“Can you swim?”

“Man, you’re crazy! Let me go!”

“Because even if you can, I don’t like your chances. We’re
so close to the falls, the current’s unbelievably fierce. Before
you know it, you’re swept over. And it’s a long way down.”

“Let me go!”

“You might grab onto one of the rocks just before the top,
but the thing is, if you hit one, it’ll probably kill you. Like
driving into a wall at a hundred miles per hour. If you were in
a barrel, like some of those daredevils who’ve tried going over
in one, you might have one chance in a hundred, which is
pretty good odds, when you think about it.”

“I’m tellin’ you, mister, swear to God, it wasn’t me.”

“I don’t believe you. But if you’re honest with me, if you
admit what you did, I won’t throw you over.”

“It wasn’t me! I swear!”

“If it wasn’t you, who was it?”

“I don’t know! If I had a name I'd give it to you. Please,
please, I'm begging you, man.”

“You know what I think? I think when you go over, it’ll
feel like flying.”
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A middle-aged guy would have to be a total fool to pick up a
teenage girl standing outside a bar with her thumb sticking
out. Not that bright on her part, either, when you think about
it. But right now, we’re talking about my stupidity, not hers.

She was standing there at the curb, her stringy blond,
rain-soaked hair hanging in her face, the neon glow from the
COORS sign in the window of Patchett’s Bar bathing her in an
eerie light. Her shoulders were hunched up against the drizzle,
as if that would somehow keep her warm and dry.

It was hard to tell her age, exactly. Old enough to drive
legally and maybe even vote, but not likely old enough to
drink. Certainly not here in Griffon, in New York State. The
other side of the Lewiston-Queenston Bridge, maybe, in Can-
ada, where the drinking age is nineteen and not twenty-one.
But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have had a few beers at
Patchett’s. It was generally known your ID was not put through

a rigorous examination here. If yours had a picture of Nicole
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Kidman on it and you looked more like Penelope Cruz, well,
that was good enough for them. Their policy was “Park your
butt. What can we getcha?”

The girl, the strap of an oversized red purse slung over her
shoulder, had her thumb sticking out, and she was looking at
my car as I rolled up to the stop sign at the corner.

Not a chance, 1 thought. Picking up a male hitchhiker was
a bad enough idea, but picking up a teenage girl was monu-
mentally dumb. Guy in his early forties gives a lift to a girl less
than half his age on a dark, rainy night. There were more
ways for that to go wrong than I could count. So I kept my
eyes straight ahead as I put my foot on the brake. I was about
to give the Accord some gas when I heard a tapping on the
passenger window.

I glanced over, saw her there, bending over, looking at me.
I shook my head but she kept on rapping.

I powered down the window far enough to see her eyes
and the top half of her nose. “Sorry,” I said, “I can’t—"

“Ijust need a lift home, mister,” she said. “It’s not that far.
There’s some sketchy guy in that pickup over there. He’s been
giving me the eye and—” Her eyes popped. “Shit, aren’t you
Scott Weaver’s dad?”

And then everything changed.

“Yeah,” I said. I had been.

“Thought I recognized you. You probably wouldn’t even
know me, but, like, I’ve seen you pick up Scott at school and
stuff. Look, ’'m sorry. ’m letting rain get into your car. I’ll see
if I can get a—"

I didn’t see how I could leave one of Scott’s friends stand-

ing there in the rain.
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“Get in,” I said.

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.” I paused, allowed myself one more second to get
out of this. Then: “It’s okay.”

“God, thanks!” she said, opened the door and slid into
the seat, moving a cell phone from one hand to the other, slip-
ping the purse off her shoulder and tucking it down by her
feet. The dome light was a lightning flash, on and off in a
second. “Jeez, I’'m soaked. Sorry about your seat.”

She was wet. I didn’t know how long she’d been there, but
it had been long enough for rivulets of water to be running
down her hair and onto her jacket and jeans. The tops of her
thighs looked wet, making me wonder whether someone driv-
ing by had splashed her.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as she buckled her seat belt.
I was still stopped, waiting for directions. “I go straight, or
turn, or what?”

“Oh yeah.” She laughed nervously, then shook her head
from side to side, flinging droplets of water like a spaniel com-
ing out of a lake. “Like, you’re supposed to know where I live.
Duh. Just keep going straight.”

I glanced left and right, then proceeded through the
intersection.

“So you were a friend of Scott’s?” I asked.

