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Praise for the Nils Shapiro Novels

“I want more of Nils Shapiro” 

Lee Child, New York Times bestselling author

“Goldman continues to please with interesting twists, great peripheral characters, insights into specific communities, and enough peril to keep readers turning pages past bedtime”

Booklist Starred Review of Dead West

“Excellent … a dazzling tale”

Publishers Weekly Starred Review of Dead West

“Superior … Goldman seasons the complicated puzzle with healthy doses of dry wit and meaningful secondary stories for his characters. Hopefully, Nils and company will return soon”

Publishers Weekly Starred Review of The Shallows

“A compelling mystery … Recommended for fans of clever mysteries and witty detectives such as Robert B. Parker’s Jesse Stone”

Booklist Starred Review of Broken Ice




About the author

Matt Goldman is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author, a playwright, and an Emmy Award-winning television writer for Seinfeld, Ellen, and other shows. Goldman has been nominated for the Shamus and Nero Awards and was a Lariat Adult Fiction Reading List selection. He lives in Minneapolis with his family.




For my agent, Jennifer Weltz, who helped bring Nils Shapiro to life and birthed my career as a novelist. Finally, after writing twelve books, I’ve had some much-needed alone time. Thank you.




ONE

A flick of the eyes. A dodgy glance. A conspicuous look then look-away. It all takes place in less than a second. But that second provides the first hope of finding my wife’s killer.

I’m in the visiting room of the Women’s Federal Correctional Institution in Waseca, Minnesota. It’s not bad as prisons go. Light and airy. No foul odors. If it were on Airbnb, it would probably get four stars. A male guard watches over seven inmates who sit across from their partner, their lawyer, their mother, their children. And me, a widower. Seven inmates and their visitors, and this guard focuses on me. He thinks I haven’t noticed, but noticing is what I do. Habit of the trade, I suppose. Can’t shake it. Even in semi-retirement.

No one grows up dreaming of becoming a prison guard. No kid has posters of prison guards on their bedroom wall. No kid asks their parent to buy them the same baton their favorite prison guard carries. It is a fallback career. A second choice. Maybe a last option. And this guy observing me has failure written all over his pasty white forehead. His straight, dull hair has thinned to the point of floating up from his scalp like the hair on a Muppet. His brown eyes are not warm like chocolate but cold like roadkill. His chin, like his future, barely exists. He looks young, probably in his mid-twenties, and that’s what gives him away. Most guards that young get stuck on the graveyard shift. But this guy’s youth and pallor tell me that he spends the sunniest hours of the day under fluorescents. How does such a young, unimpressive man get a prime assignment?

The guard looks down at the sign-in sheet. I know he’s focused on my name: Nils Shapiro. He types on his phone. He learns I’m a private investigator. And a widower. My wife’s death was headline news and I’ve made a few headlines myself. Now he’s really paying attention. Wow is he bad at his job. Not his prison guard job but the side job that I am sure he has—the job that involves keeping an eye on the inmate I’m visiting and her visitors. Someone wants to know who she’s talking to. And that someone is probably the man I’m looking for.

The prisoner I’m visiting is named Anna Sykes. She’s an ex-cop and a dirty one at that. Anna worked as a mole for her father, Sammy Sykes, a local celebrity in Minnesota who, unbeknown to his adoring public, dealt narcotics across the Midwest for over thirty years. Sammy Sykes ordered the ambush that resulted in the death of my wife. That was two years ago, and to this day no one knows where he is.

My wife took a bullet in the line of duty. She was shot in an underground parking garage and almost bled to death on a concrete floor. But she was spared that indignity for another, surviving two weeks in a hospital lit like a Walgreens, intubated, catheterized, wired, and never regaining consciousness before I signed the document to take her off life support. Just like that. There’s more paperwork when you buy a car.

My wife, Gabriella, died two years ago, and I have not looked for her killer. I’m forty-seven years old, practically a grown-up, and I’ve tried to act mature and patient and let the law-enforcement agencies do their jobs. And they sure have tried. Gabriella was the Minneapolis Chief of Police. Blue doesn’t rest when blue gets killed. Neither does the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. The FBI isn’t crazy about it and neither is the DEA. Law enforcement has known from day one that Sammy Sykes is responsible for the murder of my Gabby. Law enforcement has pursued him like terriers after a squirrel. They have made finding Sammy Sykes their first priority. But they haven’t been able to locate Sammy and his associates. They have not one clue. He could be hiding in plain sight. More likely, he’s in Canada or Mexico or somewhere in Montana dwelling in a hike-in-only cabin on a trout pond and off the grid.

I have been warned to stay clear of investigating my wife’s death and I’ve heeded those warnings for two long years. “Let the professionals handle it,” is what I’ve been told, but I find that more than insulting because when it comes to finding people, I have a bit of a professional reputation myself. So, let’s say I left it to the authorities, because no one ever accused me or any other private investigator of being an authority. Private investigators are sometimes referred to as gumshoes, but we’re often treated like the other stuff that can stick to the bottom of your shoe.

The stay-in-my-lane warnings have come from the police, the FBI, the DEA, my best friend and business partner. My ex-wife, the one who’s still alive, gave me quite the talking-to. She wasn’t as concerned about my safety as she was about our daughter’s emotional well-being. At least she has her priorities straight. Other colleagues have warned me, as well. Other friends. And my parents and siblings. It’s a long list, really. Everyone who knows me—really knows me—has taken the time to tell me I should fight my natural instincts and inclinations and not be myself. Lovely, caring people—my friends, colleagues, and family. I’m a lucky guy.

At first, taking their advice wasn’t that hard. In those early days after Gabriella’s murder, I was lucky to have someone else to live for. My daughter, Evelyn, was four when Gabriella was murdered. Nothing like the needs of a four-year-old to distract you from your own grief.

“I’m going potty now.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

“Number two.”

“I’ll make a note.”

“I might need help wiping.”

“I shall be ready to assist should you need me.”

My still-alive ex-wife—her name is Micaela—and I have joint custody of Evelyn. Fifty-fifty. But after Gabby died, Micaela kept contriving excuses for why she couldn’t take Evelyn. Business trips. Dust and fumes in her house from an unnecessary remodel. An unverified bout of Covid. Whatever it took to keep Evelyn with me. Micaela’s plan worked. My four-year-old daughter shepherded me through the initial shock and sadness of losing Gabriella. By the time Evelyn turned five, I’d stopped crying myself to sleep. By the time Evelyn turned six, my grief had ebbed from torment to heartache. I was back to my normal self. Except for the extraordinary restraint I summoned to not look for the man who had ordered the ambush that led to my wife’s death.

But now, after two years of watching law enforcement make no progress in locating Sammy Sykes, I have lost patience. I’m not sure why it happened now. Maybe because Evelyn has become more independent. She dresses herself. Ties her own shoes and no longer announces her trips to the bathroom. She reads to herself and, if she wakes before I do, she lets me sleep. She fixes herself a bowl of cereal and even returns the milk to the refrigerator and turns on the TV to watch cartoons. I hadn’t mastered any of that until I was ten. Plus, she’s in school every weekday. Evelyn no longer requires my full attention.

Or maybe two years is simply two years too long. Call me a justice freak. Of that I plead guilty. It’s why I quit being a cop to become a private investigator. I didn’t like red tape and standard operating procedure and legislative oversight getting in my way. I didn’t like management or a union telling me when I could and couldn’t work. I didn’t like the press. I didn’t like wearing a uniform, writing reports, or answering to inferior superiors. And I was getting mighty pissed off I’d never won employee of the month.

To distract myself from my ex-colleagues’ lack of progress, I turned to DIY house projects, long-distance running, and working at Stone Arch Investigations, something I didn’t do after marrying Gabriella. Too many conflicts of interest for a private investigator when he’s married to the chief of police. But after Gabriella’s death, I went back to work at the company I co-founded. I investigated insurance fraudsters, unfaithful spouses, embezzlers, and two-timing employees. I kept my skills sharp and my mind busy, all through a constant low hum of grief. And a not-so-low hum of frustration that Sammy Sykes was still a free man.

I tried whiskey but it bored me. I tried pot but it put me to sleep. I couldn’t silence the hum. Couldn’t even turn down the volume. Last week I couldn’t take it anymore. So I made a conscious effort to act normally around everyone I knew, my self-appointed guardians, and put a smile on my face. Talked about training for a marathon and Evelyn’s piano recital and the new tile saw I’d just purchased at Home Depot. As far as anyone could tell, I was acclimating to life without Gabriella. I was moving forward. Getting on. Coping. Doing better! No one suspected that I’d just emailed the women’s federal prison and made an appointment to visit prisoner Anna Sykes. And no one suspected that my day off to fly-fish in Southeast Minnesota was really a day off to drive eighty miles south to visit Anna in prison, which is where I am now.

I don’t expect Anna to tell me anything helpful. But I also didn’t expect that oh-so-dumb prison guard to give himself away. He’s working for Sammy Sykes. And I’m pretty sure I’m the only one who knows it. Oh, Sammy Sykes. I’m going to find that son of a bitch.




TWO

‘How is Evelyn?” asks Anna. She’s in her late thirties and has a young Meg Ryan look and vibe which feels so out of place in a federal penitentiary. Cute. Petite. A natural blonde. Not like most of the other women in here, many of whom look like Large Marge from Pee-wee’s Big Adventure. I mention that movie because Evelyn and I have been watching it lately. That and The Sound of Music, even though Evelyn thinks it ends when Maria and the Captain get married because that’s when I turn it off. I figure she doesn’t need to learn about Nazis until she’s at least seven.

No, Anna Sykes does not look like the rough-and-tumble type. She’s ridiculously adorable. Her looks aided her in deceiving her fellow police officers. She was the beneficiary of reverse profiling.

“Evelyn’s doing great,” I say. I could be more antagonistic, especially since Anna was an accessory to Gabriella’s murder and Evelyn losing the stepmother she dearly loved. But it’s in my best interest to ingratiate myself with Anna Sykes rather than provoke her. So I continue. “She’s spending this week with her mom. But next month, I’m taking her to Disneyland. She’s very excited.”

“So fun,” says Anna. I see something sad in her eyes, maybe because she understands that she has brought sadness into my little girl’s life. Or maybe it’s more selfish than that, because there’s a good chance Anna Sykes will spend the remainder of her child-bearing years behind bars.

“Listen, Anna,” I say. “I’m sure you know why I’m here.”

“I have a pretty good idea.” She looks at me for a moment then drops her eyes.

“It’s just now that some time has passed, and the initial frenzy of the investigation is over, I’m wondering if maybe you have any new thoughts about where your father might be.”

Anna shakes her head. “I’ve been interviewed a hundred times. That’s an approximation but not an exaggeration. By Minneapolis police the most. And the FBI, the DEA, and the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. I’ve met with journalists. And I’ve met with families of people my father had killed. They all ask the same thing. Where is he? And honest to God, I don’t know where my father is. I swear, Nils, I would tell you if I did.”

The sad truth is I believe her. I’ve known Anna Sykes a long time. I never guessed she was dirty. Never guessed her retired football player father turned TV pitchman was a major drug dealer and that she was supplying him with inside information and distracting her colleagues from him as a potential suspect. But the reason I believe her now is because she has fully cooperated with law enforcement. She’s turned on everyone. The only reason she’s still alive is because her father, Sammy Sykes, wherever he is, has spread the word. No one touches my daughter.

When my wife and a small team showed up to Anna’s apartment to bring her in for questioning, Anna didn’t resist. She didn’t know that her father’s men were waiting in the underground parking garage to ambush Gabriella and the others. When bullets began to fly, Anna did not let her father’s men rescue her. She hid. She could have escaped in all that confusion. A stun grenade. A smoke grenade. Gunfire. Instead, Anna hid and was taken into custody.

Sammy Sykes knows this. The survivors of his crew reported it. So why would he let his daughter know his whereabouts? She turned on him once. He knows she would divulge his location if she knew it. That’s why I believe that Anna doesn’t know where her father is. But I had to ask. I had to try. If she’d tell anyone, I reasoned, she’d tell me. The grieving widower. The Widower Shapiro—that’s what I’ve asked my friends to call me.

“I would hereafter like to be referred to as The Widower Shapiro,” I told Ellegaard about a month after Gabriella died. We were sitting at the bar in Bunny’s, me sipping an Irish and him drinking a soda with bitters.

Ellegaard, a six-foot-four-inch-tall boy scout of a man. A family-first kind of guy. One of those people who is good at life. Ellegaard smiled then looked at me for a long beat and said, “I’m not calling you The Widower Shapiro.”

“Why not? It’s funny.”

Ellegaard shook his head. “How can you have a sense of humor right now?”

“How can I not?”

Anna Sykes was a long shot. And now that long shot is paying off. Indirectly. She’s told me nothing. Told me nothing because she knows nothing. But the guard eyeing me has told me something. Something big. Something the police don’t know. The FBI doesn’t know. The DEA doesn’t know. The Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension doesn’t know.

The guard works for Sammy Sykes. He is Sammy Sykes’s eyes and ears in the Women’s Federal Correctional Institution in Waseca, Minnesota. Eyes and ears to watch and listen to Anna Sykes. Who’s visiting her? How much time do they spend with her? Is she talking? Does she seem cooperative? All those questions asked by Sammy Sykes are answered by the twenty-something guard with dull brown hair and lackluster brown eyes. I don’t dare make eye contact with him as I sign out of the visitors’ room. I pay him no attention whatsoever. I want him to think I haven’t noticed him. He’s invisible. But not so invisible that I don’t catch a glimpse of his name tag. W. Schmiechen. Oh, Schmiechen, your name is not helping your face.

I don’t know for a fact that W. Schmiechen is on Sammy Sykes’s payroll. It’s just a suspicion. It started with his conspicuous observation of me and was supported by his daytime shift assignment and is damn near confirmed when I watch him pull out of the parking lot in a brand-new Ford Bronco Raptor. Light gray. Not a scratch on it. I don’t know the last time you bought a new Ford Bronco Raptor, but my friend Anders Ellegaard did and it cost more than some condos. Prison guards don’t make enough to buy cars that run six figures. Smart prison guards on the take don’t buy things their prison-guard salary can’t afford. Stupid, stupid, W. Schmiechen. Bless you. You’ve given me my first feeling of hope in two years.

I follow Schmiechen all the way up to Lakeville, Minnesota, an outer-outer-ring suburb south of the Twin Cities. Fifty-five miles each way is a hell of a commute but it’s not so bad in the comfy interior of a new Ford Bronco Raptor. Schmiechen pulls into the underground garage of a new apartment building. The irony is not lost on me. I park in the visitors’ parking lot, walk to the front door, and scroll the electronic directory. SCHMIECHEN, WILLIAM. APARTMENT #306.

William Schmiechen, do you know who you’re working for? I doubt it. Why would Sammy Sykes trust you with any information? But you’re probably not so dumb that you can’t figure it out. You’ve been asked to watch Anna Sykes. You know who her father is. Everyone knows who her father is. That means you won’t tell me a damn thing. Not willingly, anyway. I guess that Schmiechen reports his observations of Anna to an intermediary, and that person reports to someone in Sammy Sykes’s crew. Maybe even to Sykes himself. Schmiechen, at best, can point me to the middleman.

I check my watch. 5:07 p.m. I open the map on my phone and find a Wendy’s half a mile up the road. I pull out of the parking lot and a minute later I’m there. I go inside, use the restroom, and order a cheeseburger, fries, and a Coke. And a Frosty. So much for my marathon training.

Five minutes later I’m parked back at the apartment building, looking through my windshield at the gate to the underground parking garage. Eating a cheeseburger and fries and washing it down with a Coke like the goddamn American I am. Saving my Frosty for dessert to show myself how patient and principled I can be.

And then I notice something. Or not something but something that isn’t. Because for the first time in two years I don’t hear the hum. The hum of discontent. The hum of sorrow. The hum of injustice. I am on the hunt for Gabriella’s killer.




THREE

I follow Schmiechen for a week and learn he works a steady eight a.m. to four p.m. Monday through Friday. Regular person hours. I don’t know who monitors Anna on the weekends, but my guess is no one. Schmiechen probably goes over the visitor sign-in sheets on Mondays and reports what he finds. After three mornings of tailing him from his apartment all the way down to Waseca, battling the previous day’s February snowmelt which has refrozen and glazed the roads with ice, I give up the morning shift and start my surveillance when Schmiechen pulls out of the penitentiary’s employee parking lot just after four o’clock.

That way I can show my face at the office all morning where I talk business and current events and sports. I refill the water reservoir in the Nespresso machine. I tell stories about my daughter, Evelyn, and keep my mouth shut about Anna Sykes and William Schmiechen. I ask people how their day is going. How their family is doing. I pretend that everything is ho-hum normal. That’s the short-term plan, anyway.

I don’t dare share what I suspect with my co-workers at Stone Arch Investigations or with the Minneapolis PD or FBI or DEA or Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension because chances are Sammy Sykes still has payees on the inside of at least some of those places. If Sammy Sykes learns that I’m on to Schmiechen, he’ll dive even deeper underground. Right now, I’m the only one who knows that Schmiechen is watching Anna. Maybe Anna knows, but I doubt it. Each visitor brings her pain, stress, and shame. She helped enable a man who murdered teenage drug dealers he no longer needed, sent innocents to prison, and addicted thousands to his drugs. Her focus is on her visitors, not the guard watching her.

