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      After waking from a nightmare and finding her loaded gun in her hand, private investigator Riley Reid decides she needs to get away from Stone Harbor for a while. Following a new lead on her parents’ disappearance, Riley is determined not to return until she finally finds out what happened to them. 

The mystery takes Riley across Virginia and out of state where she meets people from her past, some of which she’ll be wishing had stayed there. Meanwhile, news from home has her worried and may change everything she ever thought she knew.
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Prologue: The Funeral
 
Troy Reid had grown used to spending his nights in the back seat of his car. He’d been doing so for weeks. Ever since he and his late wife Dana were found, sleeping anywhere else would have been too risky.
It wasn’t that Troy was afraid of being caught. The second he ran from the Crescent Moon Motel, he knew his life was over. She died in that grungy room. All he wanted was to live and be free long enough to see her put to rest, six feet under the soil.
Troy had already said his goodbyes to his daughter. He may not have done it face- to- face or over the phone. But with a chain link fence and soccer field between them, he had whispered his apologies and hoped that her soul heard them.
The late August sun peeked through grey clouds and onto Troy’s unshaven face. It was enough to wake him. And it was a reminder of the reality that awaited him that day. He wasn’t eager to get started.
There was a rest stop on the George Washington Highway that was tolerant of commuters stopping for some rest. That was where Troy decided to stay the night. Now that morning had broken, he didn’t feel as safe.
Troy’s car was alone in the parking lot. He stood out. The last thing he wanted was to stand out. As soon as he cleaned up, he’d leave.
All the joints in Troy’s body were sore. His back was stiff. That was the price of sleeping in the back seat of a small vehicle. Upon emerging, he spent a minute stretching. Then he made his way towards the sole building of the rest area.
There weren’t many people there. A few janitors were mopping the floors and cleaning the bathrooms. Fast food employees prepared for the first customers of the day. The lady who sat behind the register at the newsstand counted the money inside. None of them paid any attention to the scruffy-looking fugitive.
Troy entered the rest area bathrooms. They smelled of urine and strong cleaning solutions. He emptied his bladder at one of the urinals, then went to the sinks.
Looking at himself in the mirror, Troy was disgusted. He didn’t see the unwashed sandy blonde hair or graying beard. No, he saw a coward. He saw something less than a man. What kind of wretch would leave his own wife to die and daughter an orphan?
When Troy was a boy, he never saw much of his father, but on his thirteenth birthday he gave him a straight razor. His father said it was a gift for a man. And men needed to shave.
Troy took out the straight razor he got from his father. It had a handle made of fake ivory and mahogany. No doubt his old man thought it looked elegant. In reality, it looked tacky and cheap. And the razor was dull.
The razor drew blood as Troy started to dry shave. His pain felt like a penance. He didn’t fool himself into thinking it was enough, but it was punishment. Luckily, no one was around to hear his winces and groans.
When he was done, Troy’s face was patch-worked with blood spotted pieces of tissue paper. Next, he washed his hair with the pink, generic industrial liquid soap he found next to the sink. It wasn’t ideal, but beggars can’t be choosers.
Cleaned up as well as could be expected, Troy exited the rest area building and went back to his car. His head was constantly turning, his eyes scanning the parking lot for any suspicious new arrivals. Anything or anyone could be a spy for Harlan Greene and the syndicate.
Once he felt that the coast was clear, Troy got in his car and drove away, towards Charleston, West Virginia. That’s where his wife was from. And there she would be buried in a couple of hours.
Troy chose to take the highways to Virginia’s sister state. It would be harder to tell if someone was following him, but it was the quickest route. Plus, if he was being followed, his car would be lost in the sea of commuters during the morning rush hour.
By the time Troy arrived in Charleston, the procession of cars had already started. His wife’s body was en route. All he had to do was find Ravenswood Cemetery, which was located on the outskirts of the capitol.
Troy parked across the street from Ravenswood. He watched as the last stragglers made their way through the cemetery gates. It was time.
Among all the attendees at Dana’s funeral, he recognized none. Even so, he intended to stay as far away as possible. In his car, he changed into the only suit he owned. It was bought on the cheap from a thrift store.
Dressed all in black, Troy got out of his car. He took nothing with him. It was clear to him that he’d never go back to the vehicle. In all likelihood, he’d be taken right there in the cemetery.
Troy heard thunder as he walked amongst the gravestones. Then came a light drizzle. They must’ve been an omen. And for the first time since he stole Harlan Greene’s money, he was regretful.
Ravenswood was a nice burial site. Landscapers kept the grass green and well trimmed. There were large oak trees strategically placed for shade. Troy stood under one of those oaks and looked on as his wife was lowered into the ground.
A priest started saying words that Troy couldn’t hear. From his distance, nothing occurring there was audible. Instead, he heard the peaceful sound of rain and wind against leaves. He took out and lit a cigarette.
The priest stopped talking, and people took turns throwing flowers on the coffin. And that was it. His wife was officially dead and buried. There was a finality to it that made Troy a little sad.
Everyone has felt that animal-like instinct that tells you that somebody is behind you. You don’t have to hear or smell them. You feel them. And Troy experienced exactly that.
When Troy turned around, he saw two large men in black suits. Their arms were folded in front of them. Troy had never seen such fearsome white guys outside of prison. Under those finely pressed clothes were probably all manner of Aryan nation tattoos and other prison ink. There were probably a few scars from shanks or bullets peppered in.
Troy sighed. He had reached the end of the road. There was no getting away. Behind the two large men, he saw a black limousine. Only one person could’ve been inside.
People said that Troy Reid was the one man that Harlan Greene would come for himself. It wasn’t that fact Troy had stolen hundreds of thousands of dollars that made the crime lord obsessed with catching him. It was the disrespect that it showed. It made Harlan look weak. And that was unacceptable.
Neither of the suit-clad men had to say anything to Troy. He knew the score. Troy took one last look at his wife’s tomb. He threw down his cigarette and walked towards the men and Harlan’s limo.
One of the men opened up one of the back doors. A cloud of smoke came out and Troy went in. Once inside, he found himself sitting across from a man in his late forties. He had on a white suit with a black shirt underneath and a red tie. Both of his eyes were hidden by dark aviator sunglasses. The hair on his head was balding and brown. Up his neck and exposed hands were tattoos. And in his mouth was a cigar. Troy knew the man. It was Harlan Greene.
“Hello, Troy,” said Harlan. His voice was a mix of hardened sailor and an older black man, which was strange because he was Irish.
Troy nodded. “Harlan.”
“Do I really have to ask?”
“I don’t have it.”
Harlan laughed. He coughed violently, then instantly put back on a serious face. “Is that so? Well, where is it?”
Troy didn’t answer. Instead he shrugged.
“You don’t know where the seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars you stole from me is? For some reason, I don’t believe you. But since it’s your wife’s funeral and all, I’ll give you another chance to give me an answer I want to hear.” Harlan took off his sunglasses revealing cold, steely grey eyes. “Where is my money?”
Long before Harlan caught up with him, Troy had decided that he would take whatever punishment was coming his way. No matter how much he was tortured or threatened, he wouldn’t reveal where he had hidden the money. He wouldn’t let all he went through be for nothing.
“Like I said … I got no idea.” Troy swallowed hard after lying.
Harlan leaned forward and stared into Troy’s eyes. Then he took out his cigar and put it out against the side of Troy’s neck, inducing a string of loud expletives. The drug lord leaned back into his seat.
Troy touched the new burn on his neck. It was still raw and stung. That would just be the beginning of his torture. He knew there was a lot more on the way.
“Where is my money?”
Troy didn’t answer.
“Okay. Well, you stole from me, Troy. And I’m going to be paid back. If I can’t get it in cash, I’ll settle for flesh.” Harlan knocked on the window next to him.
The two large black-suited men opened the doors on either side of Troy. They sat down next to him, trapping the thief in the middle. Harlan told his chauffeur to start driving. And they left Ravenswood.
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Cracking
 
Pastor Thomas Pritchard was being held at Fairfax County Prison, about an hour’s drive away from Stone Harbor. He had been charged with two counts of murder. As hard as Detective Sam Greyson tried to get him to confess to the arsons that exploded across the town months earlier, the pastor still professed his innocence, on setting the fires, at least. His trial was set for near the end of the year.
My name is Riley Reid and I am a private investigator. I own and run my own PI agency out of an abandoned store downtown. And I sat next to Sam in his car as he drove down to Fairfax County Prison on October 15.
We didn’t have long left before we got to the prison. We’d already been in the car for more than forty-five minutes. During our little trip, we discussed the particulars of Pastor Pritchard’s case. Neither of us could figure out if he was lying about not knowing who had set the fires, and who was behind the Stone Harbor drug ring.
Since the spring, it had become apparent that there was a substantial criminal enterprise running out of our small town. I stumbled upon it when I was hired by a grieving mother to find out what happened to her son. That case almost got me and my best friend, Lisa, killed, and it exposed a nearby rehabilitation center called Fresh Horizons as a drug smuggling operation.
Fresh Horizons had a scheme going on where they not only provided treatment for addicts, but also the very illicit substances they were slaves to. Sam and the Stone Harbor Police raided the place, seized large amounts of drugs and arrested staff members. None of them broke under interrogation.
Someone had to be behind the criminal activity at the rehabilitation facility. There had to be a money man. They would have to have connections that would give Fresh Horizon access to the drugs they ran. And that someone thought it was a good idea to send people to try and kill me.
First, they tried to take me out at the abandoned marina on the Rappahannock River. Then, they came to my offices armed and with faces covered by white plastic rabbit masks. Later, they’d tried to strangle me to death and run me off the road. Turns out I’m not that easy to kill.
Apparently, trying to kill me didn’t keep them busy enough. The mastermind behind the drug ring sent someone to burn any evidence. That summer, they started setting fires in and around Stone Harbor. They’d started with Sister Mary’s Church in town. Then the marina was burned down, followed by Fresh Horizons, and an attempt on Roxy Theatre. That was saved by Sam, but only just.
Between the attempted murders and arsons, the mystery got out of hand and dangerous. But I wasn’t worried. I was angry. And I wanted to know who was responsible. Ten miles away in a small concrete room was a man who might be able to provide Sam and me with answers.
“What if he doesn’t talk?” I asked, as I stared out the car window at the passing trees. They were bereft of leaves and instead stood as scraggily wooden skeletons.
“He will,” answered Sam, careful not to take his eyes off the road.
“But what if he doesn’t?”
“You can’t go in there with that attitude, Riley. You have to believe that he’ll break. He has to break. We’re quickly running out of leads.”
Sam was right about one thing. We were short on leads. If the pastor didn’t tell us something new, I had no idea how to proceed. Every other promising clue had led to nothing but dead ends.
The surrounding woods cleared out ahead. I could see buildings behind rows of chain link fence. On top of the fences was razor wire. Then we saw the sign that had an arrow that pointed forward. It read, “Fairfax County Prison.”
Fairfax County Prison was huge. There must’ve been a dozen miles of fence and wire around fields at least one hundred yards wide. Apart from guard towers and what look like some manner of storage shacks, there were three large, beige colored buildings. Each of them were connected by enclosed walkways.
Sam pulled up to a security booth near the only entrance in the fences. A large, red-faced man came out of it dressed in an olive colored uniform, clipboard in his hand and an M-16 assault rifle slung on his back. He walked up to the driver’s side as another security officer walked up to the passenger side.
The red-faced security guard motioned with his finger for Sam to roll down his window. Sam complied.
“State your business,” said the man with a heavy southern drawl.
“We’re here to visit a prisoner, Thomas Pritchard,” answered Sam.
The security guard checked his clipboard. Then he looked up at us. “Identification, please.”
Sam showed the man his badge. I rolled down my window and handed the guard on my side my driver’s license. He took it, looked down at it, then at me. In his shiny sunglasses, I could see my distorted reflection.
“Thank you, Detective,” said the security guard as he waved us through. The chain link fence sliding gate opened up. Sam slowly drove through.
As we got closer, I could see silhouettes in orange out in one of the yards. It must have been rec time for the prisoners. My heart rate accelerated. I was nervous. There was little risk that any of them could or would do me any harm during our visit. But nervousness isn’t always rational.
When we got to the main parking lot, the prisoners were gone. Instead, we were met with the sight of a goliath beige building. It had no personality or appealing design features. Clearly, it was built solely for function.
Half of the front of the main building had thick, tinted windows. Through them, you could see inside. There were staircases on both sides that led down from the fourth and top floor to the ground floor. We could also see various administrators in their offices.
Upon entering, Sam and I had to check in with the front desk. A prison guard dressed in dark blue escorted us down a long hallway with white walls and a scuffed up white linoleum floor. He was leading us to the visitor’s reception area.
In the reception area, there was an odd mix of people. There were mothers and fathers of prisoners. Other were girlfriends and wives. And there were even a few children.
Another prison guard came into the room and explained to us the rules and what was going to happen. There would be no passing of outside goods to prisoners. Everyone will be searched before going any further. Physical contact was strictly forbidden. Anyone who broke those rules would be immediately ejected.
I’ve never been an inmate at a prison, so I can’t speak to how degrading it must be. Having the guards’ hands on me was pretty bad. They stopped me before I walked through the metal detector and patted me down.
After being fully evaluated for any contraband, Sam and I were led to another room. It was large and filled with tables that had seats attached. Above the room was a catwalk with patrolling guards armed with rubber slug firing shotguns. That wasn’t where we were going to talk with Pastor Pritchard.
Off of that main room was a smaller, more private one. A guard led us in there. When we arrived, we saw Pastor Pritchard, who had his ankles and wrists attached to chains latched to the floor. The guard left us in there with the pastor.
Stress and anxiety had taken their toll on Pastor Pritchard. His hair was now fully grey. There were clearly defined lines on his face. Stubble formed a pseudo beard. His sad eyes didn’t even look at us.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Pritchard,” said Sam. He was pacing around the room. “I suppose you know why we’re here, right?”
“You want to talk,” answered Pastor Pritchard.
Sam put his hands on the pastor’s shoulders from behind. “That’s right! I want to talk. Got any idea what I want to talk about?”
Pastor Pritchard sighed. “If I had to guess, I’d say the fires … again.”
“Correct! Jeez, you’re on a roll today, Mr. Pritchard.”
“Like I told you last time you were here and the time before that, I didn’t set them.”
“Oh, I believe you Mr. Pritchard. The thing is, I know you know who did. And you’re going to tell me.”
“What’s in for me, Sam? I’m in jail and I’m not getting out in this lifetime. Why should I help you and put my own life at risk?”
Pastor Pritchard had a good point. It would be dangerous for him to help us. And for him, it would be a needless danger. He would get absolutely nothing out of it. Then Sam pulled out his secret weapon.
Sam sat down across from Pastor Prichard. “I won’t lie to you and say I can get you out of here. I can’t reduce your sentence. But what I can offer is a chance to be transferred to minimum security, which opens up the possibility of you being able to preach again to your fellow inmates.”
Pritchard digested what Sam offered. “Minimum security?” I could tell Sam had him. The pastor was going to take the bait.
“Minimum security,” reiterated Sam.
“I don’t know who set the fires. But I do have a vague idea who might’ve,” admitted Pastor Pritchard.
“Go on,” urged Sam.
I hadn’t brought my notebook into the prison, so I made sure to pay attention. Counting on memory wasn’t the way I preferred to do things, but it was better than having to deal with questions from the prison guards.
“The group I worked for, they had people everywhere. They paid off politicians, prosecutors, judges, prison guards and even cops. That’s how they get away with it. And in the case of Stone Harbor, they went after the police.”
I studied Pastor Pritchard’s body language. He gave off no sign that he was lying. No matter how ridiculous I might’ve thought his information was, I had to at least listen.
“Hold on a second. Are you telling me that this mysterious ‘they’ have Stone Harbor cops one their payroll?” From the tone in Sam’s voice it was clear that he didn’t want to believe Pritchard just as much as I.
“They have two.”
“Who? Give me some names.”
“I don’t know.”
Sam started laughing. “Of course you don’t. Because you’re talking out of your ass. There aren’t any corrupt police in my station.”
Pastor Pritchard’s expression never changed. “Believe what you want Sam. Ask yourself, who do you trust in your department? Who is beyond reproach? Some people might’ve said I couldn’t ever kill anyone. But here I am chained to the floor.”
The conversation with the pastor went on, but we got little else from him. At least the bombshell he dropped was worth the trip. I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. And I don’t think Sam did, either.
Sam and I rode back to Stone Harbor in silence. I was both frustrated and contemplative. As I went over the possibilities of various members of the Stone Harbor Police, no one immediately stood out. They all seemed like decent people. But, like the pastor said, no one thought he’d be capable of murder, either.
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Dining with the Dead
 