She nodded, smiled, then grimaced. “Yeah, he was a good

»

guy.
“What’s your name?”
“Claire.”
“Claire?” I stretched the name out, inviting her to provide

a last name. I was wondering if she was someone I'd already
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checked out online. I really hadn’t had a good look at her
face yet.

“Yep,” she said. “Like Chocolate E. Claire.” She laughed
nervously. She moved the cell phone from her left to right
hand, then rested the empty hand on her left knee. There was
a bad scratch on the back, just below the knuckles, about an
inch long, the skin freshly grazed and raw, just this side of
bleeding.

“You hurt yourself, Claire?” I asked, nodding downward.

The girl looked at her hand. “Oh shit, I hadn’t even no-
ticed that. Some idiot staggering around Patchett’s bumped
into me and I caught my hand on the corner of a table. Kinda
smarts.” She brought her hand up to her face and blew on the
wound. “Guess I'll live,” she said.

“You don’t quite look old enough to be a customer,” I
said, giving her a reproachful look mixed with a smirk.

She caught the look and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well.”

Neither of us said anything for half a mile or so. The cell
phone, as best I could see in the light from my dash, was
trapped screen down beneath her hand on her right thigh. She
leaned forward to look into the mirror mounted on the pas-
senger door.

“That guy’s really riding your bumper,” she said.

Headlight glare reflected off my rearview mirror. The ve-
hicle behind us was an SUV or truck, with lights mounted
high enough to shine in through my back window. I tapped
the brakes just enough to make my taillights pop red, and the
driver backed off. Claire kept glancing in the mirror. She
seemed to be taking a lot of interest in a tailgater.

“You okay, Claire?” I asked.

“Hmm? Yeah, 'm cool, yeah.”
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“You seem kind of on edge.”

She shook her head a little too aggressively.

“You’re sure?” I asked, and as I turned to look at her she
caught my eye.

“Positive,” she said.

She wasn’t a very good liar.

We were on Danbury, a four-lane road, with a fifth down
the center for left turns, that was lined with fast-food joints
and a Home Depot and a Walmart and a Target and half a
dozen other ubiquitous outlets that make it hard to know
whether you’re in Tucson or Tallahassee.

“So,” I said, “how’d you know Scott?”

Claire shrugged. “Just, you know, school. We didn’t really
hang out that much or anything, but I knew him. I was real
sad about what happened to him.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I mean, like, all kids do dumb shit, right? But most of us,
nothing really bad ever happens.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“When was it, again?” she asked. “’Cause, like, it seems
like it was only a few weeks ago.”

“It’ll be two months tomorrow,” I said. “August twenty-
fifth.”

“Wow,” she said. “But, yeah, now that I think of it, there
was no school at the time. ’Cause usually everyone would be
talking about it in class and in the halls and stuff, but that
never happened. By the time we got back, everyone had sort
of forgotten.” She put her left hand to her mouth and glanced
apologetically at me. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“That’s okay.”

There were a lot of things I wanted to ask her. But the
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questions would seem heavy-handed, and I’d known her less
than five minutes. I didn’t want to come on like someone from
Homeland Security. I'd used Scott’s list of Facebook friends as
something of a guide since the incident, and while I’d proba-
bly seen this girl on it, I couldn’t quite place her yet. But I also
knew that “friendship” on Facebook meant very little. Scott
had friended plenty of people he really didn’t know at all, in-
cluding well-known graphic novel artists and other minor ce-
lebrities who still handled their own FB pages.

I could figure out who this girl was later. Another time
maybe she’d answer a few questions about Scott for me. Giv-
ing her a lift in the rain might buy me some future goodwill.
She might know something that didn’t seem important to her
that could be very helpful to me.

Like she could read my mind, she said, “They talk about
you.”

“Huh?”

“Like, you know, kids at school.”

“About me?”

“A little. They already knew what you do. Like, your job.
And they know what you’ve been doing lately.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised.

She added, “I don’t know anything, so there’s no point in
asking.”

I took my eyes off the rain-soaked road a second to look
at her, but said nothing.

The corner of her mouth went up. “I could tell you were
thinking about it.” She seemed to be reflecting on something,
then said, “Not that I blame you or anything, for what you’ve
been doing. My dad, he’d probably do the same. He can be
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pretty righteous and principled about some things, although
not everything.” She turned slightly in her seat to face me. “I
think it’s wrong to judge people until you know everything
about them. Don’t you? I mean, you have to understand that
there may be things in their background that make them see
the world differently. Like, my grandmother—she’s dead
now—but she was always saving money, right up until she
died at, like, ninety years old, because she’d been through the
Depression, which I’d never even heard of, but then I looked it
up. You probably know about the Depression, right?”

