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      Riley Reid is a private investigator in small town Virginia. A product of parental abandonment and far too much time spent at the police station, Riley's personality gives a unique perspective to every case.

Riley is hired by grieving parents to investigate the death of a young man in his prime. He even had a baby on the way. Police rule it an accidental overdose, but neither Riley or her new clients believe it.

Through her investigation, Riley is thrown into a drug conspiracy far larger than she ever expected. Suddenly, she's breaking into rehab centers, trailing suspects, and fighting off gun-wielding invaders.
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Abandonment
 
It was April of 1998. I don’t remember the exact date. But I do remember what happened. Every detail is as clear to me now as when it occurred. People tend not to forget the last time they saw their parents. 
Our apartment was a little sad. I was embarrassed to bring friends over. My mom wasn’t too hot on cleaning. Dishes were often stacked in the sink with the remnants of past meals caked on. There was a visible layer of dust and dirt on the floors. The living room (if you want to call it that) consisted of an ancient TV/VCR combo and a coffee table covered with cigarette burns and empty beer cans. If one were to walk in and take a deep breath, they’d smell menthols and weed. 
Sure, I could have cleaned. Sometimes I did. But within hours the apartment would be a wreck again. The two bedroom apartment was tangible proof that my parents were not ready for a kid. They were nothing but big children themselves. I was an accident. 
Their ridiculous arguments sounded like something you’d hear on a playground. And on that particular night, they were at each other’s throats. At the time, I had no clue what the yelling was about. At the time, I had no idea why my mother was sobbing. At the time, I simply didn’t care. 
There were more important things going on in my life other than what Mom and Dad were bickering about. Fifteen-year-old girls have plenty to occupy their minds. Things like boys, music and school took priority. Looking back, I suppose I was a bit selfish. But I think everyone is at that age. I was fully engrossed in my own little world, ignorant of the real one around me. 
So as my parents fought, I retreated into my bedroom. It was the one place I could find peace, but not quiet. The walls were thin and porous to sound. I was prepared for that. Two birthdays before, my folks got me a CD Walkman. When things got too loud at the house, I put on headphones and lost myself in music. 
No one would ever say, “Riley Reid is just a normal girl.” I was never into the boy bands or pop music in general. Not one piece of clothing I owned had the name of the store I bought it from printed across the front. Fitting in was for the boring. With my dark clothes, and collection of bands that never even released an album stateside, I was convinced I was unique. 
Of course, I wasn’t special. I was a teenager. In typical teenage fashion, I was oblivious to what was really going on in my life. While I listened to my music and stared at the posters on my walls, my parents were planning on leaving Stone Harbor. They were planning on leaving not only the town, but their daughter behind. 
My mom tried to open my door. It was locked. So she started pounding on it. 
“Riley? Riley!? Open this door!” Mom started yelling. Her voice was hoarse from her argument with Dad.
I heard her, but acted as though I didn’t. Whatever she had to say would most likely be lies. She’d come in, sit at the edge of my bed and try to convince me that everything was going to be okay. Easy lies would flow from between her lips. They were meant to be comforting, but they served another purpose. Mom would lie to me in order to make herself feel better. Her weakness was more upsetting then any spousal dispute. 
“Riley, open this door right now!” 
Again, I ignored her. 
“You’ve got until the count of three before I kick this door open!” My old man had joined the effort to get into my room. 
I turned off my Walkman. With a sigh I got up off my bed. 
“One!”
I sauntered over to the door.
“Two!”
Before my dad could get to three, I complied. He was on the other side of the doorway, standing next to my mom. My father, Troy Reid, was in his mid-thirties. I don’t think he ever let go of his younger days. Dad wore nothing but band t-shirts, beaten up jeans and a worn leather jacket. His hair was longer than mine and brown. Never can I remember seeing him without a cigarette or cigar in his mouth. 
Next to my dad, my mom, Dana Reid looked out of place. In an attempt to cling to the last scraps of her former life, she dressed in nice clothes. Every morning she woke up and styled her long black hair and put on her make-up. Even if she never left the apartment, she was all done up. Her time in the bathroom every morning getting ready was the only time she was truly happy. There, she could forget that she left behind a life of privilege for the criminal who knocked her up when she was my age. 
“What did I tell you about locking your door?” asked my dad. He was referring to the numerous times he forbade me from locking them out of my bedroom. 
I rolled my eyes.
“Your father and I are going out for the night, baby,” said my mom as she entered my room. She reached into her pocket and took out a crumpled wad of bills. “Here, get yourself some pizza or something.” She handed me the money. 
I straightened out the bills. There was sixty bucks in my hands. That was a bit too much money for just ordering myself some pizza. But I wasn’t going to complain. With that extra money I could go out and rent a movie and make a night of it. Maybe I’d invite Lisa over. 
“Where are you guys going?” I asked, even though I didn’t really care. 
“Out,” quickly replied my dad. 
“We’ll be back later.” Tears were forming in my mom’s eyes. At the time I didn’t think much of it. I told myself it was just a product of the myriad of pills she was on. She hugged me tighter than ever before, then kissed me on the forehead. “Be good. Don’t burn the place down while were gone, okay?” Her voice cracked. 
“If you go out, make sure you lock up.” Those were the last words I heard my father say. 
I watched as they left the apartment. I watched them walk out to my dad’s black 1978 Pontiac Trans Am. He loved that car more than anything in the world. I’ll never forget the golden firebird on the hood. When I was a kid I thought it was cool. As I got older, I found it tacky. 
Mom and Dad got in the Trans Am and drove off. The red tail lights got smaller and smaller as they fled the apartment complex. I remember a strange feeling coming over me. There was no telling what it was, but I was suddenly anxious and upset. In order to snap out of it, I called up my best friend. 
That night, Lisa and I gorged ourselves on pizza and watched some old horror movies. We ended up passing out next to each other on the futon. It wasn’t a particularly eventful night. 
Lisa and I woke up to a parentless apartment. She freaked out, afraid of getting grounded for not coming home, and left. I was left alone for the whole day. The night came without anyone coming home.
The weekend was over and I went to school thinking nothing was wrong. I expected to come home and find my parents arguing or my mom smoking a cigarette on the balcony watching me walk home. But I didn’t. 
Four days went by. There was still not even a word. The money my mom gave me, and my own meager savings, were gone. I had no one to turn to. My mom’s parents lived in California, and my dad’s were in Fordham Cemetery. 
What I decided to do would make my dad furious. That was part of the reason why I did it. I called the cops. My parents were classified as missing persons. And I was on my way to becoming a ward of the state.
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Small Town Virginia
 
Stone Harbor, Virginia, was not a large town. The last census I read counted a population of 5,322. I remember that clearly due to the fact that it is about the same amount of people as I have dollars in my bank account. 
Located between the Rappahannock and Piankatank Rivers, Stone Harbor was once a glorified rest area for crab fisherman. They’d dock on the shores and head inland for food, rest and entertainment. For a short while towns like Stone Harbor were booming. Then came the George Washington Highway. 
When the highway was built, the docks near it saw a dramatic increase in boat traffic. Suddenly there was an artery that went out of the Chesapeake Bay and connected to cities like Norfolk, Richmond and Washington DC. Stone Harbor was forgotten.
Most of the town was filled with suburban homes. They were built around what was once a vibrant downtown. Well, it was vibrant by small town standards. There was a hardware store, a supermarket, a post office and even a theater. None of those lasted long after the George Washington. 
It was a shame. I used to ride my bike through downtown, before it became labeled as the “bad” part of town. Half the fun was dodging the weeds that forced their way through the broken concrete. That always fascinated me. How could something seemingly so weak as plants break a road? The shortest answer is time. 
By the time I rented in the neighborhood, downtown was overrun with the homeless. Word got around the Chesapeake Bay area that there was an abundance of abandoned buildings in Stone Harbor to squat in. They came in droves. The drug use and vice downtown got it labeled, “the bad part of town”. 
Beyond downtown, Stone Harbor was all family homes and a couple of small apartment buildings. There was nothing remarkable about it. If I were to take a picture of one of the streets, you’d be hard pressed to differentiate it from any other town in America. Ranch and two floor homes were everywhere. 
The majority of people who called Stone Harbor home did not work there. Apart from a gas and police station, no one worked there. Homes were cheap. Folks from all around the Chesapeake Bay moved in and commuted out. That led to a mix of income levels. On one side of town, there might be a single mom who worked at some large chain department store a couple of towns away. On the other side, barely a couple of miles away, a lawyer working in the state capitol.   
When my parents disappeared sixteen years ago, I was taken in by the Greysons. Richard Greyson was a detective on the Stone Harbor police force when my parents disappeared. He felt sorry for me, and when my parents couldn’t be located, he took me in. They lived in a modest two story home. The front lawn was always mowed. All the paint was kept fresh. It was this awful periwinkle blue. Richard always hated it but his wife Molly picked it out. After she passed away he couldn’t bring himself to change it. 
I didn’t live in the Greyson residence anymore. When I finished school, I moved out. The only housing I could afford was ironically enough the same apartment building I grew up in. It wasn’t my first choice but the income of a private eye isn’t very lucrative. 
Briar Gardens was the name of my apartment complex. It was just on the edge of town. There were fifty apartments. I knew of only seven other occupants. Who ever built the place must have been a hopeless optimist. But this case didn’t start at Briar Gardens. No, it started at The Side Car Diner.
Over in Saluda, Virginia, was a diner with exceptionally good breakfasts. It was called The Side Car. I’d drive the ten minutes out there just for the fresh squeezed orange juice. Delicious pancakes, eggs and hash browns so good that ketchup wasn’t needed were just bonuses. The proverbial cherry on top.
On the morning of May 15, I was in my usual booth near the back of The Side Car. The seats were red and shiny. They reminded me of something you might see back in the fifties. I felt like I should’ve been eating a burger and sipping on a shake. In fact, the whole place had that vibe. Maybe that was one of the reasons I liked it so much. 
I was one of the only people in The Side Car. My only fellow patrons were a couple several booths away. They were notable due to their arguing. It wasn’t the usual loud, shouting type of arguing. Both of them were trying to keep it quiet but emotion would raise their voices at random moments. 
One side of the arguing couple was a pretty girl with long dyed-blonde hair. I could see her distended belly. She was pregnant. Her big grey eyes were tearing. What I assumed was her husband or boyfriend had his back to me. He was tall and African American. 
“What can I get you honey?” Those were the words from the angel in a waitress’s apron, Carol. She broke my focus on the arguing pregnant couple.
I looked up from my book and at Carol. She had this strange ageless quality to her. She could’ve been thirty or fifty. And I mean that in the best of ways. “Eggs, scrambled, hash browns and some toast.” 
“Haven’t you forgotten something?” 
“Orange juice, large.” 
Carol smiled at me the way she always did. It was warm and comforting, like your favorite blanket. “Coming right up.” 
I jumped back into my book. No e-readers or tablets for Riley Reid. I preferred my stories delivered via old-fashioned paper. Touch screens could never replace the feel of paper on my fingers or that smell that I can only explain as the aroma of a library. 
The book I was reading was an old-fashioned noir thriller. I know it’s kind of weird to entertain myself with stories about what was essentially my work. But I enjoyed them. There was something about the formula that I liked. 
“Here you go, doll,” said Carol as she placed a large glass of freshly squeezed orange juice in front of me. I thanked her. 
As Carol walked away, I felt the phone in my pocket vibrate. When I took it out I saw an unfamiliar number. Seeing that I was technically on the job, I picked up. 
“Hello, Reid Private Investigations. This is Riley.” 
“Ms. Reid?” 
I took a sip of my orange juice. “Speaking.” 
“My name is Irene Clark.” 
“Good morning Mrs. Clark. What can I do for you?” 
“I…we saw your ad online. You are a private investigator?” I could tell over the phone that Mrs. Clark was struggling to keep her voice from wavering. Whatever her reason for calling, I knew it was nothing good. 
People sought out my help for numerous reasons. The most common reason was spousal infidelity. A wife or husband suspects their other half is sleeping with someone else. Nine times out of ten, their suspicions are well founded. It’s almost depressing how many people couldn’t stay monogamous. 
Another common reason for people to hire me is to find missing kids. Normally the rebellious youths are just runaways. I find them and bring them back home. In the more serious cases where I suspect foul play, I contact the cops. 
The rarest of reasons to procure my services are serious issues that the police can’t or won’t solve. While those cases were exciting, they never ended well. Something in Mrs. Clark’s voice made me think she had one of those for me. 
“Our son, Dennis…” Mrs. Clark couldn’t stop herself from crying. Awkward doesn’t even begin to describe the situation. There I was, waiting for my eggs and hash browns as a stranger sobs on the other end of the line. I got impatient. 
“Is missing? Dead?” I know that seems like a cold thing to say but I was running a business, not a therapy service. 
“He was found dead a month ago outside of Saint Mercy.” 
I knew what she meant by “Saint Mercy”. It was a hospital about fifteen miles from Stone Harbor. But I had to confirm. “The hospital?” 
“Yes. He was found outside the emergency room. Doctors said he overdosed.” 
“Mm hm, and what did the police say?” 
“They ruled it an accident. They said…” Again more crying. “They said he must’ve been doing heroin with some friends and OD’d. His friends panicked and dropped him off at the hospital.” 
“And you don’t believe that?” 
“No.” 
The man who was arguing with his girl in the diner got up. He passed by. I tried my best not to look or make eye contact, but those attempts were to no avail. We briefly locked eyes. There was an expression on his bearded face that made me feel guilty for eavesdropping. That guilt was short lived. They shouldn’t have aired their dirty laundry in public.
“Are you still there?” I realized I kept Mrs. Clark hanging. 
“Okay, Mrs. Clark. Let me get your address and I can come down and talk to you in person.” I took out my notepad and pen. 
“We live at 107 Bainbridge in Stone Harbor.” 
“1-0-7. Okay, got it. I’ll be there soon.” 
Mrs. Clark was surprised. “Now?  You’re coming now?” 
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The Other Half
 