After a week of following Schmiechen, I know this: he goes straight home after work. He showers then heads out to his favorite bar dressed like a mannequin at Bass Pro Shops. Balls is not a gay bar but an unfortunately named sports bar with a hundred TVs and just as many video games. The kind of games that spit out tickets you can amass and trade in for a stuffed animal or fake jewelry. It’s a Chuck E. Cheese for adults, and it draws quite a crowd. Mostly twenty- and thirty-something men decked out in Carhartt couture, backward baseball caps, and seventies porno mustaches. And the kind of women who long to be courted at an indoor miniature golf course and wooed with ticket-purchased stuffed animals. It’s the kind of place where men not of a certain age drink twenty-four-ounce beers and test their worth on the air hockey table while their white T-shirt glows under blacklight and they nod their heads to Nickelback.

I’ve spent three hours in Balls every night this week dusting off my Ms. Pac-Man skills and reacquiring my taste for Coors Light. I’m not terribly worried about Schmiechen spotting me. He did observe me for a solid hour when I met with Anna so he should have memorized my face and build. But people who don’t consider the possibility that they’re being followed are easy marks. I mix up my look with baseball hats, some forward, some backward. Glasses, fake mustaches, and the occasional fake ponytail. I even wear overalls one night. I have monster truck rally written all over me. It’s good fun.

Schmiechen arrives to Balls by himself and leaves by himself. He’s on the prowl. No doubt about it. And though he’s looking for Miss Right or at least Miss Right Now, he hasn’t found her. Not in the week I’ve been watching him. He puts out what he thinks is bait—cash and car keys on the bar—but no takers so far.

On Saturday night, after a night of striking out—no, not striking out; not even getting to the plate—a pro approaches him. The heels and glitter are a dead giveaway. So is the too-blonde hair, press-on nails and Jennifer Aniston in Friends spandex top. I can see in Schmiechen’s dead eyes that he knows the routine. Twenty minutes of chit-chat and a couple glasses of champagne. Then he and his rent-a-date head out to his Bronco for an embarrassingly short amount of time. They say when you drive a new car off the lot it loses twenty percent of its value. If anyone ran a blacklight over Schmiechen’s backseat, it would lose eighty percent.

This I know about Schmiechen: he longs to have a woman in his life. He’s not hanging out with the boys and just looking for a little sex to fill the void. He’s looking for love, and for that he gets my admiration and my sympathy. Been there, pal. Good luck. Love is like a leprechaun—you can never find it if you’re looking for it. And when you’re not looking for it, it can attack and rob you of your intellectual, emotional, and spiritual assets.

Forgive me. My heart still hurts.

Now that I know what I know about Schmiechen, my next step is easy. Hire a woman to steal his heart. The question is: what kind of pro should I hire? The kind who offices in the backseat of a Ford? Or the kind who carries a private investigator’s license? Each choice carries risks. The backseat professional certainly knows how to distract her client, but can she handle the rest of the job? The licensed private investigator knows how to do the job, but I’ll have to tell her what I’m up to. And that alone is a risk.

Annika Brydolf is a forty-three-year-old woman who can pass for thirty-five if you’re sober. Thirty if you’re drunk. She has long black hair, paper-white skin, and glacier-blue eyes. Her right eye droops at the outside corner from nerve damage but it doesn’t detract from her beauty. What that slight droop does, if you’re a not-so-smart man, is make you think you have a chance with her. She also happens to be a seven-year veteran private detective at Stone Arch Investigations, the company I founded with Anders Ellegaard. Ellegaard and I met when we were both cadets at the Minneapolis Police Academy, along with my future wife, Gabriella Nuñez.

“You’re looking better than I’ve seen you in a long time,” says Annika. We’re sitting at AMA, my favorite sushi restaurant, an aircraft carrier of perfectly aligned pieces of fish between us. Annika chopsticks a piece of salmon and lowers it into her dish of soy sauce and wasabi. “You’re actually glowing. Have you met someone?”

“It’s the overhead lights.”

“Stop, Nils. Who is she?”

“There is no she,” I say and help myself to piece of yellowtail.

“It’s OK if you start dating, Nils. You’ve grieved plenty.”

“It’s not a woman,” I say and shove the sushi into my mouth.

Annika’s eyebrows rise so high they’re about to join her hairline. “I’m listening.”

“I can’t tell you about this unless I have your discretion.”

“Of course,” says Annika, as if I’d just asked her if she’s a mammal.

“I mean your absolute discretion. This is a professional matter. Not personal. But I’ll need your word that you won’t tell anyone. And anyone means anyone. Not Ellegaard or anyone else at Stone Arch. And I also need you to promise you won’t tell Micaela or Jameson or any of my other friends. Or anyone who works in law enforcement. I need your absolute, unequivocal, no-excuses, no-exceptions, promise of discretion.”

Annika looks at me for a long time. She chopsticks a piece of unagi, sets it down on her plate and says, “What have you done, Nils?”

I stare back at her. Hard. There is no smile on my face or in my eyes. The waitress approaches, sees our stand-off, and turns around. Annika taps her chopsticks on her plate and finally says, “I can’t make that promise, Nils. Sorry.”

And then, as if I had planned it, as if I had that tool in my arsenal, a tear leaks down my right cheek. Wish I could say it’s a tactic but it’s not. That tear is the real deal. Such is my disappointment.

My tear must be contagious because now not one but two tears escape Annika’s eyes.

To break the tension I say, “Now peel a ring off your finger, throw it at me, and storm out of here so people don’t think we’re talking business.”

Annika bursts into laughter and I join her and everyone in this tiny restaurant thinks we just got engaged or found out we’re pregnant because we’re looking at each other with love in our eyes. Not that kind of love. Or at least it hasn’t been in our eight-year friendship.

She drops her head as if she’s praying and says, “OK. You have my word.” Then she looks up at me with expectant eyes, and I believe her.

That doesn’t mean I have to tell her everything. I could just ask her to distract a guy so I can grab his phone but … Annika is one of the best investigators I’ve worked with. She’ll find out who Schmiechen is if I don’t tell her. And where he works. She’ll realize what I’m up to so I might as well tell her and I do.

“Ahh.” She smiles a sad smile. “That explains the color in your face. The sparkle in your eyes.”

“Are those such terrible things?” I say.

“They are if you get yourself killed.”

I reach for some ginger and say, “I’m just taking it one step at a time. And the next step is finding out who Schmiechen texted after I visited Anna.”

Annika gives me a ho-hum, matter-of-fact look and says, “I can do that.”

“Thank you.”

“If you do one thing for me,” she says.

I tell her to name it. Anything.

“Take off your wedding ring.”

“Fine.” I remove the wedding band from my left ring finger and set it on the table. “Done.” My words are bold but I don’t feel bold. I feel weak, like someone just unplugged me.

“And keep it off, Nils. For good. Please. It’s been two years. You don’t have to start dating. You don’t have to do anything. But you have so much life ahead of you. I loved Gabriella. You know I did. I’m not asking you to let her go. I’m just asking you to not be married to her anymore. Gabriella would want you to get back out there, Nils. You know she would.” She must see the agony I feel because she adds, “Wear the ring on a chain around your neck. Keep her close to your heart. Just … I’m telling you from experience, taking that ring off your finger will start a new chapter in your life. I’m not saying it’ll be a great chapter, but it will be the next chapter. You’ll move forward. And that’s OK. It really is.”




FOUR

I’m wearing thrift-store Lee jeans, paint-splattered work boots, and a Minnesota Wild hockey jersey. A mullet-y wig falls from my John Deere trucker’s hat. The wig covers a tiny device in my right ear. My eyes hide behind aviators with yellow-tinted lenses. Shooting glasses. I’m playing Ms. Pac-Man on a console table and hold a martini in my right hand. My left hand feels naked. I have taken Annika’s advice. I’m wearing my wedding ring on a chain around my neck.

I have a clean view. And thanks to an app on Annika’s phone, I can hear everything and everyone around her.

“Is this seat taken?” she says.

“No,” says Schmiechen. “It’s all yours.”

Annika wears a blonde wig, brown contact lenses over her blue eyes, tight Levi’s with holes in the knees and thighs, and a pink angora sweater. Her bra is either padded or stuffed. Her lips shine along with her dangly earrings and adopted personality. “Right on,” she says. “I was worried I wouldn’t get a seat. This place can get so crowded. I get one night away from my kids. One. I want to have fun. Know what I’m saying?”

“Yeah,” says Schmiechen. “I do know.” I can hear the disbelief in his voice. Disbelief that an attractive woman is sitting next to him. Talking to him. “Do you really have kids?” he says in a tone of voice I can best describe as desperate.

“Yep. My two babies. No thanks to my ex, who’s a total deadbeat. He takes them one night a week and every other weekend. And I work full-time. That’s why these nights off are so important. Now, where’s that bartender?”

“What do you want?” says Schmiechen. “It’s on me.”

“Oh, you’re so sweet. You don’t have to do that.”

“Hey,” says Schmiechen. “It’s your big night out. You deserve a drink.”

He’s so proud of himself for coming up with that line. A little victory but just what his ego needs to think he has a shot with this pink-sweatered beauty. Annika swivels her barstool toward Schmiechen, signaling she is open to him. I can see the stupid grin on his face from my Ms. Pac-Man table. “Are you being serious?” She laughs a coquettish laugh. “I can’t tell if you’re being serious.”

“Yeah,” says Schmiechen, trying to affect a no-big-deal cavalierness, as if he buys women drinks every night. “Whatever you want.”

Annika playfully swats Schmiechen on the shoulder. “Well all right, then. I won’t say no to a free drink. I’ll take a martini. Gin. With two olives.” She giggles. “This is going to be a fun night!”

Schmiechen practically leaps over the bar to get the bartender’s attention. He orders Annika’s drink and another beer for himself. I’m happy to see he’s sticking with beer. He’ll have to pee soon. The drinks come, and Annika starts telling him about her life. She’s used this story before in similar situations. She has a natural vulnerability about her. And at one time in her life, Annika was vulnerable. She’s not now but she knows how it works. She knows how to attract predators and those who aspire to predation. Schmiechen’s taking the bait. It doesn’t hurt that Annika is extra handsy, reaching out to touch Schmiechen on the arm. The shoulder. The knee.

Annika drinks her martini. This is our plan. One drink. On the way here, we stopped for a big meal. Plenty of protein. She took two aspirin. She drank plenty of water. One drink. She’ll be fine.

“Do you want another martini?” says Schmiechen.

“Seriously?” says Annika. “You’re being so nice. No one’s ever nice to me.”

“Yeah, I’m being serious. But it’s no big deal. And it’s your one night out,” Schmiechen says again as if that’s his key to a locked door. He flags the bartender and orders one more martini and another beer for himself. “And why wouldn’t people be nice to you? You’re super cute.”

“Stop it!” Annika shrieks. “I am not! My ex says I’m ugly. He says so all the time.”

“Well, he’s an idiot,” says Schmiechen. And Schmiechen means it. I can hear it in his voice. This is not a pick-up line but the truth. The truth according to Will Schmiechen. And my heart goes out to him for it. He continues: “You’re the opposite of ugly. You’re totally hot.”

And then Annika gets serious and almost whispers, “Do you really think so?”

“Hell, yeah,” says Schmiechen. “I uh … I go out with a lot of women. So I know what I’m talking about. And you’re smokin’.”

“That is …” Annika sounds like she’s about to cry. “That is so nice. Do you want to know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think my ex tells me I’m ugly to make an excuse for himself because he’s not very good in the sack, if you know what I mean. We were married for five years and he never once gave me the big O. That’ll leave a girl a little frustrated, I’ll tell you that.”

Schmiechen’s dull eyes almost come to life. “Well, shit …” He can’t contain his smile. “That’s damn near criminal, disappointing a woman like you between the sheets.” Now he sounds like a man who’s watched a lot of pick-up videos. Or paid some website for sexual instruction videos. Like he’s trying to learn a golf swing or how to cast a fly rod.

“I think that, too!” says Annika, as if it’s a miracle she’s found another soul who thinks like her. “I’m a human person and I deserve physical satisfaction as much as anyone else.”

“I like you,” says Schmiechen.

“Awww, you do?” says Annika. “I like you, too.” She offers her hand and says, “Kelsey.”

He shakes her hand and says, “Will. Nice to meet you, Kelsey. Hey, I got to hit the head. You promise to be here when I get back?”

“I promise,” says Annika.

“Great.” Schmiechen stands.

“And here …” She puts her purse on his barstool. “So no one tries to take your seat.”

Schmiechen says, “Your ex is an idiot. An idiot. Be right back.” He pockets his phone and his keys and heads off toward the bathroom.

I watch him trek across the room. Just as he enters the bathroom, where he’s probably using his video game quarters to buy condoms, I pick up my martini and head straight for Annika. I set my drink on the bar next to hers and say, “Hey, you looking for a friend tonight?”

“No, I am not,” says Annika. She is cold. Distant. “I’m with a gentleman. Thank you.”

“It was worth a shot. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

“I will.”

I pick up Annika’s martini. Not mine. They look identical but mine is water. Water with two olives. When I asked the server for water in a martini glass with two olives, she gave me a quizzical look. I tipped her a twenty and her quizzical look disappeared. I retreat to my seat at Ms. Pac-Man, insert a quarter into the slot, and watch Schmiechen quick-step it back to Annika.

“Here I am,” she says. “As promised.”

Schmiechen sets his phone and keys on the bar, and Annika takes a big swig of water from her martini glass. 

“Hey!” she says, pointing at his car key. “Do you drive a Ford Bronco Raptor?”

“Yeah, I do,” says Schmiechen. “How did you know?”

“Easy!” says Annika. “You have a Ford key and a tiny eagle on your keychain. Duh!” She lowers her voice to something serious and adds, “Ford Bronco Raptors are the most awesome cars ever made. I heard you have to know someone to get one. And they’re like, super expensive, aren’t they? I mean how could you even afford one?”

Schmiechen laughs. He can’t help but laugh. He’s so damn happy. His fantasy is coming true. “I just, I don’t know, wanted one so I bought one. Couldn’t be happier with it.”

“That is so cool,” says Annika. Then she touches Schmiechen’s forearm again and adds, “You know, I’m really attracted to younger guys.”

“You, uh …” stammers Schmiechen. “You want to go for a drive in my Raptor?”

“Really?” says Annika.

“Yeah,” says Schmiechen. “And then maybe … to my place for another drink?”

That’s my cue. I leave Ms. Pac-Man to more deserving suitors and head toward the bar’s entrance where I pull out my phone and call. The phone rings once. Twice. Then I hear Annika’s voice on the other end.

“Why are you calling me? My kids better be OK.”

I can’t see Annika now but I know that she’s showing Schmiechen her phone. The screen indicates she’s on a call with X. One letter to identify her ex-husband.

I lower my voice and say, “You’re doing a great job, Annika. Thank you.”

“What do you mean they want to come home? It’s your night. Your one stinking night of responsibility!”

“That’s it,” I say. “Sound pissed.”

“Well, maybe the reason they want to come home is because you’re a shit father! You always have been! No wonder they hate you!”

“All right,” I say. “The ex is talking now. Telling you he’ll drop the kids off at your place in thirty minutes.”

“Damnit, Brian! I can’t have one night of grown-up fun! Not one! You son of a bitch! I’m calling my lawyer tomorrow!”

She hangs up, and I start back toward the bar where I can see Annika apologizing, almost crying to Schmiechen. The piece in my ear delivers their conversation.

“This is so unfair! So unfair!”

“What a piece of shit that guy is,” says Schmiechen, who cannot hide his disappointment.

“You’re catching on, Will. Here. Give me your phone. I’m putting my name and number in.”

“OK …” says Schmiechen. He hands Annika his phone. It’s unlocked and she gets to work.

Annika needs some time so she says, “Here’s the plan, Will. I do want to go back to your place for a drink. I really do. I deserve that. I’m a woman with needs. And desires. I admit it! No shame there. I’m just human. Not as young as you, but I still got the fire, you know what I mean? Even more so because that’s how women are built. We peak later. And God knows my stupid ex did nothing to douse those flames. So here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to get back to my place so that piece of shit Brian can drop off the kids, because he can’t even manage ’em for one night, then I’m going to get on the phone and find a babysitter. I got a list of ’em because I work full-time and I bet one of them will be available tonight. I’ll even offer to pay double. I’m texting my number to you right now. Then you call me in, let’s say an hour, and I’ll tell you when I can be there. Oh, and text me your address, too. I’ll need that. How’s that sound?”

Will Schmiechen has the biggest, dumbest grin on his face and says, “Sounds great. Can I make one request?”

“Of course. Anything.”

“When you go home, don’t change. Come over to my place looking just the way you look now.”

“God, that’s sweet!” says Annika. “You’re so sweet. Why don’t they make men like you anymore? Talk to you in just a little while!” She gives him a kiss on the cheek, practically runs out of Balls, and three minutes later, my phone buzzes with a text.

I look down at my phone and see a phone number with a 952 area code. It’s stamped with the date and time. This number belongs to the person Schmiechen called the moment I left Anna Sykes at the Women’s Federal Correctional Institution. I am one step closer to finding Sammy Sykes.