“I know about the Depression. But believe it or not, I did
not live through it.”

“Anyway,” Claire said, “we always thought Grandma was
cheap, but the thing was, she just wanted to be ready in case
things got really bad again. Could you pull into Iggy’s for a
second?”

“What?”

“Up there.” She pointed through the windshield.

I knew Iggy’s. I just didn’t understand why she wanted me
to pull into Griffon’s landmark ice cream and burger place. It
had been here for more than fifty years, or so the locals told
me, and even hung in after McDonald’s put up its golden
arches half a mile down the street. Folks around here who
liked a Big Mac over all other burgers would still swing by
here for Iggy’s signature hand-cut, sea-salted french fries and
real ice cream milk shakes.

I’d committed myself to giving this girl a ride home, but a
spin through the Iggy’s drive-through window seemed a bit
much.

Before I could object, she said, “Not for, like, food. My
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stomach feels a bit weird all of a sudden—Dbeer doesn’t always
agree with me, you know—and it’s bad enough I’ve got your
car wet. [ wouldn’t want to puke in it, too.”

I hit the blinker and pulled up to the restaurant, head-
lights bouncing off the glass and into my eyes. Iggy’s lacked
some of the spit and polish of a McDonald’s or Burger King—
its menu boards still featured black plastic letters fitted into
grooved white panels—but it had a decent-sized eating area,
and even at this time of night there were customers. A dishev-
eled man with an oversize backpack, who gave every indica-
tion of being a homeless person looking for a place to get in
out of the rain, was drinking a coffee. A couple of tables over,
a woman was divvying up french fries between two girls,
both in pink pajamas, neither of whom could have been older
than five. What was the story there? I came up with one that
involved an abusive father who’d had too much to drink.
They’d come here until they were sure he’d passed out and it
was safe to go home.

Before I'd come to a stop, Claire was looping the strap of
her purse around her wrist, gathering everything together like
she was planning a fast getaway.

“You sure you’re okay?” I asked, putting the car in park.
“I mean, other than feeling sick?”

“Yeah—yeah, sure.” She forced a short laugh. I was aware
of some headlights swinging past me as Claire pulled on the
door handle. “Be right back.” She leapt out and slammed the
door.

She raised her purse in front of her face as a shield against
the rain as she ran for the door. She disappeared into the back,

where the restrooms were located. I glanced over at a black
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pickup, its windows tinted so heavily I couldn’t make out who
was driving, that had pulled in half a dozen spots over.

My eyes went back to the restaurant. Here I was, late at
night, waiting for a girl I hardly knew—a teenage girl at
that—to finish throwing up after an evening of underage
drinking. I knew better than to have allowed myself to get
into this position. But after she’d mentioned that some guy in
a pickup was putting the moves—

Pickup?

I glanced again at the black truck, which actually might
have been dark blue or gray—hard to tell in the rain. If any-
one had gotten out of it and entered Iggy’s, I hadn’t noticed.

What I should have done, before she’d gotten into my car,
was tell Claire to call her own parents. Let them come get her.

But then she’d gone and mentioned Scott.

I got out my cell, checked to see whether I had any e-mails.
I didn’t, but the effort helped kill ten seconds. I hit 88.7 on the
radio presets, the NPR station out of Buffalo, but couldn’t
concentrate on anything anyone was saying.

The girl had been in there five minutes. How long did it
take to toss your cookies? You went in, you did your thing,
splashed some water on your face, and came back out.

Maybe Claire was sicker than she’d realized. It was pos-
sible she’d made a mess of herself and needed extra time to
clean up.

Great.

I rested my hand on the ignition key, wanting to turn it.
You could just go. She had a cell phone. She could call some-
one else to come and get her. I could head home. This girl

wasn’t my responsibility.
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Except that wasn’t true. Once I’d agreed to give her a ride,
to see that she got home safely, 'd made her my responsibility.

I took another look at the pickup. Just sitting there.

I scanned the inside of the restaurant again. The homeless
guy, the woman with the two girls. Now, a boy and girl in
their late teens sitting in a booth by the window, sharing a
Coke and some chicken fingers. And a man with jet-black
hair, in a brown leather jacket, was standing at the counter,
his back to me, placing an order.