“So this is how the other half lives.” That is the sort of cliché that a character from the slums would say when they head into the more wealthy side of town. As much as I despise a cliché, there was something to it. 
Normally, I tend to avoid driving through neighborhoods like Bainbridge. The well-manicured lawns and million dollar homes just remind me of what I will never have. They are unobtainable goals behind veneers of suburban perfection. Older I get, the more I realize that I don’t want that kind of life. 
Money often goes hand-in-hand with problems. Look inside the medicine cabinets in any of the homes on the street and you’d find a virtual pharmacy. There are pills for when you’re too sad, too happy, tired, can’t sleep, anxiety and panic attacks. Men in freshly dry-cleaned suits have to take medication to keep the passion alive in their marriages. Women in mom jeans swallow a couple of units so they can force a smile for their kids. 
107 Bainbridge wasn’t too hard to find. The number was painted on the curb in front and in iron digits nailed to the door. It was a nice place. There was nothing unique about it. But it was nice. 
I rang the doorbell. They had a novelty ring that was a chorus of bird chirps. Behind the door I could hear someone walking down stairs. Mrs. Clark answered. 
“Hi, you must be Ms. Reid?” greeted Mrs. Clark. The poor woman was a wreck. Though she clearly tried to look nice for her guest, there were signs of grief obvious to any investigative eye. Her blonde and grey hair was tied back but hadn’t been washed in days. She tried to cover up the dark circles under her eyes with makeup. It was in vain. Both the sweater and the jeans she was wearing were wrinkled, and her polite smile was forced. 
I shook Mrs. Clark’s hand. “Please, call me Riley.” 
“Come in.” Mrs. Clark led the way into her home. I followed. 
The inside of the Clark residence gave further proof of their turmoil. I wouldn’t call it messy, but it was in disarray. There was a visible layer of dust on the furniture which was highlighted by the sunlight. Papers were strewn about the dining room table. Rugs weren’t vacuumed. Floors weren’t swept. 
“Please, have a seat.” Mrs. Clark motioned for me to rest on the couch. 
“Is Mr. Clark home?” I asked. 
“He’s at work.” 
I took out my notepad. “And where’s that?” 
Mrs. Clark look confused. “Where’s what?” 
“Your husband, where does he work?” 
“He’s an investment banker at Hewitt and Goldman.” 
I nodded my head and recorded that in my notepad. 
“How does this work?” asked Mrs. Clark. “Where do I start?” 
“Tell me why you think your son’s death wasn’t an accident.” 
“I guess I should first tell you that Dennis used to have a drug problem. In high school he started with oxycotin and vicodin.” 
I recorded every word Mrs. Clark said. “Do you have any idea why?” 
“He started spending a lot of time with a bad group of kids. Neither I nor my husband knew when he started with the pills, but we caught on when he started stealing from us.” Mrs. Clark didn’t enjoy talking about her son’s faults. She had trouble looking me in the eye when she did. It was a mixture of shame and embarrassment. 
“We don’t know exactly when he started the heroin. What we did notice were the changes in his behavior. He used to be on three different varsity teams, had a 3.8 GPA, and even led the school debate team. One by one he dropped out of all of those, including school. My jewelry started disappearing. So did my husband’s tools.
“Finally, we had enough. Dennis was given an ultimatum. He either went to rehab or he was out of this house and cut off financially.” 
“And he went?” I asked not looking up from my notepad. 
“He did.” 
“Which facility did he go to?” 
“Fresh Horizons, outside of Norfolk.” 
“Fresh Horizons,” I repeated as I wrote it down. I looked up. “Do you happen to have an address or contact information for Fresh Horizons?” I could’ve looked up where Fresh Horizons was on my phone. It would have taken me seconds. But I could tell that Mrs. Clark was barely holding it together. Maybe I could give her a temporary break before continuing her son’s story. 
“Yeah, hold on one second,” Mrs. Clark got up and retrieved her purse. From inside it, she produced a business card from the rehab facility. She handed it to me. I glanced at it, then put it in my pocket. 
“He was there for a couple of months. When he got back, everything seemed great… at first. A year later he was arrested for possession. He was caught with two hundred dollars worth of pain killers. My husband kicked him out of the house.” 
“And when was this?” 
“About three years ago, I think.” 
I wrote down what Mrs. Clarke said. It was important in my line of work to record every little detail, no matter how inconsequential it may seem. You never know what will serve as a vital clue later in a case. 
“We’d hear from Dennis every once and a while. I’d get a phone call or a text on holidays or birthdays. Then one day he just showed up here. And he looked good. He told us he was back at Fresh Horizons. He got his GED and was going to start taking classes at the community college. And he had a serious girlfriend. We were so happy for him, but wary. He had relapsed before. But we were hopeful.” 
“His girlfriend?” 
“Holly Kennedy. I have a picture of them together if you’d like it.” 
“Yes, please.” 
Mrs. Clark reached into her purse again. This time she took out a photo. She handed it to me. In the picture was a handsome young man with short blonde hair and brown eyes. He had one arm around a shorter female with long brown hair and big grey eyes. Both were in swimsuits and tanned. It must’ve been taken at the beach. There was so much joy in it. 
“Things continued to go well. Dennis stayed clean. He got a job delivering packages. Then, a couple of months ago, he told us that Holly was pregnant.” Mrs. Clark started to cry. “We were so happy for him. It really felt like everything was going right, you know? All the drugs and the stealing were behind us. Then, two weeks ago, he was found outside of Saint Mercy.” The crying got more intense. “The doctors said he was dead before he even got there. They said he OD’d.” 
“On heroin?” 
Mrs. Clark nodded. 
“And what did the police say?” 
“They told us that it was a clear-cut case of accidental suicide. There were no signs of foul play.” Grief turned to anger on Mrs. Clark’s face and in her voice. 
“You don’t believe that he did it to himself?” I knew the answer, but I asked anyway. 
“My boy didn’t kill himself, accident or otherwise. He had so much to live for, so much to look forward to. It just … it makes no sense.” 
I closed my notepad. “Okay, Mrs. Clark. I’ll take the case.” 
Mrs. Clarke looked surprised. She had every reason to be. Most people would assume that the police were right in this case. But there was something in her eyes, in her voice and, yes, in her tears, that convinced me it was worth looking into.
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Home Away from Home
 
I’m very familiar with the Stone Harbor Police Station. I say “the” because there is only one station in the small town. It was a small brick building with only enough room for two holding cells and a handful of desks. The only office belonged to Police Chief Mark Owens. 
After Detective Richard Greyson took me in, I spent a lot of time in the Stone Harbor Police Station. It wasn’t because I did anything wrong. Perhaps it was the feeling of safety within those old sturdy walls. Perhaps it was the staff, who always treated me well. Perhaps I was just a weird kid. 
When I walked in that evening, I was greeted by the motherly voice of Loretta Dawson. She was sitting behind her desk in front of the chief’s office. Loretta was a kind, seemingly ageless black woman. Her personality was such that I couldn’t help but love her. 
“How you doing, baby?” asked Loretta as I entered through the glass front doors. 
“Can’t complain. You?” 
“I could complain for days. But who’d listen?” 
I smiled at Loretta. “Is the chief in?” 
“No, he went home for the day. You need something?” 
“Not from him. Is Sam here?” 
Loretta gave me a wry smile. “He’s around here somewhere.” 
I continued through the station. It was not a fancy place. The walls were painted off-white and topped by rows of deteriorating drop ceiling tiles. I’d always suspected that above those tiles was insulation made of asbestos. Fluorescent lighting lit up the building and gave everyone an unflattering glow. 
There were only twenty officers employed by the county of Stone Harbor. One of the newer hires, Officer Amy Paxton, met eyes with me as I searched among the desks for Sam Greyson.
“What kind of trouble are you getting into, Riley?” asked Amy. It was hard to tell with her sitting down, but Amy was a small woman. She was no bigger than I am. And I’m only five foot six on my best day. What she lacked in size, she made up for in attitude. 
“Solving your guys’ cases, as usual,” I joked. 
Amy laughed. As hard as she may have tried to hide it with her short haircut and intimidating personality; when Amy laughed you could see the lovely young woman underneath. 
I kept looking for Sam. He wasn’t in the main area of the station. I would have seen him. The six foot two detective stood out. Not only was he tall but also in great shape. At thirty-five, only four years older then I was, he looked thirty. There wasn’t a gray hair on his head.
It wasn’t long before I saw Sam come out of the back room. When he saw me, there was a wave and a smile. 
“Hey, Riley,” said Sam as he spotted me walking towards him. 
“I…we need to talk.” 
“What did I do?” 
“Nothing. This is serious. Can we go somewhere more private?” 
“Don’t see why not. C’mon, will go to the holding cells.” 
I followed Sam into the back of the station where they kept prisoners. On that day, the cells were empty. It was just me and Stone Harbor’s only detective. 
Sam looked at me with his grayish-blue eyes. It was the kind of look I’ve seen him use at bars and parties to woo women. It was a look he gave me often. And no matter how many times I see it, my heart flutters a bit. But under no circumstances would I let him know that. 
“So, what can I do for ya?” asked Sam. 
“The Clark case.” 
“What about it?” 
“Can you tell me anything about it?” 
Sam sighed. “What’s there to tell? The kid overdosed. It’s sad, but not uncommon.”
“There was nothing strange about it? Nothing stood out?” 
Sam’s eyes moved to the top corners of his eyes. After spending a couple of seconds accessing his mental vault, Sam told me. “He did look a little roughed up.” 
“Roughed up?” 
“Yeah, like he had been in a fight. But the coroner ruled that the injuries were suffered days before the night he died. We looked into it but never found out who, when or why.” 
“Anything else? Did they find anything on him?” 
Sam leaned up against the bars of one of the cells. “You know, I’m really not supposed to be telling you any of this. If the chief found out…”
“I’m not going to tell him. Are you?” I gave Sam a smile. 
“We won’t have to. I swear he can smell it.” 
I got closer and gently put my hand on Sam’s arm. It was a dirty move, I know. Sam had had a crush on me since I moved in with his dad. Every time he’d come home from school to visit, the attraction grew. I didn’t return his interest. It just didn’t feel right. 
“What did you find?” 
“You’re going to ruin me, woman.” Sam stood up straight. “We found an empty baggie.” 
“A baggie?” 
Sam bent his thumb and forefinger towards each other to indicate the size of the baggie. “You know, like dealers use? There was residue inside. It tested positive for heroin. A picture of a purple jester was printed on it.” 
I took out my notepad. 
“Can’t you at least wait until you leave? There are cameras in here you know?” 
I put my notepad away. “You guys find a lot of those? Jesters I mean?” 
“They’ve been all over the state lately. Dealers use it to brand their garbage.” 
“Thanks, Sam. This means a lot.” 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 
After obtaining the information I sought, I headed towards the exit. I heard Sam’s voice as I walked away. 
“You gonna be at Dad’s tomorrow?” 
I turned around, confused. What was he talking about? 
“His birthday is tomorrow. We’re going to go over there for dinner. Samantha is bringing the kids. You’re going to be there, right?” 
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Nocturnal Investigations
 
Dreams have always fascinated me. The mind’s ability to generate whole worlds is nothing short of amazing. Then, it fills that world with people you know and others born out of errant thoughts and the subconscious. But for me, dreams served an even more important purpose. 
My brain seemed to sort out information during sleep. Often, this process produced clues or gave me a path to follow. On  more rare occasions, my dreams gave me insights that I was wholly unfamiliar with. How that happens is beyond my understanding. I just accept and embrace it. 
That night, I had a particularly strange dream. It was one of those you just can’t seem to forget. Some of the details may be off. The following is what I remember: 
I suddenly found myself in downtown Stone Harbor. It was during the day and the sky was overcast. But what stood out were the buildings. They didn’t have any graffiti or broken windows. There were no junkies or drifters. 
It was as if I was transported into the past. The long-closed Encore Theatre was even lit up. There was something on the marquee, but I couldn’t make it out. That was around when I noticed I wasn’t alone. 
Standing in the middle off the intact streets was Dennis Clark. I recognized him from the pictures his mother shared with me. Unlike the photos, this Dennis was the shade of pale reserved for the dead. The blue veins underneath were clearly visible. His eyes were cloudy and lifeless. He just stood there, staring at me. 
I tried to ask, “What are you doing here?” What actually came out was a scramble of what resembled words. It didn’t even qualify as a real language.
Dennis’s head jerked from side to side violently. That should’ve freaked me out. It didn’t. What accompanied it did. 
The sky quickly turned from gray to black. Weeds, vines and ivy overtook the downtown buildings in front of my eyes. I had to dodge the vegetation that aggressively broke through the asphalt.    
When downtown returned to its familiar, depressing state, Dennis started to move. He headed down the road with a confidant nonchalance that was magnetic. I found myself following him. 
Everything around me was moving. The trees appeared to be reaching out for us. Grass moved in waves like a stormy, green ocean. I looked down and the street looked like millions of gray insects trying to avoid my footsteps. 
I followed Dennis through town. The surroundings looked familiar but at the same time a little off. It was like when a friend gets a new haircut. Upon first seeing it you recognize them, but something is different. You can’t put your finger on exactly what changed at first. Not until you take a good look do you notice. 
The dream version of Dennis didn’t even seem to notice I was following him. There was no acknowledgment of my presence. Wherever he was going was much more important than myself. 
I heard a voice. It was like a narrator in a movie. Or maybe it was the voice of God? What or whoever it was must’ve been important. But, for the life of me, I don’t remember what was said. 
In a blink of an eye, we were somewhere else, somewhere with vomit-green colored walls and filthy carpeted floors. I knew where Dennis and I were. It was the only other apartment complex in town, Hunters Glenn. 
Why we were in the hallways of the Glenn was beyond me. Maybe it meant nothing. Not everything in dreams means something. Sometimes it’s just your brain throwing up. 
Dennis turned a corner. I tried to follow, but found myself in the woods instead. It was chilly. Even though it was dark, I knew it was someplace I’d never been before. There was a sinister feel to the place. 
I attempted to start walking again. My feet didn’t budge. No amount of effort I put into it helped. The forest around me started to thin out. Trees disappeared without me seeing it happen. When they cleared out, I again saw Dennis.
The living dead Dennis was facing me. I made contact with the glassy marbles he had for eyeballs. Behind him was what looked like a marina. Its dock hosted a graveyard of broken boats. There was one large building that had a hole in it big enough to fly a plane through. 
Dennis started to scream. The sound was horrible. His mouth distended to an extremely unnatural width. And with that I woke up. 
My eyes opened to my spinning ceiling fan. I was in my living room/dining room/ kitchen. It had been such a long day, I must’ve passed out on the couch. Infomercials were playing on my tiny television. As comfortable as I was, I needed to get up. 
Dreams had a habit of slipping away shortly after waking up. With tired legs and a drowsy head, I searched for my notepad. It was in my sparsely-decorated bedroom. I opened it up and tried to record what happened in my sleep. Then I collapsed on my bed. When I looked at it in the morning, it was nothing but gibberish. 
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Richard’s Sixty-Eighth
 