FIVE

I used to have a handful of friends in the Minneapolis Police Department. When Gabriella became chief, every cop in the department wanted to be my friend. When Gabriella was killed, every cop in the department actually became my friend. So when I needed a trace on the number in Schmiechen’s phone, I went to the one cop I knew wasn’t on Sammy Sykes’s payroll.

Detective Rosalie Greeman helped expose Sykes as one of the most ruthless narcotics dealers in the area. Ro Greeman loved Gabriella almost as much as I did. When I asked her to run a phone number for me, she didn’t hesitate. I told her I’d come across the number working a marital infidelity case. She didn’t suspect I was on the hunt for Sammy Sykes, something she and her department had been striking out at for two years.

“The phone belongs to Justin Johnston,” Rosalie says at a Starbucks on Hennepin Avenue. “Thirty-six years old. No record. Billing address in Eden Prairie.”

“Thanks, Ro,” I say. “I owe you one.”

She shakes her head. I haven’t seen Ro Greeman since Gabriella’s funeral but she’s emailed me a few times since. Emails riddled with guilt for personally investigating the death of a friend. Why guilt for that? Because she learned her friend had dealt product for Sammy Sykes. She kept that investigation a secret from Gabriella and the other brass because her friend was killed in Wisconsin. She had no business looking into a murder there. At least no professional business. And no idea that it would lead back to Minneapolis and Sykes. Her investigation exposed Sammy Sykes and his daughter Anna’s dirty police work. That led to Gabriella personally showing up at Anna’s condo to take her in for questioning. And that resulted in the ambush by Sykes’s men in the underground parking garage where Gabriella was shot.

Ro gives me Justin Johnston’s make of car and license plate, the address on his driver’s license, and adds, “Looks like he’s a big boy. Be careful.”

Describing Justin Johnston as a big boy is no understatement. He’s six feet six inches tall and gym sculpted like a superhero. Or, more likely, super villain. The kind of guy who wears a lot of spandex and runs sprints with a mini parachute strapped to his back just to make it harder. He drives a Dodge Charger, shaves the sides of his head, and if I have any detection skills at all, Johnston carries a pistol under his untucked shirt. I’ve been surveilling him for two weeks.

Just like when Schmiechen gave me my first wisp of hope by paying too much attention to me when I visited Anna Sykes in prison, Justin Johnston now gives me another bit of hope. His phone is not a burner, which means Johnston feels confident about his anonymity. He’s not looking for trouble, which means he’s not looking for me.

Justin Johnston has no criminal record. He is employed as a personal trainer at a high-end fitness club in an Eden Prairie mini-mall. He knows my name because it’s the name Schmiechen reported to him after I visited Anna Sykes, so I used a fake ID and paid cash for a one-month pass to the club. After your workout, they won’t launder your athletic wear, but they will launder your money. It explains why they didn’t even look at my ID, and why they accepted cash, which is about as popular these days as leprosy.

Justin Johnston doesn’t carry his gun while working out—it’s in his locker—but I’ve noticed the asymmetry in his clothing and walk when he’s entering and leaving the gym. I called Ro Greeman a second time to confirm that Johnston has a concealed carry permit. He does. And for that reason, I have told no one I’ve found a connection to Sammy Sykes. Not Ro Greeman. Not Annika Brydolf. No one. Will Schmiechen was harmless. Justin Johnston is dangerous.

My subject works out at the club but does not seem to have any personal training clients. He’s all smiles and hellos—he’s even said hi to me a few times—though I’m confident he has no idea who I am. I’ve had my hair buzzed short and dyed blond. I’m wearing three ear cuffs on my left ear and a clip-on nose ring. And both my left and right arms are tattooed with sleeves. Temporaries, but they look damn real.

I’m not one of those private investigators who has a closet full of costumes and disguises. Make-up kits and fake eyeglasses and colored contact lenses and Styrofoam heads to hold my wigs. I don’t like disguises for the simple reason I’m good at not drawing attention to myself just the way I am. I have a tendency to blend in. To disappear. Chalk it up to my dynamic personality. But when wearing a disguise, I feel just the opposite. Loud. Conspicuous. And a liar. A disguise implies I have something to hide and that, I fear, will draw attention. But in this small strip-mall gym, where less than a dozen people work out at one time, I have no choice because Justin Johnston knows who Nils Shapiro is—of that I’m sure.

Johnston works out every day from one o’clock to three o’clock. His phone is always on him. The only time it isn’t is when he showers, and then it’s locked in his locker along with his gun. That presents a tiny window of opportunity. The only time he’s vulnerable and I can get at his phone is when he’s just returned from the shower and opened his locker.

Today I arrive at 2:40 p.m. Johnston finishes his workout with a cool-down on the bike, while I start a warm-up on the treadmill. The gym is quiet—the calm between lunchtime and post-work workouts. There are four women, Johnston, and me on the various machines or among the free weights. The employee behind the desk is a woman. That means the only people using the men’s locker room are Justin Johnston and me.

Johnston hops off the bike, grabs his phone out of the bike’s cup holder, and heads into the locker room. I check the timer on my treadmill, watch it count down for two minutes, slow the machine to a stop, get off, grab my gym bag, and head for the shower. But I have no intention of taking a shower. I remain in my gym clothes, take my gym bag into a toilet stall, sit, remove my sneakers, slip them into my gym bag, listen to the running shower, and wait.

I am about to commit a crime. I don’t love the feeling. Sure, I’ve broken the law plenty of times in my line of work, but those infractions were relatively minor. Speeding, breaking and entering, theft. I have never felt like a criminal but I feel like one now.

A few minutes later, I hear the shower stop. Johnston walks by, his flip-flops flip-flopping on the tile floor. The moment I hear his locker open, I reach into my gym bag, remove a Taser wand, and exit the stall. Johnston faces his locker, the door open. I approach silently in my stocking feet, extend the wand and let him have it between the shoulder blades.

He crumples in his towel. I have ten to fifteen seconds before the electric jolt will release Johnston’s muscles. He stares up at me from the floor, frozen in time and space, watching me grab his gun and wallet from his locker, and I use his blank stare to unlock his phone. I go into his settings and change AUTO LOCK TO NEVER, drop the Taser wand, Johnston’s phone, and his gun into my bag, and run.

As a precaution, I’ve parked behind the mini-mall in a small lot removed for employees and deliveries. But I don’t exit out the back. I run out the front door because that’s the direction I want them to see me go. I turn left, run down three storefronts, enter a cell phone store that has entrances both front and rear, run through the store and exit into the back parking lot. By the time Justin Johnston stops vibrating enough to re-wrap his towel and exit the locker room and ask which way I went, the other gym members and one employee will point him out the front door.

I throw my gym bag on the passenger seat of my car, a rented Mercedes sports coupé in case this turns into a chase, and check Justin Johnston’s call history. I find the day and time I visited Anna, see Schmiechen’s incoming call, and write down the phone number Johnston called after receiving Schmiechen’s call. Then I check the same time and date for texts, write down those numbers, reset the lock screen to how I found it, wipe my prints off the phone, and drop it in the parking lot. I remove the cash from his wallet—almost fifteen hundred dollars—pocket it, and drop the wallet next to his phone. I keep the gun. I shove the Mercedes into drive and I’m gone.




SIX

I don’t drive home or to the office in case Johnston somehow figured out my true identity. Instead I head downtown, call Ellegaard and ask him to meet me at the Minneapolis Club. He joined the place when he picked up squash. He tried to convince me to take up the sport, but standing in a box with another person, two swinging racquets, and a ball going 100 miles per hour doesn’t sound like a good way to keep your teeth. And I’m quite fond of my teeth.

We meet in an oak-paneled room off the front lobby. It has a fireplace and several seating areas. Financial newspapers fan out on a table, and oil paintings hang on the walls. My MacBook is in a shoulder bag along with twenty thousand dollars in cash. I chose the Minneapolis Club not because of its ambience or the service, but because only members and their guests can enter, and I’m pretty sure Justin Johnston has never been either.

“You were evasive on the phone,” says Ellegaard. “You want to tell me what this is about?”

You ever meet someone who is great at life? Someone who carries themself like they’ve never been ruffled? Even in middle school? Someone who’s always been the smartest, the tallest, the most intrinsically good, the best looking, who married his college sweetheart to live happily ever after, has three perfect kids, and doesn’t have a regret or a doubt or worry? No? Then you should meet my friend, Anders Ellegaard. He’s my stoic Scandinavian friend and, if you don’t have one, I highly recommend getting one. They’re independent. Emotionally stable. Don’t bore you with small talk. And will do anything for you. When I was going through a rough patch, Ellegaard offered me his home. He was married with three small kids but he insisted I take up residence in his basement along with his washing machine and dryer, a sump pump, and enough of his girls’ dress-up outfits to costume an entire season of summer stock.

A lot’s happened between then and now, but the short story is we own a private investigation firm together and the greatest challenge in his life is me.

“I’m downtown and just need a place to do some work in private,” I say. “Think you could get me into one of those pandemic-inspired workspaces upstairs so I can jump on a Zoom call?”

Ellegaard looks at me with the dubious distrust of a parent. “You’ve never been on a Zoom call in your life. What are you up to?”

The good news is Annika Brydolf—our senior investigator who ignited Schmiechen’s loins into a code red so she could get a look at his phone—hasn’t betrayed my confidence. The bad news is I’ll have to tell Ellegaard something because he’s giving me that look. “I got a lead on something,” I say. “I’ll tell you about it when I have a little more information.”

Ellegaard’s making calculations. He looks at me then looks away. He rubs his forehead. His life really would be perfect if I weren’t in it. “My guess is you have more than a lead.”

“Half true. I only have a lead, but it took some proactive work to get it. So it feels like more than a lead, but I really have no solid information.”

“Which case is this for?”

I don’t answer. But my non-answer says volumes.

Ellegaard shakes his head. He moves his fingers from his forehead to his thick, dirty-blond hair and says, “Is everything OK?”

“Yes.”

“Are you safe?”

“Yes.” Then I hesitate and add, “For the moment.”

“You know something,” he says. “Don’t you? About Sammy Sykes. About where he is. Or how to find him. You did what you do which is exactly what we’ve all asked you not to do. And now you’re in it.”

“Let me make a call,” I say. “I’ll see you in the office in an hour or two. Then I’ll tell you everything I know, whether it’s a little or a lot.”

Ellegaard knows me. Knows me as well as anyone. And he knows what he can change and what he can’t. “Come on,” he says. “I’ll take you upstairs. You can show yourself out. And I’ll see you at the office. That’s the deal.”

“Thank you.”

He looks at me for a long beat, then shakes his head and smiles. “Please don’t thank me. It makes me feel like an accomplice.”

“You can tell people I forced you at gunpoint.”

He laughs. “You don’t even know where your gun is.”

“That’s not true. It’s in Evelyn’s room. I think in her toy box. But don’t worry. I keep the bullets in a separate place. In Barbie’s Dreamhouse.”

He laughs again and says, “Last I saw it, it was in the safe at the office.”

“Don’t tell me the combination. I don’t want to know.”

Ellegaard shows me to the private offices upstairs and leaves with a handshake because Ellegaard’s a handshake kind of guy.

Ernesto Cuellar was a fifteen-year-old kid when I met him. Sleeping on the couch in a one-bedroom house while his mother worked two full-time jobs and he won every math contest in the state. Now he’s a twenty-two-year-old senior at Stanford studying Applied Mathematics and Computer Science. The whole of Silicon Valley is all over him, but he still takes my calls.

Ernesto wears white earbuds, a navy hoodie, and cardinal-red baseball hat with a white S on it. I haven’t seen him since Gabriella’s funeral. The mustache that was once a faint, wispy dream has become a reality. Finally. The background behind him on the Zoom call is fake, so I don’t know where he is.

“You alone?” I say.

“None of your business,” says Ernesto with a smile. Always with a smile.

“I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”

“What are you going to do for me?” Again there’s that smile. Always a smile. Always a negotiation. A playful game. But he must see something in my eyes, even over a video call, because his smile fades and adds, “Yeah, man. Whatever you need.”

This one I can’t take to Ro Greeman at the MPD. For this one I need outside talent. “Wondering if you can trace a phone number for me.”

“A mobile?”

“I assume,” I say.

“I’ll have to call it. You good with that?”

“As long as you block or disguise your number.”

“Goes without saying,” says Ernesto. “And give me a second.” His eyes dart around his computer screen and I hear the tappety-tap of his keyboard. This goes on for about a minute—I have no idea what he’s doing, but I know it’s probably not kosher. “OK,” he says. “Ready for the number.”

I tell him the number I copied from Justin Johnston’s cell. He types something on his keyboard. I can’t hear what he hears because he’s wearing earbuds. But whoever is on the other end of that number must have picked up because Ernesto says, “Hola. ¿Puedo hablar con Maria? … ¿Hola? … ¿Hola? ¿Está Maria ahí?” Ernesto’s eyes dart around the screen. I assume he’s looking at a map, pinpointing a location. It goes on like that for another minute, then he looks at me through his webcam and says, “Sorry, dude. Can’t trace it.”

“What?”

“I am unable to trace that phone number. ¿No comprende?”

“Why not?”

“It’s connected via wi-fi or satellite, not a cell service, and it’s using a VPN.” He must see the confusion in my eyes because he adds, “Virtual private network. Right now, the phone is supposedly in Texas, but it could be anywhere in the world.”

“How do you know it’s a VPN?”

Ernesto smiles a smile I’ve seen before. It means he knows something I don’t. “Do you really want me to explain it to you? Because you might have to take some college-level courses. I’d start with machine learning and discrete systems.” Then he sees something else on my face and adds, “Sorry, man. Sorry I couldn’t help.”

“Thanks for trying. Thought I was close to …” I feel the sting in my eyes and swallow. I haven’t felt this sharp of a pain in months.

A long pause, then Ernesto’s expression turns serious and he says, “Hold on … This is a long shot but …” He types away on his keyboard.

“But what?”

“I recorded the call. And there were some noises in the background …”

“Like at an airport? Or a concert? Or …”

“No,” says Ernesto. “Nothing that simple. I heard church bells. It’s five o’clock your time. Three o’clock my time. But it’s the top of the hour everywhere.”

“So you’re going to count the dongs or dings or whatever they are to pinpoint the time zone?”

I hear the clickety-clack of his fingers ripping on his keyboard. He’s entered an intense trance and although I see his eyes, I’m certain he’s not looking at me. “No, man. Nothing that simple. It’s like a long, drawn-out song or something. Not a song exactly but …”

“Then how—”

“A.I. Something new that’s not available to the public yet. Not allowed to talk about it, but I’ve been interning at a company and—” a machine-gun fire of keystrokes “—this new tech scrapes the internet for recorded sounds. News stories. Social media posts. There are more of those than stars in the universe. Every known sound source ever recorded and made public … And even some that haven’t been made public. You didn’t hear that from me. And …” Ernesto’s eyes dart around his screen. From one corner to the next to the next to the next. “Got it.”

I’m so lost. “Got what?”

“The location of the number I called. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”




SEVEN

I kiss the camera on my MacBook, pull back, and say, “Love you, buddy.”

“Love you, old man,” says Ernesto. “And what just happened is between you and me. I could get in huge trouble if—”

“Don’t worry. I can keep a secret.”

Ernesto Cuellar stares at me for a long time then says, “I know you can. So if you need anything else … if you …” He stops himself and swallows hard. “Whatever you’re up to, be safe. I don’t want to go to any more funerals.”

“But you look so good in black.”

Ernesto’s signature smile starts in one corner of his mouth and spreads to the other. “I know. I do. But me looking so good at a funeral, it ain’t right, man.”

“I’ll be careful,” I say. “I wouldn’t want to put you in a morally difficult situation.”

“That’s all I’m asking. Adiós, hermano.”

“Adiós, boychick.”

An hour later I’m eating Thai take-out in the office of Stone Arch Investigations. The building is a gutted and renovated old warehouse. The walls are made of brick and everything is held up with timber posts and beams. Modern touches are everywhere. Double-paned big windows looking out on the cobblestone street below and the Mississippi River beyond that. And huge HVAC tubes that remind me of the tubes Evelyn likes to play in as if she’s a hamster. She likes to hide in tubes like that and make me come find her. That alone is an argument against waiting until you’re forty-one to have a kid, although I’m sure Advil appreciates my business.

My dining companions are Anders Ellegaard and Jameson White. The staff has left for the day—it’s just the three of us sitting in the office bullpen. I’ve known Anders twenty-six years. I’ve known Jameson eight.

Jameson and I met when my ex-wife, Micaela, hired him to be my private nurse after I ended up on the wrong end of an archer and his broadhead arrow. Jameson dressed my wound, supervised my medication, and kept me company. We’ve remained friends long after I healed, helping each other navigate life’s bumps. Some small. Some as big as they get. He wouldn’t leave my side after Gabriella died. A few years before that, when he suffered an emotional breakdown after working a thirty-six-hour shift in the ER after a school shooting, I took him on a trip to Los Angeles where he reconnected with the love of his life.

We’re an odd pair, me and Jameson. I’m a Lilliputian white dude—five feet seven on a good day. He’s six feet eight every day, 350 pounds, and Black. He played college football at UCLA and had a nice career in the Canadian Football League before a knee injury sent him into nursing.