I found myself in a dark dining room. It looked familiar. One just like it could be found at the Greyson residence. Except the one I was in was a little off. The walls were too far away and draped in shadow. In front of me, the table was old and rotting. Water dripped from a leak in the ceiling.
There were others around the table. I wasn’t alone. A row of candles on the table revealed the dimly-lit visages of my adoptive family. And at the opposite end was another, completely hidden in black.
When I looked over at Sam the first time, he looked like he always did. I turned away for a second, then looked back. That time, Sam was a kid, maybe ten years old. I never knew him as a child, but I’d seen pictures around the Greyson’s house. My dreaming mind filled in the rest.
I noticed that Sam wasn’t the only one whose age had regressed. Richard was as old as he was when I first met him. He and his son looked so similar at that age. And, as far as I knew, I was still an adult.
Richard and Sam were talking to each other. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Instead, my focus shifted to what was on the table itself. There was a platter with a domed cover over it. Next to the platter was fruit infected with mold.
I leaned over and reached for the handle on top of the platter’s dome cover. When I took it off, I revealed a white rabbit underneath. The rabbit had on a tiny white plastic rabbit mask. It hopped off the table and disappeared into the darkness.
“Hope you’re hungry,” I heard a familiar voice say. Out of the black came Molly Greyson. It creeped me out a little due to the fact she’s long been dead. But in the dream, she looked exactly how I remembered her.
Molly had a large, dead bird in her hand. She was holding it by the throat. It burst into flames and she didn’t even seem to notice. In fact, she vanished altogether. Sam started playing with action figures at the table. Richard smoked a cigarette and stared off at nothing.
An invisible force made me focus on the unknown person at the end of the table. There was a growing swarm of flies all around the mystery diner. Then, one of their hands came into the light. It was covered in blood.
It’s hard to really describe what exactly I felt when I saw the hand. I was dreaming, so it’s hard to say for sure that I actually felt anything. But it reminded me of dread. You get the same feeling while walking through a haunted house. Something bad was going to happen. I just didn’t know what.
When the mystery diner came out the shadows, I saw it was Jimmy Alvarez. He was dead, like Molly, but unlike my adopted mother, Jimmy didn’t look healthy. There was a chunk missing out of his head from where I had shot him. Blood and brain dripped out onto his shoulder and down his back and chest. One of his previously-gorgeous big brown eyes was pointing northwest while the other went southeast.
Jimmy opened his mouth and bullets started to fall out. They piled up on the table. A little smoke rose up out of his gaping, cranial gunshot wound. He slowly stood up.
Looking at Jimmy, all I could think about was zombies. That must’ve had some effect, because he got on all fours and crawled across the table towards me. I wanted to move out of the way, but I couldn’t move fast enough. He fell on top of me.
Jimmy held me down and inched his undead face towards mine. The blood and brain matter started dripping on my face. No matter how much I struggled, I couldn’t get free. All I could do was turn my head and hope for an end.
Suddenly, I heard a gunshot, and Jimmy exploded into thousands of shards of broken glass. Behind him, I saw Richard standing with a revolver in his hand. My adoptive father sat back down.
When I got up, I looked down the table at Jimmy as he sat back at the end of the table in the shadows. I could see his head slumped over. He was lifeless, dead. On the table, I noticed there was something spray painted. It was the silhouette of a purple jester.
The dining room around me disintegrated into burning embers. It revealed dark woods and the drug den that was the Branches’ home. I heard the sound of twigs and leaves being stepped upon. Out of the woods came dozens of people. They were all people that I knew. The Greysons were there: Lisa, Amy, Loretta, Chief Owens and even every kid in my third grade class.
All the people who stepped out of the woods were armed. Some had guns, others had knives. A few of them even had spiked baseball bats. They gave off a vibe that they were going to use their weapons on me.
The group closed in on me. Some of them talked gibberish. Others laughed at me. I found the quiet ones scariest.
My eyes flew open and I found myself once again staring at my ceiling fan, instead of an angry mob. The fan wasn’t on. Instead, it sat idle, collecting dust at an alarming rate.
There was something heavy in my hand. My heart nearly jumped out through my rib cage when I saw what I was holding. It was my .38.
Waking up from a nightmare with a loaded gun in your hand is a scary experience. And it was one I didn’t ever want to repeat. I needed to get out of town. I needed to take a break from investigating the drug ring. It was starting to get to me.
I’m not the type of person to take vacations. If I was going to get out of Stone Harbor for a little awhile, it should be for a purpose. I dragged myself out of bed, knowing I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. Several expletives grumbled out of my mouth as I looked at the time on my phone and saw it was only three in the morning.
Without turning on any lights, I made my way to the bathroom. Half awake, I thought about where I’d go. The sound of the toilet flushing was accompanied by an idea. I’d find my father. And according to the address I got from Richard several months earlier, the trail started just outside Richmond.
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Planning
 
I met Lisa at the Side Car Diner the next afternoon. We were going to have lunch, and I was going to let her know I was leaving town.
The night before, after waking up, I had spent the rest of the morning on my laptop. I looked up the address that Richard had given me. It was 1324 Cumberland Lane, Richmond, Virginia.
According to the internet, the address was located in a trailer park. I wasn’t able to bring up any satellite pictures of the specific trailer, but it did produce a picture of the outside of the park. As far as trailer parks went, it looked nice. Still, I’d take my gun with me.
When I arrived at the Side Car, I scanned the restaurant from left to right. There were several diners. At the counter, I saw the ample backs of a couple truckers. Near the end was an old man, who I saw eating there almost every time I went.
The Side Car was pretty full. It never was that crowded in the morning. A family was in my favorite booth. Since I didn’t see Lisa anywhere, I decided to wait for her to arrive before finding a seat.
I went back outside. The scenery couldn’t have been nicer. Behind the liquor store across the street, I could see trees with leaves in different shades of orange and brown. Virginia in the fall; it was a lovely sight.
The air smelled like burning leaves. All the birds still hadn’t left for the winter but had gathered in large flocks. You’d hear not a sound, then they’d fly overhead in loud, unsynchronized wing flaps. I could pick up the noise made by squirrels scurrying about the forest floor.
I was so entranced by the natural beauty outside that I didn’t notice Lisa pulling up. She was driving her aged sports car. Once an impressive, modern beast of automotive technology; it had turned into a relic that barely ran. But new cars are expensive. Used ones aren’t exactly cheap, either.
The first thing I noticed when Lisa got out of her car was her hair. For years, Lisa Williams got the same haircut. Or she got a variation of it. Her signature haircut was long, tightly curled hair that went down to her shoulders and behaved like long springs.
Lisa’s new haircut consisted of the two sides of her head cut short with clippers. The top was styled in a wavy fashion with some sort of gel. It was the type of haircut someone ten years younger might’ve had. Despite my reservation, I complimented her on the new look.
“Hey, girl,” said Lisa, as she walked up to me and gave me a hug.
“Did you get a new haircut?” I asked, knowing full well that she had.
“Yeah, I got it for my new job. You like it?” Lisa modeled in front of nonexistent cameras.
“It’s nice.” Lisa and I made our way inside. “New job, huh? You finally quit the makeup counter?”
“Yep, finally. I got a job down at a bar in Norfolk.”
Lisa and I chose the only open booth in the Side Car. It wasn’t our favorite or usual, but it worked. Carol quickly arrived to take our orders.
“Good afternoon, Riley, Lisa,” greeted Carol. She took out the little notepad she used to write down orders out of her lightly-stained apron. “What can I get you two lovely ladies?”
“I’ll have a burger, medium rare, with lettuce and tomatoes,” I replied.
Lisa didn’t even look at her menu. “That sounds good. I’ll have the same.”
“Two burgers, coming right up,” said Carol with a smile. She started to walk away in order to deliver our orders to the kitchen. After a couple of steps she stopped and turned around. “I almost forgot. There was someone here asking about you.”
“For me? Who?”
“He didn’t give me a name, but something about him … he gave me the willies. So I told him that I don’t know you. He described you to me in detail. And I told him that I’d never seen you before. I told him that he must’ve been mistaken.” Carol seemed proud of herself. She should’ve been.
“Thanks, Carol.”
“No problem, sweetie. Just promise me you’ll stay out of trouble.”
I mimicked a cross across the left side of my chest. “Cross my heart.”
Carol left and headed towards the kitchen.
“So, you said in your text that you wanted to tell me something?” asked Lisa.
“That I did.” I removed the paper wrapping from my straw. I then stuck the straw in the complimentary glass of ice water that was in front of me. “I’m leaving town for a couple of days.”
“Okay.” Lisa seemed intrigued, but with her it was impossible to tell. “Where you going? I hope it’s a vacation. Lord knows you need one.”
I didn’t answer right away.
“It’s not a vacation, is it?” asked Lisa with a tilted head. “Of course it isn’t. So … are you going to at least tell me where you’re going?”
“Richmond. That’s my first stop, at least.” I took a sip of my water.
“Richmond? That’s where Richard said your dad’s car was, right?”
“That’s where it’s registered to. I figure it’s time to start really looking for my dad. No more browsing for clues online. If I want to find him, I’m going to have to leave Stone Harbor to do it.”
Lisa took in what I said. Then Carol came back with our food. It looked as good as it smelled. And it tasted as good as both. Once we had both made some headway into our meals, we continued our conversation.
“I think it’s great you’re going to go find your dad. Frankly I’m surprised it took you this long,” said Lisa in between bites. “How long are you going to be gone?”
Lisa asked a good question. And the fact of the matter was, I didn’t know. I didn’t know where the path I’d chosen would take me. Maybe it would end in Richmond. Perhaps I’d find myself on the other end of the country. However long it took, I wouldn’t come home until I discovered what I was looking for.
“However long it takes,” I answered.
“Well, don’t take too long. A woman can get bored in a town like this without her best friend,” said Lisa with a straight face. The tone of her voice betrayed her intended seriousness and delved into playfulness.
“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”
“See that you do.”
Lisa and I finished our meals. We got up from our booth, leaving a generous tip behind for Carol. Then we went to the register and paid our checks.
When we got outside, there was that awkward time between leaving the restaurant and going our separate ways. We didn’t look at each other, but instead at our surroundings.
“So, where are you off to?” asked Lisa.
“Probably to the office. Tonight I’m supposed to have dinner over at Richard’s. You?”
“I got physical therapy. Then I got work.”
Lisa was referring to the physical therapy required for her rehabilitation. The previous spring, we both were attacked in my offices. A loser by the name of Martin Goldberg led a small group of thugs into Reid Private Investigators. They intended on killing us.
Martin’s thugs weren’t very good at being bad. They tried to get to Lisa and I but failed. We got away. The rooftops of the other abandoned buildings around us were our escape route.
Running across rotting rooftops was dangerous, but we had no other choice. Unfortunately, not all of them were capable of holding weight. Lisa had the bad luck to step in the wrong place. She fell straight through.
Lisa hit a glass jewelry display case before hitting the ground. The result was a spinal injury. It wasn’t too serious, otherwise she’d wouldn’t have been standing next to me outside the Side Car. She had spent a month in the hospital, though. Physical rehabilitation was the last thing she had to do before getting a clean bull of health.
“Well…”
“Well…”
Lisa and I stared at each other for a few seconds. Then she gave me another hug. “Be careful, Riley.”
“Aren’t I always?”
Lisa laughed. As she walked to her car she said, “See ya when I see ya.”
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 Dinner with the Family
 