I remember the first day I met Richard Greyson. It was a week after my parents had vanished. Despite my ingrained distrust of the police at the time (a memento from my dad), I had no one else to turn to. 
There I was, sitting in what later became a very familiar setting. I was nervous. It was an illogical fear. Part of me felt like I had done something wrong. When you are raised by delinquents, a bit of guilt gets inherited along with their genes. 
“Riley Reid?” I heard a deep voice behind me. It came from a tall man with beard stubble and short brown hair. He was dressed in a button-up, collared shirt, tie and dress pants. A badge was attached to his belt. And his eyes were sympathetic. 
“Yeah?” 
“I’m Detective Richard Greyson.” The detective held out his hand. I shook it. That was the day I met my surrogate father. 
Three months after meeting the man, I moved into his home. Turned out that Richard was once an orphan. He got shipped from foster home to foster home until he was old enough to be independent. It wasn’t a pleasant experience for him. The detective wasn’t going to let the same happen to a vulnerable teenage girl.  
When I joined Richard’s small family, it was him, his sick wife Molly, Sam (who was a freshman at Old Dominion at the time) and the dog, Tyler. Nothing was ever formalized, but it was nice to have somewhere to call home. They lived in a nice house on a street full of working class folks. I wouldn’t say it belonged in a Rockwell painting, but it was a far better place than where I grew up. 
There were plenty of pleasant memories with the Greysons. So why did I feel dread as I pulled up to the house the next day? Because I knew how uncomfortable those little get togethers could be. 
Since Mrs. Greyson died, all the light seemed to be sucked out of the family. She had cancer when I first met her. But Molly Greyson was an exceptionally strong woman. The doctors had given her only a couple of months. It took a couple of years. 
After Molly died, Richard turned to drinking. He wasn’t a bad man. Losing someone you loved, someone who you shared a life with has to be hard. And he only drank when he wasn’t on the job. Still… it put a dent in our happy home. 
Every night, Richard seemed to come home later than the one before. I’d wake up to go to school and find him asleep in his recliner with a half drunk glass of bourbon in his hand. I ended up picking up the domestic duties around the house. 
Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, I moved out on my own. College was close by for me, but I needed to get out. Yes, I felt guilty about leaving Richard. He had done so much for me and I abandoned him. But it was time to move on. 
I visited Richard often. He was retired and had a lot of time to himself, by himself. I enjoyed spending time with him. This night was different though. It wasn’t just going to be me and Richard. Sam was going to be there, along with his two kids, Rich and Jenny. They were accompanied by Sam’s ex-wife Samantha who I didn’t particularly get along with. 
“We were wondering when you’d show up,” said Sam with a grin as he opened the front door. 
“Me, too.” 
Over Sam’s shoulder I caught a glimpse of Samantha giving me the evil eye. She was my complete opposite. I’m short, she was tall. I have black hair, hers was short and blonde. All we had in common was that we could both be bitches at times. 
“Riley!” I heard two little voices, almost in unison. Then the pitter-patter of tiny feet. 
Sam’s kids, Rich, three years old and Jenny, four years old, ran up and hugged me before I could get two steps inside. They were sweet kids. I genuinely missed them. There was a comfort in feeling their little arms wrapped around my waist. It almost made me want children of my own… almost. 
“Where is he? Where’s the birthday boy?” I was referring to Richard. 
Sam pointed towards the kitchen. “He’s in there, cooking.” 
“On his birthday?” 
Samantha got up and walked over. “We tried to stop him, but you know how he is.” 
“Stubbornness runs strong in us Greysons,” said Sam. 
I nodded and smiled at Samantha, trying to be pleasant. She didn’t return the gesture. Right then, I knew it was going to be one of those nights. 
“Hey, old man,” I said upon entering the kitchen. 
Richard was standing by the stove, stirring spaghetti sauce. He turned, and when he saw me his face lit up. That moment alone would make enduring the ice queen, who once was Sam’s wife, worth it. 
“Riley! Glad you could make it.” Richard wiped his hands off on his jeans. He looked like an older version of Sam, only with more grey and wrinkles. When he hugged me I could smell liquor. 
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I handed him the present I had been holding since getting out of my car. “For you.” I handed it to him. It was some new hair clippers. He mentioned to me how his old ones broke the previous time I was over. 
“Why don’t you tell everyone it’s time to eat?” 
I did just that. The six of us took our places around the dining room table. Richard was at the head. I was to the right of him, along with the two kids. Sam and Samantha sat next to each other on the left. 
“So, how are things down at the station?” asked Richard as he took some salad. 
“Oh, you know. Slow,” answered Sam. 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
“Slow means uneventful. Uneventful means people aren’t committing crimes. No crimes mean people aren’t getting hurt out there. Thank you, buddy.” Rich passed his dad the plate of garlic bread. Or at least he tried to. His little arms couldn’t reach cross the table. “You know how it is, Dad.” 
“How about you, Riley? How’s the … what is it you do again?” asked Samantha. There was mischief in her eyes. 
“Private investigation.” I wanted to just punch her straight in those high cheekbones. 
“How’s the private investigation thing going?” 
I was pretty sure that Samantha was baiting me into a trap. She’d find some way to make me look stupid. Trouble was, I was smarter than her. So I’d answer and trample over anything she tried to add. Snide remarks and little disguised verbal jabs from her wouldn’t even be heard. It’d drive her nuts.
“It’s going okay.” 
“Really just o—” 
“I just took a case yesterday.” I talked right over Samantha. I could feel her eyes. “This kid, Dennis Clark, was found dead a couple of weeks back. You remember, the one they found outside of Saint Mercy?”
I heard the clink of the ice in Richard’s cup. He finished a sip of his bourbon. “I remember. It was all over the news. Rich kid. He overdosed, right?” 
“Yeah, on heroin.” 
“Horrible stuff,” added Sam. 
“What’s hero in?” asked little Rich in his androgynous kid voice. It was adorable. 
“Nothing, baby. Eat your spaghetti.” Samantha was cold, even to her own son. 
“Anyway, his parents hired me. They felt like the police weren’t doing enough.” 
“That’s because there was nothing else to do,” said Sam defensively. “It was an accident. The kid shot up a little too much and his ‘friends’ dumped him at the ER.” 
“I don’t know about that. They seemed pretty convinced that he didn’t do it to himself.” After finishing those sentences, I stuffed my mouth with spaghetti. It was delicious. 
“Of course they are. He was their son. No one wants to believe that their son killed himself; whether it was an accident or not.” I knew that tone in Sam’s voice. He wasn’t going to let it go. 
“You may be right. But, then again, you may not be. And if the Clarks are correct, then don’t they have the right to find out what really happened to their son?”
Sam spun up a fork full of noodles. He kind just held it halfway between his plate and his mouth as he talked. “And what if they’re wrong?” 
“They still have the right to know.” 
“I think that’s enough talk about drugs and dead kids.” Samantha squashed the conversation. I would love to say it was because she was an awful human being. But in this instance, she was right. 
For a couple of minutes, the discussion died down. Everyone ate their dinner. There was an underlying tension in the air. With the exception of the kids, we all stopped just short of getting nasty. 
Samantha and the kids were the first ones to leave. Rich and Jenny were sad to go. They always loved visiting their grandpa and getting to see their dad. Not necessarily in that order. Sam got a call from the station. He was next to leave. Even though it was late, I stayed a while longer. 
Richard was barely holding it together. No one else noticed. I had spent enough time with the alcoholic version of the man to know the different stages. The first was the friendly cheerful one. That was when he only had a buzz going. Next came the over-enthusiastic version who seemed very social. Then came the end of the alcoholic odyssey. When Richard drank too much he got quiet and tried his best not to appear drunk. 
I helped my surrogate father into his recliner. As I untied his shoelaces, he began to speak. 
“Did you have fun?” 
I hadn’t, but there was no need to rain on his parade. “Of course.” 
Richard laughed. “No, you didn’t.” 
Even inebriated and retired, the man was still a detective. I couldn’t lie to him, never could. So why did I even try? 
“You know I was never good at these sorts of things,” I got one shoe off. 
“Good at what? Being social?” asked Richard. His head was back and eyes closed. It wouldn’t be long before he was out for the count. 
“Exactly.” Off came the other shoe. 
I got up and went to get the blanket off the couch. I draped it over Richard. 
“Well, it was good seeing you all together. Makes an old man remember he’s got family. And everyone needs…” Richard drifted off into sleep. 
I went around the house and turned off all the lights. Then I made sure all of the doors were locked. The kitchen needed some cleaning, I did that, too. 
Richard wasn’t fully asleep. He stopped me before I left. 
“Be careful, Riley,” said Richard without opening his eyes. “Don’t get mixed up in something too dangerous. Promise me. Promise me you’ll be careful.” 
“You know me, old man, I’m always careful.” 
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Undercover Junkie
 
 “I don’t know if this is the greatest idea,” said my best friend, Lisa Williams. She was over at my apartment. 
“You may be right. But I can’t think of any better way to get the info I need.” I was in the bathroom, in front of the mirror. 
“Yeah, but you, a junkie? I can’t even picture that.” Lisa was in my small living room. She was flipping through television channels. 
“I could use some tips. You’re good at this stuff.” 
Lisa got up off my couch and joined me in the bathroom. “Girl, I specialize in making folks prettier, not uglier.” And she was right. She worked at a department store in the makeup section. 
“No, you specialize in helping people hide who they really are.” 
Lisa appeared in the mirror next to me. God, she was a lovely woman. I envied her light brown blemish-free skin and almond-shaped brown eyes. If I were attracted to my own sex, she’d be on the top of my list.
“Just because you don’t wear make up doesn’t mean everyone else who does is some kind of liar.” 
“Fair enough. So, can you help me out?” 
“I suppose.” Lisa proceeded to do exactly that. She picked out some foundation that was only a shade lighter than my natural skin tone. In order to color my cheeks and jaw, she applied some blush. No lipstick and no eyeliner was used. All this was done to make me look a little sickly and pale.
Like a pro wrestler, Lisa ripped at the George Mason College T-shirt I was wearing. I slipped on some worn jeans and a pair of sneakers I hadn’t seen for years. Some fake track marks were suggested, but I felt that would be a little over the top. If it came up, I’d say I shot up between my toes or something. 
“Success!” exclaimed Lisa as she presented me to an invisible audience. 
“I feel like it’s Halloween. I don’t know about this.” I did feel a little silly.
“You look fine.” There was a smile on Lisa’s face that I had trouble reading. Did she mean it? It was one of the many reasons I loved her. 
I checked myself out in the mirror one last time before leaving. Since I didn’t recognize the person I saw in the reflection; I felt better. After finishing in the bathroom, I flipped off the lights and made my way to my bedroom. 
My room was nothing special. I had a painting I bought from a flea market a year ago hanging over my bed. It was of a lone woman in a red dress on a stormy city street. Other than the painting, the only other thing in the room that could be considered decorative was a lamp made of copper that I had purchased from Metal Works. 
The reason I went into my bedroom was to retrieve my gun. It was a .38 caliber revolver. Richard had gotten it for me on my twenty-first birthday. The piece was chrome plated and had my name engraved on the side. I stuffed it in between my waist and jeans. 
“Okay, I’m ready,” I said, emerging from my bedroom. 
“You sure about this?” asked Lisa. She had been noticeably concerned since I first told her my plan. 
“As sure as I’ll ever be. This is the only way I can think of to track down where he got his drugs.” 
“If you say so. Just promise me you’ll be careful.” 
I hugged Lisa. “I promise.” 
Both Lisa and I left my place at the same time. She went towards her car and I went to mine. Once I got inside, I took a couple of deep breathes. I watched my best friend’s tail lights shrink in the distance. 
My plan was to go to the only bar in town, “Tim & Terry’s”, and ask around, looking for heroin. Specifically, I’d be looking for heroin that came in a baggie with a purple jester on it. I was really hoping it’d work. I’d rather not have to ask homeless drifters. 
Time & Terry’s was in the bad part of town. It was just outside of downtown, near the abandoned train station. I drove down to the Reid Private Investigations office. There, I parked my car and decided to go the rest of the way on foot. 
Walking through downtown at that time of night was not advisable. The shiny silver weapon tucked in my waist gave me the confidence to go through with it. It helped me ignore the stares from predatory eyes and lost addicts. It helped me shrug off that animal feeling that you’re being followed. 
The neon sign in front of Tim & Terry’s was the only working light on Main Street. It drew me in like a moth to a flame. Not until I got close did the butterflies start to creep up. 
Standing outside the bar were a couple of what looked like truckers. They were smoking cigarettes. Both surly-looking men undressed me with their eyes as I passed by. I was watched until I opened up the deceptively-heavy front door. 
Upon entering Tim & Terry’s, a wave of alcohol, stale beer and vomit hit my nostrils. My eyes watered a little. I hoped that no one saw. 
The lights were low, typical of a dive bar. Brightest things in the room were neon signs advertising the brands of beer sold. Surprisingly, the place was packed. Sure, it was a Saturday night, but weekends in Stone Harbor weren’t very festive.
All manner of social outcasts were in Tim & Terry’s. There were the regular drunks who had their favorite booths or stools. They didn’t talk to anyone and stared at their drinks. A couple of kids were there, just old enough to be allowed in. Some shady types were lurking in the darker corners. I even spotted a couple of working girls trying to sell their services. 
I figured I’d start at the bar. Behind it was a large woman with tattoos covering each arm and an eagle above her revealed cleavage. She saw me, but paid me no mind. Instead she kept wiping. I’d have to get her attention.
“Excuse me?” I was too polite. I was supposed to be a junkie. “Hey!”
“Yeah, what can I get you?” asked the bartender without looking up.
“I’m looking for something.” 
“Night like this, everyone is looking for something, sweetie. You’re gonna have to be more specific.” 
“Something with a purple jester on it. You know, little something to take the edge off?” I scratched at my arm as I said it. The junkies I saw on TV did that. 
The bartender looked up at me. She gave me a look of disgust. “Unless you order a drink, you have to get the hell out of here.” 
I had to stay true to my part. “The cheapest beer you got.” 
“Coming right up,” said the bartender as she reached under the bar for my beer. She half whispered, “damn smackhead.” At least my costume worked. 
I went from patron to patron. Aside from a few lurid offers and phone numbers, I got nothing. But the whole time I noticed that feeling of being watched again. The perpetrator was in a booth in the back. Careful not to be detected, I took a sly glance at him. 
He was a rather wimpy-looking guy. I guessed that he may have been in his early or mid-twenties, tops. There was a beanie on his head, even though the temperature was in the mid sixties. Under his black tank top, I could see a myriad of tattoos. Neither of his arms were any more muscular than mine. And he had beady little eyes, like a rat. 
“Hi,” I said with a fake smile after approaching the wimpy guy’s booth. 
The man grinned, revealing one oddly placed gold tooth on his top row. “How you doing, beautiful?” He was one of those guys. 
“I couldn’t help but notice you staring,” I said as I slid into the booth next to him. He smelled of cheap body spray and menthols. It was less than enchanting. But I kept pretending he was the most handsome thing I’d ever seen. 
“I couldn’t help but notice you were looking for something.” The wimpy guy revealed that he was holding something in his palm. It was a baggie of heroin with a purple jester printed on it. I reached for it but he quickly closed his hand. “Not yet.” 
I got closer and put my hand on his thigh. It made me a little nauseous, but I hid it well. “What then?” 
“What’s the rush, honey? The night’s still young. Let’s have a couple of drinks, on me.” 
I didn’t want to have any drinks with the guy. He was my only lead, though. Sometimes you just have to bite the bullet and endure, for the sake of the case. “Sure.” 
My new friend held out his hand for me to shake. “The name’s Marty. And you are?” His fake “urban” accent was starting to get on my nerves. 
“Kelly.” 
“Kelly? I like that, Kelly. Well, Kelly, whatcha drinking?” 
For an hour, I endured Marty’s bad jokes and poor attempts to hit on me. I allowed him to build up hopes of going home with me. All the while I was trying to get him to sell me the drugs. And as soon as he did, I got out of there. 
Upon inspecting the forty dollars worth of heroin I purchased, the purple jester baggie was indeed used. That meant that either Marty was the one who supplied the drug, which I doubted, or he knew who did. I was on the right track.
When I got home, I took a nice long shower. I had to wash the whole experience of Tim & Terry’s off. It took a good fifteen minutes under hot water to do the job. Then I went to bed with a new plan in mind. 
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Tailing Casanova
 
