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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Edwin picked up the pace. He looked at his watch for the third time as he hustled down the walking trail. His employer would be home in thirty minutes. It would take ten minutes to get back to the house, which meant this meeting needed to wrap up in ten minutes to ensure he wasn’t missed. 

He wished they didn’t have to meet in such a remote place. This could all be done over the phone, but his partners didn’t trust him not to record them. Everything had to be face to face. 

As he hurried, he looked around. The park was completely empty, except for one of his partners. The site of the man leaning against a large tree caused Edwin’s chest to tighten. This was his least favorite partner. He considered stopping where he was until the others arrived, but he knew if he did, the man would just come and get him.  

Edwin pressed forward, assuring himself that this would be the last meeting. He’d promised himself that. No more. He didn’t care what they held over his head. 

But, his resolve began to fade as he neared the tree. 

“You’re late,” his partner said. 

“I’m sorry. It couldn’t be helped,” Edwin stammered, hating the weakness in his voice. 

“It’s fine. So, give me the details,” the man at the tree said. 

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” Edwin said, looking around for signs that someone else was coming. 

“It’s just me today,” the man shrugged. 

“I just think we should wait until everyone is here. I don’t want to talk about things until we’re all together. That was the plan,” Edwin complained. 

“The others are busy. They sent me. Do you have a problem with that?” the man said, the danger in his voice building.

“It’s just irregular,” Edwin said, looking around again, hoping to see another one of the partners appear.

“Give me the details,” his partner ordered. 

Edwin looked away as he said, “Well, first, I just want to be clear. I know this has made us some money. But, I told you before. The McClintok was my last one. I’m just not comfortable with this arrangement anymore. I’m sorry but…“

“You’re done, when we say you’re done,” the man growled. 

Edwin looked at the ground and mumbled, “Well, I just think we may have pushed this too far. He’s getting suspicious.”

“I didn’t come here to listen to you whine. Give me the details,” the man said.

Edwin wished he were stronger. He wished he were a fighter so he could punch his partner right in the face.

“I can’t. I just can’t. I mean, I won’t,” Edwin said. He was ashamed at the whining tone of his voice.   

“Stand up straight, damn it. If you’re going to try and walk out on this, look me in the eye and speak to me like a man,” his partner reprimanded him like he was child. 

Edwin straighten his back and looked at his partner’s mouth. He knew the violence his partner was capable of. He’d seen him do terrible things to people. He didn’t want to be the next victim. “I don’t want to do this anymore,” he complained, softly to himself. 

Edwin’s partner tried turning on the charm. “Look, we’ve all made good money from this. And, you can’t tell me you don’t need it, because I’ve seen what he pays you. He treats you like his dog. You need this as much as I do,” his partner said. 

Edwin looked at the ground, afraid to make eye contact. “I think he knows. He’s going to have us arrested,” he complained. 

“Well, have you convinced him to sign the new will? Because with all the things we hid in there, if he signs it, we’re set for life. Then, we won’t need the damn paintings and you can get out,” his partner rationalized. 

Edwin didn’t doubt for a second that his partner would kill Mr. Thalberg as soon as he signed the will. He’d never seen the man kill someone, but he knew he was capable of it. “I don’t want that,” Edwin complained. 

“Will he sign it or won’t he?” his partner demanded.

“I put it in his pile of things to address. He hasn’t gotten to it yet,” Edwin said.  

“Then, we’re moving forward with the next painting.  So, give me the details. What’s he buying?” There was greed in his voice that sent a new wave of fear through Edwin. 

“I don’t know yet,” Edwin whined, then, quickly added, “But I know it’s something big. He’s moved a lot of cash over to his expense account.” 

“You better not be holding back on me,” the man threatened. 

“That’s everything I know right now,” Edwin said. 

His partner leaned in. Edwin looked down again. He could feel the man’s warm breath in his eyes. It stank of stale coffee. “If you’re out, we need to clean up this operation. I don’t think you want that.”

Edwin could barely breathe. His heart raced. “No. I don’t want that.” 

“Then, we understand each other.  I’ll expect your call as soon as you find out what he’s buying and where he’s hanging it. Hold out on me, and I’ll put a bullet in you both, will or no will,” his partner said, before turning and walking away.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Moneta looked down at her neon rainbow shoe laces. They’d been the right choice. This place needed some color. The off-white hallway with the speckled white tile floor felt sterile. The smell of disinfectant was so thick, Moe felt it invading her nasal cavity. She looked at the ceiling. The rectangular panels were identical in color and feel to the floor.

“Ms. Watkins?” asked a man in a white coat. 

“That’s me,” Moe said with a smile. 

The man crossed the room and shook her hand. He was shorter than she was and he was skeletal thin, but his smile was genuine and warm. “Thank you for coming. I’m Doctor Elias. We spoke on the phone,” he said.  “From what I was told, you have a unique ability with memories that could be very helpful with this patient.

“Thank you for contacting me. It’s rare that I get to take a case for something like this,” Moe said.

“Oh? What kind do you usually take?” he asked with the tone of a curious psychiatrist.

“Typically, I’m being asked to relive someone’s death or solve a crime,” Moe said with a laugh.

“That sounds difficult,” Doctor Elias said with a nod.

“Well, if you ever have room in your appointment schedule let me know, and I’ll come lie on your couch and tell you all about it,” Moe said with a grin. 

The doctor looked down in embarrassment. “Oh, well, I only deal with juveniles. And, we don’t really use couches any more, but there is a very comfortable chair in my office.” 

“Speaking of juveniles, who is it you wanted me to see?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, right,” Doctor Elias said, as he glanced at his watch. “The reason I asked you here is because we have a young girl that has suffered a deep trauma. My ability to speak with her about her feelings has been unsuccessful. I was hoping you might be able to find a happy memory I could use as a therapeutic launching point,” he explained.

“What’s her name?” Moe asked. 

“Sarah,” the doctor said. 

“Can I ask what happened to her?”

“There was a break-in and both her parents were killed. It’s unclear how much she saw. The police found her hiding in a closet. That was three months ago. She hasn’t spoken a word since,” the doctor explained. His voice was strained with concern.

“Did they catch the killer?” Moe asked, suspicious the doctor’s request was some backhanded way to get her involved in a cold case.  

“I’m not sure. I haven’t heard anything, but that’s not really my area of expertise. My concern is for Sarah’s health. She seems to be sliding further into depression and isolation,” he clarified.

“And you want me to help her remember something happy?” Moe asked, still suspicious this was some kind of trick.

“I was told your gift can bring happy memories to the surface?” he said with uncertainty. 

“How did you hear about me?” Moe had assumed it had been from the police, but they would never describe her gift that way. 

“I’m friends with your brother. We were discussing Sarah’s predicament, and he told me about your gift,” the doctor said.

“You know Robert?” Moe asked. Her eldest brother was an FBI agent.  A multiple homicide was right up his alley. 

“Um, no,” the doctor said, shaking his head. “I’m friends with Joe.” 

Connections started falling into place in Moe’s mind. “Joe told you about me.” 

“Joe and I go way back. We were in school together and, then, did our residency together. Even though he doesn’t practice anymore, we still get coffee occasionally,” Doctor Elias explained. 

“Well, if Joe sent you, then I better meet Sarah, because there is no telling Joe no,” Moe said with a refreshed grin.

“I’ve never been able to,” Doctor Elias said with a thoughtful nod. “Sarah’s room is just this way,” he said, as he turned to walk down the hall. 

Moe followed him through a set of double doors. Except for eight heavy doors, the hallways were identical. Doctor Elias walked to the third door on the left, eased it open, and stepped inside. Moe followed quietly. 

The room was softer than the hall. While the walls were still white, the light pink dresser, pink bedspread, and shaggy pink rug eased the institutional feel. Sitting on the bed, huddled in a corner was a small girl. Her brunette hair hid her face and her knees were pulled to her chest. She didn’t respond when Moe and the doctor entered the room. 

“Sarah, it’s Doctor Elias. I’ve brought a friend I’d like you to meet. This is Ms. Watkins,” Doctor Elias said. 

The young girl didn’t respond. 

Moe smiled at the doctor and moved toward the bed. She eased herself down on the bed next to the girl, careful not to touch her. “Hi, Sarah. I’m Moe,” she said, leaning down to try and meet the girl’s eyes, but there was no recognition that Moe was even there. Sadness seemed to radiate from the child. The sight of her stillness caused a knot to form in Moe’s throat. Tears built in her eyes, but she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “Sarah, I’d like to give you something.” 

Sarah didn’t move.

“To do that, I’m going to have to touch your hand. I promise, it will only be for a minute or so. Is that okay?” Moe asked.

Sarah didn’t respond. 

“We’ll start small,” Moe said. Cautiously, she reached out for the girl’s hand. Touching it, Moe closed her eyes and searched for a sense of joy in Sarah’s mind.

Snow crunched under Moe boots and a cold wind blew across her face. She opened her eyes. They took a minute to adjust to the bright light reflecting off the white snow. 

“Come on Sar-Bear,” a man said. Moe looked up at his kind eyes and reassuring smile. He was her father, and she knew everything was going to be okay. 

Moe squeezed the edge of the sled in her hands and felt it press through her mittens. Chasing after her dad, she ran the final few steps up the hill. 

“Okay, big girl. You ready to try this again?” her dad said. 

Moe replied with a slight nod. She swallowed, as she looked down the hill. It was so big. 

“Can you see Mommy there at the bottom?”  He waved, and a woman waved back. She was beautiful. Moe loved her fluffy light-blue coat. Moe waved and her mom waved wilder. A giggle slipped from Moe’s lips. 

“Okay, just aim for Mom,” her dad said, as he took the sled from her hands. Placing it on the ground, he held it steady as Moe climbed in. 

“Don’t let go,” he said. 

Moe gripped both sides of the round sled with all her might. 

“Three, two, one,” he said, giving her a little push.

The sled crept forward. Moe held her breath. The hill was so big. She considered jumping off like she’d done last time. She hadn’t gone too far yet. It wasn’t too late. A pit formed in her stomach. 

Then, the sled began to pick up speed. Wind brushed against Moe’s face, as snow kicked up around her. A burst of laughter escaped her mouth. She closed her eyes and threw her head back and yelled with joy. The sled sped faster and faster, and Moe laughed harder and harder. She loved every second. She already wanted to do it again. 

The sled began to slow and she opened her eyes. Her mother was there, a few feet in front of her. “You did so great Sar-Bear!” her mother said with pride. “Did you like it?” 

Moe jumped from the sled picked it up and exclaimed, “I want to do it again!” She turned and began running back up the hill toward her father, who was cheering her on. 

Moe released Sarah’s hand and opened her eyes. She shivered at the memory of the cold. 

Sarah was looking up at her. The young girl had the most beautiful blue eyes. 

“That was a beautiful memory. Thank you for sharing it with me,” Moe said with a smile and a nod.  

The left side of Sarah’s mouth twitched in what Moe thought might have been a quick grin. 

“Would you like to do another one?” Moe asked.

Sarah looked down in thought, then back up at Moe and shook her head no. 

“Okay,” Moe said. “I understand. I tell you what, I’ll come back tomorrow night and see if we can find another fun memory. Would you like that?” 

Keeping her lips closed, Sarah nodded. Releasing her legs from her chest, she began to lie down on the bed. 

Moe stood and pulled back the covers. Sarah rested her head on the pillow and closed her eyes. Moe was certain she was reliving that moment on the hill. Watching her father wave and her mother beam with pride. Moe covered the young girl and said, “Goodnight Sarah. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” 

Doctor Elias turned out the light as Moe reached the door. Just before it closed, a strained high-pitched voice said, “Thank you, Ms. Moe.”  

Moe looked back in the room at her new friend. “You’re welcome, Sarah,” she said, as the doctor closed the door. 

Back in the sterile hall, Moe turned her attention to the doctor. 

“That was unbelievable. She hasn’t spoken a word since she’s been her. Or laid down to sleep. I think you had a real breakthrough tonight,” Doctor Elias said, as he made notes in a small notepad. 

“Why is she here?” Moe demanded. 

“What do you mean? Her parents died?” the doctor said, looking up from his notes in confusion.

“I know that. But why is she here? In this prison of a place?” Moe said, waving her hands at the hall. “Why isn’t she with a grandmother or aunt or uncle? Where is her family?” 

“She has no family left.” The doctor looked genuinely sad. “She’s a ward of the state. Her case worker brought her here because she thought it would be better than foster care. We’ve done the best we can to make her comfortable. We take her outside most of the day, not that she’s done anything but sit on the bench yet. But, you are right. This is a hospital for those with mental struggles. It’s no place for a grieving child.” 

“She’s got no family?” Moe asked with disbelief.

“Well, her mother was an immigrant from Germany, and we don’t know much about her extended family. Her father’s parents died about ten years ago. Neither of them had any siblings. So, Sarah is all alone,” the doctor said. Moe could tell from the way that he looked at the floor and nodded, that he would fix the situation if he could.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Moe said, as she turned to walk toward the door. 

The doctor chased after her. “You do need to tell me how you did that. I would love to understand,” he called.

Without stopping, Moe said, “A magician never reveals her secrets.” 

The doctor laughed. “At least tell me what memory you shared? So, I can talk to her about it in the morning.”

Moe stopped at the door to the entry and looked back at the doctor. She could still feel the cold wind on her face. She could see Sarah’s father smiling and feel Sarah’s laughter in her throat. “I’m sorry. It can be difficult for me after I share a memory, even a good one. I try to escape and clear my head as quickly as possible,” Moe explained. “She was sledding with her parents. Her mom was at the bottom of the hill and her dad at the top. I’d guess it was about two years ago. It was her first time, but it felt like something they did a lot after that.”

“Sledding,” Doctor Elias said, as he made notes. Looking up from his pad he added, “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you trying to help Sarah.”

There was nothing left to say, so Moe pushed the door open to make her escape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Moe’s sleep was filled with cold wind on her face, the sound of laughter mixed with the scrapping of racing sleds, and the smiling eyes of Sarah’s parents. She could have spent a whole day and second night in the joyful memory, if it hadn’t been for her alarm. 

Her phone rang out the childlike melody of Chance the Rapper’s Same Drugs. She stretched in the bed, pushing her feet to the corners and reaching her arms to her headboard. Her sheets were warm in contrast to the cold snowy hill her mind had been reliving. Turning, she noticed Bosley’s nose peak over the side of the bed. She reached out with both hands and scratched the dog’s ears. He whined in reply. 

“Alright. Alright,” she said, as she again considered installing a doggy-door, so he could take himself out. Moe had floated the idea to her friend and partner, Stacie Howe. Stacie shot down the plan with visions of city rats making themselves at home in Moe’s kitchen while she was sleeping.   

As Moe’s feet hit the floor, Bosley began to turn in excited circles. “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she said. Same Drugs started over, and Moe decided to let it repeat. She sang the song softly to herself as she walked down the stairs, through her kitchen, past her living room, and out the front door with the dog racing ahead. 

The song was still playing when she returned to her bedroom to pick her outfit for the day. She combed through her t-shirts. Thinking of Sarah, she opted for a black one with small white letters that read, “No one puts Baby in a corner.” 

Moving to the bathroom, she looked in the mirror and said, “Let’s pull it back today. What do you think, boy?”

On cue, Bosley gave a quick bark from the bedroom where Moe knew he had climbed onto the bed while she wasn’t watching. 

The song radiating from her phone changed, and Chance’s No Problem rang out. Moe bounced along as she released her hair from the scarf that held it. Parting her hair on the side, she combed through it with a wide-toothed comb, smoothing through the tangles. Mixing her conditioners and oils in her hand, she worked them through her hair with her fingers. Grabbing hold of the back of her hair, she used a hair tie to hold it in a ponytail. She parted the front of her hair in the middle, took the left side, twisted it into a roll and then pinned it back. She repeated the process with the left, and then picked out a few ringlets at her ears, letting them fall free. Smiling in the mirror, she said, “I like it. What do you think?”

Bosley barked again in approval. 

Taking a deep breath, Moe decided it was time to take the final step of her morning routine. She looked to the top right corner of her mirror where a picture of her mother, father, and four brothers was taped. Touching the picture, Moe read the mantra typed at the bottom of it, “Your name is Moneta Watkins. Daughter of Amar and Rashida. Sister to Robert, Joseph, Calvin, and Lance. You grew up happy and strong. Remember the love. Remember the joy. Because no matter what is in your head, this is your story.”

Stacie was sitting on her front stoop, waiting for Moe, when she opened the front door again. Stacie’s blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she clasped a steaming mug of coffee in her hands. “Good morning, gorgeous,” she said, as she blew a kiss. 

Moe and Stacie met two years ago when Moe had moved in next door. They became immediate friends Two weeks ago, they had become business partners when Stacie had helped Moe uncover a human trafficking ring that was forcing young Western European girls into lives of servitude as nannies. 

“Beautiful,” Moe said, as she sat down next to her friend. 

“So, what are we up to today? You said we had a new client?” Stacie said with a grin. 

“Two, actually. We have a meeting out in Ruxton in an hour, and I saw the other client last night,” Moe said.  She loved that Stacie was excited about cases in the same way she was. 

“Ooo. Ruxton. Very fancy. What shall we be doing for the rich and wealthy of Baltimore’s northern neighborhood?” Stacie said in her best aristocrat voice.

“Not sure,” Moe said.

“Well, I bet it is going to pay well.  Maybe we have a shot at a 10,” Stacie said with a laugh. She took a sip from her coffee and then asked, “What about the client from last night? Give me the Moneta number.” 

Moe ranked cases on a one to ten scale based vaguely on a combination of money and altruism. A ten was a case that paid well and changed the world for a better. She hadn’t gotten any of those yet. A seven was a case that made life better for others and paid for her time. A five helped people and covered her expenses. A three did good in the world, even if it didn’t pay. Cases that didn’t do good things for others, even if they paid well, were ones. She had to take some level one cases to stay in business, but she didn’t enjoy them. Truthfully, a case’s rating just reflected how Moe felt about it. 

“I feel great about it, but we’re doing it for free. So, technically it can’t really get over a five,” Moe said. 

“Pro-bono. Very generous of you, darling,” Stacie said, returning to her aristocrat voice.

“I do my best. You know, helping the rabble and all,” Moe said, giving the voice back to Stacie.

“So? What’s the case?” Stacie asked. 

Moe remembered how alone Sarah looked and immediately felt bad for joking about it. “There’s a little girl whose parents were murdered. She’s in a mental institution right now. We’re going to figure out who did it and get their ass arrested.” 

Struck serious, Stacie nodded and said, “Sounds like a ten to me.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

With Bosley in the back seat, Moe and Stacie rode together to Ruxton in Moe’s 1985 Toyota Corolla hatchback.  The dog panted happily as they went, looking from one window to the next.

“So, what’s with the third wheel today?” Stacie asked, as she reached back and scratched Bosley’s head.

“He didn’t eat breakfast,” Moe said. 

Stacie turned in her seat to face the dog and scratched him under the chin. “Are you on a diet? Is the big boy on a diet?” she said, as if she were speaking to a baby.

“He never skips a meal. I figured since it’s only 60 degrees today he could tag along, so I could keep my eye on him,” Moe said. 

“You can tag along whenever you want. Yes, you can,” Stacey said, still talking like a baby. 

Avoiding Interstate 83, Moe chose to take the scenic route up Charles Street through the heart of the city. As they passed from the gentrifying downtown to the Johns Hopkins undergrad campus and then passed Lake Roland, Moe couldn’t help but think that if this drive was all anyone ever saw of the city, they might think Baltimore was a entering into a second golden era. Unfortunately, the vein of prosperity had yet to extend its branches into the east and west sides of the city, where houses were bricked closed and the murder rate soared. Baltimore was a generally safe city, unless you were a young black man. Moe knew from her work with the police that 274 of last year’s 342 homicides were African American men. The thought made Moe sad. Thankfully, Stacie was there to distract her with stories of her adventures. It was rare for them to stop at a traffic light that didn’t launch Stacie into some story about this one time when she’d been in that exact spot and this crazy thing happened. 

The stories slowed, as they approached the neighborhood of Ruxton. Home to the wealthy since the early 1800s, Ruxton was filled with old estates that dwarfed the average Baltimore row home. Moe couldn’t help but notice her friend grow eerily quiet as they turned down Boyce Avenue. But when Stacie began biting her lip as they pulled into the long cobblestone driveway, Moe knew something was going on. 

She pulled the car around the circle drive and came to a stop at the walking path to the front door. “You alright?” she asked Stacie, who was staring out the passenger window at the massive home.

“I think so.” Stacie said. She didn’t take her eyes from the house as she added, “I’ll be fine.” 

Moe took her friend’s hand. “Have you been here before?” 

Stacie sighed. “In another life.” 

“We don’t need this job. We already have a client,” Moe offered, squeezing Stacie’s hand reassuringly. 

“What do they want us to do?” Stacie asked. 

“I’ve got no clue,” Moe said with a shrug. “Which means, I’m not sad if we drive away right now.”

Stacie sighed again. “I don’t want to do that. They’re probably going to pay a ton of money.” 

“Yeah, maybe. But they’re probably going to ask us to do something horrible. Like kill someone or something,” Moe said in jest.

Stacie forced a laugh. “Or maybe they want us to catch a bunch of cats and drown them in the river,” she offered.  

“Rich people hate cats,” Moe said. 

“Rich people,” Stacie said, still not taking her eyes from the old home. 

Moe squeezed Stacie’s hand again, as she said, “Talk to me. What happened?” 

Stacie looked down at the floorboard. Her voice filled with embarrassment. “It was just another life. I was acting. I’d just turned eighteen, and I didn’t know what I was doing. I came to some parties here with my boyfriend. He was friends with the son of the guy who lives here.” 

Moe thought about the gun Stacie had strapped to her ankle, the wear-and-carry permit she had, and how she had used the weapon in their last case to save them from human-traffickers. “That settles it,” Moe said, as she cranked the engine. “They can find someone else to murder cats for them.” 

Stacie took her hand and said, “Thank you.  But, it’s okay. It was a long time ago. I think I can handle it.”  

Moe eased the car forward around the circle. “Nope. I have a no-working-for-people-that-make-my-friends-uncomfortable rule.”

Stacie reached over and grabbed the top of the steering wheel. “Seriously, I’m a different person now. It’ll be fine,” she said. “My ex’s friend probably doesn’t even live here anymore. He probably moved on to New York, or LA, or DC, or one of those other places horrible people with money go to make more money.” 

Moe looked her friend in the eye. “Are you sure?” she asked. 

“Let’s go see what they want. If we don’t like the job, we can always walk,” Stacie said. 

Moe pulled the car back around the circle and parked it again in front of the walkway. “You’re sure about this?” she asked one more time. 

“I’m sure,” Stacie said. 

Looking at the sleeping dog in the back seat, who hadn’t stirred since they turned on Charles Street, Moe said, “Bosley, stay.” 

The dog responded with a snore. 

Stacie opened her car door. “Rich people have mysteries to solve too, right?” 

“The second you’re uncomfortable, we are out of here,” Moe affirmed again, as they walked up the path to the front door. 

“The code word will be cat,” Stacie said, as they walked up the cobblestone path.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Moe didn’t get a chance to ring the doorbell. As they stepped onto the porch, the front door swung open. A tall man with broad shoulders and an impressively short haircut stood in the doorway. He wore a dark blue suit and a matching solid-color tie. Moe thought all he needed was an ear piece and he could have stepped out of a movie about the Secret Service. 

“Ms. Watkins. Ms. Howe. Welcome to the Thalberg estate,” the man said with a nod. Turning to make way for them, he motioned for them to step inside the house. 

“I’m Moe,” Moe said, extending her hand. 

The man took it and replied, “I’m Mr. Hayes. I’m Mr. Thalberg’s head of security.” His handshake was firm, but not overwhelming. Moe could tell from the power in his arm that he could have crushed her hand if he’d wanted. “If you don’t mind,” he said, motioning again for them to step inside.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Hayes,” Moe said.

The entry had a vaulted ceiling and two curved staircases leading to the second floor. Moe looked at the stone floor and wonder if it was real marble. She liked how her rainbow shoelaces contrasted with the polished white tile.

“Please put your cell phones, electronic equipment, and weapons in here,” he said, holding out a small black box. 

Stacie looked quizzically at Moe. Moe shrugged and a placed her cell phone in the box. Stacie removed her ankle holster and placed it and her cell phone in the box.   

Shutting the lid, the man said, “You can retrieve them when the meeting is over. Now, please hold out your arms.”

“It’s like we’re getting on a plane or something,” Stacie said, as she held out her arms. 

From a small table by the front door, the man picked up a round black wand that was covered in pulsating dull blue lights. “Do either of you have an insulin pump, pace maker, hearing aide, or any other mechanical devices?” he asked.  

“No,” Moe and Stacie both said. 

“Great,” the man replied as he ran the wand around the outlines of their bodies.

“That’s a weird metal detector,” Stacie said. 

“It’s a localized EMP meant to knock out any recording devices you might be hiding. Mr. Thalberg does not like being recorded. If you wouldn’t mind waiting in the study, Mr. Thalberg will be with you in a moment,” the man said, as he motioned to the right. 

“Thank you,” Stacie said with a smile and a nod. 

The study was more like a mini-library. Excluding the two large windows that looked out on the front lawn, the walls were covered floor to ceiling with bookshelves stuffed with expensive looking books. In the center of the room, there was a circle of brown leather coaches, matching straight back chairs, and dark wood side tables. 

A man, who Moe guessed was in his early thirties, sat on the couch. The way he dominated the space with his arms sprawled across the back of the sofa told Moe he was not part of the help staff. “Mr. Thalberg?” Moe asked. 

“No,” Stacie said in a sharp voice.

The man flashed a smile that radiated charm. “Not exactly,” he said. Standing, he pointed to a small table in the corner of the room and asked, “Can I make you a drink?”

“No, thank you,” Moe said. She noticed that even though Stacie had barely entered the room, she looked as if she might bolt. Her eyes were locked on the man. 

“I’m Thad. Thad Thalberg. Son of Theodore Thalberg. He’s the one who invited you here. I just came in for a second to see it for myself,” Thad said, as he sipped his drink. 

“See what?” Moe asked. 

“The psychic and the has-been,” Thad said with a grin. Winking at Stacie, he said, “How you doing, Nat?” 

“That’s not my name, Thad,” she said, filling her words with as much contempt as they could hold. 

Her response made him laugh. Looking at Moe, he asked, “So, what am I thinking right now?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Moe said.

“You think we didn’t research you before we extended an invitation? Please. We know everything about you. Both of you,” he said, smirking at Stacie. “So, come on. Read my mind. What am I thinking about right now?” he asked, leering seductively at Stacie. 

Stacie sighed and shook her head in disgust. 

Moe wanted to shield her friend from whatever past this man represented. She knew Stacie had been fighting off creeps like this for most of her life. When Stacie walked past her to take a seat, Moe saw the resolve in her eye, and she knew Stacie wouldn’t let her history with this one get in the way today. 

Moe walked over to the chair next to her friend and took a seat. “I don’t know where you are getting your information, but I don’t read minds,” she explained. “I relive memories.”

“Even better,” Thad said. “Why don’t you tell me what I did last night?”

“We’re here to discuss business, not play games,” Moe said. 

“Nat, your new girl’s got some bite,” Thad said, as he leaned back and stretched his arms out across the couch again.  

“I’m ready to walk about of here whenever you are,” Moe said to Stacie.

“Can I come too? I’ll grab some of the stuff Nat used to beg me for and we’ll make this a real party,” Thad said.

“It’s fine, Moe,” Stacie said. “He’s just a spoiled brat with nothing better to do than talk crap,” she added.

Thad was about to respond when a small man appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in a black suit and a black bow-tie. His hair was white and slicked back. He carried a small laptop computer under his arm. 

“Excellent, Edwin. I was wondering where you’d gotten off to,” Thad said, his demeanor changing. Jumping to his feet, he acted as if he hadn’t just been harassing Moe and Stacie.

As Edwin set the laptop on the table in front of Moe and Stacie, he apologized, “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to be unavailable. How may I be of assistance?” 

“Call a car for me. I’m going out for a while,” Thad said. 

Edwin looked at the ground and replied, “Of course, sir. Right away, sir.” Moe realized he was the butler and took note of how quietly the man walked out of the room. It was as if every step he took were an apology.  

“Well, ladies, this has been a treat. I’ve got to run. Rain check on the brain-games. Have a great time with the old man. Nat, it’s been too long. Let’s get together and catch up sometime.”

“Run off now, Thad. The adults need to talk,” Stacie said.

Thad smiled, winked again, and then, left the room. 

“Seriously, it’s not too late to get out of here,” Moe said. 

“I’m fine,” Stacie said with a forced smile. “Plus, I’d never let a jerk like that chase me out of a room.”

Moe could tell there was something lurking beneath the surface of her resolve. She was tempted to take Stacie’s hand and find the memory on her own, but she knew Stacie would never forgive her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

A few minutes after Thad left, an older version of him entered the room wearing a large smile, a white polo shirt, pink pants, and a brightly colored belt. His gut, extended from decades of beer and crab feasts, proceeded him. Matched with his rosy cheeks and white hair, Moe bet he made a pretty convincing Santa at Christmas. “Thank you for coming, ladies,” he said, as he crossed the room to shake their hands. “I’m Theo.”   

“Moneta Watkins. This is my partner, Stacie Howe,” Moe said. 

“Please, take a seat,” Theo said, motioning to the couch. He sat in the leather chair adjacent to them. “I appreciate you coming to see me. You come very highly recommended. I was speaking to Bernie just a few days ago -- Commissioner Bernard Johnson, the Interim Chief of Police? He said that when you assist with a case, it always closes. No cold cases for you.”

Moe nodded, unsure how she felt about the being on the Chief of Police’s radar. 

“And uncovering that thing with the illegal nannies? That was really something,” Theo said, as he stood and walked to the cart of drinks. 

“The human trafficking ring,” Moe corrected. 

“Yep. That one. That was something,” Theo said, as he poured himself something strong into a crystal tumbler. “Would you like a drink?” 

“No, thank you,” Moe said. 

Stacie shook her head. 

“Right, smart,” Theo said, making a gun motion with his finger and pointing it at Moe. “That’s what they said. You were smart.”

Moe had learned it was best just let the client talk. They have to reveal sensitive information about themselves. Most of them needed to work up to it. 

Theo continued, “Right, so, like I was saying, you come highly recommended. Lots of people think you are a regular Sherlock Holmes.”

“I’m flattered,” Moe said with a gentle smile. “And please know, discretion is of the upmost importance to us.” 