The three of us engage in some small talk. Jameson is light and easy. As light and easy as a 350-pound man can be. I suppose it goes with the territory of being a nurse. Correct that: nurse practitioner. If he fretted over every hairy situation he came across, he wouldn’t get out of bed in the morning. Ellegaard, on the other hand, is a worrier. He worries about everything and everyone. If he were alone in this world, he’d be fine. He sticks to a narrow path and plays it safe. Anders Ellegaard is not good at coloring outside the lines so he’s uncomfortable when his loved ones do. I’ve seen it with his kids. And I’ve seen it with me. Just like I’m seeing it right now because he knows I’m up to something.

“So, you going to tell us what this is about?” says Jameson. “Because as much as I enjoy your company, I can eat Thai out of a paper box at home.”

“I know where he is,” I say.

The expression on Ellegaard’s face does not change. I’ve confirmed his worst fear. Jameson’s easy-going smile fades to something neutral, or as neutral as his big face can get.

It’s Ellegaard who speaks first. “And where is that, Nils? Where is Sammy Sykes?”

“I’ll tell you,” I say. “But you have to promise me this stays between us.”

They say nothing. I say nothing. I wait.

Finally, “Yeah, man,” says Jameson. “I promise.”

I focus on Ellegaard. After almost a full minute he responds with the slightest of nods. I trust both of these men. Their word is good. I tell them.

“Amsterdam?” says Jameson. “Like wooden shoes and windmills and hashish Amsterdam?”

“I think so,” I say. “Don’t ask me how I know. I can’t tell you. Well, I can tell you some of it.” And that’s what I do. About my visit with Anna Sykes and noticing the prison guard Schmiechen noticing me. About convincing Annika Brydolf to get info out of Schmiechen’s phone and how it led me to Justin Johnston. About tasing Johnston in the fitness club locker room—Ellegaard looks at me as if I’m one of his kids and I just dropped out of high school. “I can’t tell you what happened after that, but the person Johnston called is in Amsterdam.”

There is a long silence. Ellegaard keeps his eyes down when he says, “You know Interpol can—”

“No,” I say.

Ellegaard lifts his eyes and says, “What do you mean ‘no’?”

“There’s a reason Sykes has been able to hide for two years. He has people. Everywhere. It only takes one bad cop. One out of thousands. Then Sykes gets tipped off and goes so deep underground that he’ll never be found.”

Ellegaard shakes his head, sighs, and says, “I’m guessing now you’re going to tell us you’re going to Amsterdam to bring Sammy Sykes back single-handedly.” Almost as soon as Ellegaard finishes his sentence he starts another one. “Nils. Sorry. I didn’t mean to come off like that. I know what this means to you. It means something to a lot of people, but nothing compared to what it means to you. But let’s talk this out, because after losing Gabriella, I’m not about to lose you.”

Ellegaard’s words are uncharacteristically heartfelt for my stoic Scandinavian. I see pain in his eyes. Pain and truth. And when I shift my gaze to Jameson, I see the same in his eyes.

“Yeah, man,” says Jameson. “Listen. Saying the obvious here, but getting Sykes ain’t going to bring that angel back. That pain ain’t going away no matter what happens.”

I’ve been rehearsing this speech for a few weeks. Not out loud. I’m not about to ask for a raise or permission to go to the school dance. But it’s been running through my head day and night, whether I want it to or not. “Me going after Sykes isn’t going to bring Gabriella back. I know that. I didn’t expect to learn anything new when I visited Anna Sykes, but when Will Schmiechen revealed himself as Sammy Sykes’s eyes and ears, well, what am I supposed to do with that information? I can’t take it to the authorities. Someone else will tip him off just like Schmiechen did. And I can’t sit on my hands and do nothing now that I know where Sykes is. It’s not in my nature. Ellie can attest to that.”

“Please don’t call me Ellie,” says Ellegaard. He almost smiles. Almost.

“The fact is,” I continue, “if I don’t go after Sykes, it’ll eat me alive. From the inside out. I know you’re worried about my safety. But if I don’t go after Sammy Sykes—find him and hand him over to the proper authorities who will do the right thing—I’ll be facing another kind of danger.”

“Like what?” says Jameson. “Like you’ll get cancer or something because you’re not living your truth? ’Cause I can tell you what that kind of thinking is. Bullshit. Pure and simple. That’s some real bull—shit. If I was living my truth I’d be in the NFL Hall of Fame after a twenty-year career of playing left tackle for the 49ers. And now I’m the Niners head coach and looking at a three-peat. But am I living that truth? I am not. No, sir. Instead, I’m a nurse practitioner living in Minny-fucking-apolis, where some winters are so cold and dark that my car is afraid to leave the garage, and I don’t see my neighbors for six months. Like we’re waiting for the nuclear fallout to settle down. Shit.”

I find a smile for Jameson and say, “You seem pretty happy to me.”

“I am,” says Jameson. “Just making a point.”

“And a good one,” says Ellegaard. “Nils, you’re coping with Gabriella’s death. You are. I know it’s not easy but you’re managing.” He looks at Jameson, then at me, forks some pad Thai, and is about to take a bite then sets down his fork. “Shap, you’re going to do what you want to do. I know you. We can’t stop you, but I think what both Jameson and I are saying is that what happened two years ago was tragic. But today your life is not tragic. You’ve gone through the hardest part. You’re a great dad. You’re a huge part of Evelyn’s life. You’re working again. You’re making the best of—”

A woman’s voice interrupts Ellegaard. “Nils, thank God you’re here.” It’s Annika Brydolf, Schmiechen’s temptress. It makes perfect sense she’s here at Stone Arch Investigations—this is where she works. We had thought she’d left for the day, but she’s returned. “Have you seen the news?”

“No,” I say. “What news?”

“It’s Schmiechen. He’s dead.”
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Will Schmiechen, prison guard at the Women’s Federal Correctional Institution in Waseca, Minnesota, was found in the backseat of his Ford Bronco Raptor with two gunshot wounds in the back of his head and a third in the center of his chest. Powder burns surrounded the wounds, which meant they were fired at close range. This was an execution, and the killer wants everyone to know it.

The Bronco was parked outside the sports bar Balls, and my guess is a woman lured him into the backseat before jumping out of the car. Then Justin Johnston or whoever walked up and executed Will Schmiechen. I don’t know how they figured out I harvested Justin Johnston’s phone number from Schmiechen’s phone but, apparently, they did.

Jameson, Ellegaard, Annika, and I have been digesting this news for just over an hour. I tried to make my assault on Justin Johnston look like a robbery. That’s why I took his cash and gun and left the phone and wallet. Johnston didn’t see me before I tased him, but he did when he was lying immobilized on his back. So did the other gym members and the employee when I ran out the front door. They know Johnston’s assailant is that guy from the gym. That blond with ear cuffs, a clip-on nose ring, and tats up and down his arms. Whether they’ve connected that guy to my real identity, Nils Shapiro, we do not know.

Ellegaard stands and walks to the big windows looking out on the Mississippi River and downtown beyond that. The buildings are lit and beautiful. He keeps his eyes on the city and says, “OK, Nils. It is evident that Sammy Sykes’s network of eyes and ears is extensive. Maybe they know you found the number in Johnston’s phone and maybe they don’t. Maybe they suspect you somehow traced that number to Amsterdam or maybe they don’t. Maybe they think they’re safe because their phone is untraceable and …” He turns around and looks at me. “I guess what I’m saying is, I now see your point. If we take what we know to Minneapolis PD or the FBI and they go to the Amsterdam police or Interpol or Europol … Sykes will get tipped off. And then the few people who know where he might be will be back to square one.”

“Are you saying Nils should go?” says Annika. “Because Anders, it sounds like that’s what you’re saying.”

Ellegaard nods. “But Nils, you have to play by the rules as much as possible. You use your real passport. You book your flight in your name. Because if you get caught using an alias and a fake passport, then the name Nils Shapiro will show up in law enforcement databases all over the place, and there’s a better chance of Sykes tracking you that way than if you buy a last-minute plane ticket. And if you find him, Nils … if you find him, you go straight to law enforcement. Have you been to Europe before?”

“The UK,” I say. “And Paris. But nowhere else.”

“OK. Once you’re there—”

Jameson says, “Are we—and I use the word we sarcastically—all of a sudden OK with Nils going now because Sykes might know Nils tased Johnston and that Ernesto pegged Sykes in Amsterdam?”

I say, “I never said Ernesto pegged him in Amsterdam.”

“Well, who else would it be?” says Jameson. “No one else you know has the ability to do that.”

I hesitate and then they know Jameson has hit a vein of truth. I swear all three of them to secrecy and tell them about Ernesto Cuellar’s involvement. “He could lose everything he’s worked for,” I add. “So none of it leaves this room.” I can see in their expressions that neither Annika nor Ellegaard nor Jameson will say a word. They care as much about Ernesto as I do.

Ellegaard says, “I doubt Sykes knows we suspect he’s in Amsterdam. We just know someone with an American accent answered that phone number. Someone who we think works for Sykes. That guy could have been taking a day or two off and doing some sightseeing. It’s nothing to travel between countries there. We have a lead. That’s all we have. But to answer your question, Jameson, the answer is yes. Even if Johnston hasn’t figured out the blond guy with the tattoos is Nils, they’ll figure it out sooner or later. Sykes’s organization doesn’t mess around. They take out anyone who could cause them trouble down the line. So better Nils gets Sykes before Sykes gets Nils.”

“Do you want me to go with you, Nils?” This from Annika. “Do you want all of us to go?”

I think about Annika’s question. The steady exhale of the HVAC system kicks on and breathes heat into the room. I turn and look out the window. A dusting of March snow paints the riverwalk white as I shift my focus. Annika, Jameson, and Ellegaard think I’m looking out at the city, but I’m looking at them in the reflection. I stare at them for a full minute then say, “No. I think it’s best I go alone. No offense, but you all stand out in your own way. I’ll change my hair color, cover my tats with long sleeves until they fade, and buy nicer clothes than I usually wear. I’ll use cash whenever possible and my real name as little as possible and just kind of figure it out as I go. If I’m alone, I’ll be more mobile. More able to change my plans without the burden of coordinating with anyone.”

There is no response. No agreement. But no dissent, either. Finally Ellegaard says, “You’ll take a lot of cash. More than you’re legally allowed to but I’m not worried about that. The authorities are not looking for paper. And I’ll add another credit card to my account and another phone on my family plan. Leave your phone here in case they’re tracking it. Don’t go back to the house. You’ll buy everything new.”

“When were you supposed to take the baby girl to Disneyland?” says Jameson.

“Day after tomorrow.”

“I got an idea. In case they’re watching you. A way to get away clean.”

Ellegaard, Jameson, and Annika all leave the underground parking garage in separate cars at the same time. If someone’s following me, or looking for me, they’ll have to pick one of the cars. I’m laying down in the backseat of Jameson’s VW ID. Buzz, an electric version of the iconic sixties microbus. My phone is back at the office. I have my wallet, twenty thousand dollars in cash, and nothing else. Ellegaard will return my rental car tomorrow.

Annika and Jameson are clear, but Ellegaard picks up a tail. He heads home to Edina, a first-ring suburb of Minneapolis, but not before calling one of his old Edina PD buddies. At least we’ll find out who’s tailing him. Annika heads home. Jameson drops me at my ex-wife’s house.

Micaela sold her penthouse condo after finding out she was pregnant and bought a newly built home in Linden Hills. A two-and-a-half-story behemoth that the architect designed to fit in among the hundred-year-old homes surrounding it. Her taste hasn’t changed with the new house. A lot of white and off-white and beige and off-beige, all of it warmed by her newfound love of LED bulbs that glow a yellowish orange, a safer alternative to candlelight.

I arrive in time to say good night to Evelyn, which is no easy feat because she’s so excited to see Jameson that it takes an extra half hour to calm her down again. When I slip out of her room and join Jameson and Micaela in the living room, Jameson has a look on his face that means something. Micaela, who’s damn near unflappable, looks flapped.

“What?” I say.

“The guy who followed Ellegaard,” says Jameson, “is Justin Johnston. The Edina cop told Ellegaard that Johnston was carrying and had a permit to do so. The cop let him go with a warning about speeding, which he was doing to keep up with Ellegaard.”

“Nils,” says Micaela, shaking her head. “Sit.” She motions to a spot on the couch. There are three glasses of rosé on the coffee table. I sit before one and take a sip. My ex-wife still looks like she did the day I met her. At least to me she does. With her strawberry-blonde hair long and frizzed. And her big gray eyes that still shine and sparkle. And that’s most unfortunate. At least for me it is. I’m over her but it took a while. Maybe more than a while. Some people have adversarial divorces and some people have friendly divorces, but our divorce was beyond friendly. Zero financial disputes and, although we moved into separate houses, we spent many a night in the same bed. For years. That’s how we conceived Evelyn out of wedlock, or more accurately, post-wedlock. It’s a little more complicated than that but that’s the gist of our past and our present.

To Micaela’s credit, she has been an angel since Gabriella died. She has been loving and supportive and a good friend. I’m sure she’s long over me, but sometimes bad habits are tough to break. Micaela has more than done her part to prevent a relapse, and although romantic flareups are always a two-way street, she’s made it easy for me to mourn Gabriella without messy complications. I’m grateful to her for that. And for being such a kick-ass mom to Evelyn.

“Jameson has caught me up,” she says. “And he’s told me the plan.” She sips her glass of rosé and sets it down. “Are you sure, Nils? Are you sure you have to do this?”

“Yes,” I say. “I’ve held myself back for two years.”

“You have,” says Micaela. “You’ve done great.”

“And maybe I would continue to hold back if I weren’t the only hope to find Sykes.”

“But there’s another option,” she says. “And that’s to just let it go. Sammy Sykes has to live the rest of his life on the run. He’s completely uprooted. I’m not saying that’s proper punishment for what he’s done, but it’s something.”

I look at Jameson, whose eyes seem to be in agreement with Micaela. He lifts his wine and swirls it the way wine people do. I don’t know why they do it, but it says they know something the rest of us don’t, and it’s kind of showing off.

I shift my focus back to Micaela and say, “I appreciate what you’re saying. I do. I know how smart you are. What a great strategic thinker you are. And I know you care.”

“I do,” she says.

Damn the lighting in this house. Everything and everyone looks too beautiful. I glance at Jameson. He’s never looked better. I’m glad he doesn’t know it or I’d never hear the end of it. And Micaela—no matter how good she looks, I know one thing: she’s good at closing deals. But if I walk away from this opportunity, I’ll most likely regret it for the rest of my life. And I might resent Micaela. She doesn’t deserve that. She’s just trying to help.

“I appreciate everything you’re saying,” I say. “But … I have to do this.”

Micaela lets that sink in. She exhales, and I hear some shakiness in her breath. “I wish you weren’t set on this, Nils. But I learned a long time ago I can’t change you. Nor do I want to. Evelyn’s a very lucky little girl to have you. We all are.”

“Hear, hear,” says Jameson, raising his glass of rosé. He sips it and shakes his head. “Can you buy this locally? This is good stuff. I want a picture of the label.”

Micaela smiles. “I’ll send you home with a bottle,” she says. “And yes, you can get it at Trader Joe’s.”

“Trader Joe’s?” says Jameson. “This stuff? I guess it doesn’t surprise me. You ever try their frozen banana bites covered in chocolate? I got a serious problem with those.”

“Me too,” says Micaela. Then she turns to me and says, “Whatever I can do to help, Nils. For you. And for Gabriella.”

Now my breath shakes.
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Two days later, Evelyn and I ride in the back of a Minneapolis police SUV. Evelyn asks them to turn on the siren. I tell her sirens are only for emergencies and presidents.

“My knee kind of hurts,” she says.

“Is it an emergency?” I say.

“It could be.”

“Is your knee too hurt to go to Disneyland?”

My six-year-old daughter thinks for a moment, then says, “I’m president of the first grade.”

“Since when?”

“Well, I could be,” she says. “If we had a president. But we don’t.”

Ellegaard follows and Annika leads the way. The escort and police car might seem like overkill, but my car, which is parked in my driveway, now has a tracker stuck under its rear bumper. A tracker stuck there by someone else. Justin Johnston and company are looking for me.

I’m doing my best to not be found. Ellegaard picked up a new phone and added me to his family plan. The iPhone I now carry is in his name. I’ve also been added to the family credit card. I gave him the routing and account numbers and password for my checking account so he can pay my bills. We didn’t have time to get a physical card, but I have a digital one in my phone. Ellegaard says that’s how they pay for everything over there anyway. I also have fifty thousand dollars in cash. There’s no law that prohibits flying with that much money domestically in the U.S., but if TSA spots it, they may ask questions. They may call in law enforcement to make sure I’m not on some kind of list. So we hollowed out some of Evelyn’s picture books, one of which I now call Dr. Seuss’s Oh the Cash That You Stash!

Why do I have that kind of money laying around? When Gabriella died from the injury she received in the line of duty, the Minneapolis Police Department paid her next of kin (me) a substantial death benefit. By substantial I mean I never have to work again. I did not sue them for it. I didn’t even ask them for it. They just called me one day and said, “We’ve wired an obscene amount of money into your bank account.” Don’t ask and you shall receive.