I had decided to follow Marty, the drug dealer, the next night. Reason dictated that he’d have to meet up with whoever supplied him with the heroin. My hope was that since it was a Sunday, he’d sold most of what he had and needed to resupply. 
Richard had taught me how to tail people. He didn’t do so on purpose. On more than one night, I joined him in his car when I was younger. This was allowed upon my relentless insistence. I was a very willful teenager and refused to give up when I wanted something. 
From what I remembered, it was important to keep your distance. As long as your target doesn’t know they’re being followed, they wouldn’t try to lose you. You didn’t have to worry about them driving away too fast. You didn’t have to worry about losing them. That was especially true in such a small town. There were no nearby highways for him to take. 
Before I could tail Marty, I had to find him. I knew Tim & Terry’s closed at three in the morning. Little did I know I’d have to wait until then before Marty would leave. To pass the time, I chatted with Lisa on the phone. 
I was parked in the abandoned train station parking lot, which also served as parking for Tim & Terry’s. There I could clearly see the front door of the bar. Anyone who went in or out couldn’t escape me spotting them. Plus, if Marty wanted to go to his car (if he had one), I’d know. 
The digital clock in my car read 2:53 a.m. It was hard to keep my eyes open. Each lid felt heavy. No amount of caffeine could keep me awake. And for a couple of minutes I fell asleep. 
“Riley? Riley!? You still there?” Lisa was practically screaming into the phone. It woke me back up. 
“Yeah … I’m here,” I said trying my best to sound fully awake and alert. 
“So what do you think?” asked Lisa. 
“About what?” 
“Weren’t you listening? I was thinking about quitting.” 
I looked at the clock. It was 3:01. Marty emerged from the dive bar. He was with a woman dressed in a skin tight animal print skirt, a tank top and high heels.  “Yeah. No, I think that’s a horrible idea. I gotta go.” 
I hung up on Lisa and put my hand on the car keys, which were already in the ignition. With my focused attention, I watched Marty and the woman with him stumble to his old Nissan. It was one of those cars that had tail lights that were part of long rectangle that spanned the length of the car’s rear. Apparently, business wasn’t that great for the would-be Casanova. 
When tailing someone, you had to keep your distance. I kept that in mind as every urge was to immediately start following Marty as he pulled out of the train station parking lot. It wasn’t until he was almost a block away that I started my car. 
I kept the red rectangles of his brake lights in the distance. We both left downtown. Where he was going, I did not know. The possibility that he’d make some stops to make some sales didn’t occur to me. It made my task a little trickier.
The first stop he made was about five minutes from the bar. It was at a modest ranch home. Marty got out. He looked around to make sure the coast was clear. It was a good thing I turned my engine and lights off. 
Marty was only inside the ranch house for a handful of minutes. He came back out and got in his car. I followed him to another house where the same scene repeated itself. That happened three more times before he started to head out of Stone Harbor. 
I trailed Marty’s car as he took dark, twisting roads, flanked by thick woods on both sides. Several times, I lost sight of him. Every little dirt path or driveway made me second-guess whether or not he got off. 
Once again, I lost track of Marty’s car. But I spotted something eerily familiar to me above the tree line. It was the top of a building with a gigantic hole in it. I’d seen the building before. I saw it in my dream. That was enough for me. 
With a screech, I dug my foot into the brake pedal. My car came to a violent halt. I shifted into reverse, then proceeded to make a u-turn. Mindful of my speed, I looked for a road that led to the building with a hole in it. 
The gravel covered driveway that led up to where the building was couldn’t have been much more than a car width wide. I almost missed it. As soon as I started to turn my wheel, I turned off the headlights. Even inside, I could hear the gravel make that crunching noise as I drove over it. That wouldn’t do. 
I stopped only a couple of feet into the gravel driveway. Before getting out to get a better look, I texted Lisa to let her know where I was. One can never be too careful. In front of me were very dark woods and what I assumed were drug dealers. 
Every step I took was soft and deliberate. I had to make sure I wasn’t heard. Yes, I had my gun on me but no desire to have to use it. The strong smell of a waterfront was delivered via cool breezes. Sounds, including boats softly hitting a dock and gentle waves, could be heard through the bugs’ buzzing.  
The trees started to thin out. What was at the end of the driveway came into view. It was an abandoned marina. Just a couple of nights before, I’d visited the same place while dreaming. There was one big, dilapidated building with a hole in the side and part of the roof. I could see the silhouettes of long-forgotten vessels. Their masts reached up into the night sky, sailless.
And parked in front of the sole building were three cars, one of them Marty’s. Another one of the cars was a sedan of some sort. It was the third car that stood out. In fact it wasn’t a car at all. It was a van with a sun printed on the side. Under that sun were the words, “Fresh Horizons”. 
I took out my revolver. Before moving on, I opened it up and double checked that it was loaded. When I snapped it shut the sound made me wince. Hopefully, no one heard that. So far, so good. I had to move closer. 
My heart raced as I rushed across the open parking area in front of the building. If anyone was around, I was exposed and in full view. Noise be damned; I ran. 
When I reached the building, I pressed up against the side. I stayed there until I could catch my breath. Once I was ready, I started to search for a hole or crack to spy through. 
It didn’t take me very long to find an opening in the side of the marina building. Inside, it was dark, but I could see several people inside.  Marty, whom I recognized from his skinny shape, was smoking an e-cigarette and talking with another man draped in shadow. They were talking low, making it nearly impossible to hear a word they were saying. I paid no mind to the third man who left out the back door. 
As the drug dealers talked inside, I took out my phone. After going through the settings and turning off the flash and noise on my cell camera, I prepared to take a shot. A couple of photos later I blindly felt around for a pocket to put my smart phone away. Of course, I dropped it. 
I bent over to pick up my cell phone. It was in some dirt and debris, so I wiped it off before standing back up. Before I knew it, I felt a prick in my neck. The only thing I could compare it to at the time was a bee sting. Today, I can tell you it felt like a needle. That was due to the fact that it was. 
Turns out third man from the marina building detected my presence. Alarm bells should have gone off as I watched him leave out the back. Seconds after getting a syringe to my neck, I started to feel a little funny. 
As I stumbled backwards, the man who had injected me was in clear view. I couldn’t quite make out his face, with the exception of his long brown beard. But he was big man. He grabbed my arm and shook the gun out of my hand. Even if I wasn’t drugged, he was too strong for me. 
The whole world slowed down around me. Any little light left a trail. Both of my pupils were dilated into the size of dimes. I was high, very, very high. What was running through my bloodstream at the time is still a mystery. But it made me a less than effective investigator. 
“Get the boss man outta here. He don’t need to be around for this. I’ll take care of her,” I recognized the voice. Even though it was a little distorted, I heard Marty. 
“You sure?” asked the big bearded man who drugged me. 
Marty came into view. His limbs looked as if there were no bones inside. They were loose and a little wavy. He was smiling and pointing at me. “Look at her, man. The bitch can barely stand. She’s not going to be a problem.” 
I tried to hit Marty as he approached me. Instead of the punches I intended to throw, I just swiped at him wildly. My legs got tangled up and I fell to the ground. Small pebbles and pieces of gravel slipped under the skin of my palm. It hurt, but not as much as being lifted up by my hair. Marty stood me up with his hand full of my scalp. 
“Do I know you? You look real familiar, girl. You were at Tim & Terry’s last night, weren’t you? Yeah you were the junkie tease, right? You look different but I’d recognize these anywhere.” Marty reached for my chest. I swiped. That time I managed to hit his hands away. 
Marty laughed. “Still got some fight in you, huh?” I saw the Fresh Horizons van and the sedan back up out of the marina parking lot. “Let’s see what I can do to change that.” 
I tried to flee. It was the only plan I could come up with, but my legs didn’t want to cooperate. Every few steps I stumbled. The world around me was rocking back and forth like the boats that I was quickly approaching. At one point I threw up, which earned some cackles from Marty. 
“Careful, girl. You don’t want to fall in, do you?” Marty was mocking me. But he was also warning me. I didn’t believe him, though, and kept going. He produced a gun and pointed it at me. So I picked up my pace. 
Suddenly the solid ground beneath my feet wasn’t there anymore. I found myself falling. And even more disturbing, I didn’t care. Just as long as the nightmare was over with, I’d go with it. Then the cold shock of the Rappahannock River hit me. 
I sank like my pockets were filled with cement. The water was ice cold and murky. All I saw was blackness around me. Any air I had in my lungs was quickly being depleted. I was convinced that it was the end. 
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My Hero
 
Warm and bright sun rays hit my face. It was nice. My eyes slowly opened. And, much to my surprise, heaven looked like my bedroom. 
No, it wasn’t heaven. I wasn’t dead. But how did I manage to avoid drowning. 
“You awake?” I’d never been so happy to hear Lisa. She calmly walked in with a cup of coffee in both hands. Once of them was handed to me after I sat up in bed. 
“What happened?” I asked. All I could remember was following Marty and ending up at an abandoned marina. And the van, I remembered the van. I remembered the Fresh Horizons logo across the side. 
“You sent me some text about you following that sleazy drug dealer to some docks on the Rappahannock. I figured you were in over your head, as usual. So I went there. And I found you clutching onto a piece of driftwood talking complete nonsense. Naturally, being the amazing friend that I am, I pulled you out.” Lisa sat down on the edge of the bed next to me. 
“Was there anyone else there?” I pictured the distorted face of Marty laughing at me. 
“Not that I saw. To be honest, though, I was too busy saving you.” Lisa gave me that judgmental look that both reminded me of my mom and Molly Greyson. It was that look that no matter how old you are, it makes you feel you’re ten years old. 
“Right… thank you for that by the way.” I put my coffee on my nightstand. 
“You’re welcome.” Lisa took a sip of her overly-sweetened Joe. 
“How long was I out?” 
Lisa took out her phone and looked at the time. “Well, it’s about three so… about ten hours.” 
Ten hours! I pulled off my sheets and attempted to get out of bed. Lisa put a stop to that pretty quickly. She made me agree to take it easy for the rest of the day and to go to the doctor the next. Every part of me wanted to get out there and follow up on the Fresh Horizons lead, but Lisa could be pretty terrifying at times. 
When I checked the time, it was half past eleven p.m. After Lisa left, I just vegged out in front of my TV. I watched the trash they pass off as entertainment these days then went to my laptop. 
I brought up my browser page. Without even thinking, my fingers spelled out F-r-e-s-h-H-o-r-i-z-o-n-s. The first thing that came up was the rehab facility’s home page, so I clicked on that. 
Elevator music played on the home page as I browsed. It was a decent website, clearly professionally done. There was contact info, a directory of services offered and even a virtual tour. Lastly, I watched the section that said “Testimonials”. 
A video of a young woman came up. It seemed as though she was an actor and not an actual patient like it said on the bottom of the screen. She went on to talk about how Fresh Horizons helped her kick a meth addiction. Another video had a guy talking about his alcoholism. There was an endless supply of sappy stories of perseverance. 
The last video that came up caught me by surprise. It was a handsome young blond-haired man with brown eyes. On the bottom of the screen was his name. It read, “Dennis Clark.” 
“I was at the lowest point of my life. Heroin and pills ruined everything for me. I got expelled from school. My parents kicked me out. All I had left were the drugs. Then I came to Fresh Horizons, and everything changed for me. I realized that there was more to life than partying. I realized there was something out there worth living for. If any of this sounds familiar, do yourself a favor and come to Fresh Horizons. I promise you won’t regret it.” 
There was something sad about seeing Dennis talk and hearing his voice. It was sad because I knew that video was the only time anyone could hear him ever again. Never again would he express a new thought. 
I watched the video of Dennis again. Then I played it for a third time. It was on that third viewing that I noticed something strange about him in his video testimonial. When he got to the part where he said, “…do yourself a favor and come to Fresh Horizons. I promise you won’t regret it,” his facial expression changed. 
The change on Dennis face was slight, but I caught it. It was his eyes. There was guilt. Why would he feel guilty about recommending Fresh Horizons? 
When I was done with the Fresh Horizons website, I wasn’t at all tired. I decided to turn to what had become my favorite pastime, looking for any sign of my parents. Considering I had pretty bad computer skills, I couldn’t break into any state or federal records so my means of finding said information were limited. All I could think of was my dad’s car. 
Eleven years after I saw the Trans Am, I still remembered it clearly. I remembered the golden firebird on the hood. I remembered the glossy black paint job. I even remembered the smell of the leather seats. 
I searched any website I could think of that cars were sold on. The idea was that maybe my dad was still alive and just now selling his prized car. Perhaps I’d find a posting for a black, 1978 Pontiac Trans Am for sale by a user named Troy R. As you might’ve guessed, I had no luck. Discouraged, I closed my laptop and climbed into bed. With so much on my mind, it wasn’t easy to fall asleep. Thoughts of my case and parents kept me awake longer than I wanted to be. An hour later, I finally managed some shut eye.
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Rehab 
 