Theo took a drink from his glass and winced at the strength of the alcohol. Nodding, he said, “I heard that, too. And I appreciate it.” He took another drink, exhaled in an exaggerated way, and then sat back in his chair. “So, I asked you here because I need you to find someone for me. But I can’t tell you who it is, until we are under contract.” He yelled into the hall, “Edwin! Do you have that paperwork?” 

The man in the black suit and bow tie reappeared carrying a stack of papers. As he passed a copy of the documents to Moe and a copy to Stacie, he muttered, “I’m sorry, sir. Here they are. I apologize they weren’t here before.” 

“Thank you, Edwin,” Theo called, as the butler contritely left the room again. Taking another sip from his drink, Theo said, “You’ll see that all of your standard language is there.”

Moe read through the document. It was clear Mr. Thalberg’s attorneys had gotten their hands on contracts from Moe’s previous clients. Moe stopped on the page that discussed payment. The number showed the largest fee she had ever received. 

“It says this on page three, but I always feel the need to make this clear when I’m entering a contract and I don’t know the job: I won’t be party to anything illegal. And if you knowingly ask me to do something illegal, this contract is terminated, and I will report you to the authorities,” Moe said, as she placed the contract on the table. 

“I completely understand. This is nothing like that. Like I said, I just need you to find someone,” Theo said. 

Moe thought about that for a minute. She looked at Stacie for guidance. Stacie shrugged and then nodded her approval. 

Picking up a pen from the table, Moe signed the contract and passed it Theo. 

“Great, now we can really get started,” Theo said. Picking up the laptop on the table, he typed in a password and handed the computer to Moe. “Hit the space bar and watch the video,” he said. 

The screen showed an image of a large hallway. The video had been shot from a higher angle, so Moe assumed it was a security camera mounted in a corner.  At the end of the hallway was a window. Along both sides of the hall hung paintings that were elaborately framed and individually lit. There was a set of double doors made of frosted glass half-way down the on the right side. Moe scanned the screen but didn’t see anything else of note, so she pressed the space bar. 

The hall remained undisturbed for ten seconds before the lighting in the hall changed. The individual lights focused on the paintings were off and a colder, bluer light lit the hall from above. Moe paused the video, raised an eyebrow, and looked up at Theo. 

“The power to the building was cut.  The lighting change is the emergency generators kicking on. At this point, they have two minutes before the power is restored,” Theo said. He took another sip of his drink. 

Moe let the video play again. There was motion outside the window at the far end of the hall. Moe jumped as the window shattered. A few seconds later, two men repelled through it. They were dressed in all black, wore black ski masks to hide their faces, and dark goggles over their eyes. One carried a black tube on his back. Moving to the painting across from the frosted glass doors, almost in unison, the two thieves took tools that looked like electric screwdrivers from their belts. With fluid expertise, they took the painting off the wall, turned it around, and within seconds removed the canvas from its frame. They quickly rolled the canvas and the one man tucked it into the tube on his partner’s back. Without looking at any of the other paintings in the hall, the two thieves walked back to the window, attached themselves to the rope, and repelled down out of sight. Then the video stopped. 

Moe set the laptop down. “What was the painting?” she asked. 

“A Rembrandt. A self-portrait with his daughter,” Theo said.

“How much?” Moe said. 

“I bought it for three-hundred-thousand. But I’m told that was a steal,” Theo said. 

“What about the other paintings in the hall?” Moe asked. 

“Very professional knockoffs. That was the only original,” Theo said. 

“What office is that?” Moe asked.

“That’s the first building I owned downtown,” Theo said.  He was clearly proud of the accomplishment, “Many of the tenants have been there for 20 years or more.  Those doors lead to the offices of Hersch, Hellman, and Heffman. I worked for Melvin Hersch right out of college.  He still handles my private affairs. They are a small firm. Contract law mostly.” 

“So, you want us to find the thief, or the painting?” Moe asked, making a mental note that Mr. Hersh would be one of the first people they interview.  Mr. Thalberg clearly trusted him, perhaps he could provide some valuable insights. 

“Both, if possible. I’m more concerned, though, with the guy behind the thieves. I want you to find the mastermind of the heist,” Theo said. 

“Why not just call the cops?” Moe asked.

“I called the police, but high-end art theft is not exactly a priority for them. With the city in the state that’s it’s in, they’ve got other things to focus on,” Theo said. 

Moe sighed and looked down at her rainbow shoelaces. A ray of light shown on them. She liked the way it made them sparkle. It bothered her when people from wealthy sections of the city disparaged it. It wasn’t that he was wrong. Parts of the city were in bad shape. It’s just that she felt like he didn’t have a right to say that, living in the north with the best schools and the nicest roads, and the most up to date internet providers. She also hated being lied to, and she could tell that he was lying, or at a minimum holding something back. 

Moe looked up again and said, “I’ll need a copy of this video. What else do you know about this guy?”

“Just what I’ve told you,” Theo said. Reaching to the laptop, he removed a small thumb drive that Moe hadn’t noticed. He passed it to her and said, “The video is on there.” 

Moe stood. Stacie followed her lead. “Email us the address of the theft and the names of the employees that handle your art, please.

Theo stood too. “When should I expect to hear back from you?” he asked. 

“I’ll reach out when I have something,” Moe said. 

“Excellent,” Theo said with a smile. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled a small business card with a handwritten number on it. “This is my private number. When you find something, use it to call me. I hope to hear from you soon.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

They arrived back at the car to find Bosley still asleep in the back seat. “You think he’s okay?” Stacie asked, once she was in the car. 

Moe rubbed the sleeping dog’s head. “Yeah, this is his normal behavior. If he were awake, I’d be worried. You on the other hand. Are you okay?” Moe said. 

Stacie took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and said, “I think so.”

Moe touched Stacie’s leg. She hadn’t seen her friend like this before. Stacie was always carefree and ready to jump in head first. This new heaviness was concerning. “Do you want to talk about it?” Moe asked.

Stacie opened her eyes, looked at Moe, and gave a weak but reassuring smile. “I’ll be okay. Really. Being here and seeing him again just brought up a lot of old garbage. But it’ll pass. Why don’t we go get some lunch or something? Or maybe do something for the case? I just need to get my mind off him.”

Moe started the car. “You don’t have to do this one with me. You can sit it out,” she said. 

Bosley popped up when the engine roared and yawned. Stacie laughed and rubbed his head. “I’m in. It’s not like we’re working for Thad, right? We probably won’t even see him again.”

“Why was he calling you Nat?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, yeah. Well, I met Thad and my ex-boyfriend, Bruce, in a bar in Canton. I had a fake ID that no one checked because I was famous. I get inside and three or four guys come up to me like they’re going to take care of me.  But, not them.  They called me over. They were drinking pretty heavy, but I thought they were hot. Anyway, all night they called me Nat – nice ass and tits. And, I was eighteen and insecure and I liked that men like that wanted to be with me. So for the next nine months, when I was hanging out with them, I was Nat.”

“Thanks for sharing that,” Moe said. She felt bad that she’d asked her friend to remember an unpleasant experience like that.

Stacie playfully shoved her friend. “It was a long time ago. So where do we start?” she said, changing the subject. 

“Well, for Sarah’s case we need to see my brother, for this case we need to talk to Baba and see if he can get anything for us with his connections, and we need to get this thumb drive to Ami. Where do you want to go first?” Moe asked. 

“Let’s go see Robert,” Stacie said with a flirtatious smile. Robert worked in the FBI Field office in Baltimore and had assisted them on their last case. Since meeting him, Stacie had been sneaking comments into conversations about how hot she thought he was. 

“Not Robert. I need to see Joe,” Moe said. 

“Ooo. Joe. I haven’t met Joe. Is he as hot as Robert?” Stacie asked.

“First, gross!  They’re my brothers. And second, Joe’s a priest,” Moe said.

 

“Let’s get the boring tech stuff done first. Then lunch with Baba, because Desiree will probably hook us up with something good.  Then, I can meet Father Joe,” Stacie said, a grin filling her face. 

“Ami it is, then. And hey, I was serious,” Moe said, returning to the previous conversation. “If this case gets too personal, say something. Promise me.”

Stacie made an X on her chest with her finger. “Cross my heart and hope to die. Stick a needle in my eye,” she said. 

Moe nudged her playfully and pulled the car forward. 

“Wait a moment. I spoke a lie. I never really wanted to die. But if I may and if I might, my heart is open for tonight,” Stacie said with a smirk. 

“Oh. There’s more. That’s great,” Moe said with an annoyed laugh. 

As the car left the long driveway, Stacie continued to recite, her voice increasingly sing-song. “Though my lips are sealed and a promise is true, I won’t break my word. My word to you. A secret’s a secret. My word is forever. I will tell no one about your cruel endeavor.”

“You’re really going to do the whole thing, aren’t you?” Moe complained playfully.

“You claim no pain, but I see right through your words in everything you do. Teary eyes, broken heart, life has torn you apart,” Stacie said with a grin. 

“I’m gonna let you keep going because driving me crazy seems to make you happy, and I feel like you need that right now,” Moe said.

 As they drove, Stacie continued with the final two verses, smiling as she chanted.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Moe had no problem finding parking on Eager Street. The LaTrobe neighborhood wasn’t an area people wandered through. You either lived here or you stayed away. Up the street, Moe could see the LaTrobe Homes housing project. Made up of three story, red brick, apartment buildings, the low-income housing projects took up several square blocks of the city. Originally built in the 1940’s as part of Roosevelt’s New Deal, the apartments were initially affordable housing for predominately white, blue-collar workers. In the 1950’s, when segregation became illegal, the LaTrobe apartments began to transition to African American owners. In those decades, Baltimore bragged of close to a million residents. Now less than 615,000 lived in the city. The loss of population had left abandon shells of previously heavily populated neighborhoods. 

A few people strolled passed and an occasional car sped down the neighboring streets, but the block Moe parked on was empty and still. There was a small corner store on one end and a liquor store on the other. Both were open, but neither had customers. The parallel rows of homes had four occupied houses, two homes with “For Sale” signs, a beauty salon, and one abandon unit that looked like it might collapse at any minute. It was a typical Baltimore block.

Moe snapped Bosley’s leash onto his collar, let him out of the car, and walked toward the house with the purple beauty salon sign in the window. In yellow block letters the sign read, “Naheela’s Hair and Nails Experience.” A sign on the door indicated the salon was closed.

Stacie looked up and down the street. This wasn’t a part of town she spent much time in. “Are we getting our hair done? I thought you said we were going to see Ami?” 

“We are. Ami can do anything with tech. She’ll hack the thumb drive in a heartbeat,” Moe said, looking back to smile at her friend. 

“She lives in a beauty salon?” Stacie said. 

“She’s got to take care of all her lovely locks,” Moe said with a grin, but as she walked past the front steps of the salon and ducked into the thin covered alley between the row homes, she clarified, “And actually, she lives behind a beauty salon.” 

The alley was dark and musty. Created as a cut through in the middle of the block, sunlight never touched the inside of the thin tunnel between the two houses. Locals called paths like this one Mugger’s Alleys because it was the perfect place for a mugger to hide and wait to jump out at you as you walked down the sidewalk.

Behind each house was a four-foot long patch of concrete or grass. Most were surrounded by chain-link fences and contained patio chairs and small grills. Some were completely overgrown with weeds. Behind the salon was a set of stairs going to a basement entrance. 

Moe and Bosley went down the small steps together. The door was two-thirds the size of a normal door, rounded at the top, and made of steal. To the right of the door handle there were four doorbells. Moe bit her bottom lip as she tried to remember the code. 

Emerging from the Mugger’s alley and seeing the hidden basement entrance, Stacie declare, “So, Ami – the tech wizard—is actually a hobbit with lovely locks?” 

Moe laughed and then said, “Shhh. I’m trying to remember.”

Stacie came down the first two steps and peered over Moe’s shoulder.  “What’s with the doorbells?” she asked. 

“If I ring them in the wrong order, she won’t answer the door,” Moe said. 

“There’s a camera right there. Even with her lovely locks, she must be a grumpy hobbit to make her guests work so hard to visit,” Stacie said, as she waved to the camera.

Moe laughed again and said, “I don’t question Ami’s ways.” She stared at the buttons for another few seconds searching her mind for the pattern.

“Oh, the irony. The woman who can see other people’s memories can’t remember her own?” Stacie asked with a smirk. 

Moe sighed. “Well, watch me do it, so if I get it right, next time I can just pull it from your brain.” Unsure of her memory, Moe pressed the second button three times, the first button twice, and the fourth button twice. A sweet chime rang out from inside the house. “Nailed it,” Moe said. 

“Nice job,” Stacie said, impressed. 

“Thanks,” Moe said. 

There was the sound of locks being undone on the other side of the door. It creaked open and a smiling face appeared. “Moe! I didn’t know you were coming,” the Ami said. She pulled the door open wide and gave Moe a hug. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t call ahead,” Moe said. 

“You don’t need to call ahead,” Ami replied, as she motioned for them to come inside. Ami, who rubbed Bosley’s head as the dog strolled in the front door, looked nothing like a hobbit. Tall and lean, her head was shaved, and her smile was bright. Her dark skin was a beautiful contrast with her mocha colored eyes. As Moe expected, Ami wore black sweatpants and light green t-shirt. In the two years Moe had been working with Ami, it’s the only outfit Moe had seen Ami wear.    

“I love this,” Stacie said, taking in the room. 

“Thank you,” Ami said, as she pulled the heavy steel door behind them and relocked its multiple deadbolts. 

The space was small, but warm. The red brick walls were filled with various sized black-and-white photographs of Baltimore. In the middle of one of the walls was a giant screen TV. The concrete floor was covered by a golden rug. There was a small table and four chairs on the right, a desk with neat stacks of paper, a black leather coach, and a bed with a purple bedspread and a wooden dresser in the far corner. What gave the room its magical feel was the hundreds of white Christmas lights that crisscrossed the ceiling. 

“I haven’t seen this one before,” Moe said, as she gazed at a picture of young boy shooting a basketball. 

“Took that one a few weeks ago,” Ami said. “Over by the American Visionary Arts museum.”

Moe loved the look of determination on the boy’s face. “Did he make the shot?” Moe asked.

“Don’t know. I was focused on his expression,” Ami said with a smile. 

“Where’s this one from? It’s spooky,” Stacie said, pointing at a large picture of dark alley with a shadowy figure hidden inside. 

“Took that one at two in the morning over on the west side of the city,” Ami said. 

“Did you know the person in the alley?” Stacie asked. 

“Nope. And, I didn’t stick around to meet him,” Ami said. 

“You have such an amazing gift,” Moe said, as she examined a picture of three girls crammed together on the front stoop of a row home.

“Why thank you, Ms. Watkins. Your flattery embarrasses me,” Ami said with a curtsey. “But I know you didn’t come to admire my art. You’ve got a case.” 

“Standard fee?” Moe asked.

“Standard Moneta rate,” Ami said. 

Moe pulled the thumb drive from her pocket and passed it over. “I brought video this time,” she said.

“Oh goodie,” Ami said with genuine enthusiasm, as she walked to the desk, pulled a tablet from the drawer, and plugged the thumb drive into it. Putting the tablet down, she said, “TV on.” 

Stacie jumped, as the television mounted on the wall came to life. 

“Open drive E. Play video file,” Ami said, as she stood in front of the TV. 

Moe moved next to her and said, “Show off.” 

“You brought a guest. I’ve got to pull out all the stops,” Ami said. 

The screen in front of them came to life with the video of the hallway. They watched in silence as the light changed, the window shattered, and the men in black removed the painting from the wall. When it stopped, Ami asked, “I’m assuming you want the identity of the thieves.”  

“I want to know whatever you can find,” Moe said. 

Running her finger across the bottom of the screen, Ami rewound the video to the moment when the glass shattered. “Here’s what I’ve got on first watch. See how the glass is shattering in? And how it breaks all over at one time? That tells me they did this with some kind of sound cannon. Probably from the building across the street.”

“So, someone may have heard it?” Stacie asked. 

“Maybe not. If it were me, I would have used something that was focused and high pitched. Also, look at this.” Ami moved her finger across the screen again to the moment when the men repelled in the window. Using two fingers, she expanded the picture to focus on the contraption on one of the men’s waists that attached him to the rope. “This equally impressive. It’s motorized, but silent and extremely fast. If someone had been in the hallway, they would have disappeared from the window before they were even seen.”

“Custom?” Moe asked.

“High-end, special order,” Ami said, squinting at the screen for better focus. “Looks like fun though. I need to get me one of those. You ever repelled off a building before?”

“Nope,” Moe said. 

“Once I repelled down the wall of a sound stage that they made look like a building in post,” Stacie said. 

“That’s cool,” Ami said with a nod of respect. Looking back at the screen, she said, “I’m going to need to get me one of those and try that. I bet I could get some good candid pics of people if I just dropped down in front of their window and started snapping pictures.” 

“I don’t think that’s legal,” Moe said.

“Meh,” Ami replied, as she started the video again. 

“TV off,” Ami said and the television went dark. As she retrieved the thumb drive, she said, “Here’s what we know. You’re looking for a team. They’re professionals and well-funded. This isn’t their first job. A job like this – with this level of security and that fast – that takes practice and preparation. Peter Parker and Miles Morales - they know what equipment they would need and the placement of the picture. They are confident enough to know they can get the painting out and be swinging on their webs again in less than two minutes. There has to be at least two more. They need Thor to send the sonic boom from next door, and Ironman to cut the power. A building like this probably has a small security force. I’d want Black Panther, in the lobby, to cause a raucous and pull security away from the prize if the Spider twins hit a snag. So, at least five. Maybe six, if one of them isn’t also doubling as a getaway driver. Also, notice how the power outage doesn’t take out the security cameras? I don’t think they expected that. The only reason to cut the power would be to knock out those cameras. So, they’ve got inside information, but it isn’t perfect. In summary, you are looking for a team of well-trained pros who have resources and have some kind of connection to the inside.”

“Where would they get equipment like that?” Moe asked. 

Ami took a deep breath and put her hands on her head as she thought. “You’d have to order it special. There’s not a shop in Baltimore that makes that kind of tech.”

“Can you trace it?” Moe asked.

“That’s why you’re here, right?” Ami said. 

Moe smiled. 

“Give me a day or two. I’ll poke around,” Ami said. 

“Thank you,” Moe replied.

“Now, payment,” Ami said. She crossed the room, sat on the leather couch and held out her hand. 

Moe sat next to her and took her hand, interlocking her fingers. “What do you want to see? Happy? Sad? Scary?” 

“Invigorating,” Ami said, her eyes wide with excitement. 

“Have you seen Robert’s first kiss?” Moe asked.

“That was a good one. You gave it to me two times ago,” Ami said. 

“How about two Russian girls diving into a lake?” Moe asked. 

“No. I don’t want to feel all wet,” Ami said. 

“Have I shown you Joseph’s touchdown run?” Moe said. 

“Nope. That’ll do it,” Ami said, leaning back and closing her eyes. 

Moe took a deep breath and searched her own mind. It took a few seconds, but the memory began to form. Squeezing Ami’s hand, she willed the memory to pass to her. 

There was a cool breeze that blew the sweat off Moe’s face. The world smelled of fresh cut grass and sweat. She put her mouth guard in her mouth. It pushed her lips out. Stepping forward, she put her hands between her center’s legs. She scanned the line in front of her. Three linebackers stared back at her, their eyes revealing a mix of rage and fear. 

“Down!” Moe yelled, but her voice was deep and heavy and strong. It was her brother’s voice, Joseph’s voice. She loved the sound of its low and terrifying rumble. She looked up and down her line. Her linemen were set. She caught the eye of her receiver and he nodded. 

“Set!” she yelled. 

She looked at the clock. Down by five. Fifteen seconds left. She thought about what she was going to do. The pivot, the six steps, throw deep. She’d done it a hundred times in practice. 

“Hut!” she screamed. The ball hit her in the hands, and she took it. Spinning on her right foot, she ran down the line. There was a loud crash of helmets colliding as her fullback smashed into a defensive end two steps in front of her. She cocked the ball and looked down the field. One of the linebackers had gotten loose from his block and was running parallel to with her. She only had a few seconds before he was on her.

Moe scanned the field for her wide receiver. He wasn’t where he should be. A quick glance back to the right and she discovered he’d tripped and was on the ground. She looked left for her number two, but he was caught up in a block with a cornerback. 

The linebacker made his move and charged. Moe had no choice. She tucked the ball under her arm and ran at him. She saw him prepare to hit her. Her instinct said to cut left, but instead she sped up. The half second increase in speed gave her the advantage. Bending her knees, she moved underneath him and exploded into his chest with her shoulder. 

The linebacker took flight. Moe stepped over him as he hit the ground. There was only one more man in front of her. The safety who’d given her problems all night. She charged him knowing she wouldn’t catch him by surprise. He approached, and she watched his hips. She saw him commit. She spun left and felt him graze her side, but she was still on her feet. 

She ran for the end zone, pumping her arms and legs as hard as she could, expending the last of her energy reserves. She could hear the crowd roar. She could feel the excitement in the air. The wind blew through her facemask. There was nothing between her and the goal line. 

She didn’t slow down until she crossed it. Holding the ball in the air, she screamed with joy, as she watched points being added to the scoreboard. Her fullback arrived, wrapped his arms around her, and lifted her in the air in celebration. 

Moe let go of Ami’s hand. The roar of the crowd faded. The smell of the grass and sweat began to fade. 

Ami jumped up with excitement. “That was amazing! And I don’t even like football!” 

“Wait, what happened?” Stacie said. Then it hit her. “Did you give her a memory? I didn’t know you could do that!” 

“I can do that,” Moe said.

“Oh, hell yes, she can do that,” Ami said, as she danced around the room like a running back holding a football.    

“I wanna see,” Stacie whined, holding out her hand. 

“Later,” Moe said with a grin. 

Stacie crossed her arms. “I’m holding you to that. You’re showing me Robert’s first kiss, too,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“I thought we were going to be like Rizzoli and Isles, but we’re like the A-Team,” Stacie said, as she stepped out of the car. 

“What are you talking about?” Moe said. 

“The A-Team. Not the movie – that sucked. We’re like the TV show – which was amazing,” Stacie said. 

As they crossed the street and walked toward the front door of Jake’s Diner, Moe said, “We’re nothing like the A-Team.”

“We are. Hear me out. You’ve got all the plans, so you’re Hannibal. And Ami is our specialist, so she’s like Murdock. And I’m clearly Face,” Stacie argued. 

Moe paused at the door, turned to Stacie, and said, “The A-Team isn’t the A-Team without Mr. T and that black van. We don’t have either.” 

“I still think it works,” Stacie affirmed.

Moe pulled open the door, stepped in Jake’s Diner, and said to the hostess, “Hey Desiree.” The poorly lit and hardly cleaned diner was where Moe’s grandfather spent most of his time. Moe had never met Jake, but regardless of what time Moe arrived, Desiree was always working the hostess station. 

“Hey, Baby,” Desiree said with a smile. “And Miss Stacie,” she added, as Stacie entered the door behind Moe. “And who is this?” she asked, as Bosley came in last, having paused to investigate something on the sidewalk outside. 

“This is Bosley,” Moe said, rubbing the dog’s ears. Moe glanced around the room to see if any of the lunch patrons would protest to a dog entering the restaurant, but no one seemed to notice. 

Desiree bent down and grabbed the dog by his jaw. “You’re a good boy. I can tell by looking at you,” she said. 

“Baba here?” Moe asked. 

“Please, you know he’s out back where he always is,” she said with a dismissive wave. “You three want me to bring you something for lunch? I’ll put it on your Baba’s tab.” 

“That’d be great,” Stacie said with a smile, jumping in before Moe could protest. 

“I’ll surprise you with something good,” Desiree said with a wink. 

Moe and Stacie made their way through the restaurant to the backdoor, both working to keep Bosley from attempting to steal food from the tables they passed. Stepping into the alley, the smell of garbage and smoke rolled over them like a wave. To Moe and Stacie’s right, there was a dumpster that Bosley took great interest in. To their left, there was an old plastic table with four plastic chairs around it, one of which was occupied by Baba. 

“Baby Girl!” the old man said with a smile. Putting his cigar down, he stood to give her a hug. 

“Hey, Baba,” Moe replied, accepting the embrace. 

“How is my favorite granddaughter and my favorite grand-dog?” he asked, reaching down to rub Bosley’s head. 

“I’m your only granddaughter,” Moe said. 

Baba looked up, winked, and replied, “Don’t ruin it.” 

“And Ms. Howe. It is a pleasure to see you again,” Baba said with a bow. 

“Hello, Baba,” Stacie said with a flirtatious tone, that to Moe’s surprise made her feel uneasy and protective.

“Come and take a seat in my office,” Baba said, as he sat down and took back up his cigar. A mug of coffee and a plate with a half-eaten egg sandwich sat in front of him. Baba took a puff of his cigar and said, “I’ve heard that you, Miss Howe, are somewhat of a celebrity.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Stacie said. 

“We’re here to talk about a case,” Moe said.

“The Sweet Life of Lizzy and Kim,” Baba said, pressing forward. “I watched some episodes. You were pretty good. Funny, in an awkward kind of way.”

“Thank you?” Stacie said. 

“You watch a lot of kid’s television at night?” Moe asked with a laugh. 

“It’s amazing what you can find on the internet. Just last night I was streaming a show about the golden age of Dutch painters and how much they go for on the black market. Really interesting stuff,” Baba said. 

“So you’ll help?” Moe asked. In a different life, Baba had been a homicide detective with the Baltimore City Police force. But, after the death of Moe’s father and disappearance of her mother six years ago, Baba had changed. He hadn’t turned to booze like his friends had expected. Rather, he’d retired from the force and taken up residence in the alley of a crappy diner. Moe wasn’t sure if he was pouting or if he had just given up on life. She wanted more for him, but didn’t know how to help him find it. 

Baba waved her off. “I’d rather talk about the lifestyles of the rich and famous. Or maybe we could talk about lacrosse. I’ve been reading up on that too. It’s really popular up in the county,” he said.

“As fun as that sounds, that’s not really why we are here,” Moe said.  

“Oh no, Baby Girl. How are we ever going to get out of this pickle?” Baba replied with a sly grin. 

His ability to quote Stacie’s catch phrase from a television show for children that hadn’t aired for over a decade left both Moe and Stacie speechless. 

Baba laughed. Reaching across the table to squeeze her hand, he said, “You know I’ll help. Anything for my beautiful granddaughter.”

Moe was charmed. She couldn’t help it. The old man reminded her of her mother. 

“How many episodes of my show did you watch?” Stacie asked, bewildered. 

The back door to the diner swung open, as Desiree arrived with a tray full of plates. Between Moe and Stacie, she put a plate of French Fries smothered in brown gravy, as was the Baltimore style. In front of both of them, she placed cheeseburgers and sodas. Then, leaning down, she put a plate of ground beef in front of Bosley. “Y’all enjoy,” she said, as she made her way back into the diner. 

Moe didn’t realize how hungry she was until the food arrived. She took a bite out of the burger. It was juicy and melted in her mouth. 

“Enough chit-chat. What’s the case?” Baba asked, stealing a fry from the plate.

“I’ve got two, and I’d like your insight on both,” Moe said. 

“Look at you. Get your name in the papers for busting a human trafficking ring, and all of a sudden you’re taking to two at a time. Good for you,” he said, taking another fry. 

“Let’s start with the painting was stolen from the hallway outside a law firm,” Moe said. 

“Real professional crew. Bold too, repelling down the side of a building like that,” Baba said. 

Even though he was retired, he hadn’t lost his connections with the detectives on the force. Moe wondered how many of them sat in the chair she was sitting in to ask the old man for advice. “That’s the one,” Moe said. 

“Well, your employer probably didn’t tell you this, but it’s not this crew’s first rodeo. They’ve taken paintings from him before. Typically, he reports it for the insurance, but doesn’t press anyone to work too hard on it. The boys are all wondering why he cares so much about this one,” Baba said. 

“He let the other ones slide?” Stacie said with confusion.

“He goes through the motions. But, he doesn’t give anybody any trouble. He’s even said in the past that it isn’t a big deal, he just needs the report,” Baba said with a shrug, as he took another French fry.

“Is this crew local or tourists?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, they’re home grown. Disciplined, too, and young. The boys at the precinct think they are ex-military with how precise they are. I’ll ask around and see if I can get you anything else. Maybe a look at the other case files,” he said. 

“That’d be great,” Moe said, after swallowing a bite from her burger. She took a drink and then continued. “The second case is a little girl named Sarah. Her parents were murdered in a break-in.” 

Baba shook his head with frustration and asked, “Joe put you on that?”

“You talk to Joe?” Moe said with surprise. She knew Baba had a standing meal with Robert, but she thought his contact with her brothers ended there.

Baba took a long drag of his cigar. Moe could tell he was thinking over what and how much to tell her. He sighed and leaned forward. “The girl’s parents weren’t murdered. Not both of them anyway. The mother was found dead. The father is the primary suspect. He’s missing.” Baba let his head fall forward, knowing the circumstances of the case would have an impact on Moe. 

Moe could feel a knot in her throat. She didn’t know what to say. She looked down at her rainbow shoelaces, hoping their bright colors would distract her from the emotions building in her chest, but her trick didn’t work. She swallowed and took a deep breath. 

“I’m sorry. What’s going on? That seems to be more important than just a detail of the case,” Stacie said softly.  

“My dad was found murdered and my mom is missing,” Moe said. She knew if she looked up, she’d begin to cry. 

“Oh, Moe. I didn’t know. I’m so sorry,” Stacie said, rubbing her friend’s back. 

“I told Joe to keep you out of it,” Baba said, angrily. 

Moe took another deep breath. She took one last look at her shoes and then, closed her eyes. Looking up, she said, “No. It’s good. Maybe I can help this time. Get me what you can on the case?” 

“Be careful. These cases are getting you involved with some dangerous people,” Baba said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

“Can we talk about what just happened?” Stacie said, as Moe parallel parked the car.

They’d spent the fifteen minute drive from Jake’s Diner in silence. Moe could tell Stacie was giving her the time she needed to get her emotions under control. “What do you mean?” she said, knowing full well what Stacie meant. 

“I mean, why have you never told me about your parents?” Stacie asked. 

“It never came up,” Moe said, turning the car off. 

“Moe! Your dad is dead, and your mom is missing? This is a big deal. It’s got to weigh on you every day.” Stacie’s voice was a mix of hurt and concern. Moe could tell her friend felt betrayed. 

Moe sighed. “I don’t really want to talk about it, but I also don’t want you worrying about me because I’m fine, so you get three questions.”

“Okay,” Stacie said, thinking. “How did your father die?”