We breeze through security and I finally let my guard down. It’s possible Sammy Sykes has someone at Delta Airlines on his payroll and they know I’m on this flight. But in the United States, you can find no place safer than an airport. Micaela, who has Diamond Medallion status on Delta, gave me two passes for the Delta Club, and that’s where we go. Evelyn heads straight for the mini desserts and I get a double of Irish neat.

I focus on Evelyn. We play Go Fish, talk Harry Potter, and what she wants to do at Disneyland. I haven’t told her there’s a Harry Potter World at Universal Studios, but it’s possible she’ll get a day there. One thing at a time.

How do I feel about my daughter being with a guy targeted by a lethal criminal organization? Not great. But it is part of the plan. The deception. If anyone is following me, if they have any idea where I am, it’ll look like I’m carrying on with my life as if it’s business as usual. Not a care in the world. Taking my daughter to Disneyland like a dad does.

We fly first class—another perk from Micaela. “Don’t get used to this,” I say.

“Used to what?” says Evelyn.

“Flying first class. Sitting in the big seats in the front of the plane. People bringing you drinks and food. It’s not normal.”

“Is it different in the back of the plane?” says Evelyn.

I’ll have to talk to Micaela about a more modest class of travel when she takes Evelyn with her. But I’m not doing a great job either. At least on this trip. We’re met at LAX by a driver who is only posing as a driver. He had the clout to get through security and meets us at the gate, holding a sign that says MEYER. In real life he works security for 20th Century Studios, a favor pulled by my friend Ebben Meyer, a Minnesota born and raised Hollywood producer I know from a case I worked five years ago.

The fake driver leads us away from the signs for baggage claim and ground transportation and instead takes us behind an unmarked door. Stairs descend to the tarmac. We step outside into the Los Angeles sunshine where a BMW 7 Series waits. Ah, the life of a celebrity in celebrity-laden Los Angeles. The car drives along the tarmac like it owns the place. I glance at Evelyn. She’s not overly impressed. Has Micaela taken her on private planes? Who is this six-year-old I’m sitting next to? No wonder she expected our Minneapolis police car to turn on the siren.

A few minutes later we’re a mile away in a private terminal for the rich and famous. I’m neither rich nor famous, but 20th Century Studios is, and that’s why we’re here. I notice a few familiar faces from the big and small screen. One woman, I’m pretty sure, is Emmylou Harris. She’s got thirty years on me but I fell in love with her before I fell in love with Gabriella so I reason it’s OK to propose marriage. Maybe another time during better circumstances.

We exit the celebrity terminal, and a big, black SUV waits just outside. We’re behind layers of security. Our driver assures us that the vehicle is secure. Same kind the President of the United States travels in. Now Evelyn is impressed. And I am relieved. The door panels are reinforced. The undercarriage has an extra layer of steel. The glass is bulletproof. Evelyn doesn’t know these details but I do and they give me comfort.

As I said, an airport is the most secure locale in the United States. The second most secure locale is the Happiest Place on Earth. Disneyland. This I know from my friend Ebben, who has projects with the media giant and friends in its C-suite. The SUV drops us in front of the Disneyland Hotel. Evelyn vibrates with excitement. Cinderella and Buzz Lightyear both stop by to say hello to her as I check in. The room is under Ebben’s name and, as instructed, the desk clerk gives me the key. When we get to the room, we find toiletries and new clothes.

“Why is all this stuff here, Dad?”

“Because that way we didn’t have to bring suitcases.” This kid is going to grow up with absolutely no sense of reality. “What do you think of that?”

“I don’t know …” Evelyn picks up a Mickey Mouse sweatshirt and inspects it as if she’s never seen a sweatshirt before. “Actually, I like it. I really like it. Look. New underwear and new socks and everything!”

“Mine are the big ones,” I say.

“Duh,” says Evelyn. “Did you get a Mickey Mouse sweatshirt?”

“I didn’t. You must have got the last one.”

“Dad …” she says, rolling her eyes as if she’d just learned the move and is practicing it.

“Just don’t get used to this kind of treatment. First class on the plane. A man picking us up and driving us here. This super-fancy hotel. The new clothes. Don’t ever expect this in life. It’s a special treat. If you expect it, you’ll be disappointed. Don’t get me wrong—it’s nice. Really nice. But none of it matters. What matters is you and I are together. Got it?”

“Aye-aye, Cap’n.” She pulls her head through her new sweatshirt then says, “Why are we getting this special treatment?”

“Because Mommy wanted you to have it.”

“Oh.” She rolls her eyes again. “Duh.” Then she steps up on the bed and jumps on it. “What’s that door go to?”

“That connects to another room. If we wanted two rooms, we could open our side, and the people in the other room could open their side, and the two rooms would turn into one big room. Any other questions?”

“Yes! When do we get to go to Disneyland?”

“Right now.”

I keep an eye out for anyone who might be keeping an eye on us, but don’t spot anyone or anything unusual. This park has more security than the Kremlin. I feel safe here. I never would have put my daughter in this position if her safety wasn’t assured. From the airport to our 20th Century Studios security officer to the park. We’re untouchable.

Teacups, Dumbo, It’s a Small World, Space Mountain, Jungle Cruise, Haunted Mansion, and everything Star Wars. That is how we spend our afternoon thanks to our front-of-the-line passes. Those I don’t lament as too bourgeois. I hate lines. Then back to the hotel for dinner and a nap before returning to the park. The nap is important. Definitely for Evelyn, but even more so for me. It’s two hours later our time, and I’m in for a long night.

I shower and change into my new clothes, jeans and a zip-up jacket that is yellow with a navy lining. I pull a plain white baseball cap over my plain starting-to-gray hair. I insist Evelyn go to the bathroom one last time before we return to the park, and while she’s in the bathroom, I unlock our door that connects to the adjacent room.

“I peed!” she says as she exits the bathroom.

We return to the park at eight p.m. Fireworks are at nine thirty, and we pass the time wandering the park and then sitting down to share a banana split. Evelyn is smiley and carefree, taking in everything this place has to offer a six-year-old. This is how I want to remember her, and so I decide to tell her nothing of what’s about to happen. Instead, I choke down all I’m feeling, pick up one of the bananas and make a monkey face.

“Dad,” she says, “you’ve only done that about a million times.”

“Now it’s a million and one.” I take a bite of the banana and say, “Who loves you?”

“You do.”

“How much.”

“A whole bunch.”

“Correct. Should we find a place to stand for fireworks?”

“Yes!”

I choose a spot in the middle of the crowd. When the fireworks start, I pick up Evelyn and she wraps herself around me koala-bear style. We make a game of oohing and aahing after every explosion of color in the night sky.

Just before the finale I say, “I love you more than anything in the whole world.”

She takes her eye off the sky, looks directly at me, and says, “I love you!”

“And I have an extra special surprise for you. You’ll get it right when the fireworks are over. And even though you’ll be excited, you have to promise you won’t scream. Or even talk. Can you promise me that?”

“Ooooh. Aaaah.”

“Evelyn, can you promise me you’ll be absolutely quiet when I show you the surprise?”

She looks at me and nods.

“I love you a billion times. A trillion. A gazillion.”

She rests her head on my shoulder and hugs me tight. 

“OK, I think this is it. The big finale!”

We look up, and the sky ignites with light. Showers of color and big booms of small, bright light. It keeps going and going. When it’s finally over, and the silence of the night sky settles in, the crowd erupts into applause. I whisper into Evelyn’s ear. “Remember your promise. And that I love you.” I turn around and find her standing right where she’s supposed to be. Micaela.

I hand Evelyn to her mother and disappear into the crowd.
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I hate crowds but I love this one. I snake through it and toss my white baseball cap into the garbage, remove my yellow jacket, flip it inside out—it’s reversible—and wear it navy side out. I leave Main Street, head past Adventure Land, Pirates of the Caribbean, and approach the front entrance to Club 33, the exclusive, member-only club that’s impossible to get into. Unless you’re Ebben Meyer. He meets me in the lobby.

The place looks half fancy restaurant and half old-timey ice-cream parlor. I don’t think that was their intention but it’s still Disneyland and they couldn’t help themselves. It’s crowded and everyone has a lucky-to-be-there expression on their face. As if they’re backstage at a rock concert or getting let into Costco an hour before it opens to the public.

“Micaela packed you up,” says Ebben Meyer. He is forty years old. His sandy hair is still boyish and full and always looks windswept. He’s a Minnesota boy with a trust fund. Six years ago, he moved to LA to produce TV and film and he’s succeeding. Ebben rolls me a carry-on bag full of the cash and toiletries I left back at the hotel room. That’s why I unlocked the door to the connecting room. The adjacent room belongs to Micaela.

“Thank you.”

“A valet is bringing up the car right now. The nav is preprogrammed. The back is packed with food and water and Red Bull and bottled Starbucks drinks. There are a couple of credit cards in the center console. Use them at will. I know you have a new phone, but there’s a burner still in the package in case you need it.”

“I know all this might seem overcautious,” I say. “It’s just—”

“It’s not overcautious. And I’m not being overgenerous, Nils. I can never repay you for what you did for me. And if there’s even the slightest chance of finding Sammy Sykes …” He looks serious for a moment, then his boyish smile returns. “But I may want a deal on the film rights to your story.”

My chest tightens and my eyes gloss over. This time not from missing Gabriella or saying goodbye to Evelyn, but from the overwhelming gratitude for my friends. “If I don’t find Sammy Sykes,” I say, “the rights are yours for nothing.”

“Great.” He laughs. “Because that’s what they’ll be worth.”

We step outside and, in perfect Disney fashion, my coach awaits. It’s a Porsche Macan. Silver. The color doesn’t stand out but it’s a fucking Porsche Macan. And after much back and forth with Ellegaard, we came to the conclusion that if Sykes’s people are on me, they’re on me. It won’t matter if I’m driving a Chevy Impala, a stainless-steel Tesla Cybertruck, or a Porsche SUV. I give Ebben a hug—a real hug—then I get in the car and drive.

I flew west to disguise that my real destination is east. I went with Evelyn to disguise that I am really going alone. If someone at the airlines or TSA tipped off Sykes about my trip, chances are I lost any tail at MSP or LAX, especially after being whisked away to the private terminal for Emmylou Harris. And then again when I disappeared into the police state known as Disneyland. After fireworks in a crowd of thousands, handing off Evelyn to her mother, and slipping into Club 33, I am fairly certain I’m in the clear. Sammy Sykes doesn’t know where I am. And he doesn’t know where I’m going.

Still. I know his past. I know his ruthlessness. The ambush he planned to extricate his daughter from custody killed my wife. I’m not taking any chances. So I won’t be pulling over to sleep in any three-star motels or at any rest stops. There’s a bottle of water in one drink holder and a can of Red Bull in the other. I crack the Red Bull and drive.

I find the Sirius XM station with stand-up comedy and listen to jokes for hours on end. By the time I reach my destination, I am mourning Mitch Hedberg and Greg Giraldo. Sam Kinison and Bob Saget. And I’m thanking God for Nate Bargatze.

It’s almost 7:30 a.m. when I pull into a parking lot at the Enchantment Resort in Flagstaff, Arizona. First Disneyland and now a place called the Enchantment Resort. Maybe finding Sammy Sykes really is a fantasy. But I chose this place for its location, not its name. It’s nestled up against the foothills. It’s exclusive. And staff at exclusive hotels and resorts know how to protect a guest’s privacy. I did not make a reservation. That’s how this trip has to work. With one exception. No reservations. No putting my name in a computer system until the last minute. But I know they have vacancies so I book a room for two nights, one of them being last night so I can check in immediately. I use my name, my passport for ID, and Ellegaard’s credit card that’s in my name. That’s the other way this trip has to work. I do nothing suspicious. Nothing that can get me in trouble. Nothing that can cause my name and location to be entered in another database.

I sleep hard until four that afternoon. I watch a little TV then eat dinner. The plethora of romantic couples isn’t doing much for me. I return to the room and FaceTime Evelyn so she knows I’m OK. She has questions. I answer what I can. Fortunately, she’s high on Disneyland and just learned she’s going to Universal Studios and Harry Potter World tomorrow.

“Should I get a Hermione wand or a Harry wand?” she says.

“My advice: drink a couple of Butterbeers and see how you feel after. The answer just might come to you.”

“Good idea,” says Evelyn. Then she says to Micaela, “Dad says I should drink a couple of Butterbeers.”

I tell her I love her and then, at eight p.m., I check out of the resort and drive away.

On the third day of my trip my phone rings. I’m somewhere in Oklahoma when the screen on Ebben’s Macan reads: Caller ID Blocked.

I hesitate then hit the button on the steering wheel. “Hello?”

“Yo, dude. What’s going on? I’ve been trying to call you.” The voice belongs to Ernesto Cuellar. “I had to call Ellegaard to get your new number.”

“I got a new phone because there are people like you who can track my old one. Nice to hear your voice. What’s up?”

“It was really bugging me, man, that I couldn’t ID that voice in the Amsterdam phone call. So I kept trying and trying because the guy’s voice has to be somewhere, right? On some stupid Instagram post or Facebook or something. But I couldn’t find it, man. Still can’t.”

“That’s OK, Ernesto. I appreciate your trying.”

“I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for me. This software is insane and I think if I can show the founders of this company how I helped you find a dude, they’ll hire me for an equity position.”

“Thank you, Ernesto. That means a lot to me.”

“Just being honest, dude. I’m a pain in the ass and proud of it. So I kept listening and listening to that call over and over. And I noticed a voice in the background. Some guy speaking English but with a foreign accent. Maybe Dutch. Maybe German. Maybe Scandinavian. I don’t know. Then I isolate that voice and run it through the LLM, and I found him. I know who he is.”

I’m in the middle of Oklahoma. The sky is littered with stars. Other than those tiny pricks of light, all I see is what the Porsche’s headlights are showing me. An asphalt road bisected by a dotted yellow line. Coming at me. One yellow dash after the other. There are no taillights in front of me. No headlights behind me.

“Are you going to share who it is?” I say. “Or should I guess?”

“You’ll never guess,” says Ernesto. “His name is Hans Leitner. He’s a failed lawyer from Austria who lost his license to practice when a sting operation busted him for running a prostitution ring. He was smuggling women in from Eastern Europe and pimping them out to wealthy businessmen and politicians. He never gave up his clients but served time in prison and was released two and a half years ago.”

One phone call from Ernesto Cuellar and a huge piece falls into place. I have a name. A name of a real person. A man connected to another man who is connected to Sammy Sykes. And I have a location. Amsterdam. A specific clock tower in Amsterdam called the Munttoren or Mint Tower. “And you’re sure this Hans Leitner was with whoever answered the phone?”

“Definitely,” said Ernesto. “It was hard to hear him with the Mint Tower bells and city noises in the background, but when I isolated his voice, he kept saying things like who’s calling? and hang up and pay attention. A bike’s going to run you over.”

When Ernesto first told me about the location, I booked the Hotel De L’Europe. It sits right across a canal from that clock tower. My one exception to the rule of no advanced reservations, because I need a safe place to ship an obscene amount of cash before my arrival.

“Thanks, Ernesto.”

“Check in on my mom,” he says. “Tell her how well I’m doing out here. It’ll mean more coming from you than it does from me.”

“I’ll do that.”

“But don’t ask her out,” says Ernesto. “She’s got a boyfriend now. Good dude.”

“I’ll try to restrain myself.”

“Is that sarcasm?” says Ernesto. “Are you saying my mom’s not attractive?”

“Your mom’s beautiful,” I say. “I just don’t want to be your stepdad. Our relationship’s too good the way it is.”

“Man,” laughs Ernesto. “You and me related? That would wreck everything.”

Now I understand why Sykes is in Europe. Whoever Hans Leitner is, he got busted running a prostitution ring. He served time. Who do you meet when you serve time that you otherwise wouldn’t? Convicted criminals. Maybe Hans Leitner caught a glimpse of the narcotics trade. Got a taste of the money. Somehow he met someone who introduced him to Sammy Sykes. Now Sykes is teaching Hans Leitner the tricks of the trade while simultaneously setting up business in Europe. My hope is if I can find Hans Leitner, I’ll find Sammy Sykes.

“Thanks, Ernesto,” I say. “You’ve done it again.”

“You’re really starting to owe me, man. You’re racking up the debt.”

“Not anymore. If it weren’t for me and my unsolvable problems, you wouldn’t be getting an equity position in a new start-up.”

“I don’t have the offer yet,” says Ernesto.

“Well, put me down as a reference. I’m sure a washed-up private detective from Minneapolis who barely knows how to turn on a computer will seal the deal.”

There’s a long pause—I wonder if I’ve lost the call. Then I hear Ernesto’s voice. “Love you, dude.”

“Right back at ya, man.”

The nights and days on the road repeat but in different locations. This is the plan. A one-week journey. From California through Arizona, Texas, Oklahoma, Missouri, and Illinois. Through Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. At each stop, I find a FedEx store and ship eight thousand dollars in cash to the Hotel De L’Europe in Amsterdam. It’s a five-star hotel. The staff will be discreet.

Other than the one phone call from Ernesto, I speak to no one else I know for seven days. I utter hellos and thank-yous in hotels and gas stations. In FedEx stores and restaurants. I drive mostly at night because it’s easier for me to spot a tail at night. Most of the two-lane highways I drive are impossible to navigate without headlights. If someone wants to take their chances driving in the dark, good luck to them.