I sat in my car outside the Greyson residence. The usual atrocious periwinkle blue color of the house was nowhere to be seen. Richard had hired some painters to put on a new coat of a different color. He chose peach, which wasn’t great, but significantly easier on the eyes.
After turning off my engine and removing the keys, I got out of my car. I walked across the lawn to the front door. Without a knock or doorbell ring, I let myself in. It was unlocked.
There was a lot of activity in the kitchen. I could hear Sam and Richard talking, or rather arguing. Both of their voices were raised. I couldn’t make out what they were saying.
I quietly hid behind the wall by the entrance of the kitchen. Neither of them noticed my presence. There was something about the tone of their arguing that piqued my curiosity. It wasn’t unusual for them to come into conflict with each other, but never before had I heard it so intense.
“Then explain it to me! You must have a good reason, or an excuse.” Sam was on the offensive. “Tell me that it was Pritchard who made these calls. Tell me it’s all a mistake. Jesus, tell me anything. But don’t stand there and try and deny the obvious. Do not insult my intelligence!”
“What’s going on in here?” I asked, as I purposefully interrupted their argument. Both of them were surprised to see me.
“Hey, Riley. I’m just telling this bonehead that if he doesn’t turn the temperature down, he’s gonna burn the potatoes.” Richard was referring to the pan full of sliced potato, garlic and small pieces of bacon. I could smell it as soon as I opened the front door. But it was a lie.
“I’m not gonna burn anything. Worry about your pork,” said Sam as he stirred the potatoes.
“There’s nothing to worry about. It’s in the slow cooker!”
“Well … then find something else to worry about and leave me alone.”
“So …” It was a little awkward in the kitchen. I figured I’d try to break it up a bit. “When are we going to eat?” That was all I could think of.
“In a couple of minutes,” replied Sam.
“Is there anything I can do?”
“Yeah, honey, you could set the table,” requested Richard.
I felt like a teenager again. No matter how old you get, those older have a way of making you feel young. In their eyes, I guess you are. That form of rational thinking doesn’t change how annoying how it is and was. But I was in no mood to argue.
I wanted to leave Stone Harbor on a good note. Especially when I knew that when I told Richard, he’d act like he was happy for me. In reality he’d be a little hurt. But he had the right to know.
There was a part of Richard that wanted to see himself as my father. He wasn’t, though. I was, and still am, very grateful for everything he’d done for me. Richard took me in when I was desperate, abandoned. When I needed shelter, he gave it. When I needed food, he provided it. None of that changed the fact that I wasn’t his flesh and blood. I wasn’t his daughter.
I went into one of the cupboards and got out a small stack of plates, three to be exact. They went on top of the kitchen table, one at the head and then the two remainders were placed on either side. Then I went back to the kitchen to get the silverware.
Sam and Richard were finishing up. Richard was breaking up the pork with a large serving fork on top of a platter. The detective scooped the potatoes slices out of the pan and into a bowl. I made my way around both men to the drawer with the forks and knives.
“What are you guys having to drink?” I asked. Sam and Richard were already sitting at the table. I was going to get a bottle of water for myself. The polite thing to do was see if they wanted anything.
“A beer,” replied Sam.
“Better make that two,” added Richard.
When I returned to the table, we started to eat. Something seemed a little off. There was tension when I arrived, but that was petty arguing between father and son. Something thicker hung over the table. And most of it came from Sam. Why was he upset with Richard?
“Have you two gotten any closer to finding out who was behind all that mess you got into that last couple months?” asked Richard out of the blue.
Sam didn’t answer. He glanced up from his plate for a moment, then he kept on eating. So I answered the old man’s question.
“Maybe. I think we got a break.”
“Really, and what’s that?”
“Well, we went to go see Pastor Pritchard a couple of days ago.”
Richard appeared interested. And his questions matched the look on his face. “The pastor? It’s a tragedy what he became, what he is. He was always such a good man.” My adoptive father went a bit too far with his compliments. Why shower the pastor with praise? The man was a murderer and a liar.
“Yes, it’s horrible.”
“So, what did he have to say?”
“Not much.” I loaded my fork with a mix of potato and pork. “He told us nothing we didn’t know.”
I didn’t want to reveal too much. Richard’s sudden interest in what Pastor Pritchard may or may not have confessed was worrying. Dark thoughts entered my mind. There was a possibility that he knew something about the drug ring. After all, he was the second most powerful man in the Stone Harbor Police for thirty years. If Pritchard was telling the truth, two people in that very department were crooked. Until I figured out who, there would be no sharing of information with anyone other than Sam.
“Hmm.” Richard knew I was lying. He, too, was once a detective. But he didn’t push the subject. That, perhaps, was more telling than if he had. My adoptive father knew something. And I was too much of a coward to look into it any further.
As our meal drew to an end, I decided to tell Sam and Richard about my upcoming trip. I waited until it was almost time to clear the table. That was so I could escape with a full stomach in case things went sour.
“I’m going to be out of town for a few days, maybe a week.” I tried to say it as casually as possible.
Richard and Sam both looked up at me. Neither had seen that coming. Rarely did I ever venture outside of the Chesapeake Bay area of Virginia. It was unusual.
“Where are you going?” asked Richard, as he leaned back in his chair in an attempt to relieve the pressure building in his belly.
“Yeah, Riley, where are you going?” asked Sam, with an added tone of anger. He had every right to be upset. I was leaving right when our most promising clue in busting the drug ring was revealed to us.
“I’m going to the address you gave me, Richard. I’m going to and try to find my dad.”
“You’re going to Richmond?” My words were like nails on a chalk board to Richard. He was a good man, though, and tried to fight how uncomfortable they made him. That was done by asking me the question.
“For starters. Then I’m going to see where the trail takes me.”
Sam didn’t say anything else. Instead, he got up from the table and went upstairs to the bathroom. I could tell he was mad at me. I just hoped he got over it quickly.
“You going alone?” asked Richard.
“Yes.”
“I suppose it needs to be that way.”
“It does.”
Richard got up. I could hear some creaking bones as he rose. The broken down former detective waddled over to me. Before I could get up, he leaned over and hugged me around the shoulders and collar. I returned his affection the best I could.
“I hope you find him,” said Richard as he embraced me. “I really do.” No, he did not hope I found my father. But it was nice to hear the white lie.
“Thank you. That means a lot.”
Richard stood up straight. He yawned. “Well, I’m going to turn in. Please call me in a couple days. Just so I can be sure that you’re all right. Can you do that for a worrying old man?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Okay then, be safe.” Richard slowly walked towards the staircase. As he went up, Sam came down.
I started to clean up. Sam helped me. Through the clearing of the dinner table, no words were spoken. It wasn’t until I prepared to wash the dishes in the sink that he talked.
“Do you really need to find him right now?” asked Sam. He was in the kitchen with me, putting away food.
“I’m sorry, are you saying I shouldn’t try and go find my father?”
“Of course not! I’m just wondering, why now? We are so close to breaking our case. I can feel it in my bones. One more month, one month, and it’ll be solved!” There was passion in Sam’s plea. It was heartfelt. And I knew he didn’t want me to go on not knowing where my father was. But it was more important to him to find out who was behind the drug ring. That, he could not hide.
“How can you be so sure?” I turned from the sink to face Sam. “We’ve been at this for several months. How can you be sure that we need only one more?”
“What Pastor Pritchard told us…”
“Was a dead end! We don’t even know if what he said was true.” I was pretty sure what Pritchard had said was true. But I was and still am the sort of person who would say anything to win an argument. I’m not proud of it.
“I looked into it, Riley.”
“What did you look into?”
“There has to be a link between Fresh Horizons and the drug ring in town, something beyond Prichard and the doctor, someone in charge. It took me a little while to figure it out. Then I remembered he number one rule for finding corruption”
Both Sam and I said in unison, “Follow the money!”
“How did you get access?” I suddenly found myself ignoring the dishes in the sink. Sam had my full attention.
“It wasn’t easy. I didn’t want to let anyone know what I was looking at, so I had to lie to Chief Owens. I told him that I wanted to look over Fresh Horizon’s financial records for Medicaid fraud.”
I raised one eye brow. “He believed you?”
“Apparently, he did. I got full access to all the records.”
“Don’t leave me hanging. What’d you find?” I asked.
“Did you know Jimmy worked for Fresh Horizons?”
“No, Amy never mentioned that. Neither did he.”
“Well, he did. I don’t know exactly what he did there, but he was well paid. In fact, he was suspiciously well paid. So I delved into his phone records.” In that moment, I really wished I was a cop, to be able to have access to those kinds of records. No case of mine would go unsolved. Sam continued. “He called Pastor Pritchard a couple of hours before we got to the Branch’s house. There were numerous calls to Dr. Janice Wen in and out of prison. And there was one more person he called and got called by on a regular basis.”
“Who?”
“I don’t want to speculate on who yet, but I will say where the calls came from. They came from right here, from this house.”
I heard Sam’s words, but I didn’t want to believe them. There were implications within them that I dared not even consider.
“Are you saying…?”
Sam cut me off. “I’m not saying my dad made those calls. But the Pastor and dad were good friends. I wouldn’t put it past that fake man of god prick to make those calls from here.”
“And if it wasn’t him?”
“In the highly unlikely case that my dad made those calls? We’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”
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Sunny View
 