“He was shot in the head. Execution style,” Moe said. Then, taking another deep breath, she added, “My mom is the primary suspect.” 

“Whoa,” Stacie said. 

“Yeah,” Moe replied.

“Okay, question two. Did she do it?” Stacie asked. 

“No way. My parents were the perfect couple, and there’s no way my mom would hurt anyone. She wouldn’t even set out traps for the mice that dug through our garbage.” Moe chuckled at the memory of her mom setting off her dad’s traps before they caught the mice. 

“Okay, last question,” Stacie said. She leaned in and took her friend’s hand. “Are you really fine? Because, you don’t seem fine.”

Moe bit her lip and looked down at her laces. She could feel the sadness welling up in her chest again. She decided it would be best if she just powered through the story. “Lance and I were away at college. It was our senior year. I was a philosophy major trying to pick a master’s program. Lance was majoring in partying and sex. It was Calvin who called us and gave us the news. We went straight home. The investigation lasted six months, and the detectives didn’t find anything. They decided it had to be mom, because she’d gone missing. We haven’t heard anything from her since then.” 

“Damn!  I’m so sorry,” Stacie said. 

“That day changed everything, for all of us,” Moe continued, lost in the memory of it. “Baba got really angry and demanded to be put on the case, but they said it was a conflict of interest, so he quit. Lance and I both dropped out of school. Calvin got a job as a blacksmith and started spending everyday beating on metal. Joe left his job as a shrink and became a priest, and Robert joined the FBI. We haven’t all been in the same place since dad’s funeral.”

“That’s why you are a private detective,” Stacie said, putting the pieces together. “You want to solve your mom’s case.” 

“Something like that. At least, that’s how this all started,” Moe said. 

“I’m here for you. Whatever you need,” Stacie said, squeezing her hand. 

“I know. Thank you,” Moe said, looking up from her shoes. 

“So, I get to meet another hot brother now?” Stacie asked, trying to lighten the mood. 

“Gross,” Moe said, as she pushed open the door to the car and called Bosley to follow her. Moe waited as Bosley sniffed his third light poll. “You know, if I hadn’t of brought you out today, you’d just be sitting inside holding it. All of the sudden, you have to pee every time we stop?” 

Stacie laughed. “He’s got you trained.”

Bosley finished relieving himself and began to scratch himself with his back leg. 

“Back in the car,” Moe said, as she yanked his leash and guided him back to the car and into the back seat. “Next stop, we’re taking you home,” she said, as she slammed the back door shut. She and Stacie walked up the five marble steps and arrived at the large double doors of the building, Moe pulled on the handle and, unsurprisingly to Moe, the door swung open. 

The stone building had been around since the early 1800s, originally built by its founding German-speaking immigrant congregation. The Sunday service didn’t switch to English until the 1960s, long after the waves of German immigrants had died down. The congregation almost disappeared in the 1980s, as slicker churches that looked more like movie theaters and rock concert venues found their way to Baltimore. The church’s chapel sat close to 800, although, it hadn’t seen crowds of that size in decades. It wasn’t until Joe took over the parish seven years ago, that it began to grow again. Joe had found success in building a community, by focusing less on the elements of the mass and more on caring for the decaying neighborhood around him. The church ran a popular food pantry, provided rooms for homeless women who needed to get off the streets, gave job training and parenting courses for free, and hosted free health care clinics once a month, where people could get checked out by volunteer physicians.  

As they entered the building, Stacie marveled at the chapel. The vaulted ceiling seemed much bigger on the inside. Light filled the room through stain glass windows that depicted the Stations of the Cross. The old pews were in two columns. About half of them were covered by worn maroon cushions. The other half were bare. At the front of the room was a platform with a simple wooden pulpit, front and center. “This is beautiful,” Stacie said. 

“Yeah. It’s really peaceful. Whenever I get sad or lonely, I always come to see Joe. He makes everything better,” Moe said, as she took a seat in one of the pews.

Stacie took the seat next to her. “So, you, also, didn’t tell me you were Catholic,” Stacie said. 

“Me? I’m not. We grew up Baptist. Joe went Catholic after mom died. Said he liked the uniform,” Moe said, as she gazed up at the ceiling. She turned at the sound of a door opening to their right. 

Her brother, a mountain of a man dressed in all black, except for the small white collar, stepped into the room. His eyes widened at the sight of his sister. “Baby girl,” he said. His voice warmed the room. 

Moe couldn’t contain her excitement to see him. Leaping up from her seat, she ran across the room to him. Joe wrapped his giant arms around her, lifted her off the ground, and spun her around just like he used to do when they were kids. A giggle escaped Moe’s throat as he swung her. 

Placing her back down on the ground, Joe gave her one last squeeze and said, “I’d hoped you be coming over soon.” He motioned to the pew nearest them, and they both took a seat. 

Trying not to interrupt the reunion, Stacie crossed the room and took a seat behind Moe. 

“This is my partner, Stacie Howe,” Moe said, motioning to her friend. 

“Baba told me you were working with a celebrity,” Joe said, shaking Stacie’s hand. 

“Nice to meet you, Father,” Stacie said. 

“You can just call me Joe,” he replied.

“We just left Baba. He said he doesn’t see you often,” Moe said. 

“Please,” Joe said, waving off the idea. “He comes to mass every Friday night. Sits in the back and pouts. Says he has issues with God, but he wants to make sure I’m okay.”

“So, what can you tell me about Sarah,” Moe said.  

“Nothing,” Joe said. “Elias called me and asked if I could help the girl remember things. I told him that wasn’t my thing, but that I might know someone. He gave me the basics about what happened to her, but if you’ve been out to meet her then you know more than I do.”

Moe wasn’t sure why, but she had a need to state the obvious. It was as if the words needed to be spoken out loud to take their emotional power away. “The case is a lot like Mom’s and Dad’s,” she said.

Joe nodded. “That’s one of the reasons I called you. I couldn’t stand to see a little girl go through what we went through. I figured if anyone could help her hold onto the good times, it would be you.” 

“I’ll keep you posted on what I find out,” Moe said. 

“I’d appreciate that. And, if it gets to heavy, you know I’m always here,” he said. 

“I know.  But Sarah’s not the only reason I’m here.  I need help finding some people. I thought you might point me in the right direction,” Moe said.   

“I’m not sure what I can do,” Joe said, sitting up with interest. 

“We’re looking for a group of men. Ex-military. Hometown boys. They’ve got money. Any clue how we might go about finding them?” Moe asked. 

“You got a name?” Joe asked, leaning back. 

“Not yet,” Moe said 

“Well, once you have a name, I’d head over to Patterson Park Baptist around seven in the morning. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, guys from the American Legion make pancakes for any Vets in town. Lots of people show up. It’s the Legion’s way of catching guys coming home,” he said. 

“You think our guys will be there?” Moe asked.

“No. Not if you are looking for them. I can’t imagine they are taking a break from their life of crime to serve pancakes. But, the Legion guys keep tabs on all the young Vets living in town. If you can get their names, the guys at the breakfast can probably point you in the right direction. Look for a one armed guy named Vinnie. He’s good people,” Joe said. 

Moe stood. “Thank you. You’re amazing,” she said. 

Joe stood and gave her another hug. “Will I see you at mass on Sunday?” he asked, after he let her go. 

“Maybe?” Moe said.

“Ms. Howe, the silent partner, it was a pleasure,” Joe said. 

Stacie gave a coy nod, keeping up the rouse. 

“Alright, before we go you’ve got to do your thing,” Moe said, holding out her hands. 

“For my baby sister? Absolutely,” Joe said.

Moe’s brother’s huge hands swallowed hers. “Close your eyes and clear your mind,” he said. 

Moe laughed with excitement, closed her eyes, took a deep breath to clear her mind, and squeezed his hands. 

The room was filled with the smell of baking bread and pie – her mother’s pumpkin pie. Moe opened her eyes. She was standing in the corner of her family’s dining room. The long table was set for eight. White china plates, freshly polished silver, and crystal glasses covered the burgundy table cloth. To the right of the table against the wall there was a long serving bar filled with mash potatoes, gravy, stuffing, green bean casserole, cranberry sauce, and various pies. 

Light from the candles on the long table danced, casting a warmth on people in the room. Joe sat at the far end with Calvin. They teased each other about who would win the football game later that day and how their favorite players would perform. Baba and Lance sat on the opposite side, the older man talking as the young one listened and laughed. Stacie was there too, standing next to Moe. She smiled at Moe and took a seat next to Lance. Sipping from a glass, she began listening to Baba as well. 

There was a stirring from the kitchen as Robert appeared in the doorway carrying a beautifully prepared turkey. “Time to eat,” he said, as he placed the bird on the end of the bar. Everyone seated at the table grabbed a plate and moved to the serving bar, talking and laughing as they went. 

Moe’s heart felt so full she thought it might burst, but then a voice came from behind her. It was gentle and strong, comforting and piercing, soft and embracing. “Go and get a plate, baby girl. Before your brothers eat everything.” Tears filled Moe’s eyes and a knot caught in her throat. She turned to see her mother standing next to her. Wrapping her arms around her mom, Moe said, “I miss you so much.” 

When she opened her eyes, Moe was crying and laughing. Her voice echoed through the empty chapel. She squeezed Joe’s hands and said, “Thanks.” 

“Anytime. Your dream is one of my favorites,” he said. 

“Wait. What just happened?’ Stacie asked, standing beside the pew.

Moe realized she’d gotten so excited about experiencing Joe’s gift, she’d forgotten to explain it to her friend.

“Like Moe, I’ve got a special gift,” Joe said.

“I’m sorry. I should have explained,” Moe said. 

“Do you pass memories to people, too?” Stacie said. 

“No. Trading memories is Moe’s thing. My gift is letting you live a few seconds of life as if all your deepest desires were fulfilled,” Joe said. 

“It’s amazing,” Moe said, unable to stop the huge grin on her face. 

“For some people, it’s amazing. For others, it can be disappointing. It depends on what it is that you desire,” Joe said. 

“What’d you see?” Stacie asked Moe.

“Nope,” Joe said, putting his hand up. “I have a strict rule. No one gets to see anyone else’s desires. It’s too personal.”

“It’s not a big deal. She can probably guess it,” Moe said. 

“Your whole family together?” Stacie guessed.

“At Thanksgiving dinner,” Moe said. “And don’t worry, you were there too.”

“I have rules for reasons,” Joe said.

“Do me,” Stacie said. 

Joe held out his hands. “A warning. Like I said, for some people it can be disappointing. Getting everything they desire could be the worst thing in the world. Once you see it, I can’t take it back. Are you sure you want to see it?” he asked. 

“Oh, hell yeah,” Stacie said, moving across the aisle to Joe. She grabbed his hands and closed her eyes. “Hit me,” she said. 

Joe laughed. “Okay, clear your mind.” 

Moe watched as an expression of joy came across Stacie’s face, as she gripped Joe’s hands tightly. The whole interaction took only a few seconds. Opening her eyes, Stacie said, “Wow. That was amazing.”

Joe took a step back and shook his head. “You’re welcome,” he said in a confused voice. 

“Yeah, I’m going to need all of that to come true,” Stacie said. 

“What’d you see?” Moe asked. 

“It’s a lot like yours. Big party. You’re there. But, with a lot more booze,” Stacie said. 

“And shirtless men. And a guy tied up in the corner,” Joe said, rubbing his head. 

“Hey! What about your rules?” Stacie griped playfully. Moe could tell by the way Stacie had stomped her foot that she didn’t actually care. 

“You already broke them,” Joe said with a sigh. 

“Who are you tying up in the corner?” Moe asked. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Stacie said with a mischievous grin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

As she walked through the front door, Moe was again attacked by the smell of disinfectant. Fighting to remember the smell of her mother’s pumpkin pies, she pushed through the wave and kept moving. Following the same path she’d taken last time, she made her way through the white halls. 

“Ms. Watkins. I’m very happy to see you,” Doctor Elias said with a grin, as he turned the corner and almost ran into her. 

“Thanks for letting me come back,” Moe said. 

“Thanks for coming back. It’s been a big day. I can tell that Sarah’s been waiting for you,” he said, motioning down the hallway toward Sarah’s room. 

Walking next to him, Moe asked, “Did she talk today?”

“No, but there were changes. She played a little when we took her outside. There is a small grassy hill behind this building. We were on a walk together, and she ran up and down it. She even laughed a little,” Doctor Elias said.

“Laughter? That’s huge,” Moe said with a celebratory smile.

“I thought so too, which is why I’m happy you’re back today,” Doctor Elias said. 

Moe stepped into Sarah’s room to find the young girl laying on the floor, coloring on white paper with an orange crayon. Sitting down next to her on the floor, Moe asked, “What are you drawing?” 

Sarah showed Moe the jack-o-lantern on the page. It had triangle eyes and a big smile. 

“That’s great. You’re a good artist,” Moe said. 

Sarah grinned. Putting down the crayon and standing, she moved to the bed and sat down. Looking at Moe, the young girl patted the space next to her. 

“No small talk, huh? You just want to jump right into it?” Moe said with playful disinterest. 

The girl smiled. 

Moe stood, walked to the bed, and sat down. “Do you have something picked out you want to remember?” she asked. 

The young girl nodded, held out her hands, and closed her eyes. 

Moe took the girl’s hands, closed her eyes, and received the memory the girl passed to her. 

Moe opened her eyes. She was running. Her arms outstretched like wings, she felt the wind on her face. She loved the sound of her cape flapping in the wind behind her. She imagined that it would sound that way if she was really flying. She spun to the right and imagined the cape flying off to the side. She spun to the left and imagined the cape fluttering behind her. Their front yard wasn’t very big, so there wasn’t really enough room to run as fast or far as she wanted. 

Moe looked down at her outfit. She liked that the costume had come with fake muscles in the arms and chest. She flexed, like she’d seen people do on TV. She imagined the muscles in her shirt were her real muscles and that she could make them move. 

“You ready to go, Big Girl?” her dad asked from behind her. 

She turned and placed her fists on her hips. “I’m not big girl. I’m Superman!” she said, and she began to fly through the front yard again. 

“Oh. Excuse us, Superman. We’re sorry. We thought you were someone else,” her mom said playfully. 

“Superman!” Moe cheered. 

“You ready, Superman?” her dad said.

“Don’t go too far, okay?” her mom said. 

“I think we’ll just go up the street and back,” her dad said. 

Moe snatched her plastic pumpkin off the ground, ran across the yard to Mr. David’s house next door, and yelled, “Let’s go!” She ran up to the door and pressed the doorbell. It made a loud ding which surprised her. Dad never let her ring doorbells. She liked how it sounded. She pressed it again and the ding rang out. 

“Only press it once, Sarah,” her dad called from behind her. He was using his serious voice, so she knew she couldn’t get away with doing it a third time. She waited. Mr. David was taking a long time. She wished he hurry up. 

The knob started to turn, and her heart raced with excitement. She took a small step forward as the door opened. 

“Well, look at you. Are you Superwoman?” Mr. David asked. His mustache twitched when he talked. 

“No. I’m Superman,” Moe corrected him. 

“Oh. I see that now. My mistake,” Mr. David said. 

Moe nodded with approval and then, remembered why she was here. Holding up her plastic pumpkin she loudly proclaimed, “Trick or treat!” She suddenly realized she might get a trick. She wondered why she had given Mr. David the option. She thought that next time she should just yell, “Candy!” but she knew her dad would tell her no. Mom and Dad always said “no” to the best ideas.

Mr. David dropped a chocolate bar in her pumpkin. 

She looked at it and then turned to run. 

“What do you say?” her dad yelled.

“Thank you!” she called, as she took off for the next house, but before she crossed into the yard, she slowed down. All around her was a purple light. She looked up to see a giant, glowing, purple skeleton blocking her path to the front door. Moe screamed and dropped her pumpkin. 

She turned to run, but strong arms caught her and lifted her off the ground. She leaned into her father’s chest. Tears poured from her eyes. She hid her face, hoping the purple skeleton would leave her and her daddy alone. 

“It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s just a lawn decoration,” her father said. 

“It’s scary,” she said. 

“I know. But it’s Halloween. Things are supposed to be scary,” he said. 

“I don’t like it,” she said, burying her face deeper into her dad’s chest. 

“I tell you what, why don’t I carry you past it, then you can run to the front door and you don’t have to see it,” he said. 

“Make it go away,” she replied, not caring for his solution.

“Well, I can’t do that,” he said. 

“Let’s go home,” she said. If this night was going to be filled with glowing purple skeletons in front yards, then she wanted nothing to do with it. 

“I think you’re going to miss a lot of good stuff if we stop now. How about this? I’ll carry you past it, and then you can keep going,” he offered a second time. 

Not realizing he’d already said that, Moe affirmed this idea. 

“Great. Hold on tight,” he said, as he pretended to fly her past the terrifying skeleton. She held him tight and he squeezed her in response. Even though she clenched her eyes shut, she felt safe. She knew he would protect her from anything. She knew that if she just held on to him, all the scary stuff would go away.

Moe opened her eyes. She was back on the bed with Sarah. 

The young girl took a deep breath and laid down on the bed. She faced the wall and gripped her pillow tight to her chest, clinging to it, like she had clung to her father that night.

Moe stood and pulled the covers over Sarah. Leaning down, she stroked the girl’s hair softly and whispered, “Good night, Superman.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Stacie waved to Moe, motioning for her to come over. She had taken up residence at their usual table in the back of their favorite bar and grill, The Thirsty Horse. The restaurant was less crowded than usual, Moe assumed because the dinner crowd had already passed. Sitting down in the chair across from Stacie, Moe sighed. 

“It’s been a big day,” Stacie said with a knowing smile.

“Has it ever,” Moe said, laying her head on the table. 

“You hungry?” Stacie asked. 

“Starving,” Moe complained.

“Good, because I ordered for you. Now sit up, or the dummy Mike gave us for a waiter may just put the food on top of your head,” Stacie said, nudging Moe. 

Moe sat up and looked at the on-coming waiter. Standing around five-feet tall, dressed in suspenders and a bowtie, sporting a peach fuzz beard, the waiter looked like a middle-schooler on picture day. Moe was shocked he was strong enough to carry the tray of their food. “Oh, Jesus, he’s young,” she said with a sigh. 

“His youth is the least of his problems,” Stacie said with a look of disgust. 

With a smile, Moe thought was intended to be seductive, the waiter said, “Ladies. How you doin’ tonight?”

“Hungry and thirsty,” Moe said. 

Fumbling with the tray stand, he maintained confidence in his voice as he said, “Well, a beautiful woman like you should never be thirsty for anything. Lucky for you, Kenny has come to quench your thirst and easy your hunger pains.”

With a dismissive wave, Stacie said, “I’m not doing this. Go get Mike.”

Placing his hands on his hips, the waiter said, “Mike can hike, but with Fillmore you’ll score.”

“And you’re Fillmore?” Moe asked.

Flashing the name tag on his suspender, the waiter said in his best Joey-from-Friends voice, “How you doin’?”

“Of course your name is Fillmore,” Stacie complained as she stood and waved at Mike, the superhumanly attractive manager of the establishment, who routinely asked Moe to go mountain climbing with him. 

When Mike looked over, he laughed. 

Stacie pointed to Fillmore and yelled, “Mike! No!” 

“Did I do something wrong? I promise, if you give me a chance, my service will leave you completely satisfied,” Fillmore said, as he transferred the plates of food from his tray to their table.

Moe laughed. 

“How you doin’?” Fillmore asked again, as he gave Moe a wink and placed a large beer in front of her.

“Mike! No! No, Mike!” Stacie yelled, again.  

“Please don’t hesitate to let me know if you have any needs Fillmore can meet,” the waiter said, as he took the tray off the stand. 

“Now he’s talking about himself in the third person,” Stacie complained to herself, as she sat back down.

“Thank you, Fillmore. I’ll make sure you’re the first to know if we desire anything tonight that warrants your attention,” Moe said with a smile.

Fillmore shot Moe finger guns and moved on to his next table.  As he left, Stacie took a sip of her martini and said, “Mike is lucky he makes a good martini, because he’s terrible at hiring waiters.”

“I think he’s cute,” Moe said. 

“Fillmore or Mike,” Stacie said.

Moe replied with a nervous laugh. Looking down at the plate in front of her, she inhaled the smell of the steaming pile of meat and gravy. “What’s this?” she asked. 

Passing her a small desert plate that Fillmore had given to her by mistake, Stacie said, “Turkey with gravy and a piece of pumpkin pie. Not a perfect thanksgiving dinner, but as close as Mike could get.”

Moe felt tears fill her eyes. She wiped them away, took Stacie’s hand, and said, “You’re my favorite person right now.” 

Stacie squeezed her hand back. “I know. Now eat and tell me all about your date with Sarah.”

Hot food and a rich beer was exactly what Moe needed. She came alive as she explained to Stacie the Halloween scene Sarah had shown her. 

“So, Halloween? Not what I thought she would want to show you,” Stacie said, after Moe finished.

“I think it was more about her father holding her,” Moe said. 

“That makes more since. You get any clues as to why her parents are gone?” Stacie asked. 

“No. It was a short memory. It can be like that with kids. A lot of times their memories are more impressions than stories. I’m going to go back tomorrow.  I’ll get a clue at some point.”

Taking a final drink from her martini, Stacie waved the glass in the air, and yelled, “Fillmore. I have needs.”   

“You’re calling him back?” Moe asked with surprise.

“Desperate times,” Stacie said. 

Rather than Fillmore, it was Mike that delivered fresh drinks. Moe allowed herself to gaze at him for a brief moment before pretending everything was normal. As he placed the drinks on the table, she did her best to look cool, but on the inside her heart was racing. There was no denying that he was a beautiful man. 

“How are two of my favorite people tonight?” Mike asked. 

“Mike, I have a question,” Stacie said, as she tasted her martini. “We do this dance every time we come in here. You send over some incompetent lackey. They screw up. I get pissed. And then you end up waiting on us. Could we just skip to the end where you start waiting on us from the outset?” 

Mike laughed. “That would mess up my system.”

“Oh. There’s some kind of master plan at work then?” Stacie said with suspicion. 

“You two are part of the interview process. I make all new hires work a week of night shifts as a trial run. If they can get through you without breaking into tears, then I let them stay.”

Moe laughed at the idea. She couldn’t tell if Mike was teasing or serious.

“Well, now that I know I have a job to do, I’m going to up my game. No more Ms. Nice-Stacie,” Stacie said.  She took another sip and then said, “Changing the subject. When are you leaving to climb that mountain in New Hampshire?”

“You mean Mount Katahdin in Maine. Forty-five days. It should be a beautiful climb,” he said. 

“So, if someone wanted to join you, when would they need to let you know?” Stacie asked.

Mike looked at Moe and said, “Depends who it is. For some people, they could tell me five minutes before I was pulling out, and I’d make it happen.”

Moe kicked Stacie under the table. 

“I’ve got to get back to the bar. You ladies tell me if you need anything else,” Mike said, as he headed back to the bar.  

Moe jumped as her phone pinged. Taking it out of her back pocket, she was happy to see an email from Ami. “You need to tell Ami thank you, because her email just saved your ass from the beat-down I want to give you,” she said to Stacie. 

“Well, read it,” Stacie said.

Moe read, “Followed the equipment. Had to chase it through a few buyers. Last one was Lewis Quartz. Ex-Marine. Scout Sniper. Lance Corporal. Discharged. Originally from Baltimore. No known address. Seems dangerous. I’ll keep digging. Attached are the documents I looked through. Be careful.”

“Murdock comes through,” Stacie said. 

“We are not the A-Team,” Moe said, as she took a long swig of her beer. 

“So, let’s recap our day,” Stacie said, leaning back in her chair. “We ran into my ex-stalker’s best bro. We took a case. I met Ami-Murdock. We convinced Baba to get us case files. I learned all about your parents. We lived our fantasies with your brother. You helped a little girl by taking her trick-or-treating in her mind. And now, we have a name to follow tomorrow. Either we are the greatest detectives in the history of detective-ing, or this is the easy case in history.” 

“You want to get pancakes for breakfast tomorrow,” Moe asked with a smile.

“You read my mind,” Stacie said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The line was longer than Moe expected. Even though she and Stacie arrived ten minutes before seven, it stretched around the corner of the redbrick building and down the street. Most stood quietly, buried in their phones. Some chatted. It was clear, most knew each other. 

“God. It’s early,” Stacie said with a yawn. 

Although Moe couldn’t see the front door because it was around the corner, she could tell it had opened when the line began creeping forward. Patterson Park Baptist sat on Eastern Avenue on the southeastern side of the city, a few blocks from one of the city’s large public parks. Years ago, the working middle class that had once dominated the neighborhood had moved away into the suburbs leaving a community divided between gentrifying upper class seeking to redefine urban living, and those whose families weren’t wealthy enough to leave when the exodus of the 80s occurred.

Moe and Stacie took a few steps forward, following the line. “How was Bosley this morning?” Stacie asked. 

“Still not eating. It’s got me worried, but not enough to bring his lazy butt along today,” Moe said, moving forward again.  

After a few more steps forward, they arrived at the small card table at the door of the church. A man in his twenties with a shaved head and bright blue eyes said, “Good morning, ladies.” 

“Good morning,” Stacie said with a flirtatious smile. 

The young man blushed. “You probably get this all the time, but you look exactly like that one actress,” he said. 

“I do get that a lot,” Stacie said with a grin.

Turning a clipboard toward them, the young man said, “Do you mind signing in?” 

Moe took the clipboard first. They were asking for name, current address, phone number, branch, years of service, and rank. Moe thought about leaving fake information, but something about that seemed disrespectful. “We didn’t serve. Is that a problem?” she asked.

“No, ma’am. Anyone can eat. We use this information to follow up with people later,” he said. 

Moe filled in her name and handed the clipboard to Stacie who signed her name and address.  

“Maybe you could help us out. We’re looking for an old friend,” Stacie said.

The man looked up and smiled, happy to be able to help. “What’s his name, ma’am? Maybe I know him?”

“His name is Lewis. Lewis Quartz? He was a Marine,” Stacie said. 

The man behind the table shook his head. There was no recognition in his eyes. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I haven’t met him yet. Ask around inside though. If he’s in town and he served, someone inside probably knows him.”  

“Thank you. We appreciate it,” Moe said.

They stepped through the door, walked down and hall, and entered into a large room filled with tables and folding chairs. The line stretched past a table where people were receiving three pancakes, two slices of bacon, and a spoonful of scrambled eggs. An array of syrup bottles, tubs of butter, and coffee carafes were at the end of the line. 

“This is like looking for a needle in a haystack,” Moe said, as she stepped up to the line. An old man on the other side of the table handed her a plate of three pancakes. “Thank you,” she said to him.

Stacie received her pancakes, thanked the man, and steered Moe toward an empty table. 

“Where are you going? We need to talk to people.” Moe said, looking for an empty chair at the larger tables. The room as eighty-percent men. Most of them sat in packs, chatting and laughing together. 

 “Trust me.  In a room like this, we should sit by ourselves,” Stacie said.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Moe said. 

“Oh, sweetie. Watch and learn,” Stacie chided. 

Moe stood back and watched as Stacie took a seat at the end of a mostly empty table, in the far-right corner of the room. Within seconds, two young men from a neighboring table picked up their plates and moved to sit next to her. Moe laughed to herself as Stacie’s smiled at them and began flirtatiously chatting. 

Suspecting there was nothing she could add to Stacie’s efforts, Moe continued to look for her own opening. At the far end of Stacie’s table, Moe spotted a man sitting alone. He wore an old Metallica t-shirt and ratty jeans, had a beard that needed trimming and a prosthetic left arm. She didn’t want to assume it was the man Joe had recommended, but he was the only one-armed man at the breakfast. Crossing the room, Moe stood at the seat in front of him and asked, “Mind if I take a seat?” 

The man smiled. His tired eyes were warm and welcoming. “Go right ahead,” he said.

Sitting down, Moe introduced herself, “I’m Moneta. My friends call me Moe.”

“Vinnie. Nice to meet you,” he said with a nod. 

“Couldn’t help but notice you were over here by yourself,” Moe said. 

“Yeah. The room’s all Jarheads today. Usually there are at least a few Soldiers in here,” Vinnie said, looking around.

“So you were Army?” Moe asked.

“Yep. Lieutenant Colonel Vincent Hall. At your service. You?” he asked.

“I’m just here for the pancakes,” Moe said. 

“I don’t believe that for a second. No one comes here for the food,” Vinnie said with a grin.

“How long did you serve?” Moe asked.

“Sixteen years. Would have been in for life if I hadn’t stumbled on that IED in Afghanistan,” he said. 

Not knowing what else to say, Moe offered, “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. It was five years ago. I’ve come to terms with it. Besides, being angry ain’t gonna make it grow back,” Vinnie said with a grin.

Moe glanced down the table at Stacie. Three more men had joined the gaggle of attendants, and Stacie had them all eating out of her hand. Looking back at Vinnie, she asked, “What do you do now?” 

“Not much of anything. I’ve got a gig as a night watchman over at the new Amazon warehouse. Mostly, I just sit in a guard booth and read. It pays the bills.” Leaning back in his chair, Vinnie thought for a second and then asked, “You mind if I ask you a weird question?” 

“Shoot,” Moe said with a smile.

“You got a brother who’s a priest? Because you look just like this guy I know,” Vinnie asked with a smile.

“Joe’s my brother. He mentioned that if I came here, I should look for you,” Moe said. 

“He really helped me through some rough times. That thing he can do, when he touches you? That was really good for me,” Vinnie reminisced. 

“He’s pretty amazing,” Moe said. 

“So, why did he send you to me?” Vinnie asked, leaning forward again.

Moe took a deep breath and considered what she should and shouldn’t say. Vinnie seemed nice and with his aversion to Marines, it was unlikely he knew Lewis Quartz. Plus, Joe had recommended him and Joe had trusted him with his gift. Moe decided to dive in. “I’m a Private Detective. I’m looking for a Marine name Lewis Quartz,” she said. 

“Sorry, don’t know him,” Vinnie said with a shrug. 

“I figured. But, you think you could help me find him?” Moe asked.

Vinnie took a bite of pancake and a sip of coffee. Leaning forward, he asked, “What’s in it for me?”

Moe wondered what the right number was. She decided to go big. “You tell me where I can find him, I’ll pay fifteen-hundred.”

Vinnie’s eyes doubled in size. “Damn. You ain’t playing around,” he said. “Alright. I’m in. When I find him, how do I find you?” 

“You got a phone?” Moe asked. 

Vinnie reached in his back pocket to retrieve his cell, unlocked it with his thumb, and passed it to Moe. She put her number in the contacts and passed it back. “You call me when you have something. I’ll pay in cash,” Moe said. 