I am alone. Alone but not lonely. Gabriella is with me. Evelyn is with me. Ellegaard, Annika, Jameson, Micaela, Ernesto, and Ebben Meyer are with me. And although I miss hearing their voices and seeing their faces, the solo nature of this operation feels right to me. Beyond right. Essential. I am unencumbered. I am beholden to no one. I move as I please when I please. I feel myself disappearing into the shadows and it suits me. I am where I want to be. Where I need to be.

By the time I arrive in New York, the money is all shipped. A laundromat is out of the question, so I throw my dirty clothes in a trash can. I’m down to the clothes on my back and a few toiletries packed in an otherwise empty carry-on. I park Ebben’s Macan at JFK, text him a picture of the car’s location, and walk to the terminal. I buy the last business-class ticket available for a KLM flight to Amsterdam that departs in less than two hours. Once inside security I buy underwear, socks, shirts, and sweaters. I buy an external battery for my phone and good headphones because you never know who you’ll be seated next to.

I take my window seat in business class. I feel isolated and non-existent. About to depart for a place I’ve never been. On a case that’s a little too personal to be called a case. Maybe mission is a better word. I feel clear-headed and free. And then I get a glimpse of the person sitting down next to me.




ELEVEN

I haven’t looked at another woman since Gabriella died. I mean I’ve seen them. I don’t want to run over someone on a crosswalk just because they’re a woman. But I haven’t looked at a woman in a romantic or sexual way. And I’m not looking at my about-to-be seatmate in a romantic or sexual way, but I am looking at her. Or at least stealing glimpses of her. I don’t know if my need to observe stems from fear or familiarity. I don’t know if it’s from caution or desire. She does not look familiar. She doesn’t look like anyone I know and—stranger than that—she doesn’t look like anyone I would know. I wonder if that means she’s not American.

She is square-jawed and taut. Hard features in an athletic way. An athlete perhaps or former athlete—she’s somewhere between forty and mid-fifties, depending on the genetic hand she was dealt and the product line of her dermatologist. Her firm tone and angular features are softened by long hair. Pin straight and blonde. Maybe too long to be age appropriate. Like a country music singer but from what country I have no idea.

The woman scans the overhead luggage compartment and says, “Excuse me, do you mind if I move your bag a little to make room for mine?” Her vowels sound Minnesota hard. Between that, her blonde hair, green eyes, and fair skin, I wonder if she’s connecting to Amsterdam from Minneapolis, which is not another country but my hometown.

“Not at all. I’m happy to move it if—”

“Stay put. I’ve got it.” She reaches up and slides my carry-on over. “What’d you pack in here? Helium?”

Hard vowels but not Minnesota hard. I can’t place her accent. I say, “I travel light.”

“I’ll say.” She grabs her carry-on and clean and jerks it above her head and into the overhead compartment. “And there you go. Bob’s your uncle.” Now I know where she’s from. The Canadian sits, straps herself in, and removes an iPad from her purse and gets to work. She works straight through take-off.

I catch a glimpse of a businessy-looking spreadsheet, decide I have nothing in common with her other than a shared border, winter, hockey, buffalo plaid, heavy food, whiskey, farms, lakes, northern pike, and curling. I put on my noise-canceling headphones and reach for the in-flight entertainment screen. She continues working through two glasses of wine, the meal, and the dead time of waiting for the meal refuse to be taken away. About four hours into the flight, I feel a tap on my shoulder and remove my headphones.

“I’m going to use the restroom if you’d like to get up when I do.”

How Canadian is that? A gesture of supposed kindness disguising her true motive: I’m getting up now so you’d better get up now because I don’t want to get up again later.

“Sure,” I say. We walk back to the bathrooms, both of which are occupied. So we wait.

“You from New York?” she says.

I’m not working undercover. Not yet. But this is as good a time as any to practice the cover I worked up for myself. I’ve never lived anywhere other than Minnesota so to not get caught in a lie I say, “Minnesota. You?”

“Vancouver. Couldn’t get a direct flight. It’s kind of a last-minute trip.”

“Me too,” I say. And I find myself reaching for my wedding ring on my left hand that’s no longer there.

“Business or pleasure?” she says. “And don’t say pleasure because men flying to Amsterdam for pleasure is gross.”

“Not business,” I say.

She laughs. “Nice work-around.”

“And not pleasure. Just wanted to get away. See places I haven’t seen before.”

A bathroom door opens and its occupant exits.

“After you,” she says, confirming my suspicion that once she sits, she doesn’t want to get up again.

Five minutes later, I see her back at the seats. Without saying a word, she opens her iPad and gets back to her spreadsheet. I shut my eyes and don’t open them again until we land at Schiphol. When we’re at the gate, she pulls my carry-on from the overhead bin and sets it on the floor. “Are you just here for a day or two?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Bought a one-way ticket.”

“How adventurous.” She looks at me for what feels like a long time. As if she can suddenly see inside me and she needs time to take in all the information. “Have you ever been to Amsterdam?”

I shake my head.

“Where are you staying?”

“At some hotel,” I say. “It’s on a canal.”

“That narrows it down to about a thousand. You don’t want to tell me which one?”

I don’t know if I trust this woman or not. I don’t even know her name. I believe she’s from where she says she’s from. It isn’t easy to fake a Canadian accent for an entire intercontinental flight. But … the idea that she could do me harm is laughable. If Sammy Sykes had known where I was anytime over the last week, he could have easily ended my trip. On a lonely desert highway in Northern Arizona. Among the dormant farm fields of central Illinois. On a quiet mountain road in western Pennsylvania. He wouldn’t send a sinewy blonde my age to sit next to me on an eight-hour flight. Which would have been impossible anyway because I bought my ticket less than two hours before departure and the desk agent told me I got the last seat in business class which means my green-eyed seatmate had purchased her ticket before I did.

“Sorry,” she says. “I don’t mean to pry into your personal business. It’s just that I’ve come here over a dozen times and thought maybe I could help you navigate your way into the city.” She reaches up, gets down her bag, and sets it on the floor.

“The Hotel De L’Europe,” I say. “And thank you. I have no idea how to get into town.”

The passengers in front of us start to move toward the front of the plane. “Come on,” she says.

We whiz through customs and immigration. On the walk from the plane to ground transportation, I learn her name is Casey. She’s lived in British Columbia her entire life. She’s a personal wealth manager and travels to Europe twice a year for a little face time with clients. And, it just so happens, she’s staying at a hotel near mine.

In turn I share a little about myself. My name is Max. Not quite a fake name. It’s my middle name. My first name, Nils, is after a Christian Swede. My parents balanced it out by giving me a middle name that’s as Jewish sounding as my last name.

“Well, Max. How do you feel about trains?”

“I’m a fan,” I say. Ten minutes later we’re on a train headed to the Amsterdam Centraal station. We don’t have many trains in Minnesota. There’s the light rail but I rarely use it. I can’t remember the last time I was on a train. Something about the experience feels like a treat. Like I’m on some new high-tech form of transportation even though trains were invented two hundred years ago.

During the fifteen-minute train ride into town, the Amsterdam skyline shifts from modern corporate glass behemoth buildings to centuries-old stone buildings. Churches and clock towers. Five-story tall row houses, none of them straight but tilting forward a bit. Some of them listing to the side at what appears to be a dangerous angle.

We step off the train. I’m surprised how much of the signage is in English. I hear snippets of what I assume is Dutch. I also hear English, German, Spanish, and French. The city feels busy and crowded the way New York feels. Like people live and work and visit here. A lot of people. Amsterdam feels alive, and for some reason, that gives me hope. That and the fact that the English language seems to be everywhere.

Casey must read my reactions because she says, “English is the official second language of the Netherlands. Everyone speaks it. So, are you up for a walk? It’s about twenty minutes to your hotel. It takes a car almost as long because of the congestion.”

She leads the way, each of us rolling our carry-ons over cobblestones and all sorts of uneven pavement. I should have bought a suitcase with off-road tires but it’s so light it doesn’t much matter. Pedestrians, cyclists, and cars weave in and out of each other to form one steady flow of humanity. Cars don’t stop for bikes. Bikes don’t stop for pedestrians. Pedestrians don’t stop for either. Everyone and everything seems to mesh and I’m amazed that not one bicycle rider—and there are thousands of them—wears a helmet. The cyclists range from eight to eighty, as the board games say. And none of them have bloody or dented heads.

There’s an eclectic mix of businesses. We pass a toy store with display windows full of Lego bricks and plush animals right next door to a sex shop with display windows full of silicon dolls and toys of a different sort.

The pedestrian make-up looks international. But there are a disproportionate number of tall white people. I mean unnecessarily, ridiculously tall. Six foot eight. Six foot ten. Just walking around as if they’re normal sized. Like they don’t know they’re too tall. The men are, on average, taller than the women but there are plenty of women over six feet tall. It’s as if no one told them they’re freaks and they should only be seen in public on a basketball or volleyball court or playing keeper in the World Cup. Seriously. They’re more upsetting than the dual-probe neon sex toys in the windows.

The air smells of spring—the trees have just budded and green is beginning to emerge. That along with the heavy scent of marijuana, which, along with the sex trade, is legal. Each block seems to have a business or two with a sign that reads Coffee Shop. From the smell wafting onto the street, they’re selling more than coffee.

Most streets are bordered by a canal. Beautiful wood cruisers, jumbo versions of what I see back home motoring around Lake Minnetonka, carry tourists. There are, I notice, a lot of tourists. I can tell by the way their heads are swinging around trying to see everything there is to see.

“Do you want to walk through the red-light district?” says Casey. “It’s not out of the way.”

“You mean this isn’t it?” I say.

“Oh, God no,” she says. “Believe me, when you’re in the red-light district, you’ll know it.”

“That’s OK. Plenty to see in whatever color light district this is.”

And there is. But as I take it all in, I can’t help but keep an eye out for Sammy Sykes. As if he’d just be walking the streets of Amsterdam. I of course do not see him. But I scan the faces of cyclists, of pedestrians, of those in the back of taxis, and those floating down canals in glass-roofed boats.

“This is you,” says Casey, stopping in front of the Hotel De L’Europe, an eighteenth-century-looking building of red brick and stone cornices set on a peninsula of sorts between merging canals.

“Thanks for the tour. I appreciate it.”

She hands me her card and says, “I’m here for a week. Call me if you need anything.”

“Will do.” I shake her hand. She turns and wheels her bag away. I look down at her card. CASEY VAN DER VEN. WEALTH MANAGEMENT. VANCOUVER, BC. Her name is Dutch through birth or through marriage. And it might explain why a Canadian wealth manager has clients in the Netherlands. Doormen greet me with hourly wage smiles, and I enter the Hotel De L’Europe.

“Let me help you with that, sir.” A man just inside the entrance takes my bag. He’s dark-skinned and, of the abundance of hotel staff in my view, he’s the only one who isn’t white. I check in. They give me six FedEx boxes that have been awaiting my arrival. The doorman puts them on his cart then shows me to my room. The space is beautiful. I haven’t stayed in a hotel room this nice since I was married to Micaela, who travels well. He shows me the thermostat, the bathroom, the room-service menu.

“Your English is perfect,” I say. “I hear no accent. How is that possible?”

“I’m from New York,” he says. “Fell in love with a Dutch woman. Got three kids. She wanted to move back and I thought I’d give it a shot. What about you?”

“Minneapolis.”

“Vikings fan?”

I hang my head in shame. “Yes.”

He laughs. “Hey, man. All good. I’m a Jets fan.”

“What’s your name, Jets fan?”

“Stephen.”

I tip Stephen twenty euro and he seems genuinely appreciative. He opens the curtain to show me my view and there, right outside my window, is the Mint Tower where Sammy Sykes’s man answered Ernesto’s phone call. And where Hans Leitner told him to get off the phone.

Which reminds me of my phone. I haven’t taken it off airplane mode since landing. I turn it on. The first thing that comes up is a friendly message from AT&T telling me my phone will work in Europe just like it does at home for the scant sum of twelve dollars a day. My words. Not theirs. And then I see a text from Ellegaard. He’s set up a meeting for me with a Dutch PI in two hours.

I lie on the bed and think how wonderful it would be if Gabriella were here. She would have loved this hotel. This city. Just waiting to be explored one step at a time. Of course, if Gabriella were alive, I’d have no reason to be here. I feel an influx of regret for all I did not do with her. That we let our busy lives get in the way of getting away. I wish I could fall asleep and then wake up and the last two years would not have happened. Gabriella would be alive. Evelyn would still be four years old and need me for the most mundane things. And I would know who I am and where I belong instead of knowing none of those things except one: like an animal’s single-minded hunt for its next meal, I’m on the hunt for Sammy Sykes. 




TWELVE

I have two hours to kill and I’m hungry so I go downstairs for breakfast. Maybe I’ve never been to a five-star hotel back home, but I have a feeling if the Hotel De L’Europe were in the United States, it’d be a six-star hotel. Every staff member, concierge, door person, front desk clerk, bellman, and server knows my name. Good morning, Mr. Shapiro, they say. I don’t know how they know my name, but they do. I worry they google all their guests so they know who’s who. Another reason using a false name was not an option.

Brasserie Marie, the restaurant that serves breakfast from seven to eleven every morning, is on the canal. Like my room, it faces the Mint Tower, which seems to be at a confluence of both streets and canals, like the hub of a spoked wheel. For water and for people.

I watch hundreds make their way past the tower, which has a clump of bells at its top and clock faces on all four sides. Gold Roman numerals on a black face. I order eggs and coffee from a server who knows my name. Everyone here is warm and friendly. I go to the breakfast buffet and fill a bowl with fresh fruit and yogurt and grab a chocolate croissant because I can. They’re just sitting there waiting to be grabbed. It’s a fixed price for whatever you want. However much you want. There are no signs saying All You Can Eat because gluttony doesn’t appeal to the five-star crowd. At least conspicuous, advertised gluttony. But deep down they’re like the rest of us and want more than they need. I then return to the table with my bounty. I have never aspired to a luxurious lifestyle, but after a few minutes of this place, I’m already dreading my next roadside motel.

When Ernesto identified the voice of Hans Leitner, Ellegaard and Annika started looking for a Dutch private investigator. Someone who could give me background on Leitner and maybe help find him. The PI’s name is Diederik Visser. He works alone, does not have a website, and based on just those two facts, I like him. It’s also why Ellegaard and Annika chose him. It’s a lot easier to trust the discretion of a lone wolf than it is to trust a pack of wolves. As Ben Franklin said: Three may keep a secret if two of them are dead.

I go for a walk to justify back-to-back meals within ninety minutes of each other. I pass a flower market that’s like a strip mall but every business is the same, selling tulips and tulip bulbs and refrigerator magnets that look like tulips and pens and pencils that look like, you guessed it, tulips. The city seems laid out not on a grid like Manhattan but as a bunch of spoked wheels that intersect with each other at odd angles. I have to keep looking at my phone to know where the hell I am.

I take a few passes by and around the Mint Tower. No sign of Sykes or any suspicious-looking characters taking calls for him, whatever that might look like. By one p.m., or as I now call it, thirteen o’clock, I’ve managed to work up an appetite again. Café de Jaren is half a block from my hotel. It’s a big open space with an echoey vibe and it’s packed. Half the place faces Nieuwe Doelenstraat, which I know how to spell but can’t pronounce, and the other half overlooks the canal on the opposite side along with a big patio above the water. There’s a staircase leading to an upstairs but, before I start up it, I spot my PI. Ellegaard texted me a pic and it’s accurate.

Diederik Visser is a big boy. Not so much tall as wide and deep. His head is fat—there’s no better way to say it. And although he has a full head of dark hair, it’s made for a thinner head. His hair doesn’t fit. Like when Mr. Potato Head wears a hat. He has heavy cheeks, not much of a neck, huge soft shoulders, and meaty arms. His button-down shirt looks a couple of sizes too small. Like one wrong move and it’ll split at the seams.

But Diederik Visser looks comfortable as hell in his big body. I can sense a relaxed vibe even from thirty feet away. He is dead calm. His brown eyes look soft and kind. Like he’s stoned but I’m pretty sure he’s not. I approach him and say, “Mr. Visser?”

He looks up at me and offers a warm smile. “Diederik. No mister. Ever,” he says in a deep voice speaking damn near perfect English. He draws out his words in an almost sing-song cadence. It matches his appearance. Laconic. Warm. A teddy bear of a man. He extends his hand and says, “Nice to meet you, Max.”

I shake his hand. It’s big and soft like his head. “Thanks for taking the time.”

“Ah,” he says. “No need to thank me. It’s my job. Come. Have a seat. Let’s order some food and have a chat.”

I pull up a chair. A server comes, takes our order, and leaves. Up close I see Visser’s eyes are clear and focused. He leans back in his chair as if it’s a throne. We exchange some small talk about my trip and how I like Amsterdam so far, then he sits upright and shifts his considerable weight forward.

“Listen, Max. First things first. I don’t think Max is your real name. I hope Max isn’t your real name. Keep your real name to yourself, especially if you have your little heart set on finding Hans Leitner.”

“Bad guy?”