I spent the night after having dinner at Richard’s house in mental turmoil. Sam had told me that someone had made calls from the house to Jimmy Alvarez. It brought up some terrible possibilities.
Maybe those calls were made by Pastor Pritchard. He was over at Richard’s house quite a bit. That was what I hoped. After all, he and my adoptive father were close. And he was always coming over. That would make sense, too, if the pastor wanted to cover his tracks.
 If anyone pulled the pastor’s phone records, they’d find no connections. But if someone pulled up Richard’s phone records, suspicion would shift to him. It would’ve been a smart move. There was no solid proof that it was the case, though.
There was no sleep that night. I just laid in bed, staring at my ceiling fan. A couple of times, I got up and tried to distract myself, hoping that fatigue would catch up and put me to sleep.
My favorite distraction in the middle of the night could be found on my laptop. On that night, I went on the internet to find more information on the trailer park I was going to travel to when the sun rose.
Trailer parks often had pleasant names that betrayed their true nature. For example, I’d been to a trailer park that was in the middle of the woods and called, “Lakeview”.  My personal favorite was a depressing little park near a garbage dump called, “Paradise Isle.”
The trailer park I was destined to visit was Sunny View. It had decent reviews online. There were no five star reviews, but a lot of solid threes. From pictures I saw, it looked nice enough. It was the kind of place that the old went to retire. If the reviews were to be believed, there was even a little pond, deep enough to swim in.
I also discovered some worrisome things about Sunny View. Crime statistics can be easily found online. Some of them are even presented on maps or in graphs. And around the trailer park, I saw a whole lot of red markers. Three stars or not, it was clearly not a safe place.
As I packed, I made sure to put a box of .38 caliber bullets in my bag. The accompanying revolver went in my purse. If the previous spring and fall had taught me anything, it was that I should always be prepared for the worst. Even if it meant killing again, I would be no victim.
When the sun rose, I found myself nervous. It wasn’t the type of nerves that one might have before giving a big speech or before they play in an important game. No, they were the type of nerves that came hand-in-hand with anticipation, not dread.
I waited ‘til the afternoon to begin my trip. When I tried to call the phone number associated with the address in Sunny view, I got no answer. So to increase my chances that someone would be there, I chose to go a little later in the day.
As I left, I had an uncomfortable feeling. It felt like someone was watching me. I had the same feeling months before when someone tried to run me off the road after leaving my office. Carol’s tip that someone was asking about me didn’t help.
When I looked around, I saw no one. There wasn’t a single person in the Briar Gardens parking lot. It was just me and a handful of empty cars.
Still feeling unsafe, but unable to do anything about it, I got in my car. My engine hiccupped a few times before starting. I turned on my GPS, and then I was off to find my father.
Richmond wasn’t too far. It was in the same state. Getting there was as easy as getting on Interstate 64 and heading northwest. It took about forty-five minutes to an hour to reach the city limits. And it took another ten to fifteen to find Sunny View.
In big, yellow letters against an orange background, I saw the sign for the trailer park. I almost passed it. It didn’t look like any kind of entrance. Instead, it looked more like a long driveway. Only one car would be able to go up or down it at a time. But it was freshly paved and unblemished.
I pulled into the Sunny View driveway. There was an open field that ended with what looked like an administration building and then a row of permanent trailers. They weren’t the variety that was on wheels. Whoever lived in them had put down stakes.
Before I could enter the trailer park proper, I had to pass a security gate. Like Fairfax County Prison, there was a booth with a guard. When I got close to it, the gate opened up. I took a glance inside the tiny structure next to it. Rather than a red-faced, heavily armed redneck, there was a pimple-faced teen on his phone, not paying attention to me.
There were rows and rows of trailer parks. Each had their own numbers. All of them were on little roads with “Lane” incorporated into the names.
I saw a lot of plastic flowers. Nearly every unit had at least a couple. They came in a variety of colors. Some were red, others were blue. All of them were tacky and unsightly.
Cheap lawn ornaments were also very popular in Sunny View. I saw a couple of gnomes. There were some flamingos. A couple of them even had those creepy fake dogs that, at a quick look, appear alive.
On wooden stoops, white plastic chairs and lawn furniture were the residents of Sunny View. People lived in trailer parks for one of a variety of reasons. The most common were those who simply couldn’t afford traditional housing. Another were those who wanted something different out of life, outsiders. Probably the smallest percentage were those who were on the run. Either the law, or worse, were after them.
I knew that the chances were that only a small percentage of people in Sunny View were criminals. That didn’t change the fact that I saw bad intentions in every stare that followed my car. And there were many stares. They saw me as a threat, a stranger, and a foreigner in their little country.
When I found the trailer I was looking for, there was an abandoned car out front. I’m not much of a car person, but it looked like an old Stingray to me. With all the rust and missing parts, it was hard to say for sure. Whoever lived inside the unit next to it must’ve been some kind of old sports car or muscle car fanatic. They must’ve been the type of person who would buy a 1978 Pontiac Trans Am.
As I parked my car across from the trailer, the front screen door creaked open. Out came a short, hairy and overweight Hispanic man. He had a tall can of cheap beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Paying me no mind, the man sat down on his front steps.
“Hello?” I asked as I got out of my car. I walked towards the hairy man on the porch.
“You talking to me?” asked the hairy man.
I looked around. Besides me and the hairy man, there was only one other person and that was a little girl on a pink bicycle.
“My name is Riley Reid,” I said as I got close. I held out my hand for the hairy man to shake. He wiped his appendage off on his stained wife beater, then shook mine.
“Marco, Marco Abreu. What can I help you with, Mrs. Reid?” The way he said “Mrs. Reid” was a little creepy. I think he was trying to see if I was married or available.
“It’s just Riley, and I’m wondering if you can help me out.”
Marco smiled at me. He’s oral hygiene wasn’t great. Neglect and cigarette smoke had stained his teeth yellow. One of his front teeth was missing and replaced by a gold one. Combined with his lumpiness and copious amount of body hair, it wasn’t very attractive.
“That depends on what you need help with.”
“In late July 2001, you bought a car, a Trans Am?”
Marco corrected his posture. “You a cop?”
That was a question I got on a regular basis. If someone comes sniffing around and asks questions, people automatically assume you’re the law. It’s understandable. But I hardly looked like law enforcement.
“No, I’m just looking for someone.” I decided not to tell Marco that I was a private investigator. In my experience, disclosing that fact could and most likely would turn a man like Marco Abreu off of the idea of answering any of my questions.
“What makes you think I can help you?” Marco took a drag of his cigarette with both eyes squinting at me.
I pointed at the rusted out Stingray. “You’re clearly a guy who likes his cars, am I right?”
“Lots of people like cars, Riley.”
“True enough. But not everyone has an appreciation for the classics.”
Marco took a swig of his beer. “You getting to a point? I’ve got shit to do today.”
Mr. Abreu was out in front of his house nursing a beer in the afternoon. He clearly had nothing to do. But from his lie, it was apparent that his patience was wearing thin. And I needed him willing to answer my questions. Both the angry and the annoyed make the most uncooperative subjects.
“You bought a car from the person I’m looking for.”
“Really? You’re going to have to be more specific. I used to buy, refurbish and sell all sorts of cars.”
Refurbishing classic cars must’ve been his former occupation. From the look of Marco and the remains of the vehicle next to his trailer, he must’ve retired.
“A 1978 Pontiac Trans Am. It had a gold firebird on the hood.”
Marco took another drink and another pull. It was as if it helped him think, as if the beer helped him access his vault of memories. Whatever worked for him. To each his own. As long as I got what I was after, I didn’t care.
“I’ve bought a couple of Trans Ams over the years. Only one was a 1978, though. I remember it clearly. Ever since I saw one just like it in ‘Smokey and the Bandit’, I wanted to get my hands on one.”
“And you did?”
“One day, a guy comes in with his wife or girlfriend or something. He looked like shit. When I asked him what he wanted, he told me that he had a car to sell. He’d gotten my name from one of my friends down at the used car dealership in the city.
“Normally in that situation, I’d tell someone to get lost. I’m not in the habit of dealing with complete strangers, unless I am the one who come to them. But this guy … he was desperate. He was so desperate that I almost got the thing for free. I only paid about a quarter of what it was worth.”
“Why? I mean, why was he willing to sell it for so cheap?”
“I think he was running from something.”
That seemed like jumping to quite a conclusion. “What makes you say that?”
“Just a feeling, I guess. Plus he really seemed like he was in a hurry. He didn’t want to get into any small talk or waste any time. Also, it looked like he hadn’t taken a shower for days. He was scruffy and his clothes were dirty.”
So does that mean you’re on the run? For some reason I found myself getting angry with Marco. There was no way he could’ve known that it was my father he was talking about. Even if he did, I still don’t know why it bothered me. I guess sometimes feelings are unexplainable. That is especially true when it comes to someone’s parents.
“Did he say anything?”
“About?”
“About where he was going? Maybe what he was running from? Were you able to get a name?”
Marco got up from the front steps. He stretched out his back and groaned. When he did, his gut stuck even further out.
“He said something about leaving the state. He said something about going west. I’m not sure if he meant California or just West Virginia. And I didn’t ask. As far as a name goes, I think I have it written down somewhere.” Marco started towards the door to his trailer. “Let me take a look inside.”
Marco opened his screeching screen door and disappeared into his trailer. I stood there in front of it, awkwardly. In order not to feel so silly, I walked up the stairs and stood at the entrance.
 
“Don’t just stand there, c’mon in,” said Marco as he sifted through a table full of papers. “C’mon, I don’t bite.”
As you might expect, I had major reservations about going into Marco Abreu’s trailer. Put aside the looks he gave me when we were both outside. Getting into a confined space with one entrance and exit, like a trailer, with a stranger was not a good idea. It wasn’t a gender thing. I think any man or woman would be hesitant to do it. And my gun was in my purse in the car. But I have always been more curious than cautious.
Marco was babbling about something. I think it pertained to him knowing that he had the information I was after written down somewhere. It’s hard to remember exactly what he said. I was too distracted by the disaster that he called home.
All trailers are a bit crowded and cramped. I knew that before I opened the screen door and ventured inside. But Marco didn’t seem to notice. There were piles and stacks of everything from old newspapers and mail to DVDs, CDs, books, magazines, clothes and tools. That day, I learned that even people living in trailers could be hoarders.
At least there wasn’t a bunch of unwashed dishes or left over food on the kitchen counters. The trailer was crowded and messy but it didn’t smell. I guess I should have been thankful for that.
“Here we go,” said Marco. He walked over and met me near the entrance of his trailer. In both hands he had some papers. “Barry, his name was Barry Porter. I bought it from him on August 1, 2001.”
Barry was my dad’s middle name. And Porter was my mom’s maiden name. It wasn’t that clever a fake name. Then again, my father was never that clever of a man.
“Then I fixed up and sold the Trans Am to…” Marco went through the papers in his hands. “I sold it to Kevin Reid about a year later, on August 5, 2002.”
Who was Kevin Reid? Could he have been related to my father? I had never heard of him. But I’d  never heard of or met much of my dad’s family. His father was dead by the time I was born. My grandmother died when I was ten. Other than them, I didn’t even know that he had any other family. Maybe Kevin was a cousin or something?
“Do you have an address or phone number for Kevin Reid?”
Marco gave me a sideways look. “Yeah, I do but … I thought you were looking for someone, not the car.”
“I’m looking for both. Do you have an address?”
“Of course. 17 Fox Run in Roanoke.”
I shook Marco’s sweaty hand. “Thank you very much, Mr. Abreu. You have no idea how much this helps.”
I left the trailer and went back out into Sunny View.
“Did it help enough to get me a dinner with you?”
I smiled at Marco and went to my car. “Have a good day.”
Marco was also smiling. He shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.”
Upon getting back into my car, I entered the address Marco gave me into my GPS. There were several hits. I chose the match that was in Roanoke, Virginia, southwest from Richmond.
As I was leaving Sunny View, I noticed something, or rather someone, odd outside the security booth. A large man with a shaved head and tattoos covering his arms and neck watched me as I drove up and passed by. There was something about him that set off alarm bells in my mind. He seemed a bit too interested in me and my car.
I left Sunny View and headed to my hotel to check out. When I planned my trip, I figured I might need the room if there were more leads in Richmond. As it turned out, I’d gotten all I needed from the Virginia state capitol in one afternoon.
From my hotel, I headed towards Roanoke. I went with full knowledge and anticipation that I might’ve been going to meet family. But I’m a pessimist by nature. So I didn’t get my hopes up.
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Roanoke
 