“You got a deal,” Vinnie replied. He took another bite of pancakes and asked, “So, Private Detective. That your full time job?” 

As Moe was about to answer, there was a scuffle at the other end of the table. Moe glanced down at Stacie to see two of the men around her arguing. Stacie shot Moe a confused and worried look. 

Moe looked back at Vinnie and said, “I’m sorry. My friend needs me. Call me when you have something,” Moe said. 

Moe disposed of her plate and listened intently to what was happening at Stacie’s table. Two of the men around her were arguing with one another. “She bats her eyes at you, and you are just willing to tell her whatever she wants? You don’t even know why she wants him?” the older of the two said. 

“He’s just an old friend,” Stacie said. 

The older man turned on her and barked, “If he were an old friend, you’d know how to find him.”

“Relax, old timer. The lady didn’t do anything wrong,” the younger man said. 

“What if she is some kind of bill collector or process server? Back in my day, Marines used to look out for our brothers,” the old man snapped.

“Are you questioning my loyalty?” the young man said, standing.

The old man stood to meet him. “Semper Fi. You even know what it means?” 

Stacie stood too. “Gentlemen. There’s no need to fight. I’m just looking for an old friend. It’s not that big a deal.”

A third man stood on his seat and said, “Let’s just put this to bed. Anybody here know a Lewis Quartz?” 

Moe watched the room, scanning from one face to the next, searching for some sign of recognition. Most shook their heads “no” or dismissed the question altogether. The only sign of recognition came from two men sitting on the other side of the room. They looked at one another, and then back at their food. 

“Alright, no one here knows him. It’s all settled. Let’s just sit down and enjoy our breakfast,” the third man said. 

The two fighters mumbled words to each other and took their seats. Moe glanced back at Stacie who gave her a shrug, and then began excusing herself from the table. Not wanting to miss them, Moe began walking back toward the two men who’d shown recognition when Lewis Quartz was mentioned, but she was only able to take a few steps toward them before one of them saw her. Whispering something to his friend, both men stood and left the room before Moe could reach them. 

“Well, that was a bust. You get anything,” Stacie said, coming to Moe’s side. 

“It wasn’t a bust. Did you see those two guys run out of here? We set something in motion,” Moe said. 

“Hope it’s something good,” Stacie replied.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The black and white surveillance video didn’t do the hallway justice.  It was wide and warm, and the paintings made it feel more like an art gallery than an office building. The window at the end of the hall had already been replaced and a new painting hung on the wall where the Rembrandt had been. Clearly, Theo Thalberg cared about this building and knew how to make his tenants feel special.  

Hersch, Hellman, and Heffman occupied the north wing of the seventh floor. The building also housed a well-known real-estate firm infamous in the city for their comical commercials, the headquarters of a popular magazine, a political think tank, an investment firm, an architectural firm, and a few accounting firms. 

Moe and Stacie took their time in the hallway, looking at the paintings. They were all landscapes. Although Moe was no expert, she couldn’t tell they were replicas. 

“Why would you hang a famous painting here?” Stacie asked, bewildered. 

“I was asking myself the same thing. If you want someone to see it, this isn’t the right place. The same twenty or so people walk this hallway every day, and that’s it,” Moe replied.

“And if you are trying to keep it safe, put it in your house, or a bank,” Stacie said.

“Or on a wall inside one of the offices,” Moe said. 

“Right?” Stacie replied. 

They walked together down to the end of the hall and examined the window. If she hadn’t of seen the video, she wouldn’t have believed it had ever been broken. The replacement was flawless.  “That’s impressive,” Stacie said, running her finger down the perfectly smooth translucent caulk that sealed the glass. 

“Ms. Watkins? Ms. Howe?” a male voice asked from the far end of the hall. Moe turned to see a smiling elderly man carrying two trays of large coffees from Starbucks.

“Hello. Are you Mr. Hersch?” Moe asked. 

When the old man smiled his eyebrows popped above the thick rims of his glasses. “That’s me. It’s great to meet you,” he said, walking toward them. “I’d offer to shake your hand, but mine are full,” he said, holding out the coffees. 

“Let me get the door for you,” Stacie said, as she pulled open one of the double doors to the office.

As they entered the office space, Mr. Hersch left a coffee on the empty reception desk. “Mildred is at lunch, but she should be back at any minute. My office is in the back, why don’t we go there,” he explained.  As they walked, Mr. Hersch would pause at various offices to drop off coffees with people who seemed hard at work on computers. “I take my lunch early these days. Can’t last past ten-thirty. Maybe because I get up at four. Damn old age. Can’t escape it, but it does weird things to you.”

“I wouldn’t put you a day over forty,” Stacie said.

Hersch turned and smiled at her. “I’ll take flattery from a pretty woman any time. Even if she is lying.” After dropping off the second to last coffee, he motioned to a door at the end of the hallway. “That’s me,” he said, leading the way.

Moe and Stacie followed him into his office. It was a tight space with enough room for a small round table, three chairs, and a desk that held a laptop and was covered in papers, but the view from the wall of windows was amazing. High enough to peak over the building across the street, Mr. Hersch could look down on several blocks of downtown. 

“Grab a seat,” he said, clearing paper from the table and stacking it on his already consumed desk. 

“Thank you, sir,” Moe replied, as she and Stacie both took seats. 

“Call me Mel.” Grabbing a pen and notepad from his desk, as if he were going to interview them, he said, “Theo told me you were coming, but he didn’t tell me what you wanted to talk about. I assume it’s the missing painting.”

“Well, to start, what exactly is it that you do here?” Moe said. 

“We are a small firm. Family law. Though, we try to avoid the divorce cases. We focus more on pre-nups, real estate contracts and estate planning.  So, lots of wills and trust creation. Looking over mortgages and contracts. That kind of stuff. It’s almost all digital now. We rarely even need to see our clients in person anymore. We really only have a few anyway. We aren’t real ambitious around here. Our business comes by word of mouth.”  Taking a sip from his coffee, he winced at the temperature. “Oh. That’s hot,” he said, putting it on his desk. 

“Mr. Thalberg is a client?” Moe asked. 

“He’s more than a client. When I was a younger man, I worked for his father, so I’ve known him since he was young. When he was in college, he worked for me for a while. I was just venturing out with my own firm and needed the help. He was wonderful – very hard working.  We’ve always had a great relationship. Even though there is over a decade between us, I’d go as far as saying that we are friends.”

“That’s a nice,” Stacie said. 

“I’m grateful. Life is too short to work with people you don’t enjoy being around. We don’t make a ton of money here, but it’s stable. That’s really all you can ask for,” he said, leaning back in his chair. 

“The reason Mr. Thalberg has employed us is to investigate the theft of his painting in the hallway,” Moe said. 

“That’s the most excitement we’ve had here in… well, ever,” Mel said, laughing quietly to himself. 

“I noticed the other paintings in the hallway. Does Mr. Thalberg have them rotated often?” Moe asked. 

“No. In fact, we were all surprised when the Rembrandt was hung. Mildred kept telling me she thought it was an original, and I kept telling her she was crazy. Why would anyone hang a painting that valuable here? But she insisted. So, at lunch we all went out and examined it, and it sure did look original. I wish it had been here longer. I loved looking at it. I’ve gotten used to the landscapes. They just look like part of the wall to me now. It’s funny how things do that at my age. You see something for long enough and you don’t even see it anymore.”

“How long was the Rembrandt here?” Moe asked. 

“Hmm,” Mel said, looking at the ceiling as he thought. “I’d guess about three-days.” 

“So, the painting is hung. The whole office looks at it. And then, three days later it is stolen?” Stacie said, confused.

“Exactly. And now, we have the boring landscape back that was there before,” Mel said. 

“Do you know if anyone took a picture of it and posted it to social media?” Moe asked. 

“Sure. We all did. It was a Rembrandt,” Mel said. 

“You’re on social media,” Stacie said with a surprised grin.

“I hate to admit it, but I’m addicted to Instagram,” Mel said, pulling a smart phone from his pocket to show it to Moe and Stacie. “My grandkids tell me I’m the only septuagenarian on the platform, but I tell them there is no way they can know that.” He put the phone away and added, “You never know who you are talking to on these things. The profile picture may be a vigorous herculean looking man, but the person behind it may be a seventy-three year old contracts lawyer, who should retire but can’t stop coming to work every morning.”

Moe laughed. She liked Mel. “Did anyone in the office see anything out of the ordinary?” she asked. 

“You mean besides a priceless work of art being hung outside of a tiny, inconsequential, family law firm?”

“Yeah. Besides that,” Moe said. 

“Nope. We don’t work overtime around here. Nothing is very urgent. We’d all gone home and I’d locked up,” Mel said. 

“Do you work with Mr. Thalberg’s art purchases?” Moe asked. 

“No. He keeps his business affairs with a high-powered firm that has a whole fleet of young ambitious lawyers, in suits, ready to do war for him. I take care of his family things. Right now, the only work I’m doing for the family is reworking his will,” Mel said. 

Moe’s instincts tingled. “Reworking his will?” she asked.

Mel sipped his coffee, thinking about his answer. “His son, Thad, came to me a few months ago and asked me to convince Theo to change his will. Right now, Thad gets a modest amount. It’s enough to live on, but it isn’t empire-building money. Most of Theo’s money is going to various charities and scholarship funds he’s established. He’s always been very concerned about his legacy. Anyway, Thad wanted a new version of the will that allows him start out on his own. As a friend of the family, I’ve agreed to mediate, but I don’t think Theo is going to sign off on the changes. He wants Thad to be his own man.”

“How is that going?” Stacie asked with a smirk.

Mel smiled. “Thad’s never had a job. He still lives at home. His father gives him a generous allowance, but Thad is always asking for more. He’s a smart and capable young man. I keep hoping he will grow up some day.” 

Moe logged this information away, not sure what to do with it, yet. She couldn’t think of anything else to ask, so she said, “Thank you for talking to us today. What else should I have asked that I didn’t?” 

“Wonderful question,” Mel said, nodding with approval again. “You didn’t ask about our new security system,” he said with a grin. 

“The camera in the hallway was new, too?” Stacie asked.

“Installed one day before the painting. The other offices on this floor have their own complex systems because they actually have things worth stealing. There is also heavy security in the lobby and cameras at all the entrances and exits, but we’ve never had anything anyone would want to take, so all we had was the lock on the front door. We were surprised when they came to install the camera. I asked them why someone would want to watch our front door, but the workmen said they were just following orders,” Mel said, proud he could provide useful information.

“Let me get my head around this. You get a surveillance camera installed, and then, the next day a priceless piece of artwork is hung on the wall outside your office, but then, three days later the painting is stolen, and then, everything goes back to normal?” Stacie asked.  

“You got it. And the surveillance camera isn’t on any more. At least, we don’t think it is. There used to be a small red light at the base to tell you it was working. That hasn’t come back on since the robbery,” Mel added. 

“Thank you for being so open with us. We won’t keep you any longer,” Moe said, as she stood to leave. 

Mel stood and shook Moe’s hand. “It was my pleasure. I’ll talk about anything if it will keep two beautiful women in my office a little longer. After you leave, I have to go back to reading a will for a ninety-year-old widow who is trying to give her pension to the Red Cross. Talking about a mysterious art heist is far more entertaining,” Mel said.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Detective Mason laid the heavy boxes on the table in front of Moe and Stacie. “You have two hours. Then, I’m going to have to kick you out of here,” he grunted. 

“Thanks for doing this,” Moe said with a smile. She appreciated that Baba’s old partner would give them access to files, just because Baba asked. She was sure it was something he could get in trouble for if someone decided to make a stink about it, but Moe wasn’t worried about him. He’d been around the department so long, Moe figured he got to do whatever he wanted. 

Turning on all her charm, Stacie asked, “Hey Eddie, is there any way we could get some coffees or something to drink?” 

Detective Mason snorted a laugh in reply. “Two hours. Then, I’m going home. Which means the files go back to the file room.”

“Thanks again,” Moe said, as Mason closed the door behind him. 

The interrogation room was hot. The air felt thick and stagnate. The only light came from florescent bulbs directly above them. The cinderblock walls were stained with dirty substances, and the uncomfortable steel chairs and the steel table were oddly cold. Moe imagined that some people confessed, just to get out of this nightmare of a room.

“Well, let’s dig in,” Stacie said, pulling a file from the top of the box. 

Moe pulled the second file from the box. It was filled with crime scene photos, hand written reports that were barely legible, and a lengthy typed report. Moe looked at each of the photos. This painting had been on display at First American Bank, a bank in a historic building in the middle of downtown. There were pictures of the front door, pictures of the bank’s lobby, pictures of the frame and missing painting. Moe looked at the pictures of front door and flipped through the report. It had been cut open with some sort of high=-powered grinder. 

She turned the page and came across a transcript of the night watchman’s testimony. The robbery had taken place after hours, so only a night watchman was on duty. He claimed that the power went out and his cell phone went dead at the same time the commotion at the front door started. Following protocol, he secured the locks and cages around the teller counters and moved to guard the vault where he was supposed to wait for backup, but the thieves never came near the vault. Instead, the night watchman saw three men dressed in all black enter the lobby, detach an enormous picture from wall, remove the picture from its frame, and then leave the bank. He said the entire robbery lasted less than four minutes. 

Next, in the file, was a testimony from the building’s owner, Theo Thalberg. He explained that the painting was from his personal collection and was worth two-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars. He had purchased it from a gallery in New York and had hung it in the bank three months before the robbery. The detectives asked him if the painting was insured, and Mr. Thalberg said it was.

The final testimony was from George Hayes, Mr. Thalberg’s head of security. Hayes explained that he painting had been secured in a special frame that should have been near impossible to remove from the wall. He also said that his team had gotten an alert from the security service the second the power had gone out, had immediately informed the police of the break-in, and were in route to the bank as the robbery went down. While his team had beaten the police to the scene, they weren’t there in enough time to apprehend the thieves. 

The last thing, in the file, was the detective’s thoughts on the case. He knew less than Moe and Stacie had already uncovered. He speculated the team was probably military trained. He said their hardware was high tech. He postulated that there needed to be at least one other person to cut the power to the building. Finally, he commented that there was no evidence that anyone from the bank’s staff had been involved in the robbery. 

Moe closed the file, put it to the side, and took another one from the box. The contents of the file were the same: pictures of the scene, hand scribbled notes, and a typed report. This time the robbery had taken place in an art gallery. There were no witnesses. Theo Thalberg, the gallery’s owner, was interviewed. This painting had been worth four-hundred-twenty-thousand. Again, the detective made sure to note that the painting was insured. It didn’t seem the detective was pursuing a fraud charge, but rather that he was leaving a note for future readers that this crime wasn’t that big of a deal. At the end of the transcript, George Hayes was again interviewed. His comments were much the same before. The painting was secured. The alarm system was state of the art. His team and the police were on the scene within ten minutes of the alarm being tripped. Moe noticed an interesting addendum to the report that explained that the painting was “recovered by the owner at an auction eight months after the robbery.” 

Moe closed the file, put it on top of the last one, and then took another from the box. She and Stacie continued in silence reviewing the files for over an hour, until they had both read the reports of all nine cases.  As Moe was finishing her final file, Stacie closed hers, sighed, and complained, “I thought we would find something in these, but they’re all the same. Lots of high-tech tools. A few guys break in. They go right for the painting, take it and leave before anyone can do anything about it. They never hurt anyone. And the painting is always insured.”

“The detectives like to note that, don’t they? It’s the last question they always ask Thalberg,” Moe said, closing her file as well. 

“Right? Where’s your sense of justice? Who cares if he is getting his money back?” Stacie said, standing to stretch. 

“So, there were some differences,” Moe said, as she arranged the files into two stacks. These four all happened in high trafficked places like banks and the lobbies of offices buildings. But, these four happened in less trafficked spaces like art galleries, hotels, and restaurants,” she said, taking four more folders and placing them in front of Stacie. She then held out the file containing their current case and placed it in the middle of the two piles.  

“But, ours was being hidden in the middle of nowhere,” Stacie said, finishing Moe’s thought. “We could, also, do it like this. These six pieces,” she said, rearranging the stacks so they were in chronological order, “were recovered after being resold at auction eight months after the theft. While these two are still missing, but it hasn’t been eight months yet.” 

“Mr. Thalberg has had nine paintings stolen. Eight were in semipublic places,” Moe recapped. “And only ours was in a private location. Also, it seems the paintings are all recovered after eight months. You think Thalberg is stealing his own stuff, collecting the insurance, and then buying them back cheaper?”

“If this is about insurance fraud, then he is winning, and he has no reason to hire us. We’re just going to ruin the game he’s playing,” Stacie said. 

“That’s true,” Moe said with a sigh. 

Stacie stood and stretched. “So, what do we know?” she asked.

Moe casually flipped through the files again. “I think these other cases tell us two things. First, our employer has two more paintings that are about to be sold somewhere. If we can figure out who is selling, then maybe, we are one step closer to catching whoever is behind all this.”

“Awesome. I like that,” Stacie said. “What’s the second thing?” 

“Well, this robbery is different than the others,” Moe said. “If he isn’t playing at insurance fraud, then Thalberg is setting a trap. The new security system. The low trafficked hallway outside his old mentor’s office. But the question is, ‘for whom?’”

“We should ask him,” Stacie said with a smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

They drove home with the windows rolled down. Few things were as nice as a Maryland fall. Moe loved how the trees became a collage of oranges, yellows, and reds; the air smelled like rain and earth; and that people started wearing jackets and sweaters. Moe was a sucker for a comfy sweater. She rubbed her arms as the night air had turned a few degrees colder. “I think tomorrow, we should go to Sarah’s house and talk to her neighbors. See if they saw anything the cops haven’t uncovered,” Moe said. 

“Sounds like a plan. And at some point, I’d like to meet our shorter client,” Stacie said. After a few moments of silence, Stacie added, “Tell me something about your parents. You never talk about them.” 

The question gave Moe pause. She guessed she didn’t really talk about her parents, but it wasn’t a conscious choice. “I don’t know,” she said. “They were my parents. What do you say? Dad worked really hard. Every spare second was spent doing something. When he wasn’t coaching, he would be reading or talking on the phone. He was always on the phone. And he would leave journals and articles he was reading all over the house. It drove mom crazy.” 

Moe was surprised that talking about him felt good. As she spoke, a weight in her chest lifted. It was nice to remember. “And Mom was always there. She made dinner every night. She took care of all our school stuff and drove us to all our activities. She was a great mom. Plus, she and I had a special bond – being the only two girls against five boys.” 

“I bet that was crazy. I always wanted siblings,” Stacie said.  

“What were your parents like?” Moe asked. 

“Well, Mom left when I was four and I never saw her again, so I barely have any memories of her. I remember she was fun and that we laughed a lot. I remember that she was beautiful, but I also remember her and Dad yelling all the time. Dad told me later that she was a drunk, but I don’t know how much I trust his version of events. My dad was, well, he was passionate about my career. He was always more a manager than a father, but that was our life. My acting was his job, too,” Stacie said.  

They came to a stop light. The city was dark and quiet. “That doesn’t sound like much of a childhood. I’m sorry,” she said. 

Stacie nudged Moe and said, “I just had to learn to find family in other places.” 

Moe laughed and took her hand and squeezed it. The light turned green and they started driving again.

“Were your parents gifted, too? Like you and your brothers?” Stacie asked. 

“My mom was,” Moe said. She spotted a parking spot in front of the large Catholic Church a block away from their houses. She considered turning the corner to see if there was something closer but decided this was probably the best it was going to get. Carefully, she pulled her car into the spot.

“What was her gift? Was it about memories and stuff, too?” Stacie asked.

“Sort of. Mom could predict outcomes. It was like she could see all the possibilities, and she instinctively knew which one was the most likely,” Moe said, as she and Stacie got out of the car and started walking toward their house.

“That’s kind of cool. Not as cool as reliving someone’s memories, but still cool,” Stacie said. 

“It was really helpful financially. Whenever we needed money for a bill or something, Mom would just open the newspaper, look at the stocks, and make a call to her broker. Then, wham, money in the account the next day,” Moe laughed. 

“Are you rich?” Stacie asked with shock.

“No. Mom only did it when we needed it. She was real big on keeping everything a secret. She said if she did it too much, people would notice,” Moe said. 

They made the turn onto their street. Before she understood why, Moe could sense something wasn’t right. It took a second for her brain to catch up to what her eyes had already processed.  

Stacie let go of her hand. “Oh, shit,” she said. She started running up the street. 

Moe chased after her yelling, “Stacie! Wait! Don’t go in!” 

Stacie came to a stop at her front door. It was wide open. The frame was splintered. Moe could see through the opening that the apartment was destroyed. She could hear Bosley barking in her house across the street. She looked at her door and front window. Her house appeared to be undisturbed.  

“They destroyed my home,” Stacie said as she took a cautious step toward the entrance. 

Moe grabbed her by the arm. “They may still be here,” she said. Pulling her friend across the street, away from the house, she took her cell phone out of her back pocket and made a call. 

“Hello,” a sleepy voice said on the other end of the line. 

“Baba. It’s me. Someone broke into Stacie’s house. We need some cops you trust,” Moe said.

Baba’s voice changed from waking up to alert. “Mason will be there in fifteen. I’ll be there in ten. Don’t go in the house.” The line went dead. 

Moe put her phone back in her pocket and put her arm around her friend. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 

A tear rolled down Stacie’s cheek. “What have we gotten ourselves into?” she asked.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The first thing Moe felt in the morning was the painful dryness of her mouth. Her head was pounding and her joints ached. She sat up in bed. It had not been a good night sleep. After the Baba and Detective Mason arrived and started investigating the scene, Moe took Stacie back to her house.  Detective Mason sent a pair of uniformed officers with them to take their statements.  It was early morning before Baba finally came over to tell them the crime scene techs were finished and that Detective Mason was putting a squad car out front. 

Moe looked over at Stacie. A low hum of a snore radiated from her open mouth. A small pool of drool had formed on her pillow. Laughing to herself, Moe grabbed her phone off the night stand and thought about taking a picture to use as blackmail later, but then decided her friend had been through enough. Forgoing her typical morning ritual, she headed downstairs to make coffee. Her head pounded in rhythm with her footsteps as she walked down stairs. Bosley followed at her heals. 

Moe knew Stacie took her coffee with lots of cream and twice as much sugar, but she wasn’t sure what her friend would want for breakfast. Before she could decide what to take up, Moe saw Bosley do a circle in front of the door. “I guess that won’t wait, will it boy?” she asked. As she snapped his leash onto his collar, Moe heard the shower come on upstairs.  It seemed her friend was up. She wondered how Stacie would be this morning. She hoped her friend wouldn’t be too devastated that her house was ransacked.

Moe waved to the officers in the squad car as she let Bosley out. When he came back in, she filled his bowl and he lunged at it, devouring the food. Seeing him eat made Moe happy. Maybe whatever had made the dog act strange was over. Moe searched her fridge. There wasn’t much there. She settled for a bowl of Lucky Charms with almost-turned-but-not-yet-sour milk. As she poured the bowl, she noticed the shower had stopped. Stacie must be done. Grabbing the two mugs of coffee and the bowl of cereal, Moe headed up the stairs, mentally preparing herself to spend the day consoling her friend. 

Moe pushed open the door and was surprised by two things:  first, Stacie was wearing a pair of Moe’s jogging pants, Moe’s Sabrina-movie-poster t-shirt, and a towel around her head; and second, Stacie was on her cell phone. “Yep. Today. As soon as you can. Meet at the Silver Spoons. Thank you, darling. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” she said, while giving a small “Good Morning” wave and smile to Moe. Hanging up the phone, Stacie took the coffee from Moe and said, “Thank you.” She took a sip and then motioned to the cereal with her mug, adding, “Don’t eat that. We’re going out. Breakfast is on me.”

Moe placed the cereal on her dresser and sat down on her bed. She took a sip of her coffee hoping it would make her as alert as her friend. She watched Stacie paw through her closet. “You seem chipper this morning,” Moe said. 

“How is it the only thing you own is t-shirts?” Stacie said, looking at a shirt disapprovingly, sliding it down the bar, and then examining the next. She pulled a burgundy red shirt off its hanger and took a pair of jeans from the floor. Handing them to Moe, she said, “Here. Put this on today. It matches the one I’m wearing.” 

Moe took the clothes from her friend and said, “So, who were you talking to?” 

“An old friend. Now come on. Go get dressed. We’ve got a breakfast appointment, and I’m absolutely starving,” Stacie said. 

As Moe got dressed, she laughed at how wrong she was about her friend. 

The coffeehouse, where Stacie took Moe, was far fancier than Moe preferred. Decorated with burlap bags of coffee beans and indecipherable paintings, the room was filled with people in suits and business attire speaking in competitive and strategic tones. After taking a sip of her coffee, Moe tried to precisely place the white mug on the brown circle it had left on the white table cloth. 

“It’s like my dad used to say, ‘There’s no point in dwelling. Just push it down and keep pressing forward. Never let them see you cry,’” Stacie said. Her mouth was full of French toast. She’d been talking since they left Moe’s house. Moe was amazed she hadn’t choked on her food. “I mean, what am I going to do? Sit around sad all day that someone trashed my house? Nope,” Stacie continued. 

Moe swirled a bite of pancakes in the pool of syrup on her plate. “There’s nothing wrong with being sad or upset,” she said. 

“Of course not,” Stacie agreed. “Absolutely nothing wrong with it. It’s just not helpful. When I used to get sad as a kid, my dad would hand me his credit card and say, ‘Go get yourself something nice. You’ll feel better.’ As messed up as that is, he was right. Nothing heals a broken heart like a new pair of shoes. Which is why we’re going to buy a few essentials when we finish up here.” 

“Ms. Howe. Ms. Watkins.” 

The grizzled voice made Moe jump. Moe turned to see a thin, white-haired woman dressed in a black suit. While the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth gave the impression of wisdom, her expressionless lips, cold stare, and cropped hair made her feel dangerous.

“Francine!” Stacie said, standing and giving the woman a hug. “Take a seat,” she said. 

The stoic woman joined them at the table.  

“Moe, this is Francine. She was my bodyguard. Francine, meet Moe. My best friend and partner,” Stacie said, as she reclaimed her seat at the table. 

“Nice to meet you,” Moe said. 

Francine nodded and then turned to Stacie and said, “So, tell me what happened.”

“Like I said on the phone, my place was trashed.  We think it has something to do with our new case,” Stacie said. 

Francine gave a small smile and said, “You’re working for Theo Thalberg. He’s had a number of valuable pieces of artwork stolen from various places. The most recent theft seems to have troubled him more than others, so he hired you to investigate.”

“How do you know all that?” Moe asked, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms suspicious as to why everyone seemed to know so much about her new case. 

“I’m very good at what I do. Give me specifics about the break in,” Francine said. 

“We were looking for a team of well-funded ex-military types. Yesterday morning, we had breakfast at a breakfast for Veterans, asked a few questions, followed a few leads,” Stacie said.

“What about your security system? It didn’t notify us.” Francine asked. 

“It was on,” Stacie said, definitively. 

“The team we’re hunting seem very tech savvy. On their jobs, they cut the power before they go in,” Moe offered.

“What did they take?” Francine asked.

“Nothing. They just trashed the place,” Stacie said.

“What involvement does your previous adversary have in all this? He is still in contact with your client’s son,” Francine asked. 

Stacie sighed and said, “I don’t think it’s him. He couldn’t have gotten past the alarm. He was never that bright.” 

“What protocol do you want to initiate? I’d recommend Active Intimidation. My team and I will be by your side until this is over,” Francine said. 

Stacie reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s necessary. We’re big girls. I was hoping for something more like Proximity Surveillance,” Stacie said. 

When Francine smiled, Moe thought she saw actual warmth seeping through the woman’s hard exterior. “I don’t like it, but you’re the boss,” Francine said, her voice momentarily softening.  

“What’s Active Intimidation?” Moe asked. 

“That’s when Fran straps on a big gun and follows us everywhere, scaring anyone who comes near us,” Stacie said. 

“Got it. That would make investigating difficult. People are less likely to talk to us if Fran is trying to scare them all,” Moe said with a grin.

 “Agreed,” Stacie said, sipping her coffee. 

“So, what is Proximity Surveillance?” Moe asked. 

“That is where my team keeps eyes on you, and I have an associate within engagement distance at all times,” Francine said. 

“We don’t see them. Other people don’t see them. But they are there, lurking in the shadows,” Stacie said.  

Moe leaned back again and said, “That doesn’t sound too bad.” 

“You’ll never know we’re there, until we need you to know,” Francine said with a nod. 

Moe looked at Stacie and nodded.  

Francine looked at Stacie.

“Let’s do it,” Stacie said. 

“Excellent,” Francine said, as she pulled two keys and a small black clicker from the inner pocket of her coat and put them on the table. “As before, the clicker is a panic alarm. If you feel threatened at any time, click it and we will be there in seconds. The keys are for your new office. It is located at 122B Rekab Street. We need to get you into a more secure location. Additionally, in the future, that will keep potential assailants, who are looking for information on your cases, out of your home by giving them a juicier target to go after. There are two beds at the location and the landlord is an old friend. You’ll be staying there until this threat has passed. My team is currently at your houses packing bags for you.”

“Wait. What? You’re at my house?” Moe asked with surprise. 

Francine leaned forward and looked Moe in the eye, “I understand these changes are sudden and unrequested. My job is to keep Ms. Howe safe. If you wish to continue working with Ms. Howe, you will need to allow me to do my job.” 

Stacie jumped in. “I know Francine can be aggressive, but that’s what I pay her for. This is the right thing. Last night was a warning.  You know what these guys can do. They aren’t afraid to make it personal,” 

Moe bit her lip. What Stacie said made sense, but she didn’t like decisions being made for her. 

Stacie turned on the charm. “Please. Pretty please? Pretty please with a cherry on top? Pretty, pretty please with a cherry, ice cream, and chocolate syrup on top? Pretty, pretty, pretty please with a cherry, ice cream, and chocolate syrup, and marshmallow on top?”

Moe’s irritation began to fade. She couldn’t stay mad at Stacie. Moe shook her head and asked, “What are you, four?”

“Will it get me what I want?” Stacie asked with a sly grin. 

Moe laughed. “Fine. But only until the case is over.” Then remembering about Bosley, she turned to Francine and said, “You may want to warn your team that I have a guard dog. That’s probably why they didn’t break into my house last night.” 

“Bosely will show his belly to anyone that feeds him. We’ve already moved him to the new location,” Francine said.  

“Bosley! You traitor,” Moe mumbled to herself as she returned to her pancakes, suddenly very hungry. 