“Bad guy?” says Visser. “Listen, buddy. Listen good. Hans Leitner is one of those guys who has no soul. He has no soul and wants to be worshipped. Like a king. Or a god. As if people who worship him will provide something to replace his soul. These people. They’re trouble. The would-be kings. They want followers. Subjects. Who’s going to bend the knee and kiss the ring of a man like Hans Leitner? I’ll tell you who. The weak. Weak in spirit. Weak in character. Weak in the stuff that makes our brains. It’s that last one. Weak in the brain. That’s Leitner’s bread and butter, yeah? All a bunch of Nazis. I don’t throw that word around casually. No one in Europe does. Eighty years isn’t that long ago. We remember our grandparents’ stories. Our parents’ stories. How old are you, Max?”

“Forty-seven.”

“Hey, buddy. Me, too. What month?”

I smile and say, “If you want me to keep my real first name a secret, I probably shouldn’t be volunteering my birthday either.”

“Ha!” says Diederik. “You are so right, Max. I was just seeing if we were born on the same day. I’m August fifth. Are you?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Now we know. But still. The same age. My grandparents lived through the occupation. They told me stories. Bad stories.”

“I’ve heard a few myself.”

“So you know. This shit is real. And it’s coming back like one of those flowers that only blooms once every hundred years. Only this bloom is not beautiful. It is ugly. And these little fuckers, these Nazis, who feed on hate because it’s easier for them to blame someone else for their sad little lives than take responsibility themselves, these losers need a leader. They crave a leader. Someone to answer their stupid questions with stupid answers. Stupid lies. Because these little fucking Nazis are too stupid to question. To think critically. They want simple. They want easy. They want, I am afraid to say, to believe in themselves. Just a little. You know, buddy, so they have a reason to live. Even a cockroach wants to think it’s a Prince Charming. That is how the world works. And Hans Leitner, the man you’re looking for, he wants to be their leader.”

I take in Diederik’s words. If my initial theory is correct—that Hans Leitner has moved on from running prostitutes to selling drugs, and that Sammy Sykes is teaching him American exceptionalism when it comes to the narcotics trade—then that means Sykes has taken refuge within the confines of the European alt-right. Which, according to the headlines I’ve been reading, is no longer alt. It’s mainstream.

A chill runs through my body and doesn’t stop. If you grew up a Jewish kid in the eighties and received even a modest education, right-wing populists in Europe scare the shit out of you. They murdered your ancestors. No—ancestors isn’t the right word. Ancestors implies they lived and died a long time ago. They murdered your relatives. Great-uncles and -aunts. Cousins. Family friends. Pulled from their homes and places of work and hiding places, shipped to concentration camps in boxcars like cattle, worked to death or straight-out murdered. With bullets. By starvation. With poison gas.

“And this Hans Leitner,” says Diederik, his jowls framing his chin, “he is a sociopath. He feeds on his followers. It’s the great shame of the narcissistic personality disorder, that all these weak minds out there exist to support the narcissist. Because the narcissist needs a lever. Something that makes the wants of one man possible. All these weak little Nazis who are desperate to be led, to be told what to do, they act as that lever. And make all the narcissist’s ugly wishes and dreams come true. Know what I’m saying, buddy? This Hans Leitner you’re looking for. He won’t be hard to find. He served his time. He’s a free man. He’s out there. A man of the public raising money for his cause. But what I’m telling you, buddy, is that Leitner is surrounded by the most dangerous of people. Dangerous because they’re soulless. Heartless. They don’t value human life because deep down these sad idiots don’t value their own lives. They’re too pathetic to value. That’s what makes them so easy to indoctrinate.”

I let Diederik’s words hang in the din of the café. It’s a loud place, but I hear him clearly. Still, I have to ask the question: “Can you help me find Leitner?”

Diederik Visser pushes back into his chair and gets such a laconic look in his eyes I think he’s about to shut them and fall asleep. “Max,” he says. “I can find him. You can find him. Anyone can find him because he’s not hiding. All you have to do is follow the ants who follow him. He’s always on the move. Like a broom sweeping up dirt, only his dirt is people. All over Europe. He’s gathering. Organizing. Surrounded by leeches and bootlickers. Whoever you’re really after, whether it’s Hans Leitner or someone associated with Hans Leitner, they’re insulated. Protected. You’re not the law. I know that much. It’s not your sworn solemn duty to find this person. So unless you value finding them more than your own life, it is my advice to drop it. Let ’em go, cowboy. You cannot change ocean tides. Sometimes it’s better to just get the hell away from the water. You hear what I’m saying, Max? Go home.”
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‘Welcome back, Mr. Shapiro,” says the doorman at the Hotel De L’Europe. The place is a sea of people going in and out.

“Thank you, Stephen,” I say to the staff member who first showed me my room. The one from New York. “You’re still holding this dump together?”

“You know it. And anything I can help you with, you let me know. Directions. Cabs. Bike rentals. I got you covered.”

I thank Stephen, go up to my room, and pull a chair up to the window. I look out on the Mint Tower, not because I expect to see Sammy Sykes or Hans Leitner hanging out, but because I need to think. The streets and canals are crowded with people. This is late March. I can’t imagine what it’s like in summer, the height of the tourist season. I look for my lunch pal Diederik Visser in the mass of pedestrians and cyclists and don’t see him.

Diederik Visser made an impression. A couple of impressions, actually. I liked him right away. The advice he gave me is advice I’ve given many times. Leave it alone. It’s dangerous. Let sleeping dogs lie and all that. And it’s probably good advice in this case. To go straight for Hans Leitner in the hope of finding Sammy Sykes is too dangerous. Especially without a local’s help. I could ask another PI, but the more people who hear me asking about Hans Leitner, the more likely it’ll get back to Hans Leitner. I trust Diederik Visser. I have no concrete information on which to base that trust; it’s just a feeling I get about him. Sometimes you can just look a person in the eye and know.

One of the reasons I’m a good private detective in Minneapolis is because I know Minneapolis. I know the police. I know all or at least a good chunk of the criminal element. I know the geography. The culture. I can be resourceful because I know where to find resources. But here? I know how to walk from my hotel to a café halfway down the block. I don’t even know if they call them blocks here. There are clumps between streets and canals and they’re not square or rectangle or anything close. I am out of my town, out of my country, and even out of my continent. I am, in short, out of my element.

All that’s true but it’s also true that I’m closer to finding Sammy Sykes than anyone else has been in the last two years. And Hans Leitner is only one lead to Sykes. I probably shouldn’t even go straight for Hans Leitner. That could spook him. Like a stray cat. You can’t approach a stray cat. You have to let a stray cat come to you. So I make a decision. I return downstairs, pull my pal Stephen aside, and say, “What parts of town should I stay clear of?”

Stephen gives me a curious look and says, “You asking what I think you’re asking?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Not sure what you think I’m asking. So I’ll be more clear. What parts of town would you not go in?”

“Because I’m Black?”

“Yes. If you want to be blunt about it. Because you’re Black.”

Stephen asks me to take out my phone and open a maps app. I do and hand over my phone. He finds a few neighborhoods, drops a few pins, and hands it back to me.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Don’t thank me. Don’t do anything. And especially, don’t go to those places. Nothing good happens there.”

“I appreciate your advice.” I tip him ten euro and head out into the throngs of people. There are so many streets with long names spelled with long strings of consonants that I pay more attention to buildings than street names. I use my phone to find a barber shop, and for the first time in my life, get my hair buzzed down to nothing. Not shaven but damn close. And then I walk. And walk. I find an open-air market selling tons of used clothes. I buy old workboots, jeans, and sweatshirts. And I buy a wool hat because, without hair, my head is freezing.

So much of this trip, this case, this mission, feels upside down. I’m normally uncomfortable with luxury, and yet, I’m damn comfortable and appreciate my luxurious accommodations. I’m not a fan of costumes and disguises, but I just went shopping for costumes and had my head buzzed down to nothing. All to make me look like I’ll fit in the neighborhoods where Stephen dropped the pins. I sought advice from a local PI and he gave me excellent advice yet I’m not taking it. Maybe it’s because I’m on the other side of the world that everything is topsy-turvy. Or maybe I’ve just changed.

I return to the hotel and head up to my room because a nap is no longer unavoidable. I wake at eighteen o’clock, shower, and get dressed in my normal clothing. I go downstairs for dinner. A nice dinner alone where I can sit alone with my thoughts and be myself. But my plan is thwarted when I discover a visitor waiting for me in the lobby.

“Max?” She sits on one of those couches that makes a complete circle. Like a donut. “Is that you?”

“Casey,” I say. “How long has it been? Eight hours? You’ve changed.”

“Uh … You’ve changed. What happened? Did you get gum in your hair?” She laughs at her own joke.

“Just thought I’d change up my look.”

And then she almost whispers, “Like you changed your name?” I don’t respond. After an uncomfortable staring contest where neither of us blink, she says, “I’m sorry to bother you, Nils. Do you have a minute?” 
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Again, I don’t respond. I’m supposed to be lone-wolfing this trip and I already have three associates: Stephen the doorman, Diederik the private investigator, and now, apparently, Casey Van der Ven, a wealth manager from Vancouver. Or at least that’s what her business card says. She doesn’t appear to be dangerous. But that’s what we all thought about Anna Sykes, the dirty cop who helped her drug-dealing father.

Or maybe she read about the payout I received from MPD after Gabby died, and now Casey wants to manage my money. Pitch me about her return rate over the last ten years or whatever wealth managers talk about. I’m trying to decide which would be worse, Casey being an attractive hit woman for Sammy Sykes, or an attractive wealth manager who’s trying to add to her list of clients, when she interrupts my internal back-and-forth.

“I want to buy you dinner,” says Casey, as if she’s trying to close a deal. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”

“Oh no,” I exhale under my breath. “Wealth manager.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

We walk through the lobby and enter the hotel’s Trattoria Graziella. It’s Italian looking and Italian sounding. Stephen told me the entire restaurant staff is Italian, as if I was worried they were going to serve SpaghettiOs and Domino’s pizza.

The maitre d’ seats us at an obnoxiously romantic table. Casey must be used to hosting business dinners, steering the ship so to speak, and she doesn’t let go of the rudder for me. She reaches for the wine list and chooses a bottle. When it arrives, she does the obligatory taste test. Bread arrives with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. We order appetizers and the sommelier swings by like a ballerina, refills our glasses, and twirls away.

“I owe you an explanation,” says Casey. “So without further ado … I know this is going to sound weird but it’s the truth. When I saw you on the plane, I thought, I know that guy. I figured it must be from business but I had no idea how. You’re not a client. Or a prospective client. I thought maybe you were associated with one of the companies I invest in. Maybe you’re in the C-suite or on the board. I have an excellent memory. Some even call it freakish. But I couldn’t figure out where I’d seen you before. I even looked through some recent corporate reports for your likeness and nothing.”

“I’ve never been in a corporate report in my life. Corporate reports are where I draw the line.”

“You have a moral code,” she says with a playful grin. “I respect that.”

She’s flattering me. I brace myself for her sales pitch.

“But the other thing about me—I didn’t tell you this on the plane—is that I’m a true-crime addict. I’ve seen every show. I’ve read every book. I subscribe to every Substack. I’ve heard every podcast. So naturally, I thought maybe you were a fugitive.”

“I suppose this haircut isn’t helping my innocent look,” I say.

She smiles. Casey Van der Ven has a nice smile. “You’re a lot cuter with hair.”

“Maybe I’m not going for cute. Maybe I’m going for tough.”

Casey shakes her head. “Sorry. That’s never going to happen. Anyway. I finally remembered. You were in a true-crime documentary about that dust murder in Minnesota. You’re the private detective who solved the case. What was that, ten years ago?”

I marvel over how awful I am at my job. A random stranger—at least I hope she’s a random stranger—figured out my true identity because I was featured on one segment of one true-crime doc on Starz, the bastard child of pay TV channels. Maybe it had found its way to YouTube. Or in a social media post. Either way, so much for being incognito. There’s no point in denying my true identity. Casey Van der Ven is no fool. “Ten years ago, give or take,” I say.

I look at her edge of the table and half expect to see a pistol rise from her lap. Now that I’ve confirmed who I am, she’s free to take me out. That’s if she works for Sammy Sykes. But instead, Casey drops her eyes. When she looks up, I see something fierce. Determination. Resolve.

But then her green eyes soften and she says, “I have had great fortune in my life.” She pauses. Takes a breath. “And some misfortune. The two tend to come in pairs like the yin and yang diagram. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Those two shrimp connected to each other.” 

“Never thought of them being shrimp but I guess that’s one way to look at it. Anyway, what I told you is true: I am here to meet with clients. But I lied by omission. Because I’m also here to look for my husband. He’s been missing for over a month.”

I can’t believe this. I flew to California with my daughter. Handed her off to her mother. Disappeared into a Porsche Macan and spent a week driving from Anaheim to New York, watching my back every second of the way. I bought a last-minute flight to Amsterdam. Have never spoken my real name: Nils. I got my hair buzzed down to nothing. Now my cover’s been blown by a fan of true crime and she wants to hire me to find her missing husband. I open my mouth to cut off her inquiry, but she continues.

“We’re both of Dutch descent. That’s how we met. At a party to watch the Netherlands play in the World Cup finals in 2010. It was hosted by a mutual friend and we hit it off and were married within a year. I was in my thirties and he was in his forties. We both wanted to settle down. It was love at first sight. A fairytale.”

“Casey,” I say. “I’m sorry your husband is missing. I really am. But you’d have far better luck hiring a Dutch PI than a tourist. I’m sorry. I wouldn’t even know where to start. But I’ve met a Dutch PI and I’m happy to give you his name and—”

“No,” she says. “I don’t want a Dutch PI. That’s why I’m talking to you.”

I’ve had hundreds of people ask me to find their missing spouse. Or child. Or parent. Or sibling. And almost all of them, men and women, have been sniveling blobs of emotional goo. Frightened. Desperate. Lost. But not Casey Van der Ven. She’s all business. She sees my attempt to cut off her request as step one in a long negotiation. I know. My first wife Micaela is the same way. Life is business and should be treated as such.

“He’s a cheese importer so he travels to Amsterdam often. Before that, he made a small fortune when the wall came down. When the Soviet Union collapsed, Russia opened up for trade and foreign vodkas flooded their shelves. Russians couldn’t get enough of it, and all of a sudden, Russian domestic vodka wasn’t selling. They couldn’t give it away. Do you know why?”

“It tasted like medicine?”

“Nope. Nothing wrong with the taste of Russian vodka.”

“Well,” I say. “I have no idea because I wasn’t in Russia when the wall came down.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass.” And then without pausing she adds, “It was the labels. The West had beautiful, colorful labels. Russian labels were generic looking. Black and white. Dull and boring. And all of a sudden, Russians didn’t want Russian vodka anymore. Just because of the boring labels. And Van, that’s my husband—”

“Wait,” I say. “Your husband’s name is Van Van der Ven?”

Casey shakes her head. “Van der Ven is my maiden name. I kept it when we married. Van’s last name is Dijkstra. And his real first name is Ivan. His father is Dutch but his mother is Russian. Not important other than Van grew up with both languages and has cousins in Russia so when the label crisis happened, he cut deals with Russian vodka manufacturers to print colorful labels in Vancouver and ship them to Russia. They just pasted them over the generic labels and boom—problem solved. Russians bought Russian vodka again. Van printed millions of labels and was a millionaire by the age of twenty-one. Then he invested that money in American and Canadian companies and became quite wealthy.”

“And he disappeared over a month ago?”

“Yes. He flew here on cheese business, and I haven’t heard from him since.”

“And you’ve reported this to the Dutch police?”

Casey hesitates. Her jaw tenses. Her green eyes fix on the bread basket but she doesn’t reach for a piece of bread. She doesn’t do or say anything.

I say, “Maybe he’s importing something other than cheese.”
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Casey looks up from the basket of bread. Her head tilts and she says, “What?”

“Why haven’t you notified the Dutch police that your husband is missing?”

“Well, it’s not because I think he’s a criminal, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I was implying that. But now I’m just asking a simple question. Why haven’t you reported—”

“I heard you,” she says. Her words come out soft and conciliatory—she’s not looking for a fight. She’s looking to do business. “And the answer is I fear my husband has left our marriage. I love him, but he’s probably the most conflict-avoidant person I know. I’ve felt him drifting away the past few years. I’ve brought it up, asked if he has any problems with me or our marriage. But he’s denied it every time. And yet, he’s been traveling more than usual. And while he’s away, he’s been in contact less than usual. Our sex life is non-existent. Not my choice. And now … Now he’s just gone. Disappeared. And if I bring the police into it, it’ll just be embarrassing for everyone.”

The waiter arrives and takes our order. He refills our wine glasses, and Casey orders a second bottle. She does not ask my opinion. She also orders one bottle of flat water and one with gas. That means bubbles. But it’s more fun to say gas. When in Rome.

I take my second piece of bread, dip it in the olive oil and balsamic and say, “Why do you want to find him? Do you want him back? Do you want to see who the other woman is? Are you not convinced he’s with another woman? What’s your endgame?” The second I’m done asking these questions I chide myself. I’m not taking this case. I have a case. My case. My mission. Find Sammy Sykes. But for some reason I’m acting as if I’m going to take Casey Van der Ven’s case. I blame muscle memory. I blame old habits. I blame me.

“I guess,” says Casey, “I just want to know. I need to know. That it’s over. So I can tell our children and I can move on with my life. I’m forty-seven years old. I’m in excellent physical and mental condition. This hair …” She pinches the curtain of straight blonde that falls over her right shoulder. “This hair is natural. No dye. No treatments. I’m in the prime of my career. And I’m not good at being a victim. I’m much too proactive of a person to be a victim. I want matters settled. Personally and legally. Does that answer your question?”