On the way to Roanoke, I tried my best to remember any mention of a “Kevin” by my father. Memories of my teenage years and younger were hazy, at best. I could recall specific events and things that were important. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember any mention of my dad having any siblings or cousins.
I realized that it was very unlikely that my father, Troy Reid, didn’t have any living family members. Whether they were extended or immediate, there had to be some surviving members of the Red clan somewhere in the country. Just because he never told me about them or I never met them, that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.
The drive to Roanoke was long and pretty boring. It took longer for me to get from Richmond to Roanoke than it had taken me to get from Stone Harbor to Richmond. To make it worse, the scenery was all highway, flanked by identical looking woods.
Finally, as the sun started to fall, I saw a sign for an exit that led into Roanoke. I took it, then stopped at a gas station before going any further. Not only did I have to fill up, but I also needed to use the bathroom.
When I entered the convenience store section of the gas station, I headed straight towards the front counter. Behind it was a middle-aged Indian man. I asked him for the keys to the bathroom and he granted my request.
After I finished with the facilities (and feeling filthy having used them), I went back into the store to return the keys and pay for my gas. A man with his son caught my eye and attention. The father had the child on his shoulders. They were joking with each other and laughing. I may not have many clear memories of my childhood, but I know I never had as much fun with my dad as those two were having.
I paid for my gas and left. After filling up my tank, I got back into my car. Before leaving, I watched the father and son from the store go back to their car. Inside, a woman was waiting for them. I could only assume she was the kid’s mother and the guy’s wife.
I’m not sure why that family was so fascinating to me. It could have been jealousy. Maybe jealousy is a little too negative a term to apply to it. More likely it was envy. What’s the difference between the two? Jealousy, in my interpretation, meant that someone else had something you wanted and you had the urge to take it. Envy was simply wanting something someone else had and leaving it at that.
The family left the gas station. Then I did. According to my GPS, 17 Fox Run was only about ten minutes away. That made me happy. At that point, I was a little sick of being on the road.
Fox Run turned out to be a small development. It was gorgeous. I didn’t see one house that wouldn’t cost less than a quarter of a million dollars. Even in the approaching darkness, they were picturesque. All manner of complicated lighting schemes made them impressive.
It didn’t take me long to find 17 Fox Run. There were maybe twenty-five houses in the development, all on the same road that formed a very big oval. 17 Fox Run was perhaps one of the largest and most impressive houses in a neighborhood full of them.
I counted three floors from the outside. There were little fake electric candles in every window, of which there were many. It looked like something you might’ve seen in colonial times, but modern and nicer. The front lawn was bigger than most properties. Before this, my yardstick for fancy houses belonged to the parents of Dennis Clark, from the case that dumped me in the middle of this whole mess to begin with. What I saw put the Clark residence to shame. You could probably fit two of their house inside the one I was parked in front of.
Before I could get out of my car, another one drove past me slowly and pulled into the driveway. It was a luxury vehicle, a Lexus. I decided to watch as a tall man with clean-cut, sandy blonde hair and a suit got out and went inside the house. He must’ve just gotten back from work.
I waited another five minutes, not only so the man who just got back could get situated, but also because I was a bit nervous. There was a very good chance that when I walked up and rang that doorbell, a member of my family that I never met would answer. What would I say? How would I approach it?
There was one other possible outcome that scared me more than any other. What if Kevin Reid wasn’t related to me at all? Then I would have to struggle to explain why the hell I was at his front door, asking about a Trans Am and a guy named Troy. But I figured that the chances that a man with the last name of Reid bought the car that my dad sold a year before were slim.
I got out of my car. Even the air in Fox Run smelled great. It was a mix of grass clippings and clean, crisp night air. The walkway that led up to the front door was made from some pretty-looking stones and lit by lights hidden in rocks. There wasn’t so much as a fallen leaf on it, despite the two towering trees in the front lawn. They must’ve had some good landscapers.
My finger pushed in the front doorbell. It made a traditional sound. Part of me wished that no one would answer, that I could retreat back to my car and return to Stone Harbor. I could tell everyone that I had looked but met a dead end. No one would question it.
“I’m coming,” I heard someone yell from the other side of the front door. There was also some laughing. It came from children, plural.
The handle turned and the door opened. I saw the same man who pulled into the driveway in the doorway. He was older than me but not as old as Richard. If I had to guess, I’d say he was maybe fifty. Or he was at least in his mid-to-late-forties.
“Can I help you?” asked the man. He had sandy blonde hair, but I could see traces of grey up close. But what really caught my attention was his face. As I stated before, my memories are a little hazy. That man looked like my father, though. He looked almost exactly like him. The only real difference was that his nose had clearly been broken at some point and he had a well-trimmed beard.
“Yeah … I’m … I was wondering…” I stammered. Seeing the spitting image of my father caught me completely by surprise. I was at a loss for words.
“Are you okay, miss?”
“Who’s that?” I heard someone behind the man from another room. It was a woman’s voice.
“I don’t know, honey,” said the man as he turned his head, but not his body, to answer. Then he turned back to me. “I was just about to find out.”
“I’m Riley Reid, a private investigator.”
“A PI huh? Am I in some kind of trouble?”
“No, it’s nothing like that. I just need to ask you a few questions. That is, if that’s okay with you.”
The man thought about it for a few seconds. Then he said “Sure, but let’s do it out here. Honey, I’ll be right back!”
A lovely woman with long, red hair appeared in the hallway. She gave me a suspicious look then told the man, “Okay, but be quick. Dinner’s ready. I don’t want it to get cold.”
“Sure, honey, no problem,” replied the sandy-haired man. He closed the door behind him. I could see the woman staring at me as he did it.
“So, Ms. Reid, what is this about?”
“It’s about a car, Mister…?” I held out my hand for him to shake.
“Funny enough, my name is Reid as well,” said the man as he shook my hand. “I’m Kevin Reid. Nice to meet you. Now, what car?”
“A 1978 Pontiac Trans Am. A man named Marco Abreu in Richmond gave me this address. He told you he sold it to you back in the summer of 2002.”
Kevin smiled. “He told you that, huh? Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not like he was professional or anything. At least, not from what I remember.”
“Do you still have the car?” I asked.
“Actually, I do,” replied Kevin. “It’s in my garage.”
He still had the car. I couldn’t believe it. It had been sixteen years since I saw it. Hell, I could picture in my mind clearer than I could either of my parents.
“Can I see it? If it’s not too much trouble?”
Kevin considered my request. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he refused. After all, I was just some strange woman who showed up to his front door one evening and inquired about a car he bought twelve years ago. Luckily, he agreed to show it to me.
We walked across the lawn to the garage, which was attached to the house. The large doors weren’t automatic, so he had to lift one up. It made a sound like a roller coaster.
The garage was very clean. I’d never seen one so neat and organized. Usually, they were full of boxes and old furniture. Most people used them as storage spaces when their basements or attics were full.
There were several cars in the garage. All of them had cloth blankets draped over them. Kevin walked over to one in particular. He took off the cover, and there she was.
Seeing the Trans Am again was an emotional experience. I could feel the tears forming in my eyes. Through willpower, I managed to fight them back.
I wasn’t attached to the car. With it came memories. With it came feelings. It was what it represented that mattered.
“Here it is. So what’s this all about?”
I ran my hands across the car. It was in great shape. “For years, I saw this car in my dreams.”
“This car, or one like it?”
“This car, definitely this car. It used to be my dad’s. He used to love it. I can’t tell you how much time I spent in this thing. I even learned to drive in it.”
“You mean, it’s like the car your dad used to have?”
I turned to Kevin for a quick second. “No, this is the one. I’m telling you, I’d never forget it.” My attention went back to the Trans Am. Specifically, I became focused on the golden firebird on the hood that looked better than ever.
“I’m sorry if this comes off a little bit rude but … I think you’re mistaken, Ms. Reid.”
“No, I’m not. This is the car.”
“This car, it belonged to my brother. I tracked it down knowing that, and bought it.”
I didn’t say anything. Instead I stopped caressing the Trans Am and stood up straight with my back to Kevin. He was my uncle. The only remaining question was whether or not he realized it yet.
“What’s your dad’s name?” asked Kevin.
“Troy Reid. I’m his daughter.”
There was silence. Then I felt someone lightly grab my shoulders from behind. Kevin turned me around so he could get a look at my face.
“You’re my brother’s daughter?” Kevin was shocked.
I stuck out my hand for Kevin to shake again. “I’m Riley Reid, and I think I’m your niece.”
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Q & A
 
Kevin invited me inside his house. He insisted that I have dinner with him and his family. It felt a bit strange. There I was, a stranger invited to have a meal with strangers. With that said, as awkward as it was, I enjoyed it.
I wasn’t introduced as Kevin’s niece. He just told them my name and that I was eating with them that evening. His family seemed a little surprised, but they were still nice to me.
My uncle Kevin had a wife named Angelica. She was the pretty, red-headed woman I saw earlier from the doorway. From my first impressions, she was a nice lady. Understandably, she seemed a little suspicious of me, but that faded as the meal went on.
Kevin had two kids. One was eight and her name was Belle. She looked a lot like her mother, with intensely red hair. The other child was a boy, Russell, maybe five years old. He had blonde hair and was a little pudgy. Both were very polite.
Russell was the one to ask who I was. The question came after we’d been eating for a while. They had already asked me what I did for a living and why I was there.
When Kevin answered for me and told them that I was his niece, they looked shocked. Angelica was clearly relieved. She must’ve thought there was something going on between me and her husband.
After dinner, Angelica cleaned up. The kids went into the family room to watch some television. Kevin and I went to his office to talk.
The office was predictably nice. There were leather chairs and a couch. Tall bookshelves that went from the hardwood floor to the ceiling were filled with all types of books. Many of them were medically based.
Kevin sat behind his desk that looked like it cost more than my apartment. He opened a drawer and took out a bottle of brandy, and two glasses. I was offered a drink but I turned it down, politely.
“I guess I’ll start,” said Kevin. He poured himself some brandy. “Our parents had me when they were in their forties. My mom called me ‘the best kind of surprise’. See, they had no intention of having another kid. Troy was born when they were in their early twenties. So there was more than a twenty year gap between us.”
“That must’ve been … well it must’ve been weird.”
“It was a little bit weird. But for the most part it was like being an only child. By the time I was born, Troy had already moved out of the house, so I only saw him every once and awhile. Every time he did come around, though, it was in that car.
“As a kid, the Trans Am, it just looked cool. It had that firebird and the cool black paintjob. I loved it. I became fascinated with it. My mom even got me toy versions. I must’ve had at least twenty of them.” Kevin screwed the cap back on his bottle of brandy and put it back in the desk drawer. “Whenever Troy came by, which wasn’t often, I made him give me a ride.”
“What was he like? I mean how do you remember him?” Honestly, I wasn’t too interested in Kevin’s fascination with my dad’s car. I wanted to know about the man it belonged to.
Kevin took a sip of his brandy. “Like I said, I was young. The only things I really remember was that whenever he came home to visit, he and my parents would argue. He got into a lot of trouble with the police, on a regular basis. In fact, once they even showed up at our house. I think it was Thanksgiving or Christmas, I’m not sure which. We were eating dinner and they came knocking.”
“What’d they want?”
“Apparently, Troy had been dealing drugs. Someone tried to rob him and he stabbed the guy. Troy spent two years locked up for it. When he got out, he stopped coming around. He stopped calling and visiting us. I think he was angry at our parents. He thought they betrayed him by telling the cops that he was there.
“I never saw or heard from him again after the night he got arrested. Time went by, I got older and I stopped thinking about it. And I know this sounds awful, but I tried to forget about him.
“Then my parents passed away when I was twenty-three,” said Kevin in a solemn voice.
“I’m sorry.” I didn’t have to ask how my grandparents died. I already knew. Not long before my parents abandoned me, I found my dad crying in the bathroom. He went there to get away from me and my mom. It was the only time I’d ever seen him sad. I’d seen him angry and happy, but never sad.
When I asked my dad what was wrong, he told me my grandparents had died. There was a bad car accident. A drunk teen slammed into them, killing them. Of course, the teen only got a few scratches but I think he’s still in jail.
“Thank you, but I’m the one who should be sorry.”
“For what?”
Kevin took another sip of his brandy. “For not being around. For not reaching out. For not finding you. You see, I knew about you. I never met you, Troy never brought you over to my parents’ house, but I knew about you.”
“By my math, you were only what … seven when I was born. And you were twenty-three when my folks left. What could you have done? Adopt me? You probably weren’t even out of medical school, right?” I meant every word that I said.
“Yeah, I was still in school. How’d you figure that out?”
The books on his shelves and the big house clued me in that he was in a medical profession. Also the way he carried himself, the way he talked clued me in. “I’m a PI, remember?”
Kevin smiled and finished his brandy. “That’s right. Being in medical school still isn’t a good excuse though. Anyway, life went on. Two years after my parents died, I got a call from a detective in Stone Harbor. He told me his name was Richard Greyson. Troy was missing, along with his wife. Then he told me that you were left behind. And he wanted to know if I was interested in taking custody of you.
“You were my niece, but I’d never even met you. You were a stranger. So when he asked me about him adopting you, I felt like I had dodged a bullet. I wasn’t ready for that type of responsibility. I wasn’t even done with school yet.
“The years went by without hearing anything about Troy. After five years, I figured he was either dead or never coming back. I met Angelica and we got married. Then we had Belle. Then Russell. My life was so busy, so full. I never found the time to reach out to you. For that, again, I’m deeply sorry. I hope you can find it in yourself to forgive me.”
It’s never nice to hear that you were a low priority. It bothered me a little bit. But I didn’t want to the ruin the night by asking too many questions. Despite all of my private investigator instincts, I just went with it.
“Again, there is nothing for you to be sorry for. I understand.”
Kevin smiled, but didn’t look me in the eye for about a minute. He felt ashamed. It didn’t matter how many times or ways I told him not to, he would.
“When Troy first disappeared, I was left with nothing from him. I had very few memories and no pictures. So I went after the one thing I did remember about him. I went after the car.
“I found it in Richmond with the same guy who led you here. After buying, it I fixed it up. At the time, I actually drove it. Now, it just sits out there in the garage. Some people have photo albums. I have that Trans Am.”
Kevin took out the brandy again. He poured himself some more of the amber liquor. “I’m guessing you’re investigating what happened to your dad? Have you learned anything?”
“On second thought, I think I’ll have some of that,” I said, as I pointed at the bottle of brandy in Kevin’s hand.
“Sure,” said Kevin as he took out the second glass again. He poured me about the equivalent of a double shot.
“Where to begin?” I asked right before downing the brandy. “I’d been looking for a long time. Richard, the man you spoke to, he took me in after my parents disappeared. I’ve looked for them in the past. But nothing ever came of it. Not until a couple of months ago.”
“What happened a couple of months ago?”
“Richard, he was able to get a friend of his in the DMV to track down the registration. Then he got an address. And he gave it to me.”
Kevin squinted, and the inside of his eyebrows went down and the outsides went up. “Why didn’t he do that earlier? Why wait ‘til just a couple of months ago?”
“I think he didn’t want me to find him. Not because he’s a bad man or he didn’t want me to be happy. I think Richard would prefer I moved on from my life before he took me in. He didn’t just want to be the man who took in, he wanted me to be family.”
“Is he?”
“Is he what, my family or the man who took me in?”
Kevin nodded.
“He’s both, I suppose.”
“What happened when my brother left? Do you remember? Was there anything strange about him or his behavior before he left?”
“He dealt drugs, so everything about his behavior was a little strange. Add in the fact that he sampled his product on a regular basis.”
“Jesus, Riley! How could you live like that?”
“It wasn’t that bad. He never hit me or abused me in any way. At times, he could be a good dad. That made the times that he wasn’t so good more bearable.”
Kevin finished his second glass of brandy. “And that night? That’s when he, they, left right?”
“They said they were going out for the night. My mom gave me some money to order some pizza. And they just never came back.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s it.”
We kept talking for what seemed like an hour but ended up being three or four. It was nice. I was comfortable and felt safe in Kevin’s home.
Kevin got up. He had his glass in one hand and took mine in the other. My newfound uncle headed towards his kitchen. “You staying in town tonight?!” I heard him yell from the kitchen.
I got up. “I’m going to try and find a hotel or something.”
Kevin met me in the foyer as I was heading for the door. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re staying with us for the night.”
“I can’t…” I protested, but not convincingly or whole-heartedly. My uncle picked up on it.
“It’s the least that I can do. We have a guest bedroom. You stay there for the night. There’s no sense in you paying money for somewhere to sleep. Plus I gave you booze. What kind of doctor would I be if I let you drive now?”
I spent the night at my uncle’s house. His guest bedroom was bigger than my apartment. The décor was much nicer, more inviting. Either Angelica was an interior decorator or they paid well for a professional.
When I woke up, it was to the smell of pancakes and bacon. It didn’t smell quite as good as the Side Car, but my mouth watered all the same. Groggy and sleep-eyed, I made my way downstairs to the kitchen.
The whole Reid family was wide awake and at the table. I quickly discovered that Kevin had informed his family who I was. Just like that, overnight, they started treating me like family. All that kindness made me a little uncomfortable.
After we ate, I said my goodbyes and went out the front door. I needed to continue to search for my parents. Trouble was, I didn’t know where to go from here. I thought about my father’s invented alias. Maybe there was a record of Barry Porter buying another car after he sold the Trams Am, or renting something. I was willing to bet that security deposit was long gone.
Before I reached my car, Kevin came jogging out of the house. He had something in his hand. It looked like a letter.
“Wait up for a second!” said Kevin as he got close.  When he reached me, he handed me the letter.
I looked at the letter Kevin gave me. It was unopened. My name was scrawled across the front. The white of the envelope was yellowing. That was a sign of age.
“What is this?” I asked.
“I got it in 2001, shortly after your dad vanished. It was in a bigger envelope that had a note in it. The sender was Troy Reid,” explained Kevin.
“What did the note say?” I asked as I stared at the envelope with my name on it.
“Not much. He asked that if I ever met you, that I give you this.”
I started to open the envelope. Not knowing what was inside was unbearable. Curiosity had always controlled me.
Kevin stopped me from opening it. He made sure to make eye contact with me. “As much as I’d like to know what’s written in there, that’s for your eyes only. And I’m willing to be bet that it was likely meant to be read in private.”
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The Second Man
 