Francine stood. “Ladies. Good and happy hunting. And Ms. Howe, during today’s predictable therapy session, please remember that while hippy modernism and large layers are trending, classic silhouettes are much more flattering on you.” She nodded goodbye and marched out of the restaurant. 

Stacie smiled at Moe. “She loves me.  And for a woman who only wears black pants suits, she knows a thing or two about fashion.”

“You should have told me about all this before you called anyone,” Moe said. 

“It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission,” Stacie said. 

 “Besides, if we are going to be the A-Team, we needed a bad-ass Mr. T,” Stacie said. 

Moe pointed at her and said, “No more A-Team talk.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Moe and Stacie stood on the quiet tree-lined street in front of a modest two-story house. With most of the adults at work and the kids at school, the neighborhood was quiet. It seemed like a nice place to raise a family. The lawns were cut, the flowerbeds were weeded, and the rain gutters clean. The Hamilton neighborhood was once a suburb on the northeast side of the city, but it was slowly being consumed by the city. The stand-alone houses with modest front yards, large back yards, and welcoming front porches, still called back to a time when people moved here to get out to the suburbs and escape urban life. 

“What do you know about her parents?” Stacie asked, as she looked up and down the street.

“Her dad was a high school math teacher. Her mom taught preschool. They met in high school and started dating in college. They bought this house shortly after getting married. Sarah was born here. There’s no scandal. No big secret. The most controversial thing about them is that Sarah’s dad was republican who became a democrat.” 

“An all-American family,” Stacie said.

“Seems that way,” Moe said. 

“So why would a math teacher with a mortgage and a kid kill his high school sweetheart?” Stacie asked. 

“That’s the question,” Moe said. 

As Moe crossed the yard, she remembered how her cape fluttering behind her as she ran on Halloween. She remembered Sarah’s dad lifting her off the ground and protecting her from the skeleton. She could feel his warm arms around her. He felt safe. 

Moe climbed the front steps and peered through the window next to the door. The house was a mess. Furniture was overturned. Glass from a broken picture frame was scattered across the entryway floor. It appeared no one had been inside since the night Sarah’s mother was killed. Moe could feel the pain of sorrow in her gut. 

“You think we can get in?” Stacie asked, joining Moe on the porch. She jiggled the door handle, but it was locked. 

“I don’t know that we would find anything even if we could. I mean, I don’t know about you, but I don’t know the first thing about crime scene investigating,” Moe said. She turned away from the window and scanned the street. She looked at the white house next door. “Mr. David,” she said to herself. 

“Who’s that?” Stacie asked, trying to follow Moe’s line of sight. 

“The neighbor. Let’s see if he’s home,” Moe said, as she bounded down the steps and across the yard. It took her a lot less time to get there than it had taken her in Sarah’s memory of Halloween. She pulled open the screen door and knocked. There was rustling inside. She knocked again. 

To Moe’s shock, the door was not answered by the kindly elderly man with a mustache. Instead, a young woman opened the door. Her hair was braided, and she wore overalls and a purple crystal around her neck. “Can I help you?” the young woman asked. 

Taking a step back, Moe said, “I’m looking for David.”

“And what is this regarding?” the woman asked. 

Moe didn’t have an answer. How would she be able to explain what she was doing here?  She was thankful when Stacie jumped in.

“Were looking into the murder that happened next door,” Stacie said with a smile.

“Such a horrible thing,” the woman said, shaking her head. 

“It was,” Moe said. 

“The police have already come by,” the woman said.

“We’re not with the police,” Stacie said. 

“Who are you with then?” the woman said. 

“We work for the child. For Sarah,” Moe said. 

The woman cocked her head in confusion. 

“My name is Moe Watkins. This is Stacie Howe. We’ve been hired by the family’s estate to look into what happened. We’re private…,” Looking down at the woman’s crystal, Moe decided to change her approach and quickly recovered, “Privately funded Psychic Investigators.”

“You’re psychics? Really?” the woman asked. Moe could see the spark of excitement in the woman’s eyes. She’d hit pay dirt.

“She’s a psychic. I’m just her assistant,” Stacie clarified. 

“We were talking with Sarah, the little girl who lived next door, and she thought David might know something. Maybe he saw something?” Moe said. 

“I’ve never talked to a real psychic investigator before. I mean, I’ve had my cards read, and I go to Madam Bellfrey on Harford Road for my regular reading. She’s up by Anita’s Dance Studio. Do you know her? Her insights into my energies are amazing. And she told me that this month I’ll be part of something really important, so maybe this is it?” 

“It must be,” Stacie said. 

“Well, shoot. I’m really sorry to tell you this, but my dad, David, he can’t really talk. I mean, the doctors are hopeful. He’s in physical therapy, but right now, he’s not really getting much out right now,” the woman said. 

“What happened?” Moe asked. 

“He had a stroke. It’s really tragic. He’s always been as healthy as a horse, but then all of a sudden, BAM! Blood clot in the brain,” the woman explained. 

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Moe said. 

“Do you think we could still see him? Maybe Moe here could work some of her psychic mojo with him and get a read from him,” Stacie said. 

“Oh. Absolutely! How silly of me. Come in. Come in. I’m Darlene by the way,” the woman said, motioning them inside. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Darlene,” Moe said, as she followed the woman through the entryway and up the stairs.

Darlene led Moe and Stacie to a dimly lit bedroom. The drapes were drawn and the lamps on the end tables were both off. The only light in the room came from the hallway behind them. In the middle of the room, laying on a queen-sized bed was the man Moe had seen in Sarah’s memory. He was thinner, his hair was uncombed, and the left side of his face drooped, but Moe was sure it was him. She walked to the side of the bed and said, “David. My name is Moe. I’m a friend of Sarah’s.”

“She’s a psychic,” Darlene said. 

David began to moan and push at Moe with his good arm, but he wasn’t strong enough to actually move her. 

Darlene moved across the room to the other side of the bed. Picking up a Styrofoam cup next to the bed, she put the straw to her father’s lips. He tried to protest, but Darlene ignored him. “I’ve had to move in here to take care of him because he’s so weak. We’re not sure when this happened to him. The cops found him in the garden out back when they were canvasing the neighborhood. He was pressed up against the back fence. The cops said maybe he ran outside during the commotion next door and had a stroke before he could make it over there.” 

David finally gave up and took a sip from the straw.

“So what will you need? Do you need candles? Or I have some crystals that are pretty powerful. I got them from a shaman in Arizona when I went to visit the Sedona Vortexes, which were amazing. Have you ever been out there? The energies running through that place are… indescribable,” Darlene said, as she put the cup back on the end table.

“I don’t need anything. Thank you,” Moe said. Turning to David, she said, “I’m sorry to do this. I hate just jumping in, but this is important. I promise it won’t hurt. I need you to think about what happened next door.”

David tried to push off her with his arm, again. Moe grabbed his arm, held it tight, closed her eyes, and searched for Sarah. 

Her hands were covered in dirt. The sun was warm on her face. Her knees ached from kneeling in the soil, but it was a good ache. She looked up into it and let it heat her skin. She was in the garden in the backyard. Her fingers found the worm she’d been looking for. She gently pulled it from the ground. There was laughter to her right. She held out the worm and said with David’s voice, “This is a good bug. We don’t kill them because they help the ground.” 

Sarah laughed and pointed at the worm. “It’s wiggly.” She touched it. Moe adored the joy on her face. 

 

The memory faded as Moe pushed it away. It was unhelpful. She reached back into David’s mind, this time looking for Sarah and the feeling of fear. 

It was cold. Fall. The wind brushed her cheek. There was a kind voice talking to her. Her vision became clearer. It was Matt. Sarah’s father. Moe heard that beautiful laugh and glanced to the right to see Sarah fly down the sidewalk on her bike. She was going too fast, but David didn’t want to say anything. Sarah wasn’t his kid after all. 

“So, do you have plans for Thanksgiving?” Matt asked, as he pulled bags of groceries from David’s trunk. 

“We’re all going over to Darlene’s house,” Moe said in David’s voice. 

“That sounds nice,” Matt said, as he lifted four bags from the trunk. 

“We’ll see. She said something about doing fish instead of turkey,” Moe grumbled.

“Mmm. I’m sorry. We’re eating at five if you can get away. Plenty of room at our table,” Matt said.

David loved that idea. “Ask Mandy to keep a place warm for me?” Moe said and smiled.  

Sarah flew by again. She really was riding too fast. It made David’s stomach hurt. What if she fell? She didn’t even have a helmet on. 

Moe grunted in frustration as she pulled out of the memory. She needed something else. Diving back into David’s mind, she passed by fear and went looking for terror instead. 

There was a crash. Moe sprang up. She was in bed. She listened to the darkness, trying to hear the source of the noise. She looked at the clock on her end table. It read 3:45. She wondered what could be happening at this hour. 

She reached over to the lamp and clicked it on. There was more rustling. It sounded like it was coming from outside. She put her legs over the side of the bed and put her slippers on. She could hear male voices. They were trying to be soft, but she could still make out their voices. Her heart pounded in her chest. She put on her robe and moved toward the stairs. 

She heard Matt’s voice. He yelled. He sounded angry. Moe ran through the kitchen. Her old hands fought with the lock. She heard more yelling. She was desperate to get it open, but the chain was difficult to slide. It finally gave way. She yanked the door open and dashed into the night. 

She looked at the house. It was dark, but she could see the shadows of people moving in the living room. She pulled her robe around her and walked cautiously toward the gate. There were angry voices, but Moe couldn’t make out what they were saying. She stared at the house, trying to see more in the darkness. The front door was open. That was strange. Why would the front door be open? 

She thought back to the fights she’d had with her wife. The yelling and breaking plates. There was that time she’d thrown a lamp. A wave of regret washed over Moe. She hesitated at the gate. What if this was just Matt and Mandy fighting about something. Moe thought maybe she shouldn’t get involved. She waited at the gate, listening.

Matt yelled again, and Moe’s heart stopped. It wasn’t the sound of anger. It was the sound of fear. He was begging. Moe could hear Mandy crying. She flipped the latch of the gate and pulled it open. It scraped the ground. She’d been meaning to fix it. She lifted it and pulled with all her might. 

As she stepped through into the front yard, she froze again at the sound of two earth shattering cracks. She remembered the sound. Once you heard it, it was a sound you’d never mistake. She’d heard it for the first time hunting with her father. She heard it over and over during boot camp. She’d heard it in Korea. It was the crack of a gun. 

Moe’s heart pounded. She ran across the driveway and up the front porch. The air was filled with Matt’s screams of agony. She burst through the front door. Mandy lay on the floor. Her blood pooling around her from two holes in her chest. Her face frozen in a moment of horrific realization. Matt was on his knees. He wailed at his wife while raging against two large men, who were holding him down. 

A third man pointed the revolver at Moe. “God damn it,” he said. Moe studied his face. He was lean and in his forties. He had green eyes and his nose hooked at the end. She locked eyes with him, daring him to shoot her. 

“I’ve got this, Damon,” a fourth man said. He was standing to Moe’s right. He moved toward Moe. David’s reflexes kicked in and she threw a punch at the man. Moe tried to push aside the fear in David’s mind and focus on the fourth man. He was heavier than the other man, but not overweight. He had a goatee and wore glasses. There was a small scar above his right eye, another cut through the left side of his lip, and a third crossed the right side of his neck. 

The three-scarred man slid under Moe’s punch with ease and touched his hand to Moe’s face. A surge of electric current ran through the man’s hand. David’s body spasmed and went stiff. It felt as though Moe had plunged a fork into an electrical socket. The three-scarred man caught Moe as she fell. She tried to move, but she was frozen. She could still hear Matt screaming. She darted her eyes to him. The two large men were pulling a black bag over his head. The third man put the gun in Matt’s hand and then laid it on the ground. 

Moe began to move. She couldn’t feel her legs, but her perspective was changing. She was being dragged out the front door. She watched Mandy’s lifeless body disappear from view. Tears streamed from her eyes. As her feet slid down the steps, her mind went to Sarah. Oh, God. Where was Sarah? Did they have her, too? Oh, Jesus. 

As the three-scarred man dragged her through the yard, Moe spotted a black van hidden in the shadows. The two large men were forcing Matt into it. Moe hit the ground as the three-scarred man turned her and pressed her up against the fence. “Nothing personal, old-timer. Just the wrong place at the wrong time.” She listened, as the man walked away and closed the gate.

Moe tried to move, but she was stuck. Her face was pushed against the wood of the fence. Tears continued to roll from her eyes and into the mud. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. She heard the van pull away. She tried to scream again, but there was still nothing. Her mind raced. Where was Sarah? Did they take Sarah? Was she okay? There were sirens. She could hear them in the distance. “Thank, God,” she thought. Someone else had called the police. Her heart filled with hope. Maybe they would find her. She ran the faces of the men in her head, over and over. She didn’t want to forget anything. She etched them into her mind.          

Moe let go of David’s arm and opened her eyes. He moved his arm away from her. He was weeping. He turned away from her. “Mmmm. Orrr. Mmmm Orrr. Mmmm Ooo Orrr,” he moaned through closed lips. 

Moe knew what he was trying to say. Weeping with him, she held his hand and reassured him, “You have nothing to be sorry for. You did everything you could.” Remembering the fear and anger of the moment in Matt and Mandy’s living room, remembering the sight of Mandy’s body on the floor, remembering Matt’s wails of pain, Moe squeezed David’s hand and said, “Don’t worry. We’re going to find those bastards. And we’re going to make them pay. I promise.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Moe sat up in bed. Had she heard a crash? She looked left and right. Where was she? She worried about Sarah. Was Sarah safe? Flashes of the four men’s faces moved through her mind. She saw the three-scarred man, as he touched her face. Her jaw felt stiff and her left arm ached. 

She shook it off and rubbed her eyes. The room was small. The floor was hardwood. There was a twin bed in the other corner forming an L with her bed. Bosley’s head appeared. She rubbed his ears and asked, “Where are we boy?” 

She heard another crash and her heart raced. She thought it came from the garden. 

She shook her head and rubbed under Bosley’s neck. 

“You’re awake. Perfect timing,” Stacie said, as she entered the room. She was carrying a mug that she handed to Moe. 

Moe took a sip. The coffee was rich and warm. “Thanks. My head is killing me,” she said. 

“I figured you’d need a pick me up when you woke up,” Stacie said, sitting on the end of the bed. 

“Where are we?” Moe asked. 

“Our new office. The one Francine set up for us,” Stacie said. 

“How’d we get here?” Moe asked. 

“I drove us. I can drive, you know,” Stacie said. She rubbed Moe’s leg and said, “Now get up. The sketch artist just got here.”

“Sketch artist?” Moe said. She took another sip of her coffee, trying to recall the trip from David’s house to here. 

“Wow. You are out of it. When we left David’s house, you gave me the car keys and told me you needed to sleep. Right before you passed out, you told me to call Baba to get a sketch artist to the house. Baba asked me a thousand questions.  I expertly dodged most of them, and he came through. I also set up a meeting with Mr. Thalberg for this evening. I called the private number he gave us. We’re meeting him at a bar up in Towson. Now get up, and let’s get those faces out of your head,” Stacie said with a smile.

Moe let her feet hit the floor. Her head was spinning. She could still hear the screams of Sarah’s father echoing in the back of her memories. She looked for her shoes and found them at the foot of the bed. Rubbing the rainbow shoelaces with her thumb and forefinger, she said her mantra, “Your name is Moneta Watkins. Daughter of Amar and Rashida. Sister to Robert, Joseph, Calvin, and Lance. You grew up happy and strong. Remember the love. Remember the joy. Because no matter what is in your head, this is your story.”

After putting on her shoes, she went into the main area of the apartment. There was a small kitchen to the right, separated from the rest of the room by an island with two bar stools. The main room contained a leather couch, two matching club chairs, and two small desks that faced one another. A young man holding a sketch pad sat on the couch. On each desk was a laptop plugin station and monitor. 

Crossing the room, she sat down in one of the club chairs across from the artist. “I’ve done this before, so let’s skip the rapport building. There are four subjects. Two I got a good look at. Let’s start with the first one.”

“Sounds great. Start with the shape of his face,” the artist said. 

Six hours later, Moe was holding four finished sketches. The artist was good. The pictures looked like photographs had been plucked from her mind and put on paper. After saying goodbye to the artist, she looked at Stacie and said, “We need to get copies of these made.” 

Stacey disappeared into the kitchen for a moment and returned with an apple, a jar of peanut butter, a box of fancy crackers, and a bottle of water. “You need to eat,” she said, putting the spread on the table in front of Moe. Then, picking up the sketches, Stacie fed the pages into the all-in-one copy, scanner, printer Francine’s team had provided them. 

Moe sat down at the table and dipped an apple slice in the peanut butter. “That’s a nice toy,” she said.

“Only the best when you are with Francine. She always says, ‘A job is always easier with the right tools,’” Stacie took the originals and stored them in the desk drawer. She then took the copies and posted them on the wall with thumb tacks. “These two look like meatheads. But, Hooked Nose guy and Three-Scars look less like muscle and more like organizers,” Stacie said. 

“That’s how it was in David’s memory,” Moe said, as she sipped the water. She could feel her energy slowly returning. It was funny what an impact food could have when you were hungry. “Hooked-Nose is named Damon,” she added. 

Taking a pen from the desk, Stacie wrote the name Damon under Hooked-Nose’s picture. “So, what did you see?” Stacie asked. 

Moe dipped the crackers in the peanut butter, took another sip of water, and then, launched into the story of David’s memory. 

Stacie listened intently. Once Moe had gotten all of it out, she asked, “Do you think these are the same guys that took your mom?” 

“I don’t know,” Moe said. 

“It sounds the same,” Stacie said. 

Moe sighed and rested her head on the table. “We always assumed Mom was taken for her gifts,” she said. 

“Did Sarah’s dad have gifts?” Stacie asked. 

“Not that I know of. But, mom was always really good about hiding hers,” Moe said. 

“I’m sorry, Moe. Watching that couldn’t have been easy,” Stacie said. 

“I’m okay. I’ve seen worse,” Moe said. 

“Okay, eat one more cracker, and then, we’ve got to go and meet Thalberg,” Stacie said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The drive out to the northern suburb of Towson was smooth. One thing Moe liked about leaving the city were the parking lots. It was great being able to pull into a spot without circling for blocks, looking for an empty place. Looking up at the bar’s poorly lit sign, Moe asked, “Are you sure this is where he said he wanted to meet?” 

“He was very specific,” Stacie said. 

Moe had heard of High Tops bar. It was a popular hangout for local singles, but she’d expected something nicer. From the outside, it looked like a rundown bar that hadn’t been updated in three or four decades. Moe figured maybe it was part of the place’s charm. “You ever been here before?” she asked Stacie.

“Nope. Let’s hope it’s nicer on the inside,” Stacie said.  

The interior of the restaurant was mostly wood. Hardwood floors, wood paneled walls adorned with televisions and retro looking signs, and wooden tables. It was fairly quiet. There were a few patrons at the bar drinking and watching sports, and a few other scattered throughout the dining room. Mr. Hayes, Theo Thalberg’s broad-shouldered head of security, sat at a table by the door. Again, he was dressed in a blue suit with a solid blue tie. Moe wondered if it were a required uniform or just something Hayes liked. 

“Mr. Hayes,” Moe said. 

“Ms. Watkins. Ms. Howe,” Hayes replied with a nod. There was nothing to eat or drink in front of him. Moe wondered if he was allowed to eat and drink while he was on duty.

Moe waited to see if he would say more, but Hayes simply stared off into the distance. 

“Is your employer here?” Moe asked. 

Hayes nodded to the other side of the room. 

Moe looked in the direction Hayes indicated and found Theo Thalberg sitting alone at a table on the far side of the restaurant in front of a large television playing a lacrosse game. There were five other people seated at the tables around him. Like Thalberg, all of them were focused on the game.

Moe and Stacie crossed the room toward him. Standing at this table, Moe said, “Thank you for meeting us, Mr. Thalberg.” 

Theo looked up and smiled. Motioning to the chairs at his table, he said, “Thanks for coming out here. Take a seat. Can I get you something to eat? Their wings are great. So is the pizza. Get anything you want.” In front of him was a half-demolished plate of crab covered nachos. 

Moe’s stomach rumbled at the site of the food. The crackers and apple weren’t enough, but she needed to stay focused for this meeting. This wasn’t a social call. “No, thank you,” she said. 

“Are you lacrosse fans?” Theo said, motioning toward the screen. 

“Not really,” Stacie said with a smile. 

“Can’t say I’ve ever seen a game,” Moe said. 

“Oh, man. Well, I love it. I played in college. Hopkins. 74 and 75. Absolutely loved it. Tried to get Thad to play, but he didn’t have the discipline for it. Couldn’t stomach all the running. They play classic games here on the big screen on Tuesday nights. Tonight’s the Hopkins-Syracuse 1989 championship game. 

“Do you need us to come back?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, no. I’ve seen it a thousand times. Hell, I was there. Really fantastic to watch, until the 4th quarter anyway. The wrong team pulls it out in the end. I usually slip out at the end of the 3rd when the game is still good. I asked you to meet me here because this is the only time I get to be alone all week. I wanted to hear your report without prying ears,” Theo said with a grin.

Glancing up at the screen, Moe noticed the game was half over. “Well, I’ll make this brief then so don’t have to suffer through the last part of the game.”

Theo took a swig from the beer in front of him, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and said, “What have you found?” 

“We suspect that your painting was taken by a team of thieves with military experience. They are connected to a man named Lewis Quartz. Does that name ring any bells for you?” Moe asked. She watched Thalberg’s face closely, looking for any indication of recognition, but she didn’t see any. 

“No. I’ve never heard that name before,” Theo said. 

“We’re still in the process of locating Mr. Quartz. Once we’ve found him, we’ll attempt to discover who hired him and his team,” Moe said. 

“That sounds promising. Good work,” Theo said with a smile. 

“Something else we’ve discovered is that this is not the first time Mr. Quartz’s team has robbed you,” Moe said. 

Theo laughed to himself. “That’s true” he said. He took another sip of his beer. 

“We know about the eight other paintings,” Moe challenged. 

“There have been nine thefts in total,” Thalberg confirmed. 

“Those other thefts were different though. They were all displayed publicly,” Stacie prodded.

“That’s right.” Thalberg was clearly pleased. He ate another nacho and watch the game for a moment. He said, “People buy art for two reasons: to enjoy it or to profit off of it.  I fall in the latter category. For me, art is an investment.  I buy a painting, display it briefly, and then store it away where no one can access it for a few years to drive up demand.  Then, I sell it.  So, when my first painting was stolen, it made me angry.  But then, I got my insurance money and went to auction to buy a new piece.  All my paintings are insured for their resale value, not what I paid for them.  As I mentioned in our first meeting, art is a low priority for the police, so I file the report and my insurance company handles it.  The first few paintings resurfaced at auction and someone else took them home for about what I would have sold them for. I don’t like being robbed. Truth be told, it makes me angry every time. But I get the same amount of money, only faster because I don’t have to remove the painting from the public to drive up demand.  So, I tolerate it. It’s just the price of buying expensive things. According to my insurance company it happens all the time.  They raise my premiums a bit, and I buy more art. In the end, everyone is happy,” Thalberg explained. 

“Everyone?” Moe asked.

“When they took the McClintok, I became suspicious. I’m not a huge fan of Robert’s work. He’s exceptionally talented and has a beautiful style, but I’m more a collector of Dutch masters. Something about their dark impressions of the world speaks to me. I like how they play with light. But, that’s not important. The McClintok was for charity.  I was at a fundraiser and Robert was auctioning off the painting. I bought it anonymously through a broker, so I didn’t get approached by other artists with work like his.  Like I said, I prefer the Dutch. And they have the added bonus of being deceased, so there is no pressure to commission new works.”  He took a drink of beer and checked the score of the game before he continued, “I decided to hang it in a gallery I support. But I didn’t announce it, not in any formal way. It was all a very quiet affair. It was taken a few days after it went up,” Theo said. 

Moe nodded. “So, you began to think someone on the inside is behind all this,” she said.

“I was suspicious, yes, but still unsure.  They could have been tracking the paintings, rather than me.  But, I needed to be certain. Nothing is more important to me than loyalty. So, I was even more careful when I bought the Rembrandt.  I used a pseudonym and a new broker. I didn’t use my standard shipping or preparation groups. I even hired an outside team to do the security. I changed everything, and I made all the arrangements myself. But, at the same time, I bought something so expensive, I knew whoever it was that was stealing from me couldn’t pass on it,” Theo said, as he looked down into his nachos. 

“Who do you suspect?” Moe asked.

“That’s why I hired you,” Theo said.      

“Why not tell us this from the start?” Stacie asked. 

“I’m not sure who I can trust at this point. I wanted to see if you came back to me with an easy answer, some poor patsy wrapped in a bow,” Theo said. 

Sensing the sadness in her employer’s voice, Moe said, “I’m sorry.”

Looking up from his nachos, he replied, “Thank you. I appreciate that. I don’t like not knowing who on my staff can be trusted and who can’t.”

“Looking at the pattern, the McClintok should be going on the market soon,” Moe said. 

“I suspect it will be at the next auction. Under a different name of course. Sometimes they put them up as an expensive reprint of a missing original, but those of us in the community know it is the same painting,” Theo said. 

“Can you give us the name of the auctioneer? I’d love to have a chat with him,” Moe said. 

“You can try, but I don’t think he will give you anything. God knows, he didn’t give me anything. There seems to be twenty steps between the auction house and the thieves. Plausible deniability and all that,” Theo said, as he reached to the empty table behind him and took a napkin from it. Taking a pen from his pocket he wrote a name and phone number on it and handed it to Moe. “The seller’s name is Raul. He sets up private auctions once every four months or so. He’s got a small office in Highlandtown. Good luck getting anything from him.”

“We’ll keep following the thieves, too. We’ll keep you posted,” Moe said, as she and Stacie stood to leave. 

“Make sure you only call me on the number I gave you. My staff has access to my other phones. That’s the only line that is safe right now. And thank you for understanding. I hope to hear something soon,” Theo said. “Goodnight, Ms. Watkins. Goodnight, Ms. Howe,” he added, as he turned back to the game. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

The walk down the off-white hallway was becoming second nature to Moe, which made her sad. She had to figure out how to get Sarah out of this place. As nice as Dr. Elias was, no child should have to live in a place that smelled as much like disinfectant as this place did. 

“So, they’re really doubling down on the sterile hospital vibe, aren’t they?” Stacie said, as they walked.

“I hate it,” Moe said. They came to a stop in the large middle room where Moe usually met Dr. Elias. She wasn’t sure if they should wait or just go on to Sarah’s room. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Dr. Elias said from a hallway to their left. “One of our patients was having a rough time.” His tie was disheveled and there was a fresh scratch on the right side of his face. 

“Is everything okay?” Moe asked. 

“Of course. The night shift is always harder because we have less staff, so if a patient starts to struggle, it can sometimes become frustrating,” he said, as he straightened his tie. 

“This Stacie Howe, my partner,” Moe said. 

Dr. Elias blushed and smiled like a giddy school boy. Reaching out both hands to shake Stacie’s, he said, “Oh, wow. Kim. It’s nice to meet you. I was a huge fan of your show. ‘It’s a pickle!’ I can’t believe I’m actually getting to meet you.” 

“It’s always nice to meet a fan,” Stacie said. 

“Do you still talk to Lizzy? She was amazing on that show. And I love her newest movie. I’m not ashamed to say that I cried at the end,” Doctor Elias gushed.

“Her name’s Juliette. Lizzy was the character’s name, and I haven’t seen her for a long time,” Stacie explained with a sigh.

“Of course. Of course. I’m sorry. I know her name isn’t Lizzy. She’s so talented,” Dr. Elias said. 

“Yep. She was great,” Stacie said. 

“Wow. Sorry. It’s like a piece of my childhood is standing in front of me,” Dr. Elias said. 

“Would it be okay if we went to see Sarah now? I want to catch her before she falls asleep,” Moe said.

“Oh. Of course. Go on without me. I need to check on the patient I just left,” Dr. Elias said, recovering from his moment of being star struck. 

“Moe!” Sarah squealed. She jumped up from her bed as Moe and Stacie entered her room, ran to Moe and threw her arms around her.

“This is what they think a kid’s bedroom should look like,” Stacie said, disgusted by the drab, windowless space. 

“I’ve got some news for you,” Moe said, kneeling to be on eye level with Sarah. She gripped both of Sarah’s hands and said, “I went to your old house and I met Mr. David.” 

“Really?” Sarah said. 

“Really. And, as soon as he is ready, I’m going to try to bring him to see you. Would you like that?” Moe said. 

Sarah smiled. Her eyes sparkled with joy. She nodded. 

“This is my friend, Stacie,” Moe said, motioning to Stacie. 

“I’ve heard so many amazing things about you. I just had to meet you in person,” Stacie said, kneeling down like Moe. 

“It’s nice to meet you,” Sarah said softly. 

“Would you like to see another memory tonight?” Moe asked. 

Sarah nodded again and looked down at the floor as if she’d confessed to stealing something. 

“But, I need you to think about something special tonight. Do you think you can do that for me?” Moe asked. 

“I guess,” Sarah said, her eyes filled with confusion.

“I need you to think about your dad for me. He was really special, wasn’t he?” Moe asked. 

Sarah leaned toward Moe and Stacie and whispered, “He said to never tell anyone.” 

“My mom used to tell me the same thing, and I don’t want you to tell anybody. I just want you to show me. Would you be okay with that?” Moe asked. 

Sarah took Moe’s hands and closed her eyes. 

Moe closed her eyes and accepted the memory. 

The smell of fresh muffins filled her nose. Her mouth watered. She took a piece of bacon off the plate in front of her and crunched it between her teeth.  She liked how it melted in her mouth. “Do another one,” Moe said, hearing Sarah’s voice come from her mouth. 

Her father stood on the other side of the kitchen island, beating eggs with a fork in a metal bowl. “Are you ready for your game today?” he asked Sarah. 

“Yep,” she said, taking another bite of bacon. 

“How many of those have you had?” Sarah’s mother said. She was sitting next to Sarah on a stool at the kitchen island. “This is number two,” Moe lied.

“Not counting the first one you ate,” Sarah’s father said, as he poured the eggs into the pan on the stove. They sizzled and started to solidify the second they hit the hot surface. 

“Number three,” Moe said, looking down. 

“Last one,” Sarah’s mother said, not looking up from her crossword puzzle.

“Yes, ma’am,” Moe said. 

“You don’t want to make yourself sick. How else are you going to score fifteen goals today?” Sarah’s father joked. 