Seven minutes.

How would it look, I wondered, if this girl’s parents
showed up now, trying to find her? And discovered me, local
snoop-for-hire Cal Weaver, waiting here for her? Would they
believe I was just driving her home? That I’d agreed to give
her a ride because she knew my son? That my motives were
pure?

If I were them, I wouldn’t have bought it. And my motives
hadn’t been entirely pure. I had been wondering whether to
try and get some information about Scott out of her, although
I'd quickly abandoned that idea.

The hope of getting her to answer some questions wasn’t
what kept me here now. I just couldn’t abandon a young girl
out on this strip, at this time of night. Certainly not without
telling her I was leaving.

I decided to go in and find her, make certain she was okay,
then tell her to find her way home from here. Give her cab fare
if she didn’t have anyone else she could call. T got out of the
Honda, went into the restaurant, scanned the seats I hadn’t
been able to see from my outdoor vantage point, just in case
Claire was sitting down for a moment. When I didn’t find her

at any of the tables, I approached the restroom doors at the
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back, which were steps away from another glass door that led
outside.

I hesitated outside the door marked wWOMEN, screwed up
my nerve, then pushed the door open half an inch.

“Claire? Claire, you okay?”

There was no answer.

“It’s me. Mr. Weaver.”

Nothing. Not from Claire or anyone else. So I pushed the
door open a good foot, cast my eye across the room. A couple
of sinks, wall-mounted hand dryer, three stalls. The doors, all
closed, were painted a dull tan and bubbling with rust at the
hinges. They stopped a foot from the floor, and I didn’t notice
any feet beneath any of them.

I took a couple of steps, extended an arm and gently
touched the door of the first stall. The door, not locked, swung
open lazily. I don’t know what the hell I was expecting to find.
I could tell before I'd opened the door there was no one in
there. And then the thought flashed across my mind: what if
someone had been in there? Claire, or someone else?

This was not a smart place for me to be hanging around.

I exited the bathroom, strode quickly through the restau-
rant, looking for her. Homeless guy, woman with kids—

The man in the brown leather jacket, the one who’d been
ordering food last time I saw him, was gone.

“Son of a bitch,” I said.

When I got outside, the first thing I noticed was an empty
parking space where the black pickup used to be. Then I saw
it. Turning back onto Danbury, flicker on, waiting for a break
in the traffic. It wasn’t possible to tell, with those tinted win-
dows, whether anyone was in the car besides the driver.

The truck found an opening and took off south, in the
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direction of Niagara Falls, the engine roaring, back tires spin-
ning on wet pavement.

Could this have been the truck Claire’d been referring to
when I allowed her to jump in at Patchett’s? If it was, had we
been followed? Was the driver the man in the leather jacket?
Had he grabbed Claire and taken her with him? Or had she
decided he was less threatening than she’d originally thought,
and now was going to favor him with the opportunity to drive
her home?

Goddamn it.

My heart pounded. I'd lost Claire. I hadn’t wanted her in
the first place, but I was panicked now that I didn’t know
where she was. My mind raced while I worked out a plan. Fol-
low the truck? Call the police? Forget the whole damn thing
ever happened?

Follow the truck.

Yeah, that seemed the most logical thing. Catch up to it,
come up alongside, see if I could catch a glimpse of the girl,
make sure she was—

There she was.

Sitting in my car. In the passenger seat, shoulder strap al-
ready in place. Blond hair hanging over her eyes.

Waiting for me.

I took a couple of breaths, walked over, got in, slammed
the door. “Where the hell were you?” I asked as I dropped
into the seat, the interior lights on for three seconds tops.
“You were in there so long I was starting to worry.”

She stared out the passenger window, her body leaning
away from me. “Came out the side door I guess when you
were going in.” Almost muttering, her voice rougher than be-
fore. Throwing up must have taken a toll on her throat.
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“You gave me a hell of a start,” I said. But there didn’t
seem much point in reprimanding her. She wasn’t my kid, and
in a few minutes she’d be home.

I backed the car out, then continued heading south on
Danbury.

She kept leaning up against her door, like she was trying
to stay as far away from me as possible. If she was wary of me
now, why hadn’t she been before she’d gone into Iggy’s? 1
couldn’t think of anything I’d done to make her fearful. Was
it because I'd run into the restaurant looking for her? Had I
crossed some kind of line?