I found a nice place to park in Roanoke. It was downtown, near a fountain and a park. The weather was unseasonably warm. Lots of people were out. There was also a hot dog stand close by. That helped.
Alone in my car, I decided to read my father’s letter. It might’ve held a clue to further my search. And even though the trip had given me an uncle, I wouldn’t go home until I found my dad.
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Call from a Friend
 
I found a trashy motel to stay in for the night. Comfort was not among my chief concerns. Staying hidden was more important. Ever since Carol mentioned someone was looking for me, I’d been a little paranoid. Seeing the shady-looking man at Sunny View and near the fountain made me even edgier.
The motel I stayed at was called, “The Reservation”. It was a crude homage to Native Americans. Personally, I found the big smiling Indian Chief on its sign inappropriate, if not a little racist. Considering its location, in the middle of nowhere and hidden in the woods, they could get away with it.
My room had a small table. On top of it was a lamp and a cheap coffee maker with a stained glass pot. I made myself some coffee. In front of me was the letter from my dad. Next to the letter was the photo of Hangman’s Tree. Next to that was my cell phone.
I just sat there, sipping my coffee and staring at the letter and photo. Suddenly, there was a rumbling noise that caught me off guard and made my heart skip a beat and butterflies rise in my stomach. What the hell was it? Turns out, it was my phone. I’d forgotten it was on vibrate.
Sam was calling. I picked up. “Hello?”
“Riley? I found him. I found the arsonist!” Sam was nearly yelling.
“Sam, you okay?”
“I’m fine just…” He sound both excited and panicked. He continued, “Sorry, I needed to call. I needed to hear your voice. I needed to hear something familiar.”
“What happened, Sam? You’re scaring me.”
“I was going through some old case files. There’re boxes and boxes of them in department basement. With all the sites involved in the drug ring that we know of burnt to a crisp, I had to dig deeper. I needed to look into the past. Hold on one second.” There was a pause. All I could hear was Sam’s breathing again.
“Sorry, I thought I heard someone coming.”
“Where are you?” I asked.
“I’m downtown, on Main Street, in the Roxy.” The Roxy used to be a theater in Stone Harbor. Back in the town’s heyday, it showed movies and hosted plays and concerts. I’m pretty sure Vaudeville passed through at some point. But it had been abandoned for decades, much like the rest of downtown. Why was Sam at the Roxy?
“What are you doing there?”
“In the old records I noticed something unusual. Back in my father’s day, there were an unusual amount of arrests around the vicinity of the theatre. There was everything from drug dealing and possession to loitering, soliciting and public intoxication.
“The sheer volume of crime in the area was staggering. It’s a wonder that no one looked into it more. Or perhaps it was no wonder. Perhaps someone made sure that no one looked twice at the Roxy. With that in mind, I went to investigate.
“When I got there, the place was surrounded by bums. I had to shoo some of them away. They scattered like stray cats. The front door was boarded up, so I had to find another way in.
“Out back there was an entrance. There was evidence that the door was chained shut, but squatters had cut them a long time ago. That was how I got in.
“I’ve only been to the Roxy once, as a kid. My dad took me there to watch some Christmas themed movie. I don’t remember which one. Inside the Roxy looked just like I remembered, except with a hell of a lot more dust, dirt and rodents. It was as if the owners, the Lazios family, just locked up one day and never came back.
“After some looking around, I found an office. Like the showroom, everything in it was left behind. So I started going through the drawers and file cabinets. I was hoping to find something, anything.”
“I’m guessing you did?” I asked.
“So … what did you find?”
“Pictures … actually photos to be more accurate. There were a lot of them. Mostly they were of the owners with different acts that came through Stone Harbor. Some were with guys I recognized as local hoods and mobsters from Norfolk and Richmond. Others were a little more … disturbing.”
“Disturbing?”
“Let’s just say some of them were of illicit and very illegal activities. My father, he was…” Sam didn’t want to say what I already guessed. “My father was in some of the photos.”
“Which ones? And who was he with?”
“It’s best you don’t know what he was doing in some of them. But in one of them he was with Pritchard, Dominick Lazio and a fourth man I didn’t recognize.”
“Can you send me the photos?” I was hoping Sam could take a picture of the photos or scan them and send them to my phone.
“No problem.” Sam was quiet for a moment.
My phone beeped. There were incoming picture messages. I took a quick glance. They were pictures of pictures. I’d go through them later, on my own.
Sam started to talk again. “Hold on one second. I’m not alone. Don’t hang up.”
I heard a sound like fabric against a receiver. It was a rough sound. Sam must’ve put his phone in his pocket.
Muffled noises cold be heard from my end of the phone. There was a lot of movement. Not being there, I could only imagine what was happening.
“Stop, police!” I thought I heard Sam yell. It was hard to tell for sure through the filter of his pants pocket.
I jumped when I heard gunshots from Sam’s line. What was happening? Fear for the well-being of my friend jump-started my heart.
Suddenly, Sam hung up. It was so abrupt and unexpected that it worried me. He was the one who had asked me to stay on the line. There were only a few reasons that I could think of for that to happen. And none of them were good.
Before I could hit the redial button, I head a beeping from my phone. Then there was an exclamation point above my video chat app. When I checked it, I was getting messaged by Sam for a live video communication.
“Are you okay?” I asked Sam as soon as I saw his face fill the screen of my cell phone.
Sam looked a little spooked. He was also a bit sweaty. Something was a little off. “Me? I’m fine. I can’t say the same about him.”
The focus of Sam’s phone camera shifted to a person lying on the theater stage floor. They had on a white plastic rabbit mask. God, I was sick of seeing those damn masks. There was a pool of blood forming underneath the person wearing the mask. And from what I could see through the video connection, they had been shot in the chest.
“I caught him trying to light on of those thermite bombs. Guess I was right for coming here. Someone wanted to destroy the evidence. Let’s see who.”
Through the video chat, I could see Sam’s hand reach for the white rabbit plastic mask. He took it off, revealing the arsonist’s identity. It was Officer Rodriguez
I was shocked. And from Sam’s silence, I figured him to be, too. Seeing him there on the ground, I was remembered Pastor Pritchard’s first interrogation. I remembered Rodriguez claiming not to be able to get the monitor’s recorder to work. At the time I thought nothing of it.
The focus of the video chat turned back to Sam. He tried to look calm and even happy. But he was faking it. He’d just shot a man. That would be disturbing for anyone with a conscience.
I heard what sounded like a cough. Sam’s eyes quickly faced down. Was that Rodriguez coughing? He wasn’t dead.
“I’ll call you right back, Riley. I need to … secure the scene.” And with that, Sam hung up, again.
 Once again, I found myself in limbo, not knowing what was going on. And that second time, Sam didn’t call back for almost ten minutes. All the while I was sitting on pins and needles, waiting to hear what happened.
I got up and paced back and forth, biting my nails as I often did when anxious. When I tried to call him back, I got no answer. He took so long I had time to brew a pot of the disgusting motel coffee. Then my phone rang. It was him.
“Sorry about that. I had to secure the scene and had a little chat with the late Officer Rodriguez. He confessed to the fires at the marina, Sister Mary’s and Fresh Horizons. Before he died he told me he worked for a guy named…”
“Harlan Greene,” I answered.
Sam sounded surprised. “How’d you know that?”
“He’s a crime lord that got locked up years ago.” I didn’t answer Sam’s question. And I hoped he hadn’t noticed. “The guy’s bad news. He’s involved in drug trafficking, prostitution, extortion and basically anything else against the law that you can think of. Right now, he’s locked up in Big Sandy Federal Prison, in Kentucky.”
“Riley, how do you know all that?”
“Because I’m going to visit him tomorrow morning.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Riley. Why don’t you come home? Or I can come down there and we can go together.” Sam’s offer was tempting. It would be nice to have someone with me when I went to meet with Harlan Greene. I certainly would feel safer. But I was determined to go about it alone.
“I want to go by myself,” I told Sam. “It has to do with my dad, so I think I need to go alone.”
Sam was silent for a few moments. I think he knew better than to argue with me. “Fine, but I’ll call ahead for you, otherwise you might not even get past the front gate. Be careful. From what you say about this Harlan Greene character, he’s dangerous, even behind bars.”
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Big Sandy
 
I’d spent a little too much time in jails that fall. Not too long before coming to the federal prison in Martin County, I was in the Fairfax County Jail to visitor Pastor Thomas Pritchard. Just being a guest was bad enough. I couldn’t imagine how bad it was for the actual prisoners.
I didn’t have a badge or police credentials, so I wasn’t allowed to question Harlan on my own like with our interview with the Pastor. Instead, I had a guard standing in the corner of the room, who would probably be watching every move made by me, as well as Harlan.
There was one window in the room. It had iron bars on one side (the inside) and thick fencing on the other. For good measure, there was metal mesh embedded in the glass to make it nearly impossible to break and remove.
I heard the sound of rattling chains, and the guard in the corner snapped to attention. Another guard entered the room, accompanied by a heavily tattooed man in a beige jumpsuit. The tattooed man was walked around to his side of the table, and the guard attached the chains around his wrists and ankles to the floor and table.
“Fifteen minutes,” said the second guard, before nodding to the other in the corner, and leaving. I could feel the first guard’s eyes on me.
The inmate’s hair was grey and cut extremely short. Wrinkles on his face conveyed a life hard-lived. He had grey stubble that would have formed a full beard if left unshaven. His eyes were fierce and blue.
Harlan stared at me for a few moments, then opened his mouth. “What the fuck do you want?” His voice was deep and scratchy.
“I’m…”
“I know who you are, Riley Reid. What do you want?”
“I wanted to ask you some questions about my father, Troy Reid.”
Harlan smiled, then took out a cigarette. He also had a box of matches that he retrieved from his prison pants pocket. I didn’t think that was allowed in jail. When I glanced over at the guard, he now seemed to be purposefully looking anywhere but at the crime lord.
“You didn’t come here to tell me where my money is?” asked Harlan. He leaned back in his chair.
“Your money?”
“The money that your old man stole from me. I want it back.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I knew my dad had stolen something from Harlan Green from his note. I didn’t know how much money he’d taken, but if Harlan was still after it, then it must’ve been quite a bit.
“Sure, you don’t. Why should I talk to you, girl? What’s in it for me? For all I care, you never learn anything about your piece-of-shit thieving dad.”
I let the insults slide. Getting lippy with a crime lord was not a good idea. No matter what he said, I’d have to stay calm and composed. Otherwise, I’d never get the answers I wanted.
“Well, Mr. Greene…”
Harlan interrupted me. “Harlan.”
“Well, Harlan, if you tell me about my dad it might give me some clues about where your money is.”
“And you’ll just give it to me once you find it? Is that what I’m supposed to believe?”
“I don’t give a damn what you believe.” I thought back to the man I’d seen at the fountain, and then looked again at Harlan. An idea occurred to me. It was worth a shot.
“Anyway, I know you have people following me. So if I find it, so do they, right?”
Harlan leaned forward. He flicked off the ashes of his cigarette on the table top. “I suppose you have a point. What is it you want to know?”
Well, at least I knew who was following me now.
“I want to know who my dad was. I want to hear it from you.”
Harlan smiled again. “If you insist. Your daddy, Troy Reid, was a thief and a drug dealer. He worked for me. I didn’t know him all that well. He was small time. I had him flipping dimes and dubs to high schoolers and college students. Or at least, my man in Virginia did.
“Anyway, I heard he started robbing other drug dealers. I didn’t give a shit. They were the competition and like everything else, I got a kickback from it. That’s all I knew of him before he decided he wanted to rob one of my poker games.”
“Poker games?” I asked. I had my notepad out at that point and was trying my best to record every word Harlan told me.
“I used to go around to the different cities I had business in. It was a chance for me to make sure nobody was skimming and get some face time with the people running my franchises. One night, I had a game over in Richmond.
“Don’t get shit twisted. Your daddy wasn’t invited. I’d never play cards or spend any time with someone like that. He was a leech, a parasite. But he showed up anyway. And when he did, it was with a ski mask and a shotgun.
“The idiot started waving his gun around demanding our money. He had the drop on us, so we had no choice. We gave our shit up. The little weasel had some inside info, though.”
“From who?”
“Shit, I don’t know. It don’t matter, I guess. What did matter was that he knew where we kept the real money. And he walked out with it.” Harlan put out his cigarette then lit up another one.
“Once he walked out that door, your daddy was a dead man. I had everyone out looking for him. For a little while, the sneaky little fuck managed to stay hidden. But no one hides from me forever. I got cops, judges, bondsmen and even toll booth workers on the payroll. The moment he showed his face, I found out about it.
“He and your mommy were at some trash dump off the highway. I sent some guys over there.” Harlan was looking me in the eyes. He wanted a reaction from what he was going to say next. But he got nothing from me.
“My boys told your folks to come on out and give themselves up. They didn’t want to. So there was a fire fight. You should be proud. Your mommy and daddy managed to clip a couple of my boys. But they weren’t no fighters. Eventually they got themselves overrun. And your momma, she got a bullet to the neck.”
I kept telling myself not to get angry. Was what he was saying true? Was my mother dead? And was that how she went? All of those questions and feelings were buried deep. If what he was saying was true, then I’d deal with it later.
Harlan continued. “From what I hear, she bled out right there on the carpet. Your chicken shit daddy ran away. He left her to die. That’s the kind of man your daddy was… a coward.”
Another grin from the drug lord was meant to upset me. Again, I kept my cool. “I hoped your daddy would show up to your momma’s funeral. Sure enough, he did. It was a dumb move on his part, but I guess it was a little admirable. There at the graveyard, me and my boys picked him up.”
I gulped hard. It was a struggle to keep myself from trying to strangle the man across from me. He was so happy with himself, so proud.
“What graveyard?”
“You mean where’s your momma buried? She’s over in Charleston at a place called Ravenswood.” Harlan was halfway through his second cigarette. There was a tiny pillar of ash on it.
“And my dad? What did you do to him?” My legs shook as I asked the most important question. I was genuinely scared of what his answer would be.
“I guess there’s no harm in telling you what we done. After all, I’m already in here for life. What more can they do to me? We tortured him for about a week. We pulled out his fingernails, burned him, broke bones, beat him. Basically, we did whatever we could think of. It wasn’t for fun or revenge. We wanted to know where the hell my money was. But he didn’t break.”
My bottom jaw shook a little bit. As I pictured my dad bloody and broken in my head, tears started to form in my eyes. I didn’t let them fall. Harlan couldn’t see me break down. He couldn’t be allowed to win.
“Where…” Despite my best efforts, my voice broke a bit. “Where is his body?”
Harlan laughed. His cackle was like nails on a chalkboard. God forgive me, I wanted him dead so badly. If the guard hadn’t been in the room, I swear I would’ve gouged his eyes out.
The second guard returned. “Two minutes!” he barked at me.
“Where is he buried?” I asked again.
“Tell you what, you give me my money, or tell me where it is. Then, I’ll tell you where your dad is. Deal?”
I got up out of my chair. “No, no deal.”
“How about you tell me where my money is and I don’t have my man kill you? Or maybe I get someone closer to you to get the job done?”
Someone closer to me? What did he mean by that? At the moment I didn’t care. I was simply sick of talking to the vile piece of trash. It was time to end our conversation.
“I don’t know where your money is, and I don’t care! You’re never going to get it. For me, it’ll be enough to know that you’re rotting in here for the rest of your life. A true scumbag like yourself deserves nothing less.”
Before leaving the room, I added in one more jab. “When you’re taking a shit in the same ten by ten cell with your cell mate watching, remember one thing. The small time, cowardly, lying, thieving weasel beat you. My daddy may be dead, but he still won. Remember that!” I dropped the phone and walked away.
Harlan started pounding on the table, straining at his chains, as I walked out. He was really pissed. I couldn’t help but take a glace back. The guards were restraining him, violently. It made me smile.
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Abduction
 