“Dad!” Moe complained, but inside she liked it. She’d never scored a goal before. Scoring fifteen would be fun. She watched as Sarah’s father worked a spatula through the pan, scrambling the eggs. He took spatulas full and made small piles of eggs on three plates. 

“Twelve letter word. A New York city borough,” Sarah’s mother asked. 

“Staten Island,” her dad said, as he took a tray of muffins from the oven.

“Nice,” Sarah’s mom said. 

“What’s a bor-ough?” Moe asked. 

“It’s a fancy New York word for neighborhood,” Sarah’s mom said. 

“Why don’t they just say neighborhood?” Moe asked. 

“Because New Yorker’s are weird,” Sarah’s dad said. 

“Aren’t you a New Yorker?” Moe asked, confused. 

“Yep. And your dad is weird,” Sarah’s mom said. 

Sarah’s dad placed muffins on each plate, put plates in front of Moe and Sarah’s mom, and then stood across from them at the kitchen island. “Eat up. You need to go and get dressed for your game,” he said. 

Moe took a bite of the muffin in front of her. The warm bread was sweet and cinnamony. Remembering, she sat up and said, “Now, we get to play the game.” 

“Not today, Big Girl,” he dad said. 

“Of course, today,” her mother said, putting down her crossword and picking up her phone. Leaning into Moe, she added, “He’s just worried you’ll beat him.” Holding up her phone so neither of them could see, she said, “Ready?”

Moe took a sip of milk to clean the muffin out of her mouth, so she was ready to talk. “Ready,” she said. 

Her father nodded and smiled. “Go easy on me,” he said.  

“Okay. First question. Seven-thousand-nine-hundred-eighty-two times six-thousand-four-hundred-ninety-seven,” Sarah’s mom said. 

Moe marveled as the numbers appeared in the sky before her. It was as if an invisible hand was working out the equation with glowing ink in the air in front of her, but she knew she was the only one who could see it.  

As the last number was being written in front of Moe, before Sarah’s mom could look up from her phone, Sarah’s dad said, “fifty-one-million, eight-hundred-fifty-nine-thousand, and fifty-four,” he said. 

“Point for dad,” Sarah’s mom said. Then laughing, she added, “You almost beat the calculator that time.” 

Moe sat up straight and put her hands flat on the table. “Best two out of three,” she said. 

“Don’t get mad. I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have,” Sarah’s father said. 

Moe glared at him. Sarah didn’t like to lose. 

“Ready. Set. Eighty-two-thousand, six-hundred, thirty-four divided by seven-hundred-ninety,” Sarah’s mom said, as her fingers worked. 

Moe watched the numbers work themselves out in the air in front of her. She didn’t fully understand what they were doing, just that she could trust the result. “One, Zero, Four, Six!” she shouted. 

Sarah’s dad said, “Good job! But the decimal is important.”

“What’s a decimal?” Moe asked.

“That little dot between the four and the six,” he said with a smile. 

“I still got all the numbers first,” she said, crossing her arms. 

Sarah’s mom put her arm around her and said, “Yes, you did. And it was amazing.”

Moe leaned her head against Sarah’s mom’s chest. The warmth of their contact made her feel safe. “I’m as fast as dad, right?” she said, hoping her mom would say yes. 

“Someday, you’ll be even faster,” her father said. “But you can’t tell anybody. It’s our secret, okay. No one can know.”

“I know, Dad,” Moe said. 

Sarah let go of Moe’s hand. Reaching forward, she wrapped her arms around Moe’s neck.

Moe inhaled the memory of the muffins and the bacon. She sat down on the floor, pulling Sarah into her lap. Glowing numbers worked out a math problem in front of her.

Sarah buried her head in Moe’s neck. “I miss my mom and dad,” the young girl said. 

Moe stroked Sarah’s hair softly. “I know. I’m sorry,” she said. 

Sarah began to cry. 

Her gut told her to reassure the little girl and tell her that everything would be alright, but she rejected the urge. Moe’s mom hadn’t come back. Moe’s father was dead. She knew. Moe didn’t want to make promises she may not be able to keep. Instead, Moe squeezed the young girl in her lap and said again, “I’m so sorry.” 

Stacie, overcome by the scene, sat down on the floor next to them. “I’m sorry, too,” she said.

Moe reached out and put her arm around her friend, pulling Stacie into the hug. 

“Daddy told me not to tell anyone,” Sarah whispered through her tears. 

Letting go of Stacie, Moe pushed Sarah back so she could look into the young girl’s face. Making sure she had Sarah’s eye contact, Moe said, “Never. Never tell anyone.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Stepping out into the cold night air, Moe tried to forget the image of Sarah’s mom working on a crossword. She reminded herself that she hadn’t actually eaten any bacon. She took a deep breath, allowing the smells of the trees around her and sound of cars on the nearby freeway to ground her in the present. 

“Are you okay?” Stacie asked. 

“Just coming back to reality,” Moe said. 

“Well, don’t take too long. It looks like something is up,” Stacie said, motioning toward their car. 

Moe looked up to see Francine. The strong woman stood in the middle of the parking lot, her hands in the pockets of her trench coat. Moe wondered how long she’d been waiting. 

Stacie walked out ahead of Moe and waved, “Is everything alright?”

Francine nodded, but she waited to speak until Moe was within earshot. “Take a walk with me,” she said. 

Stacie and Moe followed Francine down the driveway of the mental hospital to the road where a silver Benz was pulled off on the shoulder. A woman dressed exactly like Francine was standing next to the driver’s side door.  

“I’m going to start calling them the Black Coats,” Moe said, soft enough so only Stacie could hear.

“Oh! I like that,” Stacie said with enthusiastic approval.

As they drew closer to the car, a switch flipped in Stacie. Her gait gained intention and her fists clinched. Moe walked behind her wondering what she was seeing that Moe wasn’t. 

When they were close enough to see two figures in the front seats, Stacie yelled, “Son of a Bitch!” She ran toward the car, but Francine intercepted her. 

“We got them,” Francine said, holding Stacie like a mother would hold a terrified child. Stacie seemed to melt in her arms. Francine guided Stacie away from the car and whispered softly to her.

Moe moved closer and peered into the passenger side window. There were two men inside. Both were fast asleep. The one behind the steering wheel was Thad Thalberg, the son of their employer. Moe had never seen the other before, but even passed out, Moe could see he had the same rich arrogance as his friend. 

Moe turned back to her friend.  She watched silently as Stacie nodded. Francine spoke calmly in whispered tones.  Stacie’s back slowly straightened and, when she turned back to Moe, she had regained her composure and had the same resolve Moe had seen the morning when they left the Thalberg’s. Knowing her friend was going to be okay, Moe asked, “Why is Thad following us?”

“He’s not.  Bruce Spiniker is following me,” Stacie said.

Moe was confused. “Bruce, the stalker?”

“Bruce, the sexual predator.” Francine said, just loud enough for Moe to hear.

A shot of electric rage went through Moe’s body.  Sexual assault? She saw the anger behind Stacie’s eyes and things began to fall into place. She walked to her friend and wrapped her arms around her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. We never should have taken this case.”

“He’s a jackass, and I stopped letting him control me years ago.  And now he’s violating the restraining order, so it looks like he’s heading off to prison.” Stacie explained.

“Technically, he’s staying the appropriate distance away from you, but he is following you,” Francine said. 

“For how long?” Moe asked. 

“We tagged them at the girl’s house. They’ve been with you since, at the office, the bar, and here.” Francine explained. 

“Just like him to stay just inside the law.  What did you do to him? To put him to sleep like that?” Stacie asked. 

“Benzodiazepines through the ventilation system. Idiots never saw us.  Sadly, they’re fine. They’ll wake up in a few hours with a hangover,” Francine explained.

“What would you suggest we do?” Moe asked. 

“Nothing yet. We’re on them. They’ll never get close. Let’s wait and see what they want.” Francine said. 

Moe didn’t like the plan.  She wanted to protect her friend. She wanted to know what happened, and why Bruce wasn’t already in prison.  But, she thought about how patient Stacie had been with her yesterday when she learned about Moe’s mother.  She owed her friend more.  So she said, “Stacie? This is your call.” 

“Francine is right.  Now that we know, we can force him to slip up any time we want.  Is it unlocked?” Stacie said, as she walked to the car. 

“Not the face,” Francine said.

Stacie opened the car door and punched the sleeping Bruce in the crotch as hard as she could. His body jerked, but the man didn’t wake up. 

Moe couldn’t help but laugh.

“Sweet dreams, douche-bag,” Stacie said, as she closed the door and started back up the driveway to their car. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Moe sat up in bed five minutes before her alarm was set to go off. Glowing numbers, the taste of bacon, and the sounds of Sarah’s father screaming had filled her dreams. She looked over at Stacie, who was snoring in the bed across the room. The sight of her friend reminded Moe of where she was.

Bosley poked his nose over the side of the bed and whined. 

“I know, boy. You need to go out,” she said. He ran in a circle. Moe looked at the clock. She had an hour before Ami arrived. 

Everything was in the right place. A copy of her family’s picture and her mantra were in the top right corner of the mirror. Brand new bottles of all her hair products were exactly where she expected them to be. Her half of the closet was filled with her t-shirts and pants, just as she had them organized at home. Francine’s attention to detail was annoyingly perfect. She slipped on jeans and decided on a t-shirt with a quote from Saving Private Ryan that read, “He better be worth it. He better go home and cure a disease, or invent a longer-lasting light bulb.”

The front door had four locks: the basic one in the knob, two dead bolts, and a safety bar instead of the standard chain. Down the stairs, there were four more locks on the door that led to the outside. As she undid them, Moe looked at the two mailboxes next to the front door. The first read, “122B Watkins and Howe.” The second read, “122A M.H.” Moe pushed open the front door, and she and Bosley stepped out into the sun. 

Her new office was in a two-story red-brick row home across the street from Patterson Park. There was nothing special about it. It looked like every other row home on the block, which Moe assumed was the point. 

Bosley pulled on the leash, excited about crossing the street to the park. It wasn’t until they came back from their short walk that Moe noticed the man sitting next to the front door on a small bench. He was mildly overweight and balding. There was a bag of walnuts next to him. Moe was impressed by how the man could crack the nuts with his bare hand. “Good morning,” she said, as she approached the door. 

The man grunted in reply. 

“I’m Moneta Watkins. I just moved in upstairs,” she said. 

The man nodded, but didn’t smile. “Name’s Mr. Hudson. I’m your landlord,” he said.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you,” Moe said. 

“Rent is due the first of each month. I don’t like a lot of coming and going, so don’t. And no parties. Ever.” he said, as he cracked another walnut, discarded the shell on the sidewalk, and popped the nut in his mouth. 

“I wouldn’t worry about us. I don’t think we’ll be here long,” Moe said.

“Don’t care how long you stay, as long as the rent gets paid,” Mr. Hudson said, as he stared out at the park. 

“So, do you work for Francine?” Moe asked. 

Mr. Hudson crushed another nut, threw the shell on the ground, and ate the meat again. “No,” he said.

“But you know her?” Moe asked. 

“I do,” he said, not taking his gaze off the park. 

“But, you don’t work for her?” Moe asked again. 

“Already told you no,” he said.

“Okay, then. It is nice to meet you,” Moe said, hoping the man would mirror the smile she was giving him. 

Mr. Hudson grunted in reply and then said, “You have a visitor.”   

 “Thank you, Moe said turning toward the stairs.

“Tall woman. Likes to take pictures,” Mr. Hudson grunted. 

“Ami,” Moe said with a smile. “How do you know she likes to take pictures?” Moe asked. 

“She asked to take my picture,” he said, shooting Moe withering look. 

“Got it. Thanks for the heads up,” Moe said, as she walked up the stairs. 

“Anytime,” Mr. Hudson grunted. 

Moe chuckled to herself as she and Bosley ran up the stairs to meet her friend.

After giving Ami a hug, Moe watched as Ami walked around the apartment with a strange box that was attached to large pair of headphones she wore. Occasionally, Ami stopped to take apart a lamp or lift a piece of furniture. Once she’d cleared all the rooms, she went to work on the new computers. After nearly three hours of fussing over the apartment, Ami declared that it was secure. 

“No bugs. No cameras. Laptops are clean. I put new security programs on them just in case, but it looks like you are good. I went ahead and installed the same camera set up you have at home.” Standing up straight and raising her hands in the air, Ami gave her best Tangina impression and declared, “This house is clean.” 

“You had hidden cameras at home?” Stacie asked, from the kitchen where she was making lunch. 

“I keep them off most of the time,” Moe said.

“Which you should not do,” Ami complained. 

“It’s just in case my brother starts showing up,” Moe said.  

“Robert?” Stacie asked. 

“No. Lance,” Moe said. 

“I haven’t met that one,” Stacie said. 

“Let’s hope you never do,” Moe said. Turning to Ami she said, “Thank you. I really appreciate this.” 

“You can pay me later with a fun memory. Ooo. Or maybe something scary? Yeah, with all your work with the police, I bet you can scare the crap out of me with something in your head,” Ami said.

Moe sighed. “If that’s what you want,” she said. 

“Oh! I almost forgot,” Ami said with glee. “I ran those sketches you gave me through the net and I found one of your mystery men.”

“What!” Moe said. Her heart leaped in her chest. It was a lead. She couldn’t believe it. 

Stacie came bounding in from the kitchen, sharing Moe’s excitement. “Is it the three-scarred dude? Please, say it’s that one,” she begged.

“No. That guy is a ghost. The sketch was really great, and I put it through every database I could find. He’s nowhere. The guy with the hooked nose on the other hand, he’s local. Works at the casino downtown as a floor manager of some sort. His name is Damon Santobello. He’s got a house just south of the city in Brooklyn Park. Here’s his details,” Ami said, as she pulled an index card from her pocket and handed it to Moe.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Moe said, looking at the card. 

“You owe me double now,” Ami said. 

“Sure. Pop some popcorn. I’ll come by and give you a show,” Moe said. 

As she walked Ami to the door, Moe couldn’t stop her mind from racing. Santobello could lead to the next guy up the ladder, who could take them to the next, who might lead her to wherever Sarah’s dad was being held, which could lead to her mom. At the same time, she knew she needed to slow down. She had to do this right. She couldn’t let them know she was on to them. Closing the door behind Ami, Moe wondered if she should bring Robert in on it now. After a moment of consideration, she decided against it. Not yet anyway. He’d just try to take it away and screw it up.

“That’s amazing,” Stacie said. She passed a mug of coffee to Moe. 

“I think I’m in shock,” Moe said. 

“So let’s go and get this guy. I’ll hold him down and you can strip all the memories out of his mind,” Stacie said. 

Moe smiled at the idea of her petite friend holding down a thug, but before she could comment, her phone buzzed from the kitchen table.

Stacie grabbed it and read the message. Holding it up for Moe to read, she said, “When it rains it pours.”  

Moe read the text to herself.

“Found your crew. Aquarium. 2 hours. Bring money.” It was from Vinnie, the Army Veteran from the pancake breakfast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

The destination of countless elementary school field trips every year, the National Aquarium was located in the center of Baltimore’s commercial/tourist zone. The home to hundreds of fish, an astounding dolphin show, a three-story tank filled with different kinds of sharks, and a replica rainforest complete with small monkeys and exotic birds, the aquarium had been one of Moe’s favorite places as a child. 

Vinnie was sitting on a bench, near a group of tourists, looking at foldout maps of the exhibits. He was so unassuming, Moe and Stacie almost missed him. They walked over to the bench and sat down on either side of him. 

“This is Stacie, my partner,” Moe said. 

“Nice to meet you, Vinnie,” Stacie said. 

“You got the cash?” he said.

Moe pulled a wad of rolled up twenties and passed it to him. “Fifteen-hundred,” she said. 

Vinnie tucked the cash in his jacket pocket. “I asked around about your man, Lewis Quartz. Why are you really looking for this guy?” he asked. 

“He’s part of a case we’re working,” Moe said. 

“You should leave him alone. These aren’t good dudes,” Vinnie said. 

“Suggestion noted,” Stacie said. 

“What did you learn?” Moe asked.

“After you dropped Quartz’s name in the room, some dudes took off,” Vinnie said. 

“You noticed that, too?” Moe asked, impressed. 

Vinnie nodded and said, “I used to be an MP. Watching a room is just a force of habit. So I went and sat at the table those guys left. I figured if they were sitting with their buddies, someone would know something. After a while I asked if anybody knew of any work. Told them I needed some fast cash. One of them gave me a number. I called it. Met up with a dude at a McDonald’s. He was nice. Told me they’ve got some night watchman gigs they could put me in for, but said they needed to check me out first. So I gave him my details, then I followed him home. That’s when stuff got weird.  He’s hold up in the abandoned Royal Furniture building on Monroe and Eagle Street over on the West Side. I sat on the building for a bit. Looks like there are six of them living in it. They’ve got a real frat-cult vibe going. They come and go as a pack. It reminded me of units in the Army that were going rogue. Since they barely trusted each other, they never left each other’s sides.”

“This is great. Thank you,” Moe said. 

“I was serious about them being dangerous. They’re Marines, and you don’t hold up in an abandon warehouse because you like the neighborhood,” Vinnie warned. 

“How do you know they’re Marines?” Stacie asked. 

“Jarheads have a certain swagger. You can see it in how they talk to each other,” Vinnie said. 

Moe smiled. She like him. He was observant and smart. “Did they see you spying on them?” she asked.

Vinnie laughed and said, “This isn’t my first stakeout.” 

“You want another job?” Moe asked.

Vinnie patted the money in his pocket and said, “I’m not turning this kind of cash down.”

“You know the Horseshoe Casino by the stadiums?” Moe said.

“I’m not much of a gambler, but I know it, sure,” Vinnie said.  

“There’s a guy that works there. Damon Santobello,” Moe explained. 

“Code name Hook-Nose,” Stacie added. 

“We need to know what he does. Just to get a feel for his normal routine,” Moe said. 

“How much?” Vinnie asked. 

“Three-thousand for the week,” Stacie said. 

“Okay. Call you on the same number when I get something?” Vinnie confirmed.

“That works,” Moe said. 

Vinnie stood and said, “Nice doing business with you,” as he walked away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

The Royal Furniture Company was once a staple of Southwest Baltimore. The three-story, red-brick building was built in 1884, and filled a full block of the city. It had been the headquarters of a family-owned furniture company that over four generations had expanded from the building into an empire with stores all over the east coast. When the owner’s son was killed in a robbery, in the building’s parking lot in the mid-90s, the company’s enthusiasm for the property had begun to fade. The building had stood empty since 1997.

Moe and Stacie watched the property from Moe’s car. They’d driven around it twice, but they couldn’t find an entrance to the structure. Every opening was either cinder blocked over or covered by large sheets of plywood. A small tree grew from a window on the east side of the building, and the loading dock doors were covered in ivy.     

Moe parked her car next to an abandoned house. The row home was a three-story redbrick structure with a beautiful curved front that created a large bay window on each floor. Like the factory, it was a ghost of its former self. The parking spot gave Moe and Stacie a clear view of the small alley between the building and the rear side of a row of abandoned homes.  

“I think we just got ripped off by a one-armed man,” Stacie said 

 “No.  Somebody cares about that alley,” Moe said, nodding toward the debris that blocked each entrance.

“I don’t know what you see, because it looks to me like it’s full of trash.” Stacie said.

“It’s the kind of trash that’s important. No one just throws mattresses and heavy pieces of furniture at both ends of the alley. That’s on purpose. They’re hard to drive over, which means to follow you down it, the cops have to get out of their cars,” Moe said. 

“Criminals are so smart,” Stacie said. 

“Some of them,” Moe replied with a laugh. 

They sat in the car and watched the building for a little over an hour before they saw some action. 

“Here we go,” Moe said, as the plywood on one of the boarded windows in the alley began to move.  

“Oh, crap. You called it with the alley,” Stacie said.

The plywood over the window moved to the side, as if it were a sliding glass door. From it stepped six men, all with military grade haircuts, all in grey running suits. After sliding the plywood back into place, they formed a small circle. Moe and Stacie watched as the men stretched. 

“I think we’ve found our boys,” Stacie said.

“Without question,” Moe replied. 

“Which one do you think is Lewis Quartz?” Stacie asked. 

“Not sure. Doesn’t really matter,” Moe said.

After stretching, the men jogged off together down the alley. “Let’s go,” Moe said, jumping out of the car. 

Stacie ran behind her.  “We going in?” she asked.

“We should have at least twenty minutes,” Moe said. She ran down the alley toward the window the men had come out of. Grabbing the plywood, she tried to move it to the side, but it didn’t budge. She tried again, this time applying more force, but it still didn’t move. Moe took a step back and examined the board. 

“It’s probably locked or something,” Stacie said. 

“The question is, ‘How?’” Moe said, as she scanned the perimeter of it. The door was a brilliant creation. If she hadn’t of seen them come out of it, she never would have known it opened. 

“Maybe,” Stacie said, stepping forward and running her hands along the bottom of the board. “Got it,” she said, sliding the board to the right. 

“How did you do that?” Moe asked. 

“There were two latches on the bottom. You needed to push both of them out at the same time. The door to my tree house opened the same way,” Stacie said, stepping back from the door. 

“You had a treehouse, with a secret entrance?” Moe asked, as she peered into the abandon factory. It looked like an abandon building. There was rubble everywhere. The once solid concrete floor was cracking and dirt was coming through. Several large weeds were trying to grow and were reaching toward beams of sunlight that spilled through cracks in the plywood covered windows. There was no sign that any one lived in this rundown space. 

“It was less of a treehouse and more of a clubhouse. My dad had it built for me. It had cable, one of those old school Nintendos, and beanbag chairs. But, it was in a tree, so I guess it was a treehouse,” Stacie said. 

“You and I had very different childhoods,” Moe said. 

As they helped each other climb through the window, a phone buzzed in Stacie’s pocket. She removed it, read the text, smiled and then said, “Francine does not approve of us going into the bad guys’ evil lair.”

“Too late,” Moe replied. Fully in the building, she took in the enormity of the space. She imagined that at one point this had been a loud and bustling place, with over a hundred workers. She could picture the giant machinery and the furniture being produced, but now it was hollow. Besides a few abandon desks, tall shelving units, and bookcases, the room was completely cleared out. To the right, Moe spotted a staircase. 

Seeing the same thing, Stacie moved to the stairs and said, “Boot prints on the stairs.”

Moe followed and they crept of the stairs together. Moe winced each time one of the old steps creaked. As the second floor came into view, Moe gasped. “Jackpot,” she said. 

The second floor was spotlessly clean. Six beds, each with a footlocker at the end, filled one side of the room. On another side, there was a workout area complete with weight benches and mirrors. Near it was a circle of couches arranged around an enormous television. A small kitchen with a sink, stove, and refrigerator were across the room from the stairs, and the fourth side contained an armory. 

It was only after scanning the whole room that Moe noticed the camera in the ceiling above. Her heart raced. She wondered if they also had motion detectors installed. They were probably getting alerts on their phones right now. She regretted the decision to come in, but decided there was nothing she could do about it now. Their only option was to make it worthwhile.

She rushed to the armory, took out her phone, and began snapping pictures of the equipment. In addition to multiple racks of illegal looking rifles and side arms, there were also various scanners, grappling hooks, and other devices Moe didn’t recognize. 

“This actually kind of nice. I could live here,” Stacie said, as she took pictures of the rest of the room. Smiling at the camera, she waved and said, “Hey, boys.” 

“We need more. The equipment isn’t enough,” Moe said, rushing back to the stairs. Moe ran up them to the third floor. At the top of the stairs, she called down to Stacie, “Found it.”

The third floor contained a room within a room. While many of the original windows were shattered and open to the elements, making the space look empty from the outside, in the center of the room there was a small second room made of steel. Moe walked to the door to the interior room. It wasn’t locked. Pushing it open, she found a space lined with paintings and tubes of artwork. Doing a quick tally, Moe counted at least 30 different pieces in the space. 

“They’ve been doing more than just hitting Baltimore exhibits,” Stacie said from behind Moe.  

Moe took several pictures with her phone. “Lots more,” she said. 

The phone in Stacie’s pocket buzzed again. She looked at it and then up at Moe. “Francine says we have two minutes,” she said. 

“We got what we need,” Moe said, pulling the door behind her closed. 

They ran down the stairs and out the sliding door together. Moe only paused to make sure the door was shut. Sprinting to their car, Moe revved the engine and pulled away as fast as her old car would allow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

Moe smiled when she saw Raul De Santos, the playboy-looking auctioneer step out of the building she and Stacie had been surveilling. Taking a large ring of keys from his pocket, the auctioneer turned and locked the door behind him. Moe looked at the clock. He was probably going to dinner. “Let’s follow him. Maybe he’ll sit down at a restaurant and we can just join his table,” she said. 

“I could eat,” Stacie said.

After pulling away from the warehouses, Moe and Stacie agreed that they didn’t have much time before the thieves cleared out their lair. At the same time, Moe and Stacie knew if the cops stormed the place everyone would likely clam up and rounding up all the players behind these robberies for their client would become close to impossible. They decided to split the difference by tipping off Detective Mason off to the hide-out, but not the auctioneer. Maybe with pictures of the art, they could get him to start talking. 

Leaving their car where it was parked, Moe and Stacie tried to stay a block behind Raul. Their pursuit was short. After three blocks, Raul entered a small deli that melded in with the block of row homes. 

“Ooo. DiPasquale’s. Best meatball sub in town,” Stacie said. 

Moe’s mouth watered as she walked up the street. DiPasquale’s had served the Highlandtown neighborhood for over a hundred years as an Italian grocery store. Its deli was famous for its rich Italian meats and amazing breads. She couldn’t wait to sink her teeth into a sub. 

By the time they arrived at the deli, Raul the auctioneer had settled into a small table in the corner of the deli. There was an uncorked bottle of red wine, a glass, and a menu in front of him. However, his focus was locked on his phone. With how his thumbs moved, he appeared to be playing some kind of game. Even though he was in a dimly lit room, he kept his sunglasses on. Raul was surprised when Stacie took the seat next to him. When Moe grabbed a chair from a nearby table and pulled it over, he put his phone down and gave them his full attention. “Hello, lovely ladies,” he said with a smile.

Pouring herself a glass of wine, Stacie said, “Hey, Raul.”  

Taking up a menu, Moe added, “Dinner is on us today.”

Raul removed his sunglasses, revealing captivating sapphire eyes. He clipped the glasses to the V of his white button down and shot Stacie and Moe a charming smile. Motioning for the waitress to bring two more wine glasses, he said, “I never turn down a meal with two beautiful women. To what do I owe the pleasure? Are you fans of my blog? Maybe you want to pose with beautiful works of art? I’d be happy to photograph you for Instagram.”

“Sorry, but we’ve never seen your blog, and we’re not on Instagram,” Stacie said, taking a sip of wine.

“That’s a shame. You’d like it. And you’d both do very well there. Especially under my care. The color tones of the art bring out the most interesting aspects of a woman, and the curves of the woman entice men to look at the art. Then, they show up to my auction hoping to meet the woman in the photo. You’d make a fantastic model. I’d put you with something green. Or maybe brown.” Raul said with a seductive smile.

“Maybe you have a McClintok we could pose with?” Moe asked. 

The waitress returned with two wine glasses, filled them, and took everyone’s order. Moe ordered her meatball sub.

Raul took a sip of wine and then grinned and said, “So, you were saying you’re a fan of photo-digital-illustrations like McClintok’s?”

“Just a Baltimore girl, through and through,” Moe said. 

“Then McClintok is a good choice. You know, he still lives in Charles Village. For the right incentive, I could arrange an introduction,” Raul offered. 

“We’re more interested in the original ‘Warm Night Baltimore Burn,’” Stacie said, referencing the piece taken from Theo Thalberg.

Raul swirled his wine, smelled it, and took another sip. “I have an interesting piece by Richard Davies for sale. It was featured on the cover of Rolling Stone. Truly, one of a kind,” he countered.

“Warm Night has sentimental value to us,” Moe said. 

“It’s a nice piece. Maybe the best of his Burn series,” Raul said, leaning back in his chair and swirling his wine. 

“So you’ve seen it?” Stacie asked.

“Everyone’s seen it. I was at the unveiling of the series. I work with Robert often. We are very close,” Raul said. 

Moe doubted that. “We’re very interested in purchasing the piece and money is not a problem,” Moe said firmly.

“We were curious if, maybe, we could even just skip the auction and take it off your hands directly,” Stacie said, leaning forward. 

“Ladies, I run an auction house. We never skip the auction. But, I suppose, if you promise to come dressed to party, an invitation to my next private showing could find its way to you. I should warn you in advance though, that particular piece is going to have a determined buyer,” Raul said with a gleam in his eye.

Moe smiled as she pulled her phone from her pocket, “Before we pay for it, we need to know you are going to start taking better care of it. We found it just lying on the floor on an abandoned building today,” she said, as she held out the photo of the paintings she’d taken from the Royal Furniture factory for Raul to see.

The smile disappeared from his face. Crossing his arms, he said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Interrupting, the waitress laid everyone’s order in front of them. Moe’s sub looked amazing. The warm smell of meat and sauce drifted upward, making her stomach rumble. The bread was perfectly toasted, and the cheese was melted but not burnt. Picking up half of the sandwich with both hands, she started to take a bite. 

“Before you auction it off, how exactly do you plan to get it out of the police impound?” Stacie asked with a grin.

Raul picked up his phone and began texting furiously. 

“We aren’t interested in you or your habit of selling stolen art. We want to know your connection to Lewis Quartz and his band of merry military men,” Stacie said. 

Raul’s phone rang. Winking at them, he said, “One moment please.” Answering the phone, he said, “Hello. Yes. They’re here with me now. Of course.” Holding the phone out to Moe, Raul said, “It’s for you.” 

Moe gave Stacie a curious look. Stacie shrugged. Putting the phone to her ear, Moe said, “Hello?”

The male voice on the other end of the line seethed with controlled anger. “You think you can break into my home and get away with it? You bitch. And, then, you called the cops? You’re dead. You understand me, you bitch. You’re dead.” 

“I’m sorry, to whom am I speaking?” Moe asked. 

The man’s voice went cold. “You know exactly who this is. I’m coming for you and your little girlfriend. You burned our house so now we’re going to burn yours. You’re going to pay bitch.”  

The line went dead. Moe shot Stacie a look of concern and dropped Raul’s phone in her pocket. 

“I’ll have my phone back, now,” Raul said with a smile.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Moe said. 

“Look, your little gang of thugs is busted. Your whole operation is going down. Tell us who is behind it and we’ll put a good word in with the cops for you,” Stacie said. 

“We’ve got connections. We’ll let them know you were just caught in the middle of all of this,” Moe added.

