCENTZANDRI.COM
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