There was something else niggling at me, something other
than what I might have done. It was something I’d seen, when
the light came on inside the car for those five seconds while
my door was open.

Things that were only now registering.

First, her clothes.

They were dry. Her jeans weren’t darkened with damp-
ness. It wasn’t like I could reach over now and touch her knee
to see whether it was wet, but I was pretty sure. She couldn’t
have stripped down in the bathroom and held her jeans up to
the hot-air hand dryer, could she? T could barely get those
things to blow the water off my hands. Surely they couldn’t
dry out denim.

But there was more. More disconcerting than the dry
clothes. Maybe what I’d thought I’d seen I hadn’t seen at all.
After all, the light was on for only those few seconds.

I needed to turn it back on to be certain.

I fingered the dial by the steering column that flicked on
the dome light. “Sorry,” I said. “Just had this thought I left my
sunglasses at the Home Depot.” I fumbled with my right hand
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in the small storage area at the head of the console. “Oh yeah,
there they are.”

And I turned the light back off. It was on long enough for
me to be sure.

Her left hand. It was uninjured.

There was no cut.
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I'd seen that wound on Claire’s hand, the ragged bits of skin,
the tiny bubbles of blood just below the surface, waiting to
come out. She’d suffered that injury—small as it was—only a
few minutes before she’d gotten into my car at Patchett’s.

Unless Claire was one of the X-Men team, and had super heal-
ing powers, the girl sitting next to me now was not the same girl
who had been sitting next to me when we pulled into Iggy’s.

I had a surreal feeling as we continued along Danbury,
like I’d stumbled into a Twilight Zone episode. But this was
real, and there had to be some kind of rational explanation.

I tried to think it through.

This girl was dressed pretty much identically to Claire.
Blue jeans and a short dark blue jacket. The same long blond
hair. But, glancing over, I noticed that this girl’s hair, like her
jeans, was not nearly as wet as Claire’s had been. And there
was something slightly off about it, like her entire head was

askew. I was pretty sure I was looking at a wig.
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I broke the silence. “Do I make a turn soon or anything?”
The girl nodded, pointed. “Two lights up. Go left.”
“Okay.” I paused. “You feeling better now?”

A nod.

“When you were gone so long, I wondered if you were
even sicker than you’d first thought.”

“I’'m okay now,” she said quietly.

There was a sudden glare coming from my rearview mir-
ror, even with the night setting. Raised headlights again.

“You were telling me before,” I said, “about how you met
my son.”

“Hmm?” the girl said.

“I was just wondering where it was that thing happened,
where he spilled an ice cream cone on you.”

“Oh,” she said, not staring out her window, but still down
and to the right, so that the side of her face was still shrouded
by the wig. “Yeah, that was pretty funny. It was at the Gal-
leria Mall. I ran into him at the food court. Like, literally. He
was eating this cone and the ice cream fell off the top and
landed on my top.”

“Really,” I said. We were sitting at the light where I was
supposed to turn left. The truck that had been behind us was
to our right, waiting to go straight. It was an SUV, not a
pickup, like the vehicle I’d seen at Iggy’s.

Before the light turned green, I said calmly, “How long do
you want to do this?”

“Huh?” She almost turned her head to look at me, but
resisted.

“This act. How long do you want to go on like I don’t

know you’re not Claire?”
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Now she looked at me, and her fear was instantly palpa-
ble. She didn’t say anything.

“It was a nice try,” I said. “The hair, the clothes, it’s all
pretty convincing. But Claire had a cut on her left hand. She’d
just got it, at Patchett’s.”

“The cut doesn’t matter,” the girl said quietly. “It just has
to work from a distance. It wasn’t meant to work close up.”

“What are you talking about?”

She bit her lower lip. “Just make like you think I’'m Claire,
okay? Don’t do anything weird.”

“Why? You think someone’s watching us?” I raised one
hand, a gesture to the world around us. “Someone tracking us
on satellite?”

“There was that truck a while ago. Maybe him. I don’t
know. Could be a different guy.”

I could see why they thought they could pull it off. Judg-
ing from the oversized purse she had down by her feet, she’d
come out to the car with a similar red bag. It might have been
the same one.