With a good night’s sleep, I was ready to investigate Fresh Horizons Rehabilitation Center in person. The robotic voice of my GPS guided me. I’d taken so many turns that I was convinced that whoever ran the place didn’t want it to be found. On the website, it looked so big that it’d be impossible to miss. 
“Turn right in one point two miles.” 
I did as the robot woman said. When I did, I was met by the Fresh Horizons logo on a big sign. It was next to a road that led into an open field. In the distance, across the field, I saw a large building. You didn’t have to be a PI to figure out that it was the rehab center. 
The lawns that led up to Fresh Horizons were perfectly maintained. The rows of bushes in front were trimmed and shaped. There was even a fountain with koi fish. I have to admit, it was relaxing. And there was nothing suspicious about that. Rehab centers should be calming. But that was only an exterior. My interests pertained to what was inside. 
I walked through the automated sliding doors into Fresh Horizons. My first impression was of a nice hospital. It was a little more inviting, but still sterile and slightly depressing. Several patients were walking around in bathrobes and pajamas. Orderlies in hospital scrubs shadowed them. 
“Can I help you?” asked the young lady behind the front desk. 
“I’m here to see…” I took out my notepad. I’d written the name of the doctor in charge of Fresh Horizons (which I got from their website) inside. “Janice Wen, I’m here to see Dr. Janice Wen.” 
The young lady gave me a sideways look. “Do you have an appointment?” 
“No. No, I do not.” 
“Well, if you’ll take a seat, she’ll be able to see you when she’s free.” The young lady motioned towards the four padded chairs that were a few feet away from the front desk. I had no intention of waiting on the good doctor. 
“I think I’ll walk around a little, check the place out.” I started to wander away from the desk. 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Please, will you—” the ringing of the front desk phone interrupted the young lady. She picked it up and stopped paying attention to me. That was my opportunity, and I took it. 
Everything was beige. The neutral color covered the walls. Charmless linoleum floors in checkered patterns repeated throughout the facility. I was just visiting and wanted to escape. Then I spotted someone acting rather strange. 
One of the patients was struggling to wobble down the hallway. He’d stop at times and seem to fall asleep standing up. It looked like he was on heroin. But it was a rehab facility. How could someone be in such a place and be high? I decided to keep following. 
I don’t believe in providence. I’m not one who thinks things happened for any particular reason. There is no secret plan or destiny. Sometimes, you just get lucky. And in following the high patient, I came across a room that actually said “Records” across the door. What self-respecting investigator wouldn’t be seduced by the possibilities of the contents of such a room? 
I looked both ways down the hallway. Nobody was there. But a camera was pointed directly at the door of the records room. And the room itself was locked. Inside my pockets, I had a solution for both. 
With my lipstick, I smeared the lens of the security camera. Anyone watching the feed would see black. But that was better then disabling it. If I managed to turn it off, someone would come check. 
In my other pocket was a small lock picking kit, about the size of a wallet. Luckily, whoever built Fresh Horizons hadn’t heard of keycards. Picking the lock was child’s play. 
As soon as the door to the records room opened, I slipped inside. It was dark in the windowless room. I used the light on my cell phone. Once I turned it on, the rows of file cabinets were illuminated. Not knowing how much time I’d have, it was important to get started right away. 
What I found in the record room files were tragic stores of people fighting addiction. There seemed to be a common thread throughout all of them (besides the drugs). Everyone came back repeated times. Fresh Horizons didn’t appear to be very good at helping addicts kick their habits. 
Before I knew it, twenty minutes had passed. I couldn’t stay in there much longer. What I wanted to find was information on Dennis Clark. But there were thousands of patient records. And it was only a matter of time before someone noticed my messing with the camera. 
Just as I reached for the door knob, I heard someone unlocking it from the other side. There was no time to think. I just ran and hid under the only table in the room. Looking back, it was a terrible hiding place. 
A large, male security guard entered the record room. I held my breath and kept my body still. Sweat started to accumulate on my forehead as I watched his legs pass by. Each heavy-booted footstep made my heart race faster. A circle of light lit up parts of the room. He was using his flashlight. It was a miracle that he didn’t find me. Or he just wasn’t very good at his job. Either way, the guard left without discovering me under the table. 
I heard the door close, and I emerged from my hiding place. After a couple of minutes I took a peek out into the hallway. The only one there was a female patient. She had on earbuds and seemed distracted. That was my chance to slip out. 
Upon further exploring Fresh Horizons, I came across several more patients who showed signs of being on drugs. Whenever I tried to talk to one, an orderly would come and question me. With the lie, “I’m here to visit my sister”, I was able to disengage. The speed and aggressiveness of their interventions was unusual. 
“Miss, miss!” Someone was trying to get my attention. It was the young lady who I first met behind the front desk. 
“Yeah?” 
“Dr. Wen can see you now.” 
“Really? Great.” 
The young lady motioned for me to follow. “This way please.” 
I was led to Dr. Wen’s office. The front desk lady went in first, leaving me in the doorway. Inside was a middle aged Asian woman with horn-rimmed glasses behind an expensive looking desk covered in pictures and papers. On the walls were several diplomas. She had a large fern in the corner near the only window. Overall, it felt like a cold place.
“Dr. Wen, this is…” the young lady looked at me. 
I tried to think of a good fake name, but what came out was “Sally. Sally Cooper.” It was not very imaginative. 
“Thank you, Kim.” The doctor dismissed the front desk lady.
Dr. Wen got up to greet me and shake my hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Cooper. I understand you wanted to talk to me?” 
“I wanted to talk to you about this place, about Fresh Horizons. I have a … a friend who might need rehabilitation.” 
“I’m sorry to hear that.” There was no sympathy in Dr. Wen’s voice.
“So what exactly do you guys do here?” 
“Well, we provide a variety of services here. I suppose the best place to start is by asking you what substances your ‘friend’ is abusing?” 
“Heroin.” I looked for any sign of a reaction on the doctor’s face. There was none. 
Dr. Wen opened up her laptop. She looked over her glasses and asked, “How long has your friend been using?” 
“Not sure.”
“Approximately?” 
“A couple of years, I suppose. I still don’t know if this is the right place. You don’t have to type anything.” 
Dr. Wen smiled. “Most people say the same thing, at first. But then they hear about the facility and get a tour. And they change their minds. So I do this just in case.” 
“Saves you the trouble for later, right?” 
“Exactly.” 
“Okay, so convince me.” I held out my arms, ready to hear the doctor’s pitch. 
“Well, here at Fresh Horizons, eighty percent of all our patients successfully get clean. Sixty-eight percent of them never have to come back. In fact, a healthy percent of former patients believe in the facility so much that they end up either working or volunteering here.” 
 I wondered why that was. “Really? They end up working here, at Fresh Horizons?” My finger was pointed at the ground. 
“Absolutely. In fact, that is one of the things we’re most proud of here at Fresh Horizons.” Dr. Wen was quick to move on. You’d think if she was so proud that she wouldn’t mind staying on the subject. “We have fifty available rooms for patients. Half of those are meant for double occupancy. There are twelve different….” 
I stopped paying attention to a word Dr. Wen was saying. Instead, I did true investigative work by paying attention to her body language. She kept fidgeting in her chair. That could have simply meant she’d been sitting there awhile and was uncomfortable. Or, she could’ve been nervous. 
Dr. Wen was one of those people who spoke with her hands. It was almost distracting. She had trouble looking me in the eyes. There was a lot of gulping and catching of breath. I’d bet my meager savings that she was hiding something. Only way to find out was to confront her. 
“And we just added a spa onsite. So…” 
“So?”
“What do you think? Would you like to bring your friend for a tour?” 
“Sure, why not?” 
“Can you give me a name and a way to contact them? That way we can let them know when to come by for the tour.” 
I wanted to see if I could break her veneer. “No problem. His name is Dennis Clark, C-l-a…” 
Dr. Wen closed her laptop and took off her glasses. “What is this about?” 
“Dennis, Dennis Clark. Do you want me to spell it again? You didn’t let me finish before.” 
“I know how to spell it. Are you a police officer? Because I already talked with the detective and told him everything I know.”
Sam was there? “Wait, when was this?”
“You didn’t answer my question. Are you a cop?” 
“No.” 
Dr. Wen got up from her seat. She pointed at the door. “Then I must ask you to leave.” 
I got up. “When was the detective here?”
 “Reggie!” The doctor called for the security guard. 
In a couple of seconds, the same large security guard who almost caught me in the records room showed up in the doorway. “Yes, doctor.” 
“Please escort Ms. Cooper here out of my office and off the premises.” Dr. Wen pointed at me. 
Before Reggie could put a single mitt on me I shrugged him off. “No touching, I’ll go. Just…let me ask you a question first.” 
“What?” Dr. Wen had lost all of her patience. 
“All those bullshit statistics you spouted off earlier? Do have one for how many former patients are found dead outside emergency rooms?” 
“Let’s go, ma’am,” said Reggie. He extended one arm in front of me, an inch away from touching. And with his other arm he showed me the way out. 
As Reggie led me down the hall, I could hear the doctor cursing. Then I heard her door slam shut. I had gotten to her. Even though I had to leave, I considered that a small victory. And what I saw at Fresh Horizons made me seriously question the integrity of the facility. 
When I left the building, I saw someone familiar approaching the entrance. It was Pastor Pritchard. The pastor was an average-sized man in every sense of the word. He was not too tall and not too short. Pritchard wasn’t fat, nor was he skinny. On top of his head was thick, light brown hair behind a slowly receding hairline. What stood out about him was his kindness. 
“Pastor, what are you doing here?” I asked as I took out my car keys. 
“I’m just visiting some of my parishioners. I come down here a couple of times a week to check in, talk to them if needed.” 
I volunteered information Pastor Pritchard never asked for. “I’m here following a lead.” God forbid he thought I was an addict. 
“Still doing the private investigator thing, huh?” 
“Yup.” 
“Well… good luck, Riley.” With that the Pastor walked away. And I went to my car with a mind full of all new questions. 
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Beef Broccoli and Bullets
 
“Finally. I’m starving.” Lisa was waiting for me at the small round table in the middle of the Reid Private Investigations office. 
I had a large plastic bag full of Chinese food in my hand. “I don’t get how you can eat so much. You should be like this,” I held both arms out to my sides to mimic someone who was morbidly obese. 
“Fast metabolism. I burn hot!” laughed Lisa as she cleaned off the table to make way for the food. 
I sat down and unpacked the food. As we started our dinner, Lisa asked me how my case was going. Over our meal, I told her about Fresh Horizons and how I thought something fishy was going on there. She didn’t seem all that surprised. Or maybe she didn’t care. Like I said, she was hard to read. 
“So, what’s your next move?” asked Lisa, after stuffing her mouth full of some beef and broccoli. 
“I’m not entirely sure. I should probably talk to Dennis’s girlfriend. She’s most likely to have known him best. The poor gal might have some insights that could prove useful.” 
“Awesome.” Lisa got up and wiped off her hands on some napkins. She proceeded to head towards the bathroom. 
I remained at the table and finished my dinner. When I was done, I leaned back and started to nurse the bottle of beer I had with my meal. The night was going to be one for rest. At least that was the plan. 
All the lights suddenly went off. On instinct, I retrieved my gun. Once armed, I went to the window. Lisa and I were on the second floor. That was where I spent most of my time working on cases. The first floor was meant to meet with clients. There were couches and chairs, and it was significantly cleaner. 
Out the window I saw an old Nissan parked across the street. It was Marty’s car. Next to it was a menacing-looking black SUV. No one was inside either vehicle. I figured they must’ve already been inside the building. 
“What happened to the damn lights!” I could hear Lisa inside the bathroom. 
“Quiet,” I whispered back. 
Lisa didn’t hear me. “What!” 
I got closer, just outside the bathroom door. “Just shut up and stay in there. Someone’s broken in.” 
There were audible footsteps downstairs. Luckily there was only one way up. A single narrow stairwell was the intruders’ only way to get to us. So I lay down in front of the first step and aimed my revolver downwards. 
“I have a gun! And I’ve called the cops!” I yelled as loud as possible. Even though only one of those two warnings was true (couldn’t find my phone in the dark), I hoped it’d discourage or scare away the intruders. It did not.
A white mask peeked around the corner of the stairwell, only showing the creepy plastic rabbit facade. It retreated before I could get a shot off. The thin, porous walls and floor made their conversation below louder than they thought. One of them was going to try to come upstairs. 
I let the white-rabbit-masked man to get about a quarter of the way up the stairs before shooting. With plenty of time and higher ground, it was easy to aim for his leg. My bullet tore through his shin. He screamed as the bone shattered and made him lose his balance. The intruder fell down the stairs. 
“She fucking shot me!” yelled the injured masked man. 
“Relax.” A pair of arms became exposed to drag its friend out of the stairwell. The voice belonged to Marty. I’d recognize that awful, put-on accent anywhere. 
“Was that a gun shot!?” Lisa didn’t listen to me and came out of the bathroom. 
“Didn’t I tell you to stay in the bathroom?” 
“But I heard gunshots.” 
“So you run towards them?” 
Lisa kneeled down next to me. “Did you get him?” 
“Only one of them.” 
“How many are there?” 
It was a good question. I had heard a couple of different voices. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything. There could be three intruders or ten. “I don’t know.” 
“Shouldn’t we get out of here?” 
“I’d love to. Do you have any suggestions?” 
Lisa looked around. There was no real way out, except for one of the windows. It opened up to the rooftop of the abandoned building next door. All the buildings downtown were connected to each other. Stone Harbor had no alleyways. 
“The window!” Lisa pointed at the aforementioned window. 
It was a good plan. I kept my gun trained downstairs for a minute, just to make sure no one would try to come up again. They didn’t. So I got up and joined my best friend near the window. 
I opened the window and took a look outside to make sure the coast was clear. All I could see was the rotting tar-covered roofs of my uninhabited neighbors. There was no way to tell whether they were safe or not. But we had no choice. 
“You go first,” I said to Lisa. 
“Me? Why me?” She wasn’t too excited about the idea. I can’t say that I blamed her. 
I held up my revolver. “I can cover you.” 
“Cover me? This isn’t a movie, Riley!” 
“Just go.” I gently pushed her towards the open window. “Wait, give me your phone.” Unlike me, Lisa always kept her phone on her person. 
Lisa handed me her phone. I quickly dialed 9-1-1. 
“Stone Harbor Emergency, how may I help you?” The voice on the other end was that of an older woman I did not know. 
“Some people have broken into the building. They are armed. I think they mean us harm. Please send some help.” I managed to stay calm.
“Okay.” I could hear the operator type over the phone. “Can I have an address please?” 
“Yeah, I’m at 23 Main Str…” before I could finish talking I felt someone grab my hair from behind. They pulled back, hard. I dropped the phone, but not my gun. 
Another man in a white rabbit mask whipped me around and threw me to the floor. My gun flew across the room. As I tried to recover, I saw Lisa. She was halfway out the window and trying to come back in to help me. I waved her away before I caught a boot to my stomach. 
“We meet again,” laughed Marty. He had just come upstairs. With him were three other men. They all had the plastic white rabbit masks on. Marty had on a ski mask. But I could tell it was him by his voice and body shape. 
“The police, I called the police,” I struggled to get the words out as every breath was difficult. 
“I’m sure you did. But this won’t take long. By the time they get here, you’ll already be dead.” Marty took out his gun which was a more modern pistol. 
I was in deep trouble. My gun was within sight, but out of reach. At any moment, Marty could shoot me dead. So what were my options? 
On the wall nearby was the fire alarm. That would be my target. First I needed some distance. The big guy who threw me around like a rag doll moments earlier still loomed over me. 
Being a woman, I don’t have testicles. But from what I hear it really hurts to get them hit. One would think that would make men guard them. Or at least be aware of what an easy and obvious target they are. The big guy in the white plastic rabbit mask standing over me didn’t. That made it easy for me to kick up from the floor into his crotch. 
The big rabbit groaned and grabbed his hurt pride. I lunged for the fire alarm. Marty took a shot at me. He missed. Within seconds the sprinklers that were on the ceilings of every room turned on. 
I took advantage of the resulting confusion. First I grabbed my gun. Marty fired blindly in my direction. All I could do was try to ignore it and hope I didn’t get hit. Once I retrieved my firearm I made a dash for the open window. 
I managed to jump out the window. My knees hit the windowsill hard on the way out. Lisa helped me to my feet. Marty and the other masked men tried to follow us out. A couple of shots from my .38 soured them on the idea. 
“C’mon. We’ll cut em’ off. They ain’t got nowhere to go!” Marty and the other men hurried to try and meet us on the street. 
Lisa helped me across the rooftops. The sun was almost down. It was hard to see where we were stepping on the black roofs. Several times we felt them start to give way. 
We made it across two roof tops with no problem. Three turned out not to be our lucky number. I watched as Lisa sunk a little then fell straight through the moldy rooftop. She screamed for the second long fall. When she landed I could hear what sounded like glass breaking. 
When I looked into the newly formed hole, my heart sank. Lisa had fallen onto what must’ve been some kind of glass display case. It was the sort of thing you’d find at a jeweler. My best friend lay twisted on a floor full of broken glass, unconscious. 
Before I went down to help her, I took a peek over the edge of the building. Marty was looking straight up at me. He pointed his gun and fired. The bullets were lost in the night sky. Then he and his buddies started trying to pry the wooden planks off the front door. I had to get to Lisa before they did. Who knows what they’d do to her?
I climbed down through the hole Lisa had accidently made. The men trying to get to us didn’t scare me nearly as much as the condition my best friend was in. It looked like she had landed awkwardly. There was a metal structure to the glass display case that kept everything together. From her body position and rapidly growing pool of blood under her head, it was clear that it hit the metal first. Tears started rolling down my cheeks uncontrollably. 
Marty managed to get one of the wooden planks off the front door. He stuck his head through the opening. “Ain’t nowhere to go, girl. Your friend got off easy. You’re not gonna be so lucky.” 
To this day, I can’t tell you exactly what was going through my mind at that moment. There was anger and grief. I felt like I wasn’t myself. Every thought was a stranger’s. 
What I can tell you is what I did. I raised my revolver and aimed it at the front door. Every round was emptied into what I hoped was Marty on the other side. Then I heard the police sirens. 
“It’s the cops. Let’s get the hell out of here!” said one of the masked men in a muffled yell. 
“What about Marty?” asked another one. 
“Look at him. He’s done for. We gotta save ourselves.” 
I didn’t move from Lisa’s side. The responding police who pried open the front door had to do the same to me. It was my fault that Lisa got hurt. All of what happened was my fault. At least that was what I told myself at the time. 
Sam walked me out of the abandoned jewelry store. We passed right by Marty who was getting medical attention outside. Three of my bullets hit him in the mid section. But he was alive. And as mad as I was, that brought me some relief. In my rage, I almost killed a man. Justified or not, it was a horrible feeling, one I would never want to repeat again. 
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Role Reversal
 