Raul smiled, swirled his wine, smelled it, and then took a sip. With a sigh, he said, “Take the phone. Keep the phone. It doesn’t matter. You’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m a true middleman. If the art is stolen, I have no knowledge of it. The sellers tell me nothing and the buyers don’t complain. I’m clean in whatever you think is happening here.” 

Moe leaned back in her chair. She considered reaching across the table, grabbing his arm, and ripping memories from his head, but she wasn’t sure what to look for. Thoughts of Lewis would likely lead her to picking up paintings. Thoughts of Theo would lead to auctions and sales. She needed a direction before she went digging around in Raul’s brain. “You know more than you are letting on. Tell us who’s behind all of this,” Moe said, fishing for something that would give her the opening she needed.

Raul took a bite of his salad and another sip of his wine. “Eat up. Your sandwich is getting cold,” he said.

Before Moe could formulate another approach, the door to DiPasquale’s was thrown open. Francine stepped into the restaurant. There was a mix of rage and intensity in her eyes. Picking up on Francine’s urgency, Moe and Stacie both stood to leave. 

“This isn’t over,” Stacie threatened Raul.

“Yes, it is,” Raul said, toasting her with his wine glass.

“You’re going to answer for your part in this,” Moe replied. 

Raul reached across the table, picked up Moe’s sub, and took a bite. Savoring the taste, he replied, “If you change your mind about my blog, give me a call.” 

Stepping out of the restaurant with Francine, Moe asked, “What’s up?” 

“Five minutes ago, three cars pulled up in front of your homes and threw explosive devices through the windows. We need to go,” Francine said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

They rode to their houses in one of Francine’s bullet proof cars. Moe could see the smoke from blocks away. The street was blocked off, so they had to watch from the end of the block. Moe considered getting out to walk, but then decided against it. She was in no hurry to see her house in flames.

“How’d it happen?” Stacie asked. 

“It wasn’t fancy. They pulled up, three of them jumped out of their van, and they threw bombs through the front windows and the second floor windows. Then, they drove off. I had one of my team on the houses, but there wasn’t much we could do about it because it happened so fast. I’m sorry,” Francine said.  

“At least no one was hurt. It’s just stuff,” Moe said. 

“I’m glad Bosley wasn’t there,” Stacie said. 

“Yeah,” Moe agreed. The thought of Bosley being trapped in a burning house left a lump of sadness in her throat.

“Well, let’s go see it up close,” Stacie said, as she got out of the car. 

Moe followed behind her. They watched in silence the fire devoured their homes. There were three fire trucks on the scene. Firemen scurried around, pointing hoses at the blaze, clearing debris, and keeping onlookers at bay. The fire billowed from the windows of Moe and Stacie’s houses, but the houses next to theirs were unharmed. It seemed that Moe and Stacie’s homes were the only ones effected. Moe was happy about that. There was a crash that made Moe and Stacie jump as the roof of Moe’s house fell in. 

“This is awful,” Stacie said.

“Yeah,” Moe said. Watching the houses burn didn’t seem real. It felt like a dream. The flames danced in the windows. A second large crash brought Stacie’s roof down.

 “I really loved that house,” Stacie said. 

“Me too,” Moe said. 

Neighbors, they’d never met, were gathered at the edges of the barricade to watch their homes burn. Moe watched them for a while, hoping maybe to catch sight of one of the Marines returning to the scene to watch their handiwork, but there was no one even remotely suspicious. 

“I’m just glad we’re both safe,” Moe said. 

“We need to catch these bastards. We need to catch them and make them pay,” Stacie said. 

“We will. They’ve messed with the wrong people.” Moe said, putting her arm around Stacie. 

“Moe. Stacie. I’m sorry about your houses,” a deep and tired voice said from behind them. Moe turned to see Detective Mason there, dressed as he always was, in a grey rumpled suit, nondescript tie, and a gold badge that hung around his neck. “Would you be up for coming down to the station and answering some questions? It can wait until the morning, if you need,” he said. 

Moe appreciated the compassion in his voice, even if it was filled with exhaustion. She looked at Stacie for her thoughts. 

Stacie nodded. 

“We’ll meet you there,” Moe said.  

Moe was thankful that the questioning took less than two hours – an hour of waiting around and an hour of conversation. She and Stacie told Detective Mason and his partner everything they knew about the Marines. She even handed over Raul’s phone, although she was certain they wouldn’t get anything off of it, but the number to a burner phone. Lewis and his Marines were probably too careful to be caught with a simple cell trace. Moe was thankful they didn’t ask too many questions about their employer. The weak florescent lights were giving her a headache and the air was stale. She wanted a hot bath and a good meal and a long nap.

“Well, I guess that’s everything. It’s great you recently moved. It would have been terrible if you’d been home,” Detective James said, clicking his pen closed. “Unless there is something we forgot to ask?” 

“I don’t think so,” Moe said. 

Stacie stood and stretched. “So we can go, then?” she asked. 

“You can go. If we find anything out, we’ll let you know,” Detective Mason said in his usual Eeyore tone.

“Actually, if you wouldn’t mind, some of the guys would love pictures and autographs,” Detective James said with a sheepish grin. 

Stacie looked at Moe for help. Moe laughed and said, “The price of fame. I’ll meet you in the waiting room.”

Stacie sighed. “I’d be happy to,” she said.  

The waiting room was filled with plastic chairs that were linked together in rows by long iron bars. The seats looked horribly uncomfortable, which is probably why Francine had opted for standing in the corner. Her trench coat folded over the chair in front of her, she was typing a message to someone on her phone. 

Moe watched her for a moment, trying to determine her feelings about the woman. She didn’t like how Francine presumed things and took action without asking. At the same time, Francine clearly cared for Stacie. Their connection was deeper than a normal employer-employee relationship. Caring about Stacie was something Francine and Moe had in common. Maybe, it was something Moe could use to build a relationship with the woman. 

Moe took a seat in one of the chairs facing Francine. It was as uncomfortable as it looked. Moe wasn’t sure whether to slouch or sit up straight. “What is Stacie to you?” Moe asked. 

“I’d ask you the same thing,” Francine said. 

“She’s my best friend,” Moe said without hesitation. 

Francine took a deep breath and scratched at the corner of her mouth. Having made a decision, she took a seat next to Moe. “I came to work for Stacie’s family when she was eleven. Her acting career was starting to take off and her father liked the visual of a body guard following her around. He had no idea she would actually need one in the future. Protecting her was my first job after getting out of the service. I didn’t have a team back then. It was just me. Me and Stacie. So, I guess I became some form of big sister, or mother?” Francine laughed at the thought. “And I needed her. My head was full of terrible things. Caring for Stacie was cathartic. She helped me return to a normal life.” 

Moe laughed. “I don’t know that wearing a trench coat and leading a team of badass amazon warriors is what most people would call normal.”

“Normal-ish,” Francine said.

“Who wants normal anyway? Normal-ish is more fun.”

“I like you, Ms. Watkins. Please know, you have an ally in me.”  

“Call me Moe. All my friends do,” Moneta replied. 

“Alright, Moe. By the way, where is Stacie?” Francine asked. 

“She’s signing autographs,” Moe said with a laugh.

“That’s our Stacie,” Francine replied with a grin.

Moe felt the heaviness of her lids and sighed. “I’m so tired,” she said. 

“A hot bath, a good night’s sleep, a good breakfast, and you’ll be ready to go on the attack. While they think you’re down, you can take the fight to them,” Francine said.

“I like the way you think, Francine. You and I are going to get along great,” Moe said, giving her new friend a fist bump.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Moe pounded on the door of the small house, again. It was still early, only eight-thirty in the morning, but the memory of her house on fire had ignited a rage in her that she knew wouldn’t calm until this case was done and everyone who had dared come after her and Stacie were behind bars.  

“Maybe he’s not home,” Stacie said. There was an annoying spark of hope in her voice. She and Moe had made bets over breakfast as to which of the suspects they would be able to catch at home this morning. If Edwin answered the door, Stacie owed Moe a Coke. 

“He’s home,” Moe said, as she pounded on the door with her fist for a third time. The small white house was a two-story Cape Cod. There were lots of them in small neighborhoods like this one, north of the beltway. 

“It’s like I said last night. If I were him and I did it, I’d make a run for it,” Stacie said. 

“Not this one. He’s a coward. He’s not running. He’s hiding,” Moe said.

With visions of their homes burning keeping them from sleep, Moe and Stacie had spent the night working through all of Thalberg’s employees to narrow the suspect list. They determined that only four had the access to Thalberg to know when and where the Rembrandt would be hung: his head of security, his son, his lawyer, or his butler. Of the four, Moe thought the butler would be the most likely to crack. Stacie had put her bet on the head of security.

Moe pounded on the door again and said, “I could feel it when we first met him at the Thalberg house. The way he looked down at the floor whenever they spoke to him. He’s not a runner. He’s hold up in there.” Pounding on the door a third time, she yelled, “Come out! We know you’re in there!” 

Moe took a step back and looked up at the second floor windows. As she did, she caught a glimpse of someone jerking out of view. Grabbing a stick, she threw it at the window and screamed, “Edwin Lachete! We can see you in that window!”

“We don’t want to hurt you, Edwin! We just want to talk,” Stacie yelled.

“You owe me a Coke,” Moe said. 

“Fine,” Stacie grumbled.

Moe heard footsteps inside. Someone was coming down the stairs. There was rustling at the door as locks were undone. The door opened a crack and the gray haired butler’s face peaked out.

“Open the door, Edwin,” Moe demanded. 

“You’re insane. What are you doing here? You can’t be here,” Edwin complained. 

Moe pushed on the door trying to force it open, but a chain lock held it closed. 

“You have no idea who you’re messing with. You should leave. Immediately!” Edwin said. 

Moe’s ears tingled at the small admission of collusion. 

“Yesterday your friends burned our houses down, so today, we’re pulling every one of you out of your houses, until we get some answers,” Stacie demanded. 

“I’m calling the cops,” Edwin threatened. 

“Good. Call’em. They’re on our side,” Stacie yelled.  

“I can’t come out. They’re probably watching. They can’t see me talking to you. They’ll kill me. Please leave,” Edwin begged. 

Moe knew she needed to think fast. She was losing him. “Look,” she reasoned, “if they were going to kill you, they would have done it last night. You’re clearly the fall guy.”

“They need you alive, so they can pin it all on you,” Stacie said, picking up on the direction Moe was heading.

“They are all going to walk away and leave you holding the bag. Mr. Thalberg will be so disappointed,” Moe said.  

“Mr. Thalberg would never believe I could steal from him,” Edwin said with disgust. 

“He doesn’t need to believe it. He just needs to believe you would hire someone to do it,” Moe said. 

“If you think about it, we’re really your best chance. Let us in. Tell us what happened. We’ll give the cops your side of the story,” Stacie added. 

“Just leave,” Edwin whined. 

“We’re not leaving until you tell us everything you know.  You’re going down, Edwin. You and your whole gang. Let us help you control the fall,” Moe reasoned.

“Leave my property or I’m calling the police,” Edwin said. 

Moe could tell he was gathering the little courage he had. She needed to act quickly. “Let us in or I’m calling Hayes and telling him you confessed to everything,” she said, betting the name of the head of security would send Edwin into a panic. 

Edwin’s eyes grew large. “You wouldn’t!” he said. 

Moe pondered what that response meant. Was he afraid of Hayes because Hayes was the head of security, or because Hayes was the true mastermind of the heist. 

“You better believe we’ll call him,” Stacie threatened.

“Fine. Call him. I don’t care. I’ve got nothing to hide,” Edwin whined, as he slammed the door shut.

As Stacie and Moe stepped back from the front door into the yard Stacie asked, “What do you think?” 

“For whatever reason, he seems more afraid of Hayes than of talking to us,” Moe said. 

“He’s probably in there calling him right now,” Stacie said. 

“Let’s hang out for a bit and see if he goes anywhere. You think Francine is nearby?” Moe asked.

“I’m sure she’s lurking in the shadows somewhere. Let me see,” Stacie said, as she pulled her phone from her pocket and sent a text. 

Moe and Stacie only waited a second before they heard a horn honk from down the street. A dark colored Honda Accord parked a block away flashed its lights at them. “Did you know she was back there?” Moe asked with a laugh.

“I had no idea,” Stacie said.

“Let’s go and say, hi,” Moe said. 

Moe and Stacie got in the backseat of the black Accord and said good morning to Francine. “Thanks for sticking close,” Moe said, as she slid over to make room for Stacie. 

Francine, dressed in her standard black suit and tie, sat in the passenger seat. Next to her in the driver’s seat was a woman dressed in the exact same way with the same haircut. “I couldn’t let my favorite ladies chase bomb happy Marines without back up,” Francine said with a smile. Motioning to the woman next to her, she said, “This is Angie, my number two.” 

“Nice to meet you,” Angie said without turning around. 

“Nice to meet you too,” Moe said. 

“Yeah, nice to meet you. And, I have so many questions for you about what it’s like to work for Francine,” Stacie eagerly said. 

“My lips are sealed,” Angie said. There was no sign of humor in her response. 

“So, what’s your next play?” Francine asked, changing the subject.

“We think we scared him. We’re going to sit on the house and see if anyone shows up, or if he tries to make a run for it,” Moe said. 

“Smart,” Francine replied. 

“Looks like you aren’t going to have to wait very long,” Angie said.

They watched as Edwin hurriedly stepped from his front door, locked it behind him, and rushed to a car that was parked across the street. 

“That was fast,” Stacie said. 

Francine picked up a black phone that was sitting on the dashboard, press a button on the side of it, and said into it, “We’re on the move. We’ll take lead.” 

As Angie pulled the car out into the street and followed Edwin, Stacie asked, “How many of you are there?”

“Here or total?” Francine asked. 

“Total,” Stacie said with surprise.

“Eight,” Francine said. 

“Here?” Moe asked. 

“Four. The other half of my team are on a different job,” Francine said. 

Moe watched out the back window as a black van pulled out and fell in line behind them. It had been parked a block away from Edwin and two blocks away from Francine. 

“You didn’t bring the whole team for us?” Stacie playfully complained.

“The two of you make six. That’s more than enough,” Francine said.

“Thanks,” Moe said with a big smile. Whether it was true or not, Moe liked the idea that she was skilled enough to be a part of Francine’s team. 

“I still think we merit the whole team,” Stacie said, sitting back and crossing her arms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

They followed Edwin north, deeper into the suburbs for fifteen minutes. Angie slowed the car when Edwin turned into an entrance for Loch Raven Reservoir. The gigantic lake was over 10 miles long, held more than 23 billion gallons of water, and supplied water to most of Baltimore County. It was surrounded by forest, hiking trails, parks, and recreation areas. “How should I proceed?” Angie asked.

“Give it a seven count,” Francine said. 

They waited seven seconds, and then pulled down the long and winding entrance. The road was surrounded by woods on both sides for the first two hundred yards. It then opened into large parking lot surround by a park. To the right was a playground. To the left were picnic pavilions filled with picnic tables and BBQ grills. A few cars were scattered through the lot, most grouped by an entrance to a hiking trail. Edwin had exited his vehicle and was walking away from the playgrounds, hiking trails, and picnic pavilions toward the shore of the reservoir. His pace was frantic.

“How do you want to play this?” Francine asked.

“If we don’t talk to him now, I don’t think we’ll get another chance,” Stacie said. 

“Agreed. The speed at which this was put together, combined with the fact that they called this meeting after you pushed him, they brought him here to kill him,” Francine said. 

“We can’t let him die. Let’s go get him,” Moe said. 

Picking up her phone and pressing the button on the side, Francine said, “Park near the trails. Tamara on the big gun, pick a pavilion roof. Jessica, Angie, set up on priority escape routes. When Tamara takes the first shot, move in. We don’t know who is coming, but we should expect at least the six Marines. I’m on Stacie and Moe. No kill shots. We want whoever shows up still breathing when this is done. Angie, when they show, it will go fast. As soon as they pull up, call emergency services. Everyone, be in position in three minutes.” 

Moe watched out the back window of car as the black van sped into a parking spot by the hiking trails. Two women, both dressed exactly like Francine, jumped out. One carried a long briefcase. They ran toward the picnic pavilions, to the left of Edwin’s position, and quickly disappeared from view. Angie eased their car into the parking spot next to Edwin’s. They could see him one-hundred and fifty yards away, standing next to a large tree. Moe looked around. The park was completely empty besides Edwin. It was a good spot for a secret meet.

“So what’s the plan?” Stacie asked, as they all exited the car. 

Without a word, Angie took off to the right toward the playground equipment. Francine dropped two paces behind Moe and Stacie, bringing up the rear.

Moe glanced at her shoelaces as she walked, took a deep breath, and said, “If he doesn’t talk, I’m just going to take what I need. I’ll search for the suspects and see what I find.”

“Are you sure? You said you don’t like stealing memories. You don’t know what you’re going to find in this creep’s head,” Stacie said. 

“I’m sure. Let’s finish this,” Moe said.    

Edwin began to panic at the site of them. Looking left and right, Moe could tell he was thinking about running, but where would he go. He’d have to pass through them to get to his car. Instead of bolting, he began yelling at them, “No! You shouldn’t be here! Go away!” 

Moe held her hands up as she approached in a sign of surrender. “We’re just here to talk, Edwin,” she said. 

“I’ve got nothing to say,” Edwin yelled. 

There was only twenty-yards between them. Slowing down, but continuing to move forward Moe said, “Look. We can help. I don’t know who you are meeting, but they aren’t coming here to help you.” 

“You need to leave with us, Ed. We’re your only hope,” Stacie said. 

“You shouldn’t be here. They’re going to think I’m working with you,” Edwin said, as he began pacing.

“Who is going to think that?” Moe asked. 

“Why are you here? You shouldn’t be here,” Edwin said, his voice cracking with fear.

“We’re here to help you,” Stacie said. 

“Just tell us what your part in this is and we can help you. We’ll walk you into the station and make sure you are protected. They’ll listen to your story, if you let us take you in,” Moe reasoned. She was within arm’s reach now. She was still considering just grabbing him and taking what she needed.

“I don’t know what you want from me. I’m just one of the cogs. I’m not in charge. My job was just to watch the Mr. Thalberg’s purchases. That was it. I promise,” Edwin whined, looking around. 

“Who else in Mr. Thalberg’s house is involved?” Moe said. 

“I’m not saying anything else. You need to leave before they get here,” Edwin said, folding his arms across his chest. 

“Is it Thad? Are you waiting for Thalberg’s son?” Moe probed. 

Edwin looked around the park. Panic was building in his eyes. He mumbled to himself, “I’m not going to live through this am I? They’re going to kill me. I know too much.”

“We know about the changes in the will. Is Thad doing this to get back at his dad?” Moe probed, but Edwin didn’t seem to hear her. He was lost in frantic thought.

“It’s okay. We’ve got you. Just come with us,” Stacie urged.

Edwin placed his hands on his head and started taking deep breaths to try and calm himself down. “I knew it was a bad idea. I told them it was a bad idea.”

Moe snapped her fingers and said, “Hey, Edwin. Stay with us.”

Edwin locked eyes with her and said, “If he’d just paid us what we were worth. If he just wasn’t such a tight ass. None of this would have happened. Do you think I wanted this? I didn’t want this.”

Nodding, Stacie said, “Of course not. You’re a loyal employee.”

“You better believe I’m loyal. I’m the best man he has. He wouldn’t last a day without me,” Edwin said. 

“And you didn’t want anyone to get hurt,” Stacie said. 

“No. God, no. I abhor violence. They took it too far,” Edwin said. 

“You were just trying to get what you should have been paid,” Stacie said.   

“But they’re so greedy. I told them, there was no way he would change his will. I knew it was insanity. But skimming off the top and taking the paintings wasn’t enough. They had to have more,” Edwin said.  

“Is Hayes the greedy one?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, God,” Edwin said, looking past Moe and Stacie. His face turned white as a sheet. Moe turned to see where he was looking.  A brown van sped into the parking lot and screeched to a stop, blocking in Edwin’s car. Six men stepped from the vehicle. Each carried an assault rifle. They approached with military precision, assessing the park as they moved forward.

“Not them. Oh, God. Why did they come? They’re going to kill us all,” Edwin said. He stood and began frantically looking in all directions for a way to escape. 

Francine turned to face them, putting herself between Moe and Stacie. Pushing her jacket back, she place her hands on the guns holstered on her hips. She looked like a cowboy at high noon.

“Oh, God. Oh, God. He’s going to kill me,” Edwin whined.

“Stay put,” Moe said. 

At the sight of Francine, the men slowed to a stop fifty yards away. The two in the middle focused their weapons on Francine while the four on the outsides scanned the perimeter.   

One of the ones in the middle spoke, “Give us the butler and you can walk away,” he said. His eyes were cold and blue. Moe would guess he was around twenty-five years old. She scanned the group. They were all younger than she expected.

Slowly stepping back, Francine said, “Get behind the tree.” Stumbling past the tree, Edwin obeyed. Moe and Stacie followed behind him.

“Look, no one has to get hurt. Just give us the butler and we’ll leave,” the one in the middle with the cold blue eyes called again.    

There was a sudden explosion of pink mist from the shoulder of one of the Marines as the man fell forward. It was followed by a loud explosive crack as the man went down. Before the Marines could react, a second crack and explosion of pink mist dropped another one. 

“Sniper! Take cover!” the Marine with the blue eyes screamed.

Seizing on the opportunity, Moe leaped forward and grabbed Edwin by the head. Pushing with all her energy, she searched his mind for her three suspects. 

There was the smell of beer and sweat and vomit. She was walking through a room full of people. Some conscious. Some not. Their faces came into view. They were all young and all strung out. Many were entangled with one another. There had to be at least twenty of them. Moe wondered where else they were in the house. She bent down, picked up a red plastic cup, and put it in the trash bag she was carrying. She took two more steps and picked up a bag of blue and gray pills. They, also, went in the trash. 

“Hey, Edwin,” a hoarse voice said from Moe’s right. She looked to see Thad propping himself up on his elbows. He could barely open his eyes, still high from whatever he had taken the night before. “Hey. Thanks for cleaning up. You’re the best,” he said with a grin.

Moe felt a surge of rage. Edwin hated Thad with a burning passion. “It’s a shame you didn’t overdose,” she muttered to herself, as she put another red cup in the trash bag.

Moe pulled out of the memory. That wasn’t what she needed. She pushed in further. 

A cool wind blew in her face. She checked her watch. They were late. They were never late. She began to worry. She checked her watch again. Maybe, she got the time wrong. She looked around. She was in a park – an empty park. This tree was important. It was where they always met. 

She checked her watch again. Should she leave? She didn’t know. Anxiety began to well up in her chest. What if she were too early. She needed to leave. She shouldn’t be here by herself. She looked around. The only movement was the breeze. This wasn’t right. 

Moe pulled out of the memory again. She could feel Edwin’s mind fighting her, instinctively pushing her to memories adjacent to what she wanted. She pushed harder, seeking the feeling of regret, mixed with the faces of her suspects. 

It was hot and muggy. She took a sip of her martini. There was too much vermouth. A shame. She pushed it away from her. 

“That’s what you get for ordering something so fancy in a place like this,” Hayes said with a grin. He took a long draw from his beer. 

Moe looked around the room. The bar was dark and empty and small. The floor was dirty and sticky. When she moved her feet, her shoes pulled at the ground and made a ripping noise. Edwin worried about the long term impact that would have on the souls. He liked these shoes. He’d need to get them shined after this meeting was over. 

“Why am I here?” Edwin said to Hayes. 

“I know as much as you do,” Hayes said. Edwin hated his smug grin. Hayes thought he was so strong and dangerous, but Edwin was the one that had Mr. Thalberg’s ear. If he complained, he could probably get Hayes fired in a heartbeat. He was sure Mr. Thalberg would listen to him, so who had the power really? Edwin reveled in the thought of Hayes being fired.

A younger man joined the table. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five. His piercing blue eyes were unnerving. He placed a plate of fries in front of them and a second beer in front of Hayes. “They don’t do cheese fries so I got regular ones,” he said. His cold blue eyes made Edwin shift in his seat.  Edwin had met him once before, at the house. Hayes had been trying to get him a job. His name was Lewis Quartz. He was the son of one of Hayes old Marine buddies. 

“Fries are fries,” Hayes said, as he took one from the plate and popped it into his mouth. Watching him eat disgusted Edwin. 

A breeze filled the room as the door opened. Moe looked over. It was Melvin Hersch. He smiled at the table and nodded. Before coming over, he hung his coat, scarf, and hat on the coat rack by the door. Edwin sighed and looked at his watch. He didn’t know why he’d agreed to this meeting.

Melvin joined them at the table. Giving them a warm smile and sincere smile, he said, “Gentlemen, thank you for coming. To begin, I want to make something clear. Mr. Hayes, I have evidence that you’ve been taking items from the house and selling them on E-Bay. Mr. Lachete, I know you’ve been taking money from the petty cash to pay your bills, and I have documentation of the missing money and how it corresponds to your expenses. And Mr. Quartz, although we’ve never met, I do know of your proclivity to take things that aren’t yours. It would be a shame if the police were alerted to your activities. So, if either of you decide to mention this meeting to our employer, not only will I deny it, I will ensure that you are all out on your asses. Are we clear?”

“Right to the point. I told you you’d like how this one does business,” Hayes said to Quartz, as he nudged him with his elbow.

Moe felt an overwhelming sense of fear. She wanted to run. Looking into her martini glass she mumbled, “I haven’t taken that much. Mr. Thalberg would understand.”

“Oh, Edwin,” Mel said with another smile, as he patted Edwin’s hand. “Over the last four years, you’ve taken over thirteen-thousand dollars. The only reason such a large sum has gone unnoticed is because I made sure it went unnoticed.”

Edwin kept his eyes locked on his glass. He felt trapped. He wanted to crawl under the table and hide. 

Mel squeezed Moe’s hand and said, “And please know, Edwin, your part in this will be small. We won’t ask too much of you.”

Moe pulled her hand away. She took another drink of the terrible martini. 

“What exactly are you proposing?” Hayes asked.

“I have a plan that should be simple to accomplish with the skillsets around this table, inflicted limited irritation on our employer, rid us of his terrible heir, and make us all very wealthy,” Melvin said. 

“How are you going to do all that?” Lewis asked with a grin. 

“We’re going to steal a bunch of art, doctor a will, put it all at the feet of Thad, and then, we walk away with the spoils,” Mel said. The innocence in his voice terrified Edwin. 

Moe opened her eyes, let go of Edwin, and stumbled backward into Stacie. The air still felt hot and Edwin’s anxiety swirled around her. Her heart sank at the realization that the kind old family attorney was behind it all. 

“What did you do? What did you do to me?” Edwin shrieked, as he fell into the tree behind him. 

Stacie steadied Moe and asked “Are you alright?” 

“I got it. I saw it all,” Moe said, her gut hurting from Edwin’s anxiety and what she had seen. 

Looking up, Moe realized that in the few seconds she was in Edwin’s memories, the world around them had erupted into violence and chaos. 

Angie stood above the two Marines that had been shot, a gun pointed at each of them. Off to Moe’s left, another woman dressed like Francine was standing above two other Marines who were also bleeding in the grass. Lewis Quartz, the blue-eyed marine and his last remaining partner had taken cover behind a large tree to the right. Francine had positioned herself between them and the tree Moe and Stacie were behind. Splinters exploded from Lewis’ tree as another crack from the sniper rifle filled the air. 

“Put your guns down, surrender, and I promise not to kill you,” Francine yelled.

“Fuck you, bitch! I’m not leaving here without that butler,” Lewis screamed from behind the tree.

“This is over. We’ve called the authorities. They will be here any minute. Stand down,” she yelled. 

Edwin began to stumble back, but Moe grabbed him and pulled him to the tree. “We’re not going to let them take you,” she said. 

“What did you do to me? Why did I see those things again,” he whined.

“She stole your memories. Get over it,” Stacie said. 

“You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” Moe said to Edwin. Steadying herself, she said to Stacie, “The one behind the tree is Quartz. He’s connected to Hayes. They are both working for Hersch. I think Hayes is cleaning house. We’ve got to get to Melvin Hersch, or there will be no evidence left of what they were doing.” 

“Hey, Marine. Listen to me. This fight is over. Stand down and no one else will get hurt,” Francine called to Lewis. 

“You’re not in charge here,” Lewis screamed with rage.

Sirens rang in the distance as the police approached.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” the Marine next to Lewis screamed.

Francine’s voice was calm, as if she were correcting a wayward child. She continued, “I’m going to count to three, and then, I’m going to come and get you. So lay down your weapons. Okay?” she said.

“We just came for the butler,” Lewis screamed.

“Last chance. You have until I get to three,” Francine said.

“Fuck you!” Lewis yelled. 

As Francine said “One,” Lewis spun from behind the tree, his weapon raised, but Francine was too quick. Before he could get a shot off, she dove to the right. With both pistols drawn, she put four bullets in his shoulders and legs. Lewis fell to the ground, his gun loosing wild rounds into the air. Leaping back to her feet, Francine charged and kicked the weapon from his hand. Spinning, she pointed both weapons at the second Marine hiding behind the tree. Throwing his weapon to the ground, he knelt and put his hands behind his head. 

Moe looked with relief as three ambulances and four police cars sped into the parking lot. Stepping from behind the tree, she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and dialed the number Mr. Thalberg had given her. 

“What’s up?” Stacie asked, noticing Moe’s urgency. 

“I think Hayes and Hersch are going to kill Thalberg,” Moe said.

“Ms. Watkins?” Thalberg answered.

“Where are you, sir?” Moe asked. 

“I’m in my car on the way to a meeting,” he replied.

“Am I on speaker phone?” Moe asked.

“No,” Thalberg replied.

“Is Hayes with you?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Thalberg said, masking any emotion he might be experiencing.

“Are you on your way to meet Melvin Hersch?” Moe asked.

“Well, I do have a full schedule today. I’m going to see my attorney now, something about estate planning. Then I have a few meetings after that. Why do you ask?” Thalberg replied.  Moe respected how he hid her question with his response. 

“Hayes and Thalberg are in on it together. They’re going to force you to sign a new will that gives them both money and then kill you,” Moe said. 

“Hmmm. It may be a little late to change those plans,” Thalberg said, his voice still impressively cool. 

“I’ve got a plan. Can you stall? Stacie and I will meet you there,” Moe asked. 

“Thank you. I understand. I’ll be there in a moment,” Thalberg said. Then, before the line went dead, Moe heard him say, “Mr. Hayes, we need to take a slight detour, I’m afraid I’ve left my wallet at High Tops again.”  