This girl’s skin tone was about the same as Claire’s, almost
porcelain. Her facial features were only slightly different.
Maybe slightly more oval, but Claire’s nose was a little shorter,
I thought, even though I’d never gotten a really good look at
her. But they were about the same height and build. Skinny,
about five six. It would be easy enough for them to pass them-
selves off as each other on a dark, rainy night, from a distance,
especially with the wig, similar clothes, a nearly identical bag. If
they’d said they were sisters, I'd have believed it. So I asked.

“You two sisters?”

“What? No.”
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“You look it,” I said. “Although you need to work on the
hair. It’s a bit crooked.”

“What?”

“The wig. It’s off-kilter.” She fiddled around with it. “That’s
better. Pretty darn close to Claire’s. Not bad.”

“She got this at a Halloween place in Buffalo,” she said.
“Please, just drive me to Claire’s house, like you were going to
do. It’s not far.”

“I’m trying to figure it out. You must have been waiting
for her in the bathroom. She goes in, you come out, wearing
pretty much the same clothes. You went out the side door as |
was going in. I popped into the ladies’ washroom.” The girl
gave me a startled look. “Was Claire hiding in there until the
two of us drove off?” I could picture her perched on the toilet
in the second or third stall, so her legs wouldn’t show. I should
have kept going after I'd pushed open that first door.

“I guess,” she said sullenly.

“So the idea was, whoever’s following her will start fol-
lowing you? And now Claire’s free to run off and do whatever
it is she wants to do without whoever’s following her knowing
about it.”

“Wow,” she said. “You’re like a genius.”

“Boyfriend stuff?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“Is some boy stalking Claire? She wants to ditch him and
meet up with a new guy?”

The girl made a soft snorting noise. “Yeah, sure, that’s
what it’s all about.”

“But you said it could be a different guy. Has she got more
than one guy stalking her?”

“I said that? I don’t remember.”
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“What’s your name?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Okay, forget your name. If it’s not a boyfriend thing,
what the hell is it?”

“Look, don’t worry about it. It’s got nothing to do with
me, and it’s sure got nothing to do with you.”

“Is Claire in some kind of trouble?”

“Listen, mister—it’s Mr. Weaver, right? Claire said you’re
Scott’s dad.”

I nodded. “You knew Scott, too?”

“Yeah, sure. Everyone kinda knew who he was.”

“Did you know him well?”

“A little. Look, like, I don’t know anything. Okay? Just let
me out. Anywhere. Right here. Forget any of this ever hap-
pened. It’s none of your business.”

I watched the wipers repeat their rhythmic swipes across
the glass. “It is my business. You and Claire’ve involved me.”

“We didn’t mean to, okay?”

“Was someone else supposed to pick Claire up at Patch-
ett’s? They didn’t show so she grabbed a ride with me? Who
picked her up at Iggy’s?”

“Stop the car.”

“Come on. I can’t let you out here. This is the middle of
nowhere.”

She unbuckled her seat belt and grabbed for the door han-
dle. The car was doing about thirty. I didn’t think she’d actu-
ally open it, but she did. Just an inch or so, enough to cause a
huge rush of air.

“Jesus!” I shouted, reaching across her and scrambling for
the handle. I couldn’t reach it and shouted, “Close it!” She

did. “You out of your goddamn mind?”
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“I want to get out!” she screamed, loud enough to make
my ears ring. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway! Claire’s gotten
away.”

“Gotten away from what?”

“Stop the car and let me out! This is kidnapping!”

I hit the brakes and swung the car over to the curb. We
were in an area where residential met commercial, where old
homes sat cheek by jowl with furniture-stripping and electrical-
supply stores. There was a cross street just ahead where a sus-
pended traffic light lazily turned from yellow to red to green
and then did it all over again.

“Look, I can take you wherever you want,” I said. “You
don’t have to get out. It’s pouring. Just—"

She threw open the door, swung her legs out, and bolted
from the car, snatching her purse at the last second. She stum-
bled, went down onto one knee on the grass, yanked the wig
from her head, and threw it by some bushes. Her own hair
was blond, too, but it only fell to her shoulders, about half the
length of Claire’s.

I couldn’t reach the passenger door from where I sat, so I
got out, engine running, went around the vehicle, and slammed
it shut.

“Stop!” I shouted. “Come on! No more questions! Let me
drive you home!”

She looked back, just for a second, and waved her hand in
the air. It looked like she was holding a cell phone. Telling me
not to worry, she’d get someone to pick her up.