It’s funny how you think you’ve forgotten something, only to have an event in the present dredge it back up. Fourteen years earlier, Lisa and I were in opposite positions. I was in a hospital bed and Lisa was sitting by my side. Hell, it was even the same exact hospital, Saint Mercy. 
I was in a car accident. It was after our high school graduation party. And I may have had a couple of drinks. Fortunately, I was in the car alone. Lisa stayed behind to hook up with some guy whose name I’ve since forgotten. 
There was no deer in the road. The weather was calm. I even had the brakes checked a week earlier. No, my accident was my fault. 
One minute I was changing the track on my car CD player. The next I was off-road, heading down hill towards the woods. By the time I realized what was happening, the front left of my car hit a tree. There was a terrible crunching noise. It was my hood crumbling like a metal accordion. I felt a terrible pain. My car spun and hit another tree on the side. Then I blacked out.
I woke up to see Lisa curled up in a chair next to my hospital bed. She had been there since they had brought me in. She waited for me in the emergency room. She followed me up to my room. She called Richard and Molly. 
The beeping of the machinery in Lisa’s hospital room was almost hypnotizing. I found myself slipping in and out of sleep. But no matter what, I wouldn’t leave her side. I’d stay until she woke up. I’d stay until I got the chance to apologize. 
I hated the smell of the hospital. It was a mix of bleach, lemon cleaning fluid, rubbing alcohol and whatever god-awful detergent they used on the linens. There was also that indescribable odor of sickness everywhere. That animal part of you can sense it and wants to put as much distance between it and yourself as possible. 
I held on to Lisa’s hand. Looking at her, it was hard not to cry. She had a brace on her neck. Layers of bandages were wrapped around her head. IV’s stuck out of arm and leads were stuck to her chest. Two days had passed since she fell through the jewelry store roof. And she still hadn’t awoken. 
Lisa’s parents visited every day she was in the hospital. They were good people. Neither of them blamed me for what happened. In fact, they thanked me for staying with her. Under no circumstances would they allow me to apologize. I’ll always be thankful for that. 
Someone knocked on the door to Lisa’s room. I looked over and saw Sam standing there. After wiping the sleep from my eyes, I greeted him with a “Hey.” 
“Hey, yourself.” Sam entered the room. “Any updates?” 
“The doctor said that she has a skull fracture and dislocated a disc in her neck. They did surgery last night to reduce the swelling in her head. No one knows when she’ll wake up.” 
Sam put his hand on my shoulder. I found myself resting my chin on it. That was all I could do to stop myself from crying. It was the helplessness that terrified me. No matter how badly I wanted to heal Lisa, to ease her suffering, it was out of my hands. Only fate and the hospital staff could do her any good. 
“The man you shot, he’s here.” 
“Marty?” 
“Martin Goldberg. Yes, he’s one floor down.” 
I silently prayed to myself that he not only survived, but was in a lot of pain. “Is he…?” 
“He’s not dead. And don’t worry, he’s going to be fine. You missed anything vital,” said Sam as he slid a chair from across the room next to mine. 
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear but I feigned relief. What would Sam think of me if he knew I was pleased he was suffering, too.
“Did you question him?” I asked. 
“I sure did.” 
“Why do I have the feeling that there’s a ‘but’ coming?” 
“But he didn’t tell us who sent him after you or why.” 
“Well, that doesn’t help anybody.” 
Sam slouched in his chair. “No, it does not.” 
“Does he have a record?” 
“Does he ever. At the tender age of twenty-five, our good friend Goldberg was already a five-time felony offender. Three of those five were for possession and the other two were for…,” Sam did a little drum roll with his knuckles against his chair, “Armed Robbery! He lives at home with his grandma. His last job was as an orderly at Fresh Horizons Rehab Center. I don’t even understand how that worked.”
“Wait, he worked at Fresh Horizons?” 
“Yeah.” 
I turned to Sam. “The same Fresh Horizons that Dennis Clark went to?” 
“Your point?”
“Are you dense? Do you not see the connection? No alarms went off in your head?” I didn’t mean to but the tone of my voice was a bit nasty. It was probably the stress. 
Sam couldn’t stop himself from smiling. 
“What!?” 
“We have a warrant to search Fresh Horizons. We’re going to execute it in…,” Sam looked at his watch, “two hours.” He got up and stretched his back. “I just thought you might like to know.” 
“Shit,” I mumbled as he started to leave. “But you said…?” 
“I lied. You’re welcome.” said Sam as he left the room.
“Why don’t you two just hook up and get it over with?” I heard a weak voice. It was Lisa. She was awake and already giving me a hard time. 
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The Raid
 
I got to ride along with Sam. It wasn’t that he wanted to take me with him, but I can be very persistent. Besides, he knew I’d be there for the raid before even telling me. Chances were that he wanted me there. 
We pulled up to Fresh Horizons Rehabilitation Center as the sun rose. It was good timing. The place was still. I think the plan was to blindside them. Surprise brought the best results. 
Sam originally didn’t plan on bringing me with. He wanted me to stay back at the station and wait. As much as I enjoyed Loretta’s company, there was no way I’d miss out on what could be a major break in my case. There was something wrong with Fresh Horizons. I was gong to find out what was wrong that night. 
“I need you to stay in here,” said Sam after parking. The SWAT team that was on loan from Norfolk spilled out of the van in front of us. They were preparing to enter the facility. 
“Not going to happen,” I replied defiantly. 
“Yes, it is. Look, you’re lucky to be here. Chief Owens almost fired me when I requested to let you ride along. Hell, the only reason he didn’t was the fact that I’m his only detective. And the grumpy old bastard is too lazy to hire another. So you stay here. This isn’t negotiable.” Sam wasn’t in the mood for debate. I’d be lying if I didn’t at least mention that seeing him with such a take-charge attitude was sort of hot. I squashed that thought as quickly as it arrived. I needed to focus.
“Fine.” 
Sam looked at me as if I was growing horns out of my head. He was anticipating an argument. “Good.” My serious detective got out of the car. 
I watched as Sam and the SWAT team entered Fresh Horizons. A short trail of Stone Harbor police followed closely behind. Through the flashing blue and red lights, I looked on as chaos broke out. There was screaming and hollering. Several Fresh Horizons employees and patients were dragged out in handcuffs. In all, I sat there and watched for almost an hour.
My cell phone rang. I looked to see who was calling. It was Sam.
“Yeah?” I answered. 
“You probably want to come in here. There are some things you might want to see.” Sam then hung up. 
I got out of Sam’s car and waltzed into the facility. People were lined up against one of the walls in the main lobby with their hands zip-tied behind their backs. An officer with his German Shepherd was scouring the room, sniffing at everything. The young front desk lady whom I had met when I was last there sobbed as a cop patted her down. 
“Over here.” Sam was standing in one of the nearby hallways. Next to him was the large security guard I also met in my last visit, Reggie. 
“Hey, Reggie. How’s it going?” I asked mockingly. 
“Notice anything interesting about your friend?” asked Sam. 
I looked Reggie up and down. “Should I?” 
Sam turned to Reggie. “Lift up your pant leg.” 
Reggie didn’t comply. 
“Lift up you damn pant leg or I’ll do it for you.” 
Reggie lifted up his pant leg. He had a cast on his shin.  It happened to be in the same area as the guy I had shot in my offices. 
“And how’d you get that?” 
Reggie didn’t say anything. 
“There’s more.” 
I followed Sam down to the cafeteria and into the kitchen. There was a large walk-in fridge near the back. We went into it. On the floor there were bricks of heroin and weed wrapped in layers of plastic wrap. 
“We found them inside of boxes labeled ‘chicken’. There are fifteen kilos of black tar heroin and twice as many of medical grade marijuana. And I’m willing to bet that those are just the tip of the iceberg.” Sam was very proud of the work he and his men had done. And he had every reason to be. 
“So they were running drugs out of here?” It felt good to have my suspicions verified. But as great as it was to play a role in taking the drug ring down, it didn’t get me any closer to finding out what happened to Dennis Clark. 
“Yup, they were running one hell of a racket. Fresh Horizons supplied the drugs then treated the addicts they created. I’d almost admire it if it weren’t so despicable.” Sam picked up one of the bricks of heroin. “This isn’t all I got to show you.” 
Sam and I left the walk-in fridge. We headed towards a pantry. He opened it up and went in. The detective came out with a large plastic bag. After dumping its contents on the counter, I could hardly believe my eyes. It was too good to be true. Clues were never just laid out in front of you like that. 
The counter was covered with little baggies. All of them had a purple jester printed on them. Fresh Horizons provided the same drugs that Dennis overdosed on. Now all I needed was to find out if and why he was killed by someone out of the facility. After their attacks on me, it was clear that they had no problem getting their hands dirty. 
I was at Fresh Horizons with Sam and the Stone Harbor Police for the whole morning. Like Sam predicted, we found more drugs on the premises. Several of the same white plastic rabbit masks worn by the men who invaded my offices turned up in the staff break room. A bunch of the employees were ex-convicts and current criminals. There was no question that the authorities had more than enough evidence to put just about everyone there away for awhile. 
As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t stay any longer. Despite the amount of answers I got from the raid on Fresh Horizons, I was no closer to finding out what happened to Dennis Clark. I hoped that sitting down and having a talk with Holly Kennedy, his girlfriend, would help bring resolution to the case. 
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Déjà Vu
 
I found Holly Kennedy’s address online. Social media mixed with internet-based white pages made it easier than one might think. In fact, I even found it a little disturbing. She lived at the Hunters Glenn apartments. 
Hunters Glenn was the only other apartment building in town. I’d been there once or twice before. Vaguely, I remember a party or a friend of a friend who resided there. But I didn’t remember anything about it. I just knew where it was. 
To get to the Glenn took a mixture of foreknowledge and persistence. It was partly hidden from the road by thick tree cover. You couldn’t see the building at all, only the cars parked outside. 
If you managed to find the apartment building then you’d get to see the all-brick behemoth. It was much bigger than Briar Gardens. Hunters Glenn was the first-ever apartment built in Stone Harbor. Originally it was meant to house one hundred and twenty units. Like the rest of town, Hunters Glenn suffered over the years. By the time I went there to talk to Holly Kennedy, there were only forty occupied apartments. 
I parked my car outside the building. There were some kids leaning against the brick side, keeping their eyes on me. It was a little creepy. Part of me thought they were going to steal my car. Then I remembered my car was a piece of junk and not worth the effort. 
Holly Kennedy lived in Apartment 210. From the layout of Hunters Glenn, it was clear that I needed to go to the second floor to reach her, so I headed towards the stairwell which was outdoors. 
I walked up the metal and concrete stairs. They didn’t make a sound. At the top was a door that led inside the building. There was a lock on the door but it was long broken. All it took was the lightest of pushes to open it up.
Like the marina days earlier, I knew I’d seen the inside of Hunters Glenn before. At first, I thought it was because I had indeed been there in person. But the Glenn that I visited as a teen was different than the one I saw that day. Last time I was there was in my dreams while following Dennis Clark. 
The wallpaper was an ugly green, similar to the color of pea soup. On the floors of the Hunters Glenn hallways were carpet that was once beige. Stains from dirt, cigarettes and mold had turned those carpets to an unidentifiable hue. Traces of black mold crept through the cracks between the ceilings and walls.
All the déjà vu I felt from my dream made me a little uneasy. I don’t claim any precognitive abilities. Nor do I feel special. With that said, I knew that I was seeing things in my sleep that came to pass. 
It didn’t take me long to find Holly’s apartment. I lifted my fist to knock on the door. Before I could, it opened. There was a young African American man in the doorway. Again, déjà vu struck. Where had I seen him before? He was tall, and through is beard he scowled at me. 
“Can I help you?” asked the man. 
“I’m here to see Holly. Am I in the right place?” 
“Yeah, she’s inside. Excuse me,” the man passed by and into the hallway. I watched as he left. It might’ve been important to remember him. 
“Hello?” I called out from the hall. Inside, I could see inside the apartment. The layout was different, but it looked about the same size as my own. 
I’d seen Holly once before in a photo at the Clark residence. It didn’t do her justice. She was practically glowing as I watched her waddle to the door. Never had I seen a lovelier pregnant woman. 
“Hi … do I know you?” asked Holly. 
“No, I’m afraid not.” 
Holly pushed the long blonde hair from her face. “You sure I don’t know you. You look familiar. Did you go to Jefferson?” 
“No, Ms. Kennedy. I’m actually a private investigator.” 
The expression on Holly’s face changed from friendliness to defensiveness. “A private investigator? What do you want?” 
“I was hired by the Clarks to … can I come in?” 
It caught Holly off guard, just as I intended. “Uh, I guess.” 
“Thank you.” I didn’t wait for her to direct me inside. Nope, I went right in. “As I was saying, the Clarks hired me to look into their son’s death. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions. I know you’ve already talked to the police, but it’d really help me out. All I want to do is get some resolution for Dennis’s parents.” 
“You want some coffee or something?” asked Holly after a minute or so pause. 
“Yes, please. Black.” 
I stood in Holly’s small apartment . My eyes searched around. There were pictures of her family, a poster of some band I’d never heard of, a couch, coffee table, a TV and a metal fold-up chair. 
Holly met me with two coffees in her hands. One was for me and the other, herself. She handed me one. I sat on the metal chair. She took the couch. 
“So, what do you need to know, Miss…?” 
“Reid, Riley Reid. I just wanted to know about Dennis’s state of mind before he was found. Was he stressed about anything? Did he get into any fights or arguments with anybody? In your opinion, was he happy? Was he clean?” 
Holly put down her coffee. “Wow. Okay, one at a time.” She laughed nervously. 
I took a sip. The coffee was gross. “Fair enough. How was he, leading up to the night he passed away? Was he clean?” 
“As far as I knew he hadn’t touched a needle in over a year. If he was using again, I’d know.” 
“How so?” 
“I don’t know, I just knew. I could see it in his eyes. I could hear it in the way he talked. I’d just know. Anyway, he was clean. And he seemed happy.” Holly touched her swollen belly. “He was really excited, you know? The baby was due in less than a month. He told me he got a new job. Every thing was good.” 
“And did he have any beefs or grudges with anyone? Did he get into any fights that you know of?” 
“No, not that I know of.” 
I took out my notepad and started writing. Why didn’t I do so as she was talking? For one, that might be considered rude. The real reason, though, was that the silence of me writing would make whomever I was interviewing nervous. They’d sit there wondering what I was writing. They’d wonder if I’d figured out any lies that they might have told. Or, they wondered if I believed their truths. 
“Is that all?” asked Holly. 
I closed my notepad. “That’s all.” I stood up and shook her hand. “Thank you very much for your help. And good luck with…” I pointed at her belly. 
“Thank you.” 
Holly had given me more than she knew by simply letting me inside. What was that guy doing in her apartment? Dennis just died weeks before. Did she get over him that easily? There was something about the tone of her voice while answering my questions. I didn’t hear either grief or sincerity. 
In my line of work, you learn to spot liars and those who are hiding information. Holly was both. I’m not saying she was a bad person. Hell, everyone lies. The only thing that separates all of us liars was who, if anyone, was hurt by them. And there was a grieving family on Bainbridge Road that Holly was hurting.  
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Under Questioning
 