I walked through the hallways and security checks of Big Sandy silently. My head was filled with new and distressing information. If what Harlan told me was true, both of my parents were dead. The sixteen-year mystery regarding where they were was solved. And the answer was disappointing and tragic.
When the guards instructed me to follow them through the last security point, I pictured my mother in my head. I saw her lying on a motel floor, holding her neck. Blood spurted through her fingers. Her eyes searched desperately for help that never came.
Upon getting back to my car in the parking lot, I broke down. No matter how strong I tried to be, I’m only human. The insults to my father. Hearing about how my mother died. Hell, hearing that she had died. Being told that my dad had abandoned her, left her to die. It was too much for me to just swallow and ignore. So there were tears.
Once I regained my composure, I found myself in a parking lot. How long had I been there? When I looked at the clock in the dashboard, an hour had passed from the time I left the jail. I turned on my car and made for the exit.
There was quite a bit of work to do once I got back to Stone Harbor. First, I’d need to go to Valentine Park, to Hangman’s Tree. Whatever my father wanted me to find there was the last piece of the puzzle. It was the last thing I needed to do to wrap up the mystery of my missing parents.
After going to Valentine Park, I’d need to find my out where my mother was buried. I wanted to go there and pay my respects. That shouldn’t be too hard. It would probably just take a little research on my laptop.
The exit to the highway was only three miles away. Once I got on it, I’d make a straight trip back to Stone Harbor. It should only take a couple of hours. If everything went well, I’d be back home by nightfall.
I reached a four way intersection. The red light in front of me meant I had to stop. So I did. Taking a look around, I realized the road I was on was remote. My GPS had never done me wrong before, so I squashed down any worry.
The light turned green and I drove out into the intersection. I did so with the expectation that the path before me would be clear. Before I could do anything about it, a truck sped down the road perpendicular to mine and slammed into my car. When the impact occurred, I blacked out.
I woke up in a dark room. From the floor above me, I could hear the muffled sounds of loud music, dancing and talking. Around me, I could barely make out kegs and boxes of liquor. I must’ve been in a bar or club.
My head was killing me. I felt what must’ve been blood trickling down from my scalp, down my forehead. The side of my ribs hurt intensely. I knew I broke something. It would have been a good idea to go to the hospital. First I had to get out of that room.
When I tried to get up, I found myself unable to. My wrists were bound to the armrests of the chair. I looked down at them and saw layers of silver duct tape. No matter how much I struggled, I wouldn’t get out.
I heard someone open a door, then start to walk down some stairs. They were behind me, so I couldn’t see but the sounds were unmistakable. Who were they? What were they planning on doing to me?
“I hope you’re comfortable,” said a voice I did not recognize from behind me. There was an Italian American accent to his words.
The lights switched on. My first observations were correct. All around me was liquor and beer in cases, kegs and boxes, stacked almost up to the ceiling. It made a maze of cardboard.
The man walked out in front of me. Instantly, I recognized him. I’d seen him at Sunny View, and outside Kevin’s house. He’d been following me. I didn’t know for how long. But it became obvious that his intentions were not good.
“That’s a lie. I don’t care if you’re comfortable or not. In fact, you’re going to be very uncomfortable in a few moments. Unless you tell me what I want to know.” The man was muscular and even more heavily tattooed than Harlan. He had a scar running down from under his left eye to his cheek. It looked like a knife wound.
The man punched me in the side of my head, unprovoked. My vision got distorted after the blow. Around me the room started to spin.
“Sorry, where are my manners? Before we begin I should introduce myself. It’s not like you’re going to be able to tell anyone. My name is Salvatore Lazio. And I am under the employ of one…”
“Harlan Greene?” I asked, interrupting him. He may beat the hell out of me, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of hearing himself talk.
Salvatore smiled, and bent over in order to be face-to-face with me. “Smart girl. If you know who I work for, then I’m willing to bet you know what I want?”
“Let me guess… his money?”
“That’s right. His money. Once he gets it, I get paid.”
“Yeah, and what happens to me?”
Salvatore hit me again. This time he hit me in my side where my ribs hurt. The pain was extremely intense. I couldn’t help but yell out. He mocked me by imitating my scream.
“Nobody can hear you, so scream all you want. You’re not leaving this room until you tell me exactly what I want to know.” Salvatore hit me again. This time in the jaw. He wasn’t exactly helping his cause.
What Salvatore didn’t realize was that he was sitting right next to a large stack of boxes. It’s funny how your brain works in life-threatening situations. I put together exactly what I needed to do in seconds.
Salvatore approached me. He got close and whispered into my ear, “It’s just money, girl. Give it up and live. It’s that simple.”
As my kidnapper whispered into my ear, I summoned all the remaining strength in my legs. With the burst upwards, my shoulder hit his jaw. More importantly, one of the back legs of my chair landed on Salvatore’s foot. I could hear a crunch.
Salvatore howled in pain. He fell backward as he lifted his foot and tried to grab it. As if that would’ve eased his pain. That was my opening. I stood, as well as one could when duct tapped to a chair, and threw my full weight against a nearby stack of crates. At first, I couldn’t knock them over. They were too heavy. When I tried again, they fell over, on top of my kidnapper. There was a crash and a sickening crunching sound.
I needed to move on to the next problem. The chair attached to my wrists needed to go. I’d seen people in similar situations in movies. They’d find something to break the chair on. Usually, they did it on other people.
I decided to use a wall to break the chair I was bound to. Without giving it a second thought (if I had I probably wouldn’t have done it), I threw myself, back first, into one of the cement walls. The first try didn’t work. So I tried again. That time, the chair shattered under my weight.
As I got up and tried to get the duct tape and small pieces of chair off of me, I heard some loud noises. Salvatore was getting up and moving the boxes off of himself. I couldn’t allow that to happen.
I limped over to Salvatore, who was still on the ground and in the process of freeing himself. With images of Harlan laughing in my head, I started stomping on my kidnapper. It wasn’t until I felt nothing moving underneath that I stopped.
I took off the duct tape and made my way through the maze of boxes. Finally, I reached a staircase that led upstairs. What would I find up those stairs? I had no idea. But I was sure as hell going to find out.
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The Way Home
 
At the top of the basement stairs was a heavy metal door. I had to press my body against it to get it open. And as soon as I did, I was assaulted by very loud electronic dance music.
Salvatore had brought me to a nightclub to interrogate me. It seemed like an awfully strange choice. Mainly because the place was very crowded. I couldn’t even see over all the people to the exit.
I emerged out of the basement to find myself in a nightclub. There was an enthusiastic crowd full of partiers to make my way through. I did my best not to attract any attention.
It wasn’t hard to employ stealth to get to the exit. All the flashing lights and dancing people made for an easy path. But I was still very nervous. Anyone there could’ve been working with Salvatore or Harlan Greene.
I was able to make my way out of the nightclub. What I saw outside wasn’t familiar. Wherever I was, I needed to get home.
First things first; I needed to find out where I was. Asking one of the various people outside the club who were staring at me was out of the question. That could just land me in more trouble. No, there were quicker ways.
I spotted a newspaper vending machine on the corner. It took me a little while to get there. My legs and hips ached.
When I reached the newspaper vending machine, I looked inside at the paper nearest the plastic display window. The name at the top of the paper inside was the “Richmond Gazette.” So, I was in Richmond. Now that I knew where I was, I could call for someone to pick me up.
Who would I call? I searched my pockets for a cell phone that I knew wasn’t there. And sure enough, it wasn’t. That made my decision on who to call significantly easier. There was only one number I had committed to memory.
I spotted a payphone next to the club. Hopefully, it worked. It would’ve been unfortunate if it didn’t. As I made my way over to it, I remember thinking, Who still uses payphones?
The payphone was absolutely filthy. There was gum stuck to the rectangular casing around it. People had scribbled graffiti all over. Black marks were left behind from where people put out cigarettes against the plastic. Thankfully, I was not a germaphobe. And getting home was much more important to me than staying clean.
I picked up the phone. There was nothing in my pockets and that included coins. There was no choice but to call Lisa Williams collect. After dialing the collect call service, I punched in her phone number.
“After the tone, please say your name,” said the robotic operator of the collect call service.
“Riley.”
The phone rang a couple of times. Then Lisa picked up. She sounded like she was in the middle of something. And whatever it was, it sounded was fun. I could hear people laughing in the background.
“Riley, is that you?”
“Lisa, I need help.” Damn, it was nice to hear her voice.
“Where are you?”
“Richmond. I’m in Richmond.”
“Hold on one second.” I could hear Lisa’s footsteps as she left whatever room she was in. Then I heard a door close behind her. “Okay, I should be able to hear you now. Did you say you need help?”
“Yes.”
“What happened?”
“Can you pick me up?”
“Can I pick you up? Where are you?”
It was a good question. Where exactly was I? Richmond was a big city. I took a couple of steps back and searched the front of the club for a sign that had its name on it. And I found it.
“A club called the Triumph.”
“Triumph, in Richmond? Give me a minute to look it up. I’ll be right there. You gonna be outside?”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“Okay, hang in there. Bye.” Lisa hung up. All I had to do was wait for her.
* * *
It took an hour for Lisa to get to the Triumph. I ended up sitting down on the sidewalk with my back against the bar. People at the club probably thought I was just drunk. In the low light, they wouldn’t have been able to tell that I was hurt. I was tired, but I couldn’t rest yet. Who knew who might be lurking around the corner, or if basement guy might wake up.
I heard Lisa’s voice. “God, Riley, what happened!?” Before I could answer, she put my arm around her shoulder and lifted me up. Then Lisa basically dragged me to her car.
As Lisa started to drive away, she took glances at me, than back at the road. “We need to get you to a hospital or something. You’re a mess.”
“No, no hospital. Take me to Richard’s house.”
I was so close to not only solving the mystery of my parents, but also figuring out who was behind the drug ring. Sitting there outside Triumph, I put together the puzzle pieces in my head. It was Harlan who had sparked my suspicions. I would need to go to Richard’s house to confirm them.
“Are you kidding me? You look like you went ten rounds with Tyson. You need medical attention, Riley!”
“No hospital,” I reiterated as I rested my head against the cold glass of the passenger side window of Lisa’s car. She kept talking, but I faded away into sleep. And in my short rest I dreamed.
I was in a theater. Though I’d never been, I assumed it was the Roxy. What else would it be? My dreaming brain just knew where I was, as tends to happen.
There was a full crowd in attendance around me. All of them wore white plastic rabbit masks. And none of them even seemed to notice I was there.
The curtains on the stage opened. On stage there were three people, limp and held up by marionette strings. One was Jimmy Alvarez, with the chunk of his head I took missing. Another was Officer Rodriguez, in full uniform. Lastly, the third man was my father. He looked like he had the day he left.
I got up from my seat. As soon as I stood, everyone in the crowd turned to look at me. Their clean, white masks all suddenly had blood splatter on them. It was unnerving. But I tried to ignore their stares and headed towards the stage.
An invisible puppet master started pulling on the marionette strings and made the men connected to them dance. It was macabre. Their limbs flailed at the manipulator’s whim.
When I finally reached the stage, everything stopped. I looked back at the crowd. They were gone and, instead, empty and deteriorating seats were left behind. The grim puppets stopped moving and their heads and limbs drooped.
I tried my best to see who the puppet master was. But no matter how hard I tried, couldn’t get a good look. It was as if they were avoiding me. Or, my mind wouldn’t allow me to figure it out. My mind was protecting me.
I was woken out of my dream by Lisa. She was gently shaking me, in order to wake me up.
“We’re here. Wait here, I’ll get Richard. He can help me get you inside.” I watched Lisa get out of the car through eyes that weren’t quite awake. She ran up to the Greyson home.
After a couple of minutes, Lisa came back with Richard. He was in his pajamas and robe. Richard opened the passenger side door. I almost fell out. The old, but strong, man caught me and lifted me up out of the vehicle.
“Thank you, Lisa. I got it from here,” said Richard as he carried me towards the house.
“You sure?” asked Lisa, concerned.
“Yeah, I’m sure. Thank you.”
Lisa got in her car and left as Richard carried me inside.
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Hard Truths
 