Her feet splashed through the puddles, and as she got to
the corner, she turned right, disappearing down the far side of
a television repair shop that looked as though it had gone out

of business years ago.
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I felt a sense of unease as she vanished from view. Rainwa-
ter filled my eyes, dripped into my ears.

I tried to convince myself she was right. This wasn’t about
me. This wasn’t my problem.

I got back in my car, did a U-turn.

Drove past a black pickup parked on the other side, lights
out. I hadn’t remembered seeing it there before hitting the
brakes to keep the girl from jumping out of the car.

I drove on another half a mile, that damn truck niggling at
me. Finally, I pulled over to the shoulder, checked my mirrors,
and swung the car around. In a minute I was back to the spot
where I’d seen the truck.

It was gone.

I let the car roll to a stop at the light, looked ahead, to the
left and then the right. I didn’t see any sign of the truck, or the
girl.

So I turned around again and headed for home.
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Used to be, when I’d get home after something crazy like that,
the first thing I’'d have said would have been “You’re not going
to believe what just happened.”

But that was then, and this was now.

It was nearly half past ten when I came in, and even though
Donna would almost always be upstairs in bed by now, there
was a time when she’d have come down to meet me the mo-
ment she heard the front door open and close.

At the very least, she would have shouted down, “Hey!”

And I would have said, “Hey!”

But now, there was no “Hey!” Not from her, and not
from me.

I dropped my coat on the bench by the front door and
ambled into the kitchen. I'd missed dinner, as I often did, but
I hadn’t had much of an appetite the last couple of months. I'd
gone in two notches on my belt to keep my pants up, and on
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those rare occasions when I wore a tie, I could get a couple of
fingers inside a buttoned collar.

Last time I’d had anything to eat was around six, sitting in
the car, watching the back door of a butcher shop in Tona-
wanda. A bag of Wise potato chips. The owner suspected
someone on his staff was stealing from him. Product, not
cash. He was running out of pot roasts and T-bones sooner
than anticipated, and figured either his supplier was cheating
him or someone under his nose was ripping him off.

I asked him for the hours when he left the shop in charge
of his employees, and those were the periods when I staked
out the back entry, positioning my Accord down an alley that
still afforded a good view of comings and goings.

Didn’t take long.

Late this afternoon, around dusk, the wife of one of the
butchers drove up to the back, sent a text. Then seconds later
the door opened and her husband ran up to her window with
a garbage bag wound tightly at the top. She took the bag,
threw it onto the passenger seat, and drove off like she’d just
robbed a liquor store.

I took pictures using the telephoto, then followed her
home. Watched her take the bag into the house. Would have
been even better if I could have crept up to a window and
snapped some shots of her putting a pork roast into the oven,
but there are limits to what I can do. I am called upon, in my
line of work, to be something of a Peeping Tom at times, but
it didn’t seem necessary in this circumstance. I didn’t have to
prove she’d slept with dinner.

So maybe I wasn’t on the trail of the Maltese Falcon or some

missing plutonium. In the real world of private investigation,
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it was food, or building materials, or gas, or cars, or trucks
that got ripped off. A while back, I cracked the case of some
stolen cedar shrubs that kept going missing every time the
homeowner replanted.

When someone stole from you, you not only wanted your
stuff back—you wanted to know who did it. Police are too
busy and shorthanded to solve crimes like these. A random
theft, a one-shot kind of thing, well, that was pretty hard for
me to solve, too, but if there was a pattern, if you were the
victim of a serial pain-in-the-ass offender, chances were I
could help you out, because I had the time to wait until the
son of a bitch who was preying on you did it again.

It wasn’t rocket science. It was sitting around and staying
awake.

Finding people wasn’t all that much different. Husbands
and wives and sons and daughters went missing as often as
steak and lumber and fuel and Toyotas, although it had been
my experience things were often more missed than people.
Someone stole your truck, there was no question you wanted
it recovered. But if your two-timing, fist-swinging, scotch-
drinking husband failed to come home one night, you had to
ask yourself whether good fortune had smiled upon you.

It hadn’t been smiling much on us lately.

I opened the fridge, took out a beer, then went into the
family room, where I dropped myself like a bag of sand into
a leather recliner. On the coffee table lay several sheets of pa-
per torn from an art pad, each one a sketch of Scott. One
profile, a three-quarter, and a third, straight on, like a pass-
port shot. Alongside the sketches, half a dozen sharpened

charcoal pencils, some soft, some hard, and a small container
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