“I think I need to get a pet. What do you think? Should I get a dog or a cat? Maybe I’ll get a bird.” After the raid and talking to Holly, I couldn’t sleep. So I decided to go down to the police station. Across from me was Loretta, typing on her computer. 
“You need to get a man. Then maybe you can get him to take you out instead of spending your free time here, with me.” There was love in what Loretta said. You just had to know where to look. 
“Or a woman,” added Amy from her desk with a laugh.
“You’d like that wouldn’t you?” I answered. “Shouldn’t you be on patrol or something?” 
“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
I was killing time, waiting for Sam. He was in the sole interrogation room with Dr. Janice. It wasn’t just that I needed to know what happened. I wanted to know. At that point I was so invested, it would be like a cliffhanger. 
“Relax, he’ll be out soon,” said Loretta. She noticed my impatience. Both my legs wouldn’t stop moving. They were just as I was, restless. 
“I’m fine. It’s just the coffee. I had too much coffee.” I don’t know why I lied. Not wanting to appear weak had something to do with it. That lie came out too easily, though. 
Loretta reached over her desk and took my styrofoam cup of coffee from me. I tried to raise an objection but was stopped by a simple raised hand from the older woman. We both knew what the gesture meant. 
For another hour, I sat with Loretta. We talked about complete nonsense. I tried to change our conversation to something to do with my case and Fresh Horizons but she wasn’t interested. Even though I consider myself good at manipulating situations, Loretta Dawson was a master. My ambitions never stood a chance. 
“I don’t believe it! You actually sat there and waited for me to get done?” Sam looked surprised to see me. He came out of the interrogation room looking exhausted. “What am I saying? Of course you did!” 
I stood up. “So? Did you learn anything?” 
Sam looked at Loretta who smiled and nodded her head. “Yeah, c’mon.” 
Like we’ve done hundreds of times before, Sam and I had to escape prying eyes and ears. We couldn’t go to the holding cells because they were actually full. Instead we simply went outside. 
Sam took out and lit a cigarette. It was a disgusting habit, but I needed something from him, so I kept my mouth shut. He addressed it for me. “Samantha always used to tell me that these things would kill me. That was before handing me a fresh pack. You think she was trying to send a message?” 
“Don’t leave me hanging, man.” My impatience was starting to reach a crescendo. 
Sam took a couple of deep drag, then started. “Well, I spent some quality time with Dr. Janice Wen. What a pleasant woman! She didn’t hold up well under questioning, though. Turns out, the doc was in charge of the distribution of heroin and marijuana in the Chesapeake Bay area for her boss. She gave us all the details on the how the operation worked but didn’t give up who she works for. 
“We got Fresh Horizon’s books, which was nice. In them, there were records of where they got the drugs and how much they were.” 
“Any chance I could get a peek?” I asked, hopefully. 
“I suppose, but not till I’m done with it. I’ll make you some copies in a couple of days.” What Sam agreed to do was against every rule that police hold dear. His willingness to do so, for me, is the reason I liked him. At least it was one of the reasons. He was pretty easy on the eyes, too.
“Did you get anything about Dennis Clark?” 
Sam sighed and threw his cigarette on the ground. He answered my question while stomping it out. “Nothing we didn’t already know. Dennis Clark was a patient at Fresh Horizons. He was admitted for addictions to heroin and prescription pills. After he got out he worked as a counselor. There was no contact between the rehab and Dennis for months before he died. In my opinion, all signs point to Fresh Horizons having nothing to do with Dennis Clark’s death.”
“I figured as much. It was worth asking anyway though, right?” 
Sam started back towards the Stone Harbor Police Station front door. “That’s what being a detective is all about, asking questions .”
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New Arrival
 
I leaned against the wall of the first floor of Reid Private Investigations. My attention was on the man installing the security system. After the break-in, I thought it prudent to upgrade my defenses. Whoever was in charge of the drug ring that ran out of Fresh Horizons was still at large. And there was no reason not to think that they wouldn’t try to kill me again. 
Under my supervision, the installer wired up the whole building. There were sensors that could detect if someone tried to break or come through any of the windows. Motion detectors were put in near the front and back doors. I even had him put cameras around the outside. In all it cost me more than I was going to make on the Clark case. But staying safe was worth it. 
“Here are your instructions on how to set the alarm system,” said the installer. The big, sweaty guy handed me a instruction book that was bigger than most novels. 
“Thank you,” I said as the installer left. 
Two days had passed since the raid on Fresh Horizons. Progress on the Dennis Clark case had come to a standstill. I’d spent my free time visiting Lisa at Saint Mercy. She hadn’t  suffered any permanent injury from her fall. At most, she might suffer from a stiff neck and minor headaches for a few months. But she had to stay in the hospital to recover from the surgeries for about another few weeks.
Every day I’d call the Clarks and give them any updates. When I didn’t have anything for them, I’d still call. Sometimes a client just needs to hear from you. It gives them faith that you actually care. And I did. I did care. 
My cell phone rang. I looked at the number. Speak of the devil. It was the Clarks. Of course, I picked up. 
“Hello?” 
“Ms. Reid, this is Miranda Clark, Dennis’s mother.” That last part wasn’t necessary. 
“Hi, Mrs. Clark. What can I do for you?” 
“It’s Holly.” 
“What about her?” 
“She’s gone into labor. We’re going to Saint Mercy right now. I thought you’d like to know.” 
Damn right, I wanted to know. “I’ll see you there.” I hung up. First I locked up. There was no time to read or learn how to set up my new security system. Instead, I just locked the front door and went straight to my car. 
When I finally arrived at Saint Mercy, the Clarks were there already. I asked where Holly’s parents were and was told that they lived in California. They were on a plane but wouldn’t arrive in Virginia for more than four or five hours. And from what I was told, Holly and Dennis’s kid was going to make his debut in less then one. 
“Do you want anything from the cafeteria?” I couldn’t just sit in those uncomfortable hospital waiting room chairs any longer. The thin and worn padding was bought based on price, not luxury. So I decided to get some coffee. 
Mr. and Mrs. Clark didn’t audibly answer. They just shook their heads. The couple was holding each other’s hands tightly. Both of them were so nervous. Holly was giving birth to the only thing left of their son that wasn’t a painful memory. 
I debated going to visit Lisa’s room while riding the elevator. But that wasn’t why I was there. My responsibility was to Dennis Clark and his folks. If my suspicions were correct, I was about to have the biggest break in the case yet. 
The hospital cafeteria was not a place I wanted to spend any extended period of time. It smelled of unclean grills and french fry grease. No one in there enjoyed their meals. And no one was happy. They were either at work or visiting a patient. I’m convinced that if you brought in a flower, it’d immediately wilt and die. So I got my coffee and got out. 
I was not ready for what had transpired while I was gone. Upon exiting the elevator, I saw Mrs. Clark crying uncontrollably. Her husband had his arms wrapped around her. Resisting all urges, I did not ask what was wrong. Hearing it from them would not have been enough. I’d have to see it with my own eyes. 
When I went into the patient area and saw Holly holding her newborn, my suspicions were confirmed. The baby’s skin was considerably darker than either hers or Dennis’s. One did not have to be a genius to figure out that it wasn’t his kid. Tears cut through the sweat and rolled down Holly’s cheeks. 
Suddenly flashes of the African American male who was at Holly’s apartment flooded my thoughts. That was his offspring that she was holding. Did Dennis know? Did he find out and start to use again in a depression.
Holly’s eyes met mine. Her voice wavered as she asked,  “Tell them I’m sorry.” 


  
    
    Jesters and Junkies - Book 1
    
  




  




Revelations
 
I’d been spending far too much time in hospitals. Therefore, I chose to wait for Holly to be discharged before talking to her again. Sam told me he tried to talk to her but got nothing. And he wasn’t one to grill a woman who just gave birth. All those emotions and hormones represented a minefield to him. I, on the other hand, had no problem with it. We would have a conversation, just between us gals. 
I parked outside of Hunters Glenn. The Kennedys, Holly’s parents, were with her most of the day. They didn’t leave until late. Car seats make lousy beds but mine had to do. It had been such a busy month, rest was hard to come by. 
When I awoke, it was one thirty in the morning. I’d slept for only about forty minutes. If I didn’t get moving, Holly would fall asleep before I got to talk to her. That wouldn’t do. I wanted her tired and in the mindset where she’d do or say anything to get rid of me. Mining for the truth would be easier with less dirt to dig through. 
I have to admit I got the vague feeling that some serial killer was going to pop out of the shadows and grab me. Hunters Glenn was just one of those sorts of places, I guess. Holly had my respect for braving such a place.
No one answered after my first knock. So I added, “Ms. Kennedy, it’s me, Riley Reid, the private investigator. Would you please talk to me? I need to close my case. And you are the only one who can help me do so.” Still no answer, so I knocked again. 
Holly didn’t open the door. Again, the African American man did. He did not look happy. 
“Do you have any idea what time it is?” There was anger and annoyance in the man’s voice. 
“Let her in, Cam,” I could barely hear Holly. Her voice was soft.
“But…” 
“I need to get this over with.” 
The man whose name I had just discovered, Cameron, moved out of my way. “I’m going to go out and get something to eat. He turned his head back towards the inside of the apartment. “You need anything?” 
“No, I’m fine. Thanks.” 
Cameron left and I entered the apartment. Holly was sitting on her couch with her legs up on the coffee table. Her head was back and eyes closed. 
“I knew you’d be coming sooner or later. Have a seat.” Holly leaned her head forward and opened her eyes. 
“Thank you.” I was grateful. I took a seat in the same metal chair I’d sat in last time I was there. 
“So, I’m sure you figured out that Cameron is the father?” 
“Indeed, I did.” 
“I’m not a bad person, or a slut. Dennis and I were separated when I met Cameron. We had a big fight over him using my debit card to buy some phone. It wasn’t the first time that he stole from me. When he was using, he did it all the time. I told him if he ever stole from me again, we were done. That led to the fall out. Both of us agreed to take some time off from each other.” As she talked to me, Holly stared at the table.
I had to stop myself from smiling. Usually, I had to ask some tough and uncomfortable questions to get people to open up like that. Holly was giving it all to me for nothing. All I had to do was sit back and listen. 
“We were apart for maybe a week or so. My girlfriends took me out to Norfolk. The plan was to get me drunk and make me forget about Dennis for at least one night. And it worked. I got really, really trashed.”
“Cameron approached me at the bar. He was nice, and smart, and funny. We hit it off, you know?” Holly looked up at me. I nodded. It was weak but I didn’t know what else to do. That sort of openness made me uncomfortable. Still does. 
“Anyway, one thing led to another and I slept with him. I thought it would just be a one night stand. Other than the guilt, I didn’t think much about it afterwards. A week later, Dennis went out of his way to get back together. And we did. Things were great. 
“Not long after getting back together with Dennis, I found out I was pregnant. One night I was in my bathroom. I had some take home pregnancy tests, like the ones you get from the drug store. Well, I never used them. I meant to but forgot they were there. That is, until that night. 
“I took the test and voila, I found out I was pregnant. At first, I was a little scared. I mean look at me.” Again Holly looked up at me. Again I didn’t know what to do. “I’m not mom material. Hell, the last cat I had died because I forgot to feed it. But when I told Dennis, he was so happy.” Holly stopped herself from crying at the last moment. “Dennis was so happy, it was kinda infectious, you know?”
“Suddenly, he changed. Dennis started working longer hours. He’d come home with different things for the baby like a crib or toys. He was so excited. But I wasn’t. I faked it well, I think, but there was something hanging over my head. I knew that there was a possibility that Cameron was the father, not Dennis.” 
“Why?” I had to say something. 
“When we saw the doctor, he did some tests, including the ultrasound and told us that I was two months pregnant. That lined up with the time me and Dennis were apart. He never asked me if I was with someone else. He trusted me and assumed that I hadn’t been.
“More months passed and I still hadn’t told Dennis about Cameron. It just… he seemed so happy and everything was looking up, for the both of us. All that guilt just kept building up until finally it came out. 
“We were here. I was upset, crying here on the couch.” Holly pats the seat next to her. “He asked me what was wrong. At first I just lied and said ‘nothing’. But he was persistent. And under pressure I just blurted it out. I told him that he might not be the father.
“Dennis was so angry at me. I thought he was going to hit me. Thinking back, I wish he had. I wish he had taken it all out on me then maybe he wouldn’t have…” She wasn’t going to keep it together. I got up and sat next to her on the couch. Despite the fact that she was pretty much a stranger, I put my arm around her. It calmed her down a bit. 
“I didn’t hear from him for days. Those days turned into a week. I was really worried. Then, one night I get a call from him. At first, I was happy to hear his voice. But that quickly changed. He was high. I could hear it in his voice. And he was incoherent and talking gibberish.
“I asked Dennis where he was. His using again was my fault. If anyone was going to help him, it had to be me. He told me he was at Valentine Park, near the pond. I called my friend, Caroline. She had a car and agreed to give me a ride.
“When we got there we found him on a bench.” Holly’s voice cracked. By this point she had been crying so much that she had to snort back the snot from her nose. Her eyeliner streaked down her face. I genuinely felt awful for her. There were some tissues on her kitchen counter. I got up and handed them to her. 
“Thank you.” said Holly before blowing her nose. She gathered herself, then finished her story. “We found Dennis on a bench. At first we thought he’d passed out. He did that sometimes when he got too high. But after trying to wake him up a couple times, Caroline tried for his pulse. He didn’t have one. 
“We dragged him to Caroline’s car. Then we sped to Saint Mercy. I was in the back with him. Somewhere along the way I got over my denial. He was dead and I knew it. When I told Caroline, she slammed on the brakes. She was scared. What were we going to do? We panicked and decided to drop him off at the emergency room. Maybe we were wrong and he’d get help. And if we were right… no murderers would take their victims to the hospital, right?” 
I took a moment to digest Holly’s story. It made sense. Seeing and hearing her tell it, I believed her. We sat there in silence for awhile. Holly was able to regain her composure. 
“Are you… are you going to tell the cops?” asked Holly meekly. 
It was a good question. Professional ethics told me that I should alert the authorities about what really happened. But what would that accomplish? Holly would most likely be separated from her child for at least a little bit. Her friend, Caroline, who just wanted to help, would get in trouble. No, the poor girl had been through enough. I’d tell the Clarks but not the Stone Harbor Police Department. If they choose to do so then that’s their prerogative. 
“I don’t see any reason to. I will have to tell Dennis’s parents, though.” I got up and walked towards the door. 
“I understand,” said Holly. She got up and walked me to the door. 
Before I left, I turned around and asked, “I’m just curious, what’d you name him?”
Holly smiled. “Dennis.” 
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Bacon and Eggs
 