The night I returned to Stone Harbor was not an easy one. Richard insisted on me icing my swollen face. He also gave me a handful of over-the-counter pain killers.
Something wasn’t sitting right with me, either. As Richard tended to my injuries, I couldn’t get what Harlan told me out of my head. He suggested that someone close to me was under his employ. That couldn’t have been Officer Rodriguez. We had no relationship, friendship or otherwise.
Then there was my dream. Who was the puppet master? Who was pulling those strings? It would have to be someone of authority, someone respected and followed, someone like my adoptive father.
Richard had wrapped my ribs with an ACE bandage, and then sat me down in the living room with an ice pack. He sat back in his recliner, and poured himself a full glass of amber liquor. He had a strange look on his face, and a single tear almost escaped his eye. At first, I just thought he was sad to see me injured. But then he started to talk.
“When I first met you, at the station, I felt bad for you.” Richard’s voice was monotone. He didn’t look at me. Instead his glazed-over eyes were fixated on the floor. “I felt guilty, too.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You told me about your parents and how they were missing. I could see that you were scared. It was my fault that you were alone. It was all my fault. So I gave you a home, I took you in. I hoped it would atone for…for all of my sins.”
I thought about Sam’s argument with his dad over the phone calls, the photos he found, and Harlan’s comments as I was leaving. He’d find someone closer to get to me.  Now, I knew. Richard knew something. He must have known something dirty was going on, or knew who the drug ring had in their pocket.  What I didn’t know was what that had to do with Richard feeling guilty about my parents.
“You’re freaking me out. What are you talking about?”
 “Nothing. Forget it.”
Forget it? I couldn’t forget it. “I went to see Harlan Greene in jail. You ever hear of Harlan Greene?”
Richard didn’t answer.
“I asked you a question!?”
Richard’s eyes left the rug and looked up at mine. “Never heard of him.” He was lying. I could see it.
“Really? That’s funny, because he was maybe one of the most prevalent criminals in three states, including here in Virginia.”
“That so?” Richard averted his eyes away from mine.
“He told me he had people working for him in the Stone Harbor Police. Is this true?” I was lying. Harlan didn’t tell me that. But I needed to hear from Richard whether or not there were people on the take in the department.
“Yes.” Richard’s answer shocked me. I knew there had been corrupt cops in our small town, but hearing the ex-detective admit it still shocked me.
I needed to know how much Richard had known all these years.
“One of them was Officer Rodriguez. Sam caught him trying to burn down the Roxy last night. He’s dead. Rodriguez, that is. He confessed to burning down the marina, Sister Mary’s and Fresh Horizons. But he wouldn’t admit who he worked for.” I looked for any reaction on Richard’s face. There was none. He just kept looking away.
“What do you want from me, Riley?” asked Richard.
“I want you to look at me. Look at me!” I could feel the anger building inside of me.
Richard looked up at me. Only once had I seen the same look in his eyes that I saw that night. It was when his wife died.
I pointed at my bruises. “Was this you? Was this your fault? I need to know! There are too many coincidences, too many clues that point to you being involved. I don’t want to believe it, but….”
“Yes,” admitted Richard. “It’s my fault. And I’m sorry for what happened to you. I never meant for you to get hurt.”
My legs felt weak underneath me. I sat back down. I was just bluffing, and it worked. Suddenly, I found myself wishing that it hadn’t.
“I guess it’s time for you to hear the truth. You deserve as much. It started a long time ago. When I first met your dad, he was dealing some weed and a little coke. He wasn’t into anything too big or bad. I arrested him a few times. And I never gave him much thought.
“Fast forward a few years, and Molly got diagnosed with cancer. After a couple months of treatment, the cut-rate health insurance we got from the county reached its maximum. That left me with a choice. Either I went bankrupt trying to keep up with the bills or I had to find another way to make some money.
“I tried doing odd jobs around town. I even tried working at a supermarket on my off hours. But it was never enough. No matter how hard I worked, I was always behind. Then I caught your dad selling dope to some ninth-graders in Valentine Park.”
Standing there, listening to my adoptive father’s confession, was an out-of-body experience. It was as if I was watching us there in the room from above. Nothing about it seemed real.
Richard continued. “When I arrested him, he had over five grand on him, in cash. And just like that, I found the answer to my money problems.”
I wanted to scream at him, “Drugs!? Drugs were the answer to your problems!?” But I couldn’t make my mouth work. Instead, I let him continue uninterrupted.
“So, I forced him to let me in. I made sure he wasn’t arrested, and in return he paid me every week. From there, it progressed to me providing protection for shipments into the marina. The money still wasn’t good enough, so I started dealing myself.
“Everything went well until your dad decided to rob Harlan Greene. Harlan was the one who was providing the drugs. He was the boss of both of ours. And, as you know, he was and still is a dangerous man.
“After Troy robbed Harlan, he skipped town with your mother and left you behind. Seeing you sitting there in the station, I felt like … I don’t know … I felt like it was my responsibility to take you in. Because I knew your dad was as good as dead, if he wasn’t dead already.
“Then … well, you know the rest. Molly died. That damn Clarke kid OD’d. I had to scramble to cover up my tracks.”
“You sent Martin Goldberg and his goons after me? You had the Branches killed? You told Jimmy to kill me!?” I stood up. I couldn’t stay sitting any longer.
“No! Of course I didn’t!” Richard stood up as well. “I never would have had you hurt, let alone killed! That was Harlan! He did it without even telling me.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t stop it. And you could’ve, at any time. You could’ve come clean. What about the Branches? Did you have anything to with that?”
“Pritchard agreed to do it. He had just as much to lose as me if anyone found out what we were up to.”
I stood there staring at my surrogate father. There was a volatile mixture of anger, confusion, sadness and disappoint that was brewing deep in my gut. Instead of exploding, I decided to leave.
“I’m taking your car.” I left the living room. In the kitchen were his keys, which I took.
Before leaving Richard’s house, I stopped to say one last thing. It would be the last thing I ever said to him. “I get it, I do. You were under a lot of pressure. Your wife was dying. You needed money. You were desperate. But none of that changes the fact that what you did or didn’t do, was vile. You’re not the man I thought you were. I’m sick of being lied to. I never want to see or talk to you again. Goodbye, Richard.”
I left the Greyson residence with tears running down my cheeks. If you had given me a million chances to guess who was behind the drug ring in Stone Harbor, I would never have answered Richard Greyson.
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Valentine
 
I was a block away from Richard’s house when I saw Sam’s car going down the opposite side of the road. It was clear he was heading towards the Greyson home, but why? My only guess was that he wanted to talk to his dad about what had happened at the Roxy Theater. I kept driving. My whole world had  just been shattered. And Sam needed to go inside the house he grew up in and have his world shattered as well.
I headed towards Valentine Park, which was just outside downtown Stone Harbor. Getting there only took a couple of minutes. During that short ride, my mind wouldn’t stop racing. Not only did I worry about what would happen with Richard, but I had no idea what I was going to find by Hangman’s Tree.
Valentine Park was not very impressive. The town had long given up maintaining the one-time staple of the community. Weeds and tall grass had taken over the paths that young lovers used to walk, hand-in-hand. Assorted debris from parties and the homeless peppered the area.
I parked in the crumbling parking lot. Then I started to make my way to Hangman’s Tree. It was smack dab in the middle of the park, so I had to wade through the overgrown vegetation to get there.
Hangman’s Tree was an ancient oak. It had been there when my father was my age and long before that. Long, twisted branches stuck out from the top. They loomed over the small area of dirt around the trunk. The autumn had taken its leaves.
I took out the photo that my dad left for me. And I examined it. What was so important about Hangman’s Tree? What did he want me to find? Then I noticed it.
In the photo, the area around the trunk of the tree was covered in thick grass. But what I saw was dirt. That clued me in that the earth had been disturbed. Something was buried.
I didn’t have a shovel. And the ground was too hard to start digging by hand. The only way to do it was to find something to break up the dirt. Or, I would have to leave, get a shovel, then come back. There was no way I was leaving, not when I was so close.
Upon searching the trunk of Richard’s car, I found a tire iron. I got on all fours near the trunk of Hangman’s Tree and started hitting the ground with it. It took a little work but the dirt started to break up. Once it was loose, I began scraping and digging at the little hole I was developing.
Half an hour later, I’d managed to dig down a couple of feet. I was exhausted and almost ready to give up. Then the tire iron got stuck in something. 
When I investigated what it was snagged on, I saw what looked like black fabric. On the fabric was a zipper. There was a duffel bag buried under Hangman’s Tree.
I dug a little more and got the duffel bag out. It was heavy. When I unzipped it, what I saw made me fall backwards onto my rear end.
On in the top of the bag sat a folded note. I picked it up and read it. It was from my father.
 
I can remember the day I became a man. I was at Saint Mercy with your mom. The doctor let me hold you. Looking at your little face I knew what the meaning of my life was. All I had to do was take care of you. Nothing else mattered. And I failed you. You don’t know how sorry I am. Nothing I can do will make up for leaving you. But we did it to keep you safe. And I hope you can forgive me. This should help.
 
From your dad, I will always love you.
 
Inside the note was a photo. It fell out onto the ground. I picked it up. Looking at it, I couldn’t help but get emotional.
I had no pictures of my parents. Up until that afternoon in Valentine Park, the only images I had of them were in my memories. The photo was of the three of us at Virginia Beach. I was maybe ten years old. My dad had me on his shoulders. He was holding hands with my mother. We all looked so happy. I looked so happy.
For an hour, I sat there under Hangman’s Tree. I sat there with the photo in my hands. I sat there crying. I sat there with $750,000 dollars in cash. I sat there, satisfied. The biggest mystery of my life was solved.
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A Beginning
 
Later that afternoon, I went to the Side Car diner. I had decided to seek comfort. And for me, comfort came in the form of a waitress old enough to be my mother and a plate stacked high with waffles
I wondered how Sam was doing. Learning about Richard’s involvement in the drug ring was hard for me. I could only imagine how hard it would be for Sam.
As I sat there with my syrupy therapy, much to my surprise I saw Sam’s car pull into the parking lot out front. As he got out, even from the inside with a pane of glass between us, I could see how stressed he was.
As soon as Sam entered the diner, he saw me and came straight over. He looked shell-shocked. I could only imagine what he was thinking.
“Jesus, Riley, what happened to your face? Who did this to you?”
“It’s nothing, really. A rough night.”
“A rough night?” One of Sam’s eyebrows raised.
“Never mind that. I’m so sorry about everything. I saw you as I drove away. I wanted to tell you but…”
Sam gently grabbed both sides of my face and frowned at the bruises on my cheek. He pulled me towards him and wrapped his arms around me. I leaned in, welcoming his embrace this time. After the few days I’d had, I could do with a hug.  After a short while, Sam pulled back a little and I rested my head on his shoulder. It felt nice. Sitting there in the Side Car with Sam, it occurred to me suddenly that I was right where I wanted to be. For so long, I’d been so invested in chasing my past, I never took the time to see that my future was right in front of me.
“Sam, I’m so sorry. I know this must be hard for you.”
Sam lifted my head up gently by the chin with a finger. Then, he leaned in and kissed me. It was a long and passionate kiss. And it felt right. The warm feeling of his lips against mine felt like destiny. I felt like kissing him was what I was always meant to do.
All the stress and strife of the last year seemed to flow out from our interlocked lips and melt away. There was nothing and no one else in the world but us. He held me close and didn’t let go. And I didn’t want him to.
“My dad…” Sam started to say.
I put my finger on his lips, effectively shutting him up.
“I know, and I’m sorry.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why now? I mean, if I would’ve tried to kiss you just a week ago, I’m pretty sure you would have slugged me.”
I smiled at Sam. “Not everything is a mystery, Detective.”
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