Moe looked at Stacie and said, “Call Detective Mason and tell him what’s going on. Tell him to meet us at Hersch’s office.”

“On it,” Stacie said, pulling out her cell. 

Moe dialed another number and held the phone to her ear. 

“What’s up?” Ami asked on the other end. 

“I need you to do the impossible and I need it done an hour ago,” Moe said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Moe and Stacie stood in the long hallway and admired the framed landscapes. Whatever Thalberg had done to stall had worked. Moe and Stacie had made it to Hersch’s office with time to spare. 

In the lobby, they’d stopped to ask the guard at the front desk to make sure the security cameras were turned on. To no one’s surprise, the guard informed them that the entire building was off-line. He explained that two days ago an emergency systems update had been ordered for today and that the entire building was closed because there was no internet or phone service during the update. Outside of a few workaholics, the building was empty. Hersch and Hayes had planned this well. None of the cameras in the building would catch them with Thalberg and there would be a limited number of witnesses in case something went wrong.

“I think this is my favorite part,” Stacie said. 

“What part?” Moe asked. 

“When we get to deal out some justice,” Stacie said with a smile. 

“Let’s just try to not get shot,” Moe laughed. 

Stacie gave Moe a playful nudge and said, “There’s no one I’d rather be shot with than you.”

Moe squeezed her friends hand and said, “Agreed.”

There was a bing from the elevator door around the corner. 

“Game time,” Stacie said.

It only took a moment for Theo to turn the corner with Hayes walking casually behind him. “Ms. Watkins. What a surprise. Unfortunately, I regret to inform you that I am here under duress,” Theo said. 

“Well, good. You just made my job easier,” Hayes said, showing the gun in his hand to Moe and Stacie.  

“Put the gun away, Hayes. Let’s talk,” Moe said. 

“It’s better that you are here now. Mr. Brains won’t love it, but it saves me having to round you up. Everyone put your hands up and step into the office please,” Hayes said. 

Once they were inside, Hayes pointed his pistol at Stacie and said, “Gun on the floor.”

Stacie removed the piece from her ankle and laid it on the ground.

“Everyone’s hands against the wall,” Hayes said. 

Moe, Stacie, and Thalberg all complied. Reaching behind the receptionist’s desk, Hayes retrieved a cylinder with pulsing blue lights. Moe recognized it as the EMP he had used on them when they first came to Thalberg’s house. 

“Told you it was a good idea to leave our phones in the car,” Stacie said. 

“You are wise,” Moe said, as Hayes outlined her with the wand. 

After frisking Moe and Stacie, Hayes said, “Alright, everyone to the back.” 

As Moe, Stacie, and Thalberg walked slowly down the hall toward Hersch’s office, Thalberg said, “I’m sorry I involved you both in this.”

“We knew the risks when we took the job,” Moe said. 

“Well, if we get out of this, I’ll double your fee. You’ve earned it,” Thalberg replied. 

Hayes laughed.

As they entered the office, Moe surveyed the room. Everything was the same except that the space had been cleaned. The piles of folders and papers were gone, save one. A single legal sized manila folder sat open on the small table revealing neatly organized legal documents. The heading on the first page read, “Last Will and Testament of Theodore Thalberg.”

“Well, this is an unexpected crowd,” Melvin Hersch said, as they entered his office. Seeing Hayes’ gun, Hersch added, “And that wasn’t supposed to make an appearance until after the documents were signed.” 

“Couldn’t be helped. He was stalling. I think he got tipped off by these two,” Hayes said, motioning with his gun to Moe and Stacie.

“It doesn’t matter. Theo, please take a seat,” Hersch said. 

As Theo took a seat, he said, “Mel. You can’t actually expect me to sign any of this?” 

“I’d prefer you did,” Hersch said. 

Theo flipped through the pages and said, “No one is going to believe that I gave you all my money. And what is going to happen when I turn up dead? This will be contested immediately. This is a sloppy plan. I expect better from you.” 

Hersch signed, “Just sign, Theo.” 

Moe looked at Hayes, and then, at Hersch. She needed them talking. She made eye contact with Stacie, who immediately got the message and leaped into action. 

Casually walking to the table, Stacie moved to look over Thalberg’s shoulder. “What does this even do?” she asked. 

Hayes laughed and pointed his gun at Moe. “Take a step back or your friend’s brains are going to be splattered all of the wall.”

“You can’t shoot me here. The clean-up would be too much,” Moe said. 

Hayes pressed the muzzle to her scalp and said, “Maybe, I’ll just start another fire.”

“Mr. Thalberg is right,” Stacie said, reading again over his shoulder. “This is a sloppy plan. I can see the headlines now, ‘Billionaire Murdered after Signing a New Will.’ You’re going straight to jail.” 

“No one is going to find his body. Everyone will just think he’s going into retirement and leaving everything to his son,” Hayes said. 

Moe smiled. 

“Shut up, Hayes,” Mel said. 

“What? It’s not like they can do anything about it,” Hayes said. 

Stacie grinned and said, “There’s another problem you haven’t considered, and that is that Thad is a moron who can’t even tie his own shoes, much less take over for his father.”

“That’s true,” Theo said regretfully. 

“That’s what makes him so much easier to steal from. When he can’t handle it, he’ll ask his trusted uncle Mel to step in and help. That’s when the real money starts flowing,” Hayes said. 

“Enough!” Hersch barked, then composing himself, he added, “Theo, sign it, please.” 

“What he going to do if you don’t?” Stacie asked. 

“Don’t sign anything,” Moe said. 

Hersch sighed. “Sign it. Don’t sign it. It doesn’t really matter. I’ve got contingency plans. You signing the documents is what works best for Thad. He’ll be taken care of this way. Don’t sign it, you still disappear and I’ll make sure your estate loses everything. Thad will be on the streets in a few years. See, you’ve paid me so little over the years that I don’t need all your money. Just a fraction of it will make a huge difference.”

“Exactly,” Hayes said, pressing his gun into Moe’s head again. 

Moe smiled and said, “I think that’s enough. Let’s wrap this up.”

“Thank you. Sign it and let’s go,” Hersch said.

“No. That’s not what’s going to happen.  Stacie and I didn’t come alone. There are cops in the hallway to arrest both of you,” Moe said.

“Bullshit,” Hayes said. 

“On what evidence. You have no proof. It’s your word against mine,” Hersch said. 

“Not exactly,” Stacie said. 

Moe smiled and said, “We’ve got your confession on tape. You get all this, Ami?” 

There was a zipping sound as Ami appeared outside the window. Hanging from the roof by a rope, she waved a hand-held recording device and gave Moe a thumbs up. 

“Son of a bitch,” Hayes yelled, pointing his gun at Ami. 

Ami’s eyes filled with fear. She pressed a button on her belt and at alarming speed, she dropped out of sight. 

Hayes turned his gun back on Moe and shouted at Hersch, “What now?” 

	

Detective Mason’s deep voice came from the hallway, “This is the Baltimore Police. Now you put that gun down and come out with your hands in the air.”

Hersch sat down in his office chair and sighed. Looking at his partner, he said, “Put it down, Hayes. It’s over.” 

A shadow of hopelessness came over Hayes face. “But—you’ve got to have a plan for this,” he said. 

“It’s over,” Hersch affirmed. 

Hayes placed his gun on the floor and Moe snatched it up.

“We’re all clear,” Moe yelled over her shoulder. In reply, Detective Mason and three other uniformed officers entered the room.  

Smiling at Stacie, she said with her best Hannibal from the A-Team impersonation, “I love it when a plan comes together.”

“Yes!” Stacie laughed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

Moe took a sip of her beer and smiled. The Thirsty Horse was hopping. Mike stood behind the bar making drinks, waiters buzzed around the room delivering food, and happy customers talked quietly together. 

“So, you two do this at the end of every case?” Ami asked. 

“Girls have to have their traditions. It’s like Hannibal’s cigar,” Stacie said.

“From the A-Team?” Ami asked. 

“I should have never humored you. Now, you’re never going to let it go,” Moe said.

“If we’re the A-Team, I call Face,” Ami said. 

“You can’t call Face. I’m Face,” Stacie said. 

“Look, Moe is clearly Hannibal. And, I’m Face. You can be the crazy one. Or Mr. T. You can be Mr. T!” Ami said, as she took a drink of her scotch. 

“You know what, you don’t get to play. This is my and Moe’s thing,” Stacie said. 

“Leave me out of it,” Moe said, taking a bite of her burger. 

“Say, ‘I pitty the fool.’ Just do it. One time,” Ami goaded.

“I’m not Mr. T. I’m clearly Face,” Stacie complained as picked a fry off of Moe’s plate, ate it, and then took a sip of her martini.

“Say, ‘I ain’t getting on no plane, Hannibal,’” Ami teased.

“I’m not saying that because Face would never say that,” Stacie replied. 

“Ladies,” Francine said from behind them, causing them all to jerk with surprise.

“That’s Mr. T.,” Stacie said.

“No. She’s way too classy for Mr. T.,” Ami said. 

“Moe, can I speak with you outside for a minute,” Francine said, ignoring the conversation at the table. 

“That sounds serious,” Ami laughed. 

“Sure,” Moe said. She stood from her chair and followed Francine through the restaurant to the front door. Waiting for her there was her new landlord, Mr. Hudson. 

“Ms. Watkins,” he said in a low grumble. 

“Mr. Hudson. What’s going on?” Moe said, looking from him to Francine. 

“Mark – I mean, Mr. Hudson said he has some news. I didn’t know if you wanted it shared,” Francine said. Turning to Mr. Hudson, she said, “Well. Out with it.”

“Give us a minute,” Mark said. 

“I’m not a taxi service. You said you needed to talk to her. I brought you to her. So. Talk,” Francine order.

“I need to talk to her. Not to you. Go wait in the car,” Mr. Hudson said. 

“I will not. Start talking,” Francine shot back. 

“Well, then we’re just going to stand here. I’ve got all night,” Mr. Hudson declared, as he folded his arm. 

Francine looked at Moe for help. 

Moe shrugged in reply. 

“You old fat bastard. I’m not your damn taxi,” Francine said, as she stomped away.

Mr. Hudson smiled. “Sorry about that,” he said. 

“So what’s going on?” Moe asked. 

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.” Mark pulled from the pocket of his coat a small notebook, opened it, and handed it to Moe. In meticulous handwriting, the page contained three columns: one for the date, one for time started, and one for time ended. There were nine entries all spanning the last four days. As Moe studied the entries, Mr. Hudson explained, “Ever since you moved in, I’ve been having blackouts. Several hours missing during the day that I can’t account for. When I realized they were happening, I started setting up surveillance cameras. But, the cameras wall disappeared as well.”

Moe’s heart beat faster and a knot formed in her throat. She looked down at her rainbow shoelaces. She focused on the contrast in color using it as an anchor to calm the fear threatening to overtake her. “What do you think is happening?” she asked.

“I realized I had to get smarter about it. So I set up a camera on the roof across the street.” Mr. Hudson pulled from his coat pocket a stack of photos and passed them to Moe. “Do you know who that is?” he asked. 

Moe’s heart caught in her chest. The photos were of a man in black suit leaving the office. Emotions rushed through Moe. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or scream or run away. “Can I keep these?” she said.

“Sure,” Mr. Hudson said. “And I should warn you, he seems to be friendly with your dog. I asked the neighbors. They said Bosley never made a peep.”

A revelation hit Moe like a truck. “That’s why he wasn’t eating. Lance was feeding him. Stupid dog,” she said to herself.

“Who’s Lance?” Mr. Hudson asked. 

Moe looked at her shoelaces and tried to decide how much she should share. “I appreciate you keeping this between us. Lance is my twin brother,” she said. 

“I take it you aren’t on the best terms,” Mr. Hudson said. 

“He’s dangerous. Keep your distance. Let him come and go as he pleases, and he’ll leave you alone,” Moe said. 

“I don’t like people screwing with my head,” Mr. Hudson said. 

“I know the feeling,” Moe said, as memories of her childhood threatened to flood back into her mind. She looked down again and pushed them away. 

“You gonna be alright?” Mr. Hudson asked. 

“I’ll be fine. I appreciate you keeping this between us,” Moe said.

“Let me know if you need anything,” Mr. Hudson said with a nod, before he turned and walked back to Francine who was waiting in a car across the street. 

Taking her phone out her phone, Moe sent a group text that read, “Family meeting. Baba’s diner. Two hours.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

Moe yanked open the door to Jake’s Diner and charged inside. As she walked to the back of the restaurant, Desire called, “They’re all in the back waiting for you, hon.”

“Thanks, Des,” Moe called, as she pushed open the back door.

Chasing behind her, Stacie said, “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

The table in the back alley was full. Moe’s brothers were all listening as Baba told a story. Robert, ever the FBI poster boy, dressed in his usual suit and trench coat, sat next to Baba. Joseph, off the clock as a priest, sat on Baba’s other side. Across from Baba sat Calvin, the largest and strongest of Moe’s brothers. Having come straight from work, his face and coveralls had black marks from the welder and forge he wielded all day. In the middle of them all was Baba, smoking his cigar and going on about something that may or may not be true. The sight of the men gave Moe pause. She hadn’t seen them together like this in years. She wondered if she should ruin it with the news. 

“There she is,” Robert said. 

“What’s with all the urgency, Sis?” Joe asked.

Stepping out the back door, Stacie came to Moe’s side. “Gentlemen,” she said. Then, realizing she had never met Calvin, she extended her hand and introduced herself. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Stacie Howe. Moe’s partner.” 

Calvin kept his arms crossed and gave her a nod.

“That’s my twin, Calvin. He’s the least friendly brother,” Joe said. 

Robert laughed in reply. “That’s the understatement of the decade,” he said. 

“So, Baby Girl. Why’d you pull everyone out of bed?” Baba said. 

Moe took a deep breath. There was no avoiding it. She dropped the pictures on the table and announced, “Lance is back.” 

The men stared at the pictures in fear. None of them dared touch them. It was Robert who broke the silence. “How long?” he asked. 

“I’m not sure. My landlord has been losing time for a little under a week. Lance has been breaking into my new office. But, for about a week-and-a-half my dog has been acting weird. I think I’ve been seeing Lance at night. Maybe two weeks? I don’t know.” Moe said. 

“I lost five hours a week ago. I was eating breakfast and then I woke up in the confessional and it was after lunch. No clue how I got there, or where those hours went,” Joseph said.

“What about you?” Moe asked Calvin. 

“He knows better than to mess with me,” Calvin said. 

“I’ve been losing time too. Mostly in my car. I’ll get in and look at the clock. Then I’ll look at it again and twenty minutes have past, but I’m still sitting in my spot in the garage. I just didn’t want to believe it,” Robert said. 

“So he’s on us, but no harm yet. Just talking,” Moe reflected. 

“I don’t understand. What’s going on? Who’s Lance?” Stacie asked. 

“Lance is Moneta’s twin,” Baba explained. “They are like two sides of a coin. He has the opposite of her gift.”

“The opposite?” Stacie asked.

“I see memories, but what I’m really doing is strengthening them. When I share a memory with you, it gets clearer and stronger in your mind. Lance steals memories. He erases things from your mind. And what he takes never comes back,” Moe said. 

“I, evidently, had a hamster once,” Joe said in a mournful jest. 

“For two years. You called him Mr. Fluff,” Calvin added. 

“Lance and I got into a fight one day. Like brothers do. Now, I don’t remember anything about any hamster,” Joe said. 

“That’s messed up,” Stacie said.

“Do we know why he’s here?” Robert asked. Moe could tell he wanted to start talking about this like it was a case, to make it less personal, less scary.

“No. Just that he is back,” Moe said.

Baba put out his stub of a cigar on the ground and said, “Alright then. You know what to do. Check your clocks every ten minutes. If you lose time, record it. If you have any kind of memory flash or weird dream, write it down. If you have surveillance, turn it on.  If there is something you need to remember that you think he might want, video record it and put it in the cloud. And if you get a lead, text the rest of us. He’s here for something. Once he gets it, he’ll leave.”

As Stacie and Moe walked back to the car, Stacie asked, “Everybody seemed scared back there. Even Baba. Is your brother like a killer or something?” 

“Lance is bad news. Where ever he goes, people get hurt. We need to figure out why he’s here and shut him down before he destroys too many lives,” Moe said. 

“So what do we do?” Stacie asked. 	

“We do what we do. We find him and stop him,” Moe said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

 

As Moe stepped out of the car, she bent down and ran her hands through the soft grass. Mr. Thalberg was right. Everything about the house was perfect. The large home sat on a massive property. The wrap around porch was filled with comfortable looking chairs. Through the window, Moe could see kids playing and reading. The flower beds were brimming with vibrant colors of blooms. Even the yard was wonderfully green and weed-less.

“Well, this seems too good to be true,” Stacie said, as she walked to the back of the car and opened the trunk. She removed the wheelchair they’d stored there, unfolded it, and then, opened the back door for David. 

With Stacie’s help, David transitioned from the back of the car to the chair. Reaching out, he patted Stacie’s hand and mumbled something that sounded like a thank you.

“You got it,” Stacie said, squeezing his shoulder. Looking at Moe, she said, “Our girl may need some help getting out.”   

“You two go ahead. I’ll bring her up in a sec,” Moe said. 

“You got it,” Stacie said, as she pushed David’s wheel chair up the drive toward the front of the house. 

Once they were far enough ahead not to hear what she was going to say, Moe opened the back door of the car and knelt down beside the nervous little girl sitting in the back seat. “How are you feeling?” Moe asked. 

“I’m scared,” Sarah said. 

“I understand. New places can be scary,” Moe said. 

“What if they are mean?” Sarah asked, looking at Moe, her bright eyes filled with fear. 

“My friend, Mr. Thalberg, told me these are very nice people who love to care for kids that need homes. And when Stacie and I met them last week, they seemed really great,” Moe offered. 

“You like them?” Sarah asked, looking toward the house. 

“I liked them a lot. And I think you will, too,” Moe said. 

“I don’t know them,” Sarah said.

“But you’ll get to know them. And Stacie and I will come and visit. And Mr. David is going to come out, too,” Moe said. 

Tears began to well up in her eyes. “I just want to go home,” she said. 

Moe reached in the car and hugged her. Sarah latched onto Moe with both arms. “I know. I know. Maybe someday,” Moe said, as she rubbed Sarah’s back.

“Are you going to find my dad? I miss my mom and dad,” Sarah said, crying into Moe’s shoulder.

Tears filled Moe’s eyes as well. “I’m going to try really hard,” she said. 

They sat in silence for a moment, crying together. When Sarah’s tears began to recede, Moe said, “I have a present for you. Can I give it to you before we go up to the house?” 

“Yeah,” Sarah said, still holding tight to Moe’s neck.

Moe smiled. “Well, you have to let go of me before I can give it to you,” she said.

Sarah gave Moe’s neck one last squeeze and then let go. “What did you get me?” she asked, as she sat back in her seat. 

Moe reached into the front seat and retrieved a shoebox. Coming back to Sarah, she’ll knelt again and gave it to her.

“What is it?” Sarah asked. 

“Open it,” Moe said with a laugh. 

Sarah cracked the lid and peered inside. “Oh wow,” she said, pulling the lid off all the way. The box was full of brightly colored shoelaces. “They’re just like yours,” Sarah exclaimed.

“Yep. Give me your foot,” Moe said. 

Sarah turned her legs so they were both facing Moe. Taking a pair from the box, she handed Moe a bright yellow pair and said, “These ones.”

As Moe unlaced Sarah’s shoes and worked the new laces in, she explained, “My mom gave me a box just like this one when I was your age, because I had special gifts, just like you do. And sometimes, that can be hard. There are going to be times when you want to show off to make people like you. Or sometimes, you are going to want to prove to people that you are special, especially if you feel like you are all alone. Whenever that happens, I want you to look down at these great colors and remember – in a world of plain, white shoelaces, you are bright and beautiful, and you don’t have to prove it to anybody. So if you are ever alone or scared, you just look down and remember who you are.” 

Sarah held her feet out and smile at her new laces. “I will,” she said with a smile. 

“Great,” Moe said, standing up. Holding her hand out, she added, “Now, why don’t we go and see your new home?”

Sarah stepped out of the car, took Moe’s hand and said, “I’m ready.” And they walked together up the driveway toward the warm lights of the house.

The following is an excerpt from Fight (the next book in the Adventures of Watkins and Howe series). Look for the book in June of 2019.

 

Moe ran her hand across the bar. There was a film of sand on it. She liked the feel of it on her hand. 

“It keeps the bar from getting water rings on it,” Ami said as she took a swig from her beer. Dressed in her normal green t-shirt, black sweat pants, and combat boots, Ami had complained all the way to the hole-in-the-wall bar that as the tech expert on the team she didn’t actually have to be here tonight, but she had come anyway and Moe was grateful. 

“Well, it just makes it look dirty,” Stacie said, also taking a sip of her beer. She grimaced as she swallowed and passed it to Ami. “I’ve never understood the fascination. What do you think the chances are the bartender could put together a good martini?” 

Moe looked down the dimly lit space at the old man behind the bar. His fingers were covered in band-aids and there were no less than six stains on his flannel shirt. As he wiped his nose with the sleeve of his shirt, Moe said with a laugh, “I don’t think this is a martini kind of place.”

Stacie shook her head in frustration and said, “After we do this, you owe me a real drink.” 

Moe smiled at Stacie and rubbed her back. “You got it,” she said. 

There was a commotion of celebration as Johnny Cash’s Cocaine Blues began to play in the background. Moe turned on her stool to watch the reaction of the room. The dimly lit bar was surprisingly full. Most of the patrons were men who looked weary from a long day’s work. There were a few women scattered around. Most of them seemed to know one another. 

The door opened and Moe turned to see Francine enter. The thin professional bodyguard was the only person in the room wearing a suit. Crossing the room with military precision, she took the stool next to Stacie. Motioning to the bartender for a beer, she said, “Ladies.”

“Thanks for coming, Francine. I know you are busy. I appreciate you taking time to help us with this,” Moe said. 

“Of course. Anything for my favorite people,” she said as she slipped the bartender a twenty and took the beer from him. “So, when is this guy showing up?” Francine said as she swiveled in her chair to watch the room.

“His credit card said he’s here every Tuesday by 9:30,” Ami said as she finished her beer and started drinking the one Stacie had passed her.

“He’s late,” Francine said. 

“He’ll be here,” Moe said. 

“It would be easier to wait if the location served martinis,” Stacie said, tracing a pattern in the sand on the bar. 

“Probably better you aren’t drinking. You need to be sharp,” Francine said in her typical mothering tone. 

“Why do you get to drink and I don’t?” Stacie complained. 

“Tonight, my job is safer than yours,” Francine said. 

“I don’t know that that’s true,” Moe said. 

The door to the bar opened again and a tall man stepped through. In his trench coat length leather jacket, his goatee, and his sunglasses, he so matched the stereotype of drug dealing thug it almost seemed intentional. Moe’s mind raced with the memory of the man standing in Sarah’s house, holding down Sarah’s dad, as Sarah’s mom lay lifeless on the floor of their home.  Through the neighbor’s eyes, Moe had watched this man drag Sarah’s dad from the house and stuff him in a van. Moe’s heart raced as images filled her mind of Sarah’s mom laying on the floor, her blood pooling around her head. “That’s him,” Moe said.

Without turning away from her beer, Ami began to remind the team of the details she’d gathered, “Giovanni Corbi. Mid-level thug. Drug dealer – mostly heroin but looking to expand. From his arrest record, it seems like his primary job is driving up to New York, picking up the dope, and driving it back down. Grew up in Brooklynn Park. Dropped out of Benjamin Franklin High School his junior year. He’s been arrested three times, mostly for minor offenses. He’s spent seven of the past fifteen years on the inside.”

Moe looked down at her shoelaces. Wine red with glitter had been the right choice. She liked how the silver flecks sparkled in the dim light as she moved her feet left and right. She felt her confidence building in her chest. They could do this. Tonight, Giovanni was going away for a long time. “Everyone knows their job?” Moe asked.

Stacie turned on her stool to face the room. “We got this,” she said. 

Francine took a long drink of her beer, draining the glass. There was a faint cracking sound as she stretched her neck to the right and then the left. She rolled her shoulders and said, “See you out back.” Standing, she walked out the front door. 

“See you in a few,” Ami said as she drained the last of Stacie’s beer, stood, and followed Francine out. 

Moe and Stacie watched as Giovanni joined a group of men in the far corner of the room. They celebrated as he sat down at their table, patting him on the back and laughing. Moe figured they were excited about the big score of black-market prescription drugs Ami had arranged online by anonymously putting Giovanni into contact with a supplier in Philly. It was a big win for Giovanni. He was moving up in the world.  

“You ready?” Moe said.

“Please. My job is easy. You’ve got the rough part of this. You sure you want to go digging around inside that one’s head?” Stacie asked. 

“It’s for Sarah,” Moe said thinking of the little girl living in foster care because her parents had been ripped away from her. 

“For Sarah,” Stacie said. Turning to the bartender, she ordered two shots of whiskey. Taking a shot glass in each hand, she said, “Let’s do this.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” Moe said.

Stacie took a deep breath, flashed Moe her best seductive smile, stood, and crossed the room to Giovani’s table. Putting one of the shot glasses in front of the thug, she toasted with him. They both threw back their shots and the table cheered. Stacie motioned to the bartender to bring two more and then she sat in the big man’s lap. Watching the thug put his hands on Stacie made Moe’s blood boil. While she knew it was all part of the plan, she didn’t want that monster anywhere near her friend. 

Stacie only waited a minute before she leaned into Giovani and whispered something into his ear. The large man grinned with excitement and took his second shot. Stacie stood, took him by the hand, and pulled him down a hallway that led to the bathrooms and the rear exit of the bar. 

Moe leaped to her feet and followed behind them. Turning down the hall, she felt the cool Fall air from the alley outback on her face. Stacie made eye contact with Moe as she pushed the back door open and pulled Giovani into the alley with her. The thug was so completely focused on Stacie and the treatment he thought he was about to receive that he was taken completely by surprise when Francine shattered his knee with a sharp kick. Before he could do more than grunt in pain, Francine finished her attack with a fierce right cross to his temple. Giovani swayed and for a moment. Moe thought Francine would need to hit him again, but the huge man tipped forward and slammed into the ground. 

Moe raced into the alley. Looking up at Stacie, she said, “You good.”

“Please. Piece of cake,” Stacie said. 

Ami stepped from the shadows of the alley and began searching Giovani’s pockets. Retrieving the large man’s phone, she took her own phone from her pocket and connected the two phones with a white cord. “45 seconds to finish the clone,” she said.

“Do you’re thing and let’s go,” Francine said, looking over Moe’s shoulder down the hall. 

Moe knelt beside Giovanni, placed her hands on his head, and began to search his memories for the prescription drugs. 

Eminem’s angry, playful, fast-paced voice filled the car. The bass rattled the windows. Moe recognized the beat as Lucky You. It was Giovanni’s favorite. He’d had it on repeat for the last hour. He bounced his head to the beat as he slowed the car and came to a complete stop at the stop sign. The last thing he needed right now was to get pulled over for something stupid, not with what he had in the trunk. This was his come-up. He couldn’t blow it. 

The song transitioned to My Mom. Moe considered switching it back, but Giovani decided that this one was good too. Moe crept the car forward through the intersection. Giovani was so ready to offload this stuff. He didn’t like driving around with it. His phone pinged. Taking out of his pocket, Moe read the message. It was from Big Mike. “Where the F is u. I ain't wait here for u all day u said we gonna party.” 

Moe smiled at the text and wrote back, “be there in 30.” Giovani’s mouth started to water at the thought of celebrating with everyone tonight. Moe slowed the car. She was here. Reaching to the visor, she pressed the button on the garage door opener. Three houses up, a garage door sprang to life. 

This was the moment Moe needed. She looked up and down the street, studying the block. The house was the fifth one. Giovani knew the address was 128 Hilltop Road, but the garage was on the side street Lethbridge Road. It was Giovani’s sister’s house. She let him use the garage without asking any questions. Now that she had the address, Moe considered pulling out of his memory, but she knew she needed to stay to make sure he left the drugs there. 

Giovani parked the car in front of the open garage. He sighed with relief. Tired of the current song, he pulled up his phone and hit the next button on Spotify. The comic beat of Just Lose It rang through the car and Moe laughed with Giovani's voice. It was like Spotify was reading his mind. Giovani had planned to wait until the bar, but he told himself a bump right now couldn’t hurt. Taking a small glass vial from his pocket, Moe screwed the cap off and tapped out a line of white powder on the dashboard. Holding one nostril with her finger, Moe snorted the line. She clenched her teeth as a surge of energy ran through her veins. “Woo!” she screamed as her heart started to race. Giovani loved this feeling. 

Jumping out of the car, she ran to the trunk. She looked up and down the street. It was as empty as it always was. Popping the trunk, he looked at four boxes of pills. He knew each box had fifty vials. His mind raced trying to do the math, but numbers were never his strength. It didn't matter. It was the biggest score he’d ever seen. Moe grabbed the first box and jogged into the garage. She laid it in the back corner and snatched a tarp to throw over it. Then she remembered there were three other boxes in the car. She laughed and ran back to the trunk. 

Moe pulled out of Giovani’s memory. She had what she needed. She tried to stand but fell backward. She could still feel the cocaine rushing through Giovani’s blood. Her head was spinning. The aggressive sound of Eminem rang in her ears. 

Francine caught her before she fell. “Are you okay?” she asked. 

Stacie came to Moe’s other side and put Moe’s arm around her neck. “This happens. It’s hard for her to pull out of a memory,” Stacie said. 

Moe shook her head and took a deep breath. She tried to push through the cloud of the drugs and the throbbing bass of the music. “The drugs are at 128 Hilltop Road in Brooklyn Park. In the garage around the corner on Lethbridge,” she managed. 

With her free hand, Stacie pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed. “Detective Mason? Yeah. We got it. You’ll find the drugs in a garage in Lethbridge Road. The address of the house is 128 Hilltop Road in Brooklyn Park. Giovani is at Freddy’s Bar off Patapsco. He’s in the back alley. Have fun with the bust.” Stacie hung up and asked Ami, “You got what you need?” 

Ami returned Giovani’s phone to his pocket and said, “I’m good.”

Moe could feel her blood slowing. The rush of the cocaine was starting to wear off. She knew the last of the vile was in Giovani’s pocket. She started to reach down for it. 

“No you don’t,” Stacie said, pulling Moe back up. “Nice work ladies. Let’s get out of here.” 

Moe let the two women guide her to her car. Once in the back seat, she closed her eyes and fell asleep to the sounds of Eminem rapping about his mother’s drug habit racing through her mind. 
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