I spent the rest of the early morning awake, after seeing Holly. What she revealed kept churning in my mind. For hours, I just laid in bed staring at the spinning blades of my bedroom ceiling fan. 
My thoughts centered around the moral dilemma the visit to Hunters Glenn introduced. What Holly and her friend, Caroline, did was illegal. A number of charges could be brought against them. Most of them would land the women in jail. But were they really criminals? Yes, they did something wrong, but did they deserve to be locked up?
The other half of my time unable to fall asleep was spent wondering how I was going to break the news to the Clarks. How do you tell someone that their son did indeed kill himself? How do you tell them that the love of their life got so depressed, he stuck a needle in his arm and pushed away his life with the plunger? How do you demolish their hopes that maybe he didn’t do it? 
Moments after the sun rose, I found myself in my car. I was only technically awake. Everything appeared through a hazy filter. The green leaves of the abundant tree life seemed to blend together. Mailmen and morning commuters moved in slow motion. My mind and attention was on everything but the road. 
It was a miracle that I made it to the Side Car. Muscle memory guided the steering wheel. And when I finally arrived at the diner, an avalanche of relief fell over me. 
I stopped worrying. Somewhere along the ten miles from my apartment to Saluda and the Side Car, I found clarity. What would I tell the Clarks? I’d tell them truth. There is no need to sugarcoat it. What would I do about Holly and Caroline? Nothing, I’d do nothing. There’s no reason to. Not a single good thing would come from it. 
One of the great things about diners is that you don’t have to wait to be seated. If you see an open booth or stool, you take it. Me, I had a regular seat. A booth near the back was where I sat every time I ate at the Side Car. On this particular morning, I chose a stool. 
“Changing things up darling?” asked Carol. She was behind the counter pouring another customer coffee. Carol reminded me of the grandmother I never had. It wasn’t that she was that old. Looking at her, I’d guess she was no older than sixty five. The way she carried herself and interacted with others had a certain sweetness to it. 
“For now.” 
Carol walked over until she was right in front of me. “Changing what you order too?” 
“Bacon, eggs and toast,” I ordered without looking at the menu. 
“Let me guess, scrambled and buttered?” 
“You’ve guessed correctly, Ms. Carol. And can I also get a cup of…” 
“Orange juice,” said Carol, cutting off my sentence. She poured the citric juice out of a pitcher. You could see the little bits of orange pulp as it cascaded into my glass. I nodded and smiled.
In my half-awake state, every smell and sound in the diner was amplified. I could smell the grease from the kitchen. I could hear the sizzling of cooking breakfast meats and eggs. I could even pick up the traces of liquor from the trucker sitting to the right of me. 
My pocket started vibrating. I took out my phone. There was a text from Sam. It read, “R U awake?” Seeing that I was, technically, I answered back. “Yup, having breakfast.” He didn’t even have to ask where I was. Sam just texted, “Be there in a bit.” 
As I ate my bacon and eggs, one ear was focusing on the front door. Sam was going to walk through it and reveal to me why it was so important for him to see me at seven in the morning. 
Almost on cue, Sam walked in just as I finished eating. He sat down to the left of me. From his appearance it was clear that he too didn’t get any sleep. His collar was loose and tie even looser. Dark circles hung below his eyes which were red and slightly swollen. With him he carried a manila folder that he put down on the counter. 
“So… what brings you to Saluda, Sam?” I asked. 
“You do, Riley. And so does Ms. Carol,” answered Sam, loud enough for the waitress to hear him. 
“What can I get you, sweetie?” asked Carol. 
“Coffee and a blueberry muffin, please.” 
“You got it.” Carol went about getting Sam his breakfast. 
“Have you solved our case yet?” 
“Yep, last night.” 
There was a short pause. In that time, Sam got his muffin and coffee. 
“Well, are you going to tell me or not? Don’t leave me hanging.” 
“Turns out y’all were right. It was an accidental overdose.” 
Sam spun his stool so he was facing me. “Wait. You’re saying I was right? I think this may be the first time that has ever happened. Can you say it again, just so I make sure I remember this glorious moment?” 
“You were right,” I said quietly. 
“What was that? I couldn’t hear you.” 
“You were right!” I said significantly louder. 
“Hot damn, that was worth the trip all in itself.” Sam’s enthusiasm suddenly subsided. He took a more somber tone. “Have you told the Clarks yet?” 
“No, not yet. I was going to stop by their house when I get back to Stone Harbor.” 
 
“I can’t imagine going through that. God forbid anything happened to my kids. I don’t know what I’d do. In other words, I don’t envy you.” 
“Not that I don’t enjoy your company, but why are you here?” 
Sam held up the manila folder. “This is why. Go ahead and read it.” 
I took the folder and opened it up. There were a couple of sheets of paper that looked like copies. On the papers were names on the left and numbers on the right. It looked like a spreadsheet, or maybe financial records. 
“What’s this?” I asked. 
Sam took a bite of his muffin. He answered while chewing. “We picked those up from Fresh Horizons. Turns out Dr. Janice was a stickler for keeping the books. On those sheets are the records from January, 1999, to March, 1999.” 
“Why are you showing me this?” 
Sam smiled. “Keep reading. I think you’ll find it interesting.” 
I kept reading. The names and numbers meant nothing to me. That was until the second to last row on the second page. In sloppy doctor handwriting was the name “Troy Reid”. 
Seeing my dad’s name on those financial records took me completely by surprise. My eyes went wide and I think I stopped breathing. It was the first time I had any real proof that perhaps my parents weren’t dead. If he was conducting business with Dr. Wen and Fresh Horizons in 1999, then he lived past his disappearance in April of 1998. 
“This, this is…” 
“Crazy, right? I figured you’d be interested in that.” 
I didn’t know what to say. Instead I just hugged him. It took Sam by surprise. He almost lost the half-chewed blueberry muffin in his mouth. 
“Thank you. Jesus, Sam, this is amazing.” 
“I know I’m pretty great, but comparing me to the son of God is a little much.” 
“Do you know what this means?” I asked as I held up the manila folder. “This means I have a reason to keep looking. This is validation that it wouldn’t be a waste of time. This is hope, Sam. I don’t even know how to make this up to you.” 
“No need. It was worth it just seeing your reaction.” 
I got up from the counter. After paying my bill, I got ready to leave. With a gentle kiss to Sam’s forehead I told him I loved him. As I exited the door I heard him say, “If only that were true.” He didn’t think I heard him but I did. It wasn’t true. 
There was an abundance of love in my heart for Sam. But my feelings for him were as a friend. He had made it perfectly clear over the years that he felt differently. And I knew that every time I rejected his advances, it hurt. Was there a part of me that could see him in a romantic light? Sure, there was. My own fear of what that meant made me bury those parts. 
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The Awful Truth
 
The elation I felt from finding out that my dad might still be alive hadn’t lasted long. When my car door closed, the reality of what I’d have to do next hit me. My next stop was 107 Bainbridge Road, the Clark residence. There, I’d have to tell them that their son died by his own hand. 
As I drove, the script of what I was going to say kept repeating in my mind. No matter how I put it, it sounded really bad and really harsh. I didn’t want that. I needed to find a way not to come off as cold. And that was always really hard for me. Social skills like that were something I had struggled with for as long as I can remember. 
I pulled up in front of the Clark residence. It was a beautiful spring morning. You could both hear and smell lawns being mowed. Several kids passed by me in my parked car on their bicycles. There was so much life. 
Behind the door of number 107, there was grief. Behind that door, all the sunshine and playing kids were from another world. And I was going to make things even worse. In that moment, I wished I had kept a flask of something hard in my glove compartment. I wished I had anything to make my job easier. 
I took a deep breath then got out of my car. As I walked up, I turned off my cell phone’s ringer. Sweat started to form in my armpits. My hands were shaking a little bit. After I went over the script one more time in my mind, I knocked on the door. 
Mrs. Clark answered. “Hello, Ms. Reid.” 
“Hi. I would’ve called but I felt it was more appropriate to do this in person. May I come in? I need to talk to you about your case.” 
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Date Night
 
It was the night of July 2, and I was on a date. Amy Paxton, an officer of the Stone Harbor Police had set it up. The handsome man, several years my younger across the table from me, was a stranger. His name was Jimmy Alvarez. And he liked to talk.
“So … tell me about being a PI. Is it as exciting as it sounds?” asked Jimmy. He had an easy smile, like a comedian or conman. The candlelight produced shadows that highlighted the contours of his face.
“Exciting?” I laughed and then finished my wine in several large gulps. Jimmy was eagerly awaiting the rest of my answer. He looked like a child waiting for the ending of a story. “There’s nothing really exciting about it. In fact it’s mostly waiting and researching. 
“C’mon, there must be more to it than that?”
“Not really.” I called over the waitress with my hand.
“What can I get you, Miss?” Miss? I didn’t like being referred to in that way. It made me feel old. When it came from a lovely young woman in her early twenties, it made me feel ancient. She didn’t know that though. There was no need to be impolite.
“More wine, please.”
The young waitress nodded and left our table. We were in the middle of DeRomano’s, an Italian Restaurant in Newport News. It was a nice place. In the summer, diners were given tables outside on the top floor deck. From there, you had a picturesque view of the bay and the surrounding town.
Every table had a small candle on it. Glass candle chimneys enhanced the light they gave off. I could smell the salt water. Fumes from the kitchen made my mouth water. It was a situation I would have loved to be in with anyone but Jimmy.
There was nothing wrong with Jimmy. He was nice enough. But the date was doomed from the start. Amy practically forced me into it. As much as I wanted to decline, I knew doing so would lead to more drama than it was worth. Besides, I think it was a test. She wanted to know if I was attracted to men, for reasons obvious to anyone who had ever met her.
“Didn’t you help bust that crooked rehab center? What was it called … New Horizons?” Jimmy just didn’t give up.
“Fresh Horizons,” I corrected my date.
“Sorry, Fresh Horizons. That must’ve been exciting.” Jimmy dug into the complimentary basket of fresh bread.
“They tried to kill me and my best friend.”
The grin left Jimmy’s face. Perhaps my answer was a bit harsh. “I … I didn’t know. I’m sorry to hear that. Who tried to kill you?”
My mouth often got me into trouble. I had a bad habit of speaking before thinking. “I don’t know. But I will figure it out.”
Jimmy smiled again. “I’m sure you will, smart girl such as yourself. And you’re not only smart, but beautiful…”
I stood up. “I’ll be back. I need to use the ladies’ room.”
I left the table and Jimmy, and went downstairs. It was crowded. Saturday nights were exceptionally busy for DeRomano’s. The place was popular, especially for couples. Despite the amount of people there, it was romantic. And more importantly, it wasn’t too expensive.
As I waded through my fellow diners, I wondered. Did they love each other? Were there any other victims of arranged meals like myself? Was the tension sexual or nervous?
Men and women gathered around the bar. Each one of them struggled to get the overworked bartender’s attention. I almost pitied them. Then I remembered that I wasn’t exactly having an awesome time, either.
There was a wait for the women’s bathroom. That was okay with me. I didn’t really have to go that bad. It was an excuse to get away from Jimmy. In my purse, I heard my phone ring. When I took it out and looked at who was calling, I saw Detective Sam Greyson’s name. I held a hand over one ear and then answered.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Riley. Are you at your place?”
No, unfortunately I wasn’t at home. Instead I was out on a blind date with a nice but annoying guy and I wanted Sam to come save me. “No, I’m out. Why? What’s up?”
“It’s Lisa.”
“Hold on.” I quickly made my way to and out the front door. When I got outside where it was quieter, I asked, “What about Lisa?”
“I think you should get down here. She’s a mess. Just … can you get down here?” If I could somehow manage to travel through the invisible phone transmission and choke an answer out of Sam, I would’ve. Why not just tell me what happened?
“Yeah, where are you?”
“At the station.”
“Okay, I’ll leave now.” I hung up and hurried back into DeRomano’s.
“Is everything okay?” asked Jimmy as I arrived back at our table, out of breath.
“I gotta go, I’m sorry.”
“Oh … okay.” Jimmy was confused and a little disappointed. “Can I at least walk you out?”
“No, that’s necessary. Bye! Thanks for dinner.” I hurried away towards the stairs to the ground floor. Then I rushed out the door and to my car.
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