“I think you’ve answered it to the best of your ability,” I say.

“What does that mean?”

“I think there are reasons you want to find your husband that you may not have admitted to yourself. That’s OK. That’s normal. And I think it would be good for you to find him. I’m just not the person for the job. And you, from the little I know you, seem to be a highly intelligent, highly motivated human being. I think you know I’m not the right person for the job. So I’m not sure why you’re here.”

Casey sips her wine but keeps her eyes on me. When she set down her glass, she says, “Do you know what I do for a living?”

I pull her business card out of my pocket, make a point of holding it at arm’s length as if I need reading glasses, which I do, and say, “Wealth Management.”

She smiles and says, “Correct. Very good. Now, do you know how I manage wealth?”

“Judging by this fancy restaurant and the two bottles of wine you’ve ordered, I’d say pretty well.”

Again, she smiles. Then her smile fades as she says, “I read. Five newspapers every day. Half a dozen newsletters. Many more corporate reports. Several magazines. And then I walk the streets. I observe what people buy. I observe what they wear. I watch television so I know what news stories the average person is exposed to. I listen to podcasts like “Making Sense with Sam Harris” and “The World.” I take all that information, try to glean some understanding of human behavior, and which way things are trending. Things like the stock market, bond market, commodities market, futures in all three, consumer confidence, current events in Canada, the U.S., and abroad. Same with global politics. Same with sectors like energy, tech, shipping, and manufacturing. And then I dump all that information into a big stock pot, season it with my experience and gut instinct, and then monetize it by choosing winners and losers for my clients.”

“I’m surprised you have time for all that true crime you consume.”

“I was hoping that you would say, ‘sounds familiar,’” she says. “Because I do what you do. I investigate. But instead of determining who’s guilty, I determine who is profitable. And who will fail.”

“You’re implying what we do is similar?”

“Kind of,” she says. She takes another sip of wine and adds, “I’m pointing out the similarities. Because anyone can do what I do. But not anyone can get the same results. Just like anyone can investigate a murder or missing person, but not anyone can find who’s guilty or the location of a missing person. That’s what I’m saying, Nils. I’m saying there are people who are good at their jobs. People who are not so good at their jobs. And a very few who are beyond good. Who make everyone else look like amateurs. I am one of those very few. You are one of those very few. So to answer your question: that’s why I’m here.”

By the time we finish dinner, I’m drunk and exhausted. It’s twenty-two o’clock, and I want to go up to my oh-so-fancy hotel room, shower, and crawl under my European duvet. But without asking me, Casey orders two glasses of port and two crème brûlées.

“There’s another reason. Besides you being the best.” She hesitates, looks at me with solemn green eyes, and says, “The other reason is that you know what it’s like to lose a spouse.”

The dessert arrives along with two miniature glasses of port. Casey Van der Ven can see that she’s stung me. Sees it in my starry gaze. Sees it in my shrunken mouth. If I weren’t so tired, I’d get up and walk out of Trattoria Graziella. Tired and drunk. It feels impossible to move.

Casey looks at me with compassionate eyes and says, “I’m sorry. I just blurted that out. It was insensitive. Can you forgive me?”

I take a deep breath and let it go. I can smell the alcohol on my own breath, reach for my tiny dessert spoon and plunge it into the crème brûlée. “I’m not in the forgiveness business at the moment.”

Casey nods. “I get that. I really do.” She sighs. “I can pay you well.”

I spoon the custard into my mouth and let it melt down my throat. “I’m not in any business at the moment. Not looking for money.”

She pushes back in her chair. Apparently, I’m a tough nut to crack. This from the expression on Casey’s face, a woman who looks like she’s cracked more than her share of nuts. “Do you know what I did all afternoon?”

I shake my head. How could I possibly know the answer to that question?

“Once I realized who you are, I went online to confirm it. And then I read everything I could find about you. I know about the tragedy you’ve suffered. I know the responsibility lies with a man named Sammy Sykes. I know justice has not been served. They don’t even know where he is. But just like I digest information in the business world to guide my investments, I digested information about you and what you’ve been through.”

Casey Van der Ven taps her spoon onto the sugary crust of her crème brûlée. Taps it lightly. Over and over and over until it breaks and then she says, “You’re here to look for him, aren’t you?”

I stare at her hard but I can’t hold it and look away. I have fucked up badly. Since the moment I stepped onto that plane in JFK. That’s when I let my guard down. Thought I was safe. Why didn’t I take good old Ben Franklin’s advice? I know why I’m here. Casey has figured out why I’m here. If she can figure it out, Diederik Visser probably can, too. Maybe more people than that know. So much of life is luck. Good and bad. If the bullet that hit Gabriella had struck half an inch either left or right, she’d be alive today. If Casey Van der Ven had been seated one row up or back or across the aisle, my mission would still be secret.

“Thank you for dinner,” I say. I push back from the table and stand. The room spins. I have become a total lightweight since Gabriella died. Drinking was something we did together. Not excessively. A cocktail most nights. I’ve barely touched alcohol since she died. But tonight I drank an entire bottle of wine and two glasses of port.

Casey sees the instability on my face. The disorientation in my eyes. “Sit down, Nils. I have one more thing to say. And you need a cup of coffee.”

She’s right. I know she’s right. I need coffee and a hell of a lot of water. “Got any aspirin?” I say.

Casey opens her purse and pulls out a tiny pillbox. She removes two white pills and sets them on the table. I sit, throw them into my mouth and down half a glass of water. She signals the waiter and orders a pot of coffee.

“I can offer you more than money,” she says. “I can connect you with people who can find Sammy Sykes. Powerful people. Important people. People who—”

“Don’t do that,” I said.

“Do what?”

“Mention me or anything about me to anyone.” I drink more water. “This is a disaster. Just please. Leave me alone. If you have any compassion in that business-oriented heart of yours, leave me alone. Forget you met me. Forget you researched me as if I’m a Silicon Valley start-up. I’m sorry about your husband. I really am. I hope you find some resolution. Some peace. Because you’re right. You have a lot of life ahead of you. But so do I. So please, don’t ruin it. Because you can. You can ruin everything. You’re smarter than hell. You’re quite beautiful. You’ve led a constructive life and really made something of yourself. You have kids. Be happy with all that. Be content. And if you can’t, then those powerful people you know … If they can find Sammy Sykes, they can find Van Dijkstra. I’m surprised you haven’t thought of that. Or maybe you have, and you haven’t been completely honest with me.”

The coffee arrives. The waiter pours two cups from a silver pot, leaves it on the table, and disappears. “You have my card,” says Casey. “Don’t lose it. Goodbye, Nils.”

She gets up from the table, walks over to the waiter and pays the check with her phone. I drink one more cup of coffee then head back through the lobby, half expecting to see her still there, but she’s not. I go upstairs and search Casey on my phone. She’s either who she says she is or went to extreme measures to fake it. I find several videos of her on YouTube giving financial talks including two TED Talks. She’s written a couple of books about investing. I creep onto her personal Facebook page and see pictures of her in what looks like British Columbia. In the mountains. In the woods. Floating on lakes and rivers in boats and inner tubes. There she is standing in front of Lake Louise, its aquamarine water shimmering in the Canadian sun. That’s where I proposed to Gabriella. What kind of cruel joke is this?

I see pictures of Van Dijkstra. Long hair and a beard. Pushing sixty. He looks like a cheese importer for whatever that is worth. And two kids, probably in high school. Casey has over three thousand friends so I know she didn’t whip up this Facebook page this afternoon. She’s real. She’s verifiable. And that gives me at least a tiny wave of relief. I plug in my phone. I throw my clothes on the floor. I check the safe to make sure the fifty thousand dollars in cash is still in there. It is. I get in bed and turn off the lights. And for the first time in months, I cry. I want my wife back. 
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My alarm goes off at ten o’clock. I shower. Between the excellent rain-shower head and my stubbly head of hair it takes about forty seconds. I go downstairs for breakfast and sit by the windows looking out at the Mint Tower. No sign of Sammy Sykes or Hans Leitner. After breakfast, I go back up to the room and change into yesterday’s purchases. Worn jeans, beat-up work boots, an old brown T-shirt under an olive sweater, motheaten and stained. I put the wool snap bill on my head, look in the mirror, and barely recognize myself.

I haven’t considered how I’ll get in and out of my five-star hotel dressed like a one-star guest. My haircut makes me look like I’ve escaped from a sanatorium. I change back into my regular clothes, leave the hotel and find a store that sells backpacks. Back in my room, I load it with the used clothes. But before I include the old wool snap bill cap, I find a free sewing kit in the bathroom and use a needle to tear at the seam of the cap’s interior lining. I work it free, then slip my passport and my credit card between the lining and top of the hat, then sew the seam back into place. I add the hat to the old backpack along with ten thousand dollars in cash, then leave the room.

Downstairs at the front desk I exchange five hundred U.S. dollars for not quite that many euros. There’s a box of individually wrapped mints, and I take one. How are you enjoying your stay, Mr. Shapiro? Can we make you a dinner reservation, Mr. Shapiro? Is there anything we can do to make your visit more enjoyable, Mr. Shapiro? I say all is well, thank them for the euros and the mint, and step outside.

I find a public restroom. It costs fifty cents to enter. I pay and go inside. The entire restroom is clean and graffiti-free. When I get back to the States, I’ll sing the praises of pay bathrooms. People will react with outrage. Our Founding Fathers did not risk their necks to create a country where taxpayers have to fork over an additional fifty cents to use a public toilet! Everyone has to complain about something. I change into the ratty clothes in my backpack. I look in the mirror and a stranger looks back at me. I’m becoming a master of disguises. Like Sherlock Holmes or Fletch. Like all of a sudden my life has become a game of hide and go seek, only I’m the one hiding and the one looking for myself. I’ve lost my bearings. I don’t know myself anymore. Maybe that’s why I can’t let go of finding Sammy Sykes. He’s one thing to focus on, like the light at the end of a tunnel. When I find him, I’ll be out of the blackness.

I look at the map app on my phone and walk toward one of the pins Stephen dropped for me. It’s one of the neighborhoods he advised me to stay away from. The houses get smaller as I go. More in need of paint. Tourist numbers fade to non-existent, and the streets grow quiet. The people who are out and about look rougher. Harder. I see disappointment in their eyes. Anger. And an acceptance that life isn’t easy. I pass factories, thrift shops, garages where beat-up cars fill the parking lot waiting for their oil change or death sentence. I see rough, worn hands, hunched shoulders, soiled clothing, and dogs who look like a genetic afterthought.

I have worked some as a private detective since Gabriella died. It’s been standard, boring cases. Noticing the prison guard Will Schmiechen observe me when I was visiting Anna, tailing him, and having Annika get a look at his phone was more in my wheelhouse. Joining Justin Johnston’s gym under an alias, tasing him in the locker room and stealing his phone and gun put me back in the game full-time. But what I’m doing now reminds me of my early days. Going to raves looking for runaway kids. Sitting in the corner of a dive bar watching a not-devoted wife make out with a stranger. Walking through the Mall of America in an Armani suit in an effort to flush out teenage prostitutes. In short, trying to look comfortable out of my comfort zone.

This is the kind of situation where my internal processes and external appearance are never further apart. My eyes are inquisitive and observant, but I try to make them appear hopeless and defeated. My ears register every sound, but I want to come off as tuned out and apathetic. I notice everything distinctive. Smells. The quality of the light. The attitudes and emotional states of people nearby. Yet I try to appear as bored and listless as anyone who’s going through the ho-hum monotony of everyday life.

I duck under a Heineken sign and into a pub that smells like a tug-of-war between spilled beer and industrial cleaner. It’s eleven a.m. on a weekday and the place is about half full. It’s mostly men varying in age from late teens to early seventies. They look at home here, as if they’re sitting in their own living rooms. Everything is made of oak. Tables, chairs, floor, walls, bar. In this place my clothes and stubbly head make sense. Feel right. If you ever want to understand what a man is going through, walk a few kilometers in his paint-splattered work boots.

There’s one open spot at the bar, and I take it. I look for hooks under the bar but there are none, so I drop my pack to the floor and stick one foot through a strap. It may look like a piece-of-shit pack with nothing worth stealing, but it contains ten thousand dollars in cash, and I’m a stranger here.

“Heineken, please,” I say to the bartender. A sixty-year-old man who looks like Curly from The Three Stooges but with cold dead eyes draws the beer without saying a word, sets it down, and moves to the other end of the bar. Warm welcome.

I pull the beer toward me and hear, “American?”

The man to my right does not swivel toward me but stares straight ahead at nothing. He appears to be in his mid-thirties but I could be off by five years either way. His hair is cropped like mine. He’s clean-shaven and his cheeks are tinted with what looks like windburn. He wears canvas work pants and a crewneck sweater that appears like it was last cleaned when it belonged to a sheep.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s that obvious?”

He sips his beer but does not turn toward me. “I would say yes. It’s quite obvious. What are you doing in this neighborhood? We don’t get many tourists.”

“Well,” I say, “I went to the area full tourists, and it’s bullshit.”

A slight smile. A crinkle on the corner of his left eye. “That’s a good word for it,” he says.

“I hear,” I say, “that this neighborhood might be what I’m looking for.”

“And what’s that?” says the man.

“A place where I can just be me and no one’s going to give me shit about it.”

“You can’t find that in the States?” says the man.

I shake my head. “Not anymore. My country has gone to shit. Doesn’t even look like my country anymore. All of a sudden, I’m the stranger even though I grew up there. So I’m looking for a new country. A new place to call home because it feels like home. Feels like I belong.”

The man shakes his head. “Not going to find it here, friend. We got the same problems as you do in the States. Only worse because of the European Union. Telling us who can live in our country and who can’t.”

“I hear that’s changing,” I say. “Things are moving to the right. And by right I mean correct. And politically. Hey, you want another beer? On me.”

Now his head turns. He looks at me with one blue eye and one green eye. His eyebrows are blond, and his chin is cleft. One corner of his mouth turns up and he says, “You always buy strangers beer?”

“Nah,” I say. “Never. Just trying to find a place I fit in. Got a little inheritance. Just spreading the wealth.”

“You sure? Because we have other kinds of bars here in Amsterdam where men buying men drinks is the common practice.”

“No, no,” I say, “it’s nothing like that. I like the ladies. I was just about to order another beer for myself and don’t mind adding one more to my tab. That’s all.”

“I don’t know if the Netherlands has what you’re looking for,” says the man. “A different country isn’t going to make your life any better. See, here’s what people don’t understand. It doesn’t matter who’s in charge. Power corrupts. Doesn’t matter if they’re conservatives or liberals. Nationalists or globalists. Nazis or hippies. They all become the same thing when they get power. No matter what they say to get into power, no matter what they believe on their way up, it all goes out the window when they assume the throne because all they care about is staying on the throne. If you’re unhappy with anything in your life, chances are the politicians aren’t the problem, you are. Fix whatever’s broken in your life. A different color passport won’t make a damn bit of difference.”

My hope of a stranger inviting me to a right-wing rally and introducing me to Hans Leitner is not going to work on my first attempt. Instead, I’ve found a combination of wisdom and apathy. I appreciate both, especially in tandem, but this man will do me no good.

“And in exchange for that bit of insight into the human condition,” says the man, “I shall accept one beer in payment.”

“Well earned,” I say. “Well earned.” I get the bartender’s attention and order one more of what the man is having and one more Heineken. I have drunk less than half of my first, but the bartender pays no attention to that. He pays no attention to me either other than drawing two more beers and setting them in front of us. I ask what I owe, he tells me, and I put the cash on the bar with an obscenely large tip. At least in Europe. That’s what I read anyway. Ten percent is considered a good tip here. My tip is not out of generosity or rewarding good service as much as it is me not wanting to ask for change. If I did, the bartender looks like he’d slug me.

I take a few sips of my second beer, thank the man for his advice, and head out to find another bar and maybe lunch. I strike up a few more conversations but don’t get any offers to join the Fourth Reich. I don’t see any swastika tattoos or likenesses of Adolf Hitler embossed on T-shirts or forearms. I switch to non-alcoholic beer because when it comes to drinking I’m like a vampire—can’t do it when the sun is out. I’m at my sixth or seventh bar by dinnertime and order Spätzle. I’m starting to feel like how I look. Dirty and worn and in need of my five-star hotel.

Hans Leitner is not hard to find. While sitting alone on my barstool I google him and learn he has several scheduled speaking appearances. I can just show up and hang with the masses, but I’m worried because Justin Johnston figured out it was me who tased him in that locker room. Either that or it was a total coincidence my house got ransacked and a tracker was stuck under my car. And if Johnston figured out it was me, he probably tipped off Sammy Sykes that I might be in Europe looking for him. And if Sammy Sykes is part of Leitner’s organization now, maybe all of them are on the lookout for me. They’ll see me coming from a kilometer away. It’d be a lot better if I show up at one of Leitner’s rallies with some alt-right mates rather than if I, the American, shows up alone, knowing no one and conspicuously out of place.

Amsterdam is over seven latitudinal degrees north of Minneapolis, but this is no land of the midnight sun, especially in March, and it’s beginning to get dark outside. I’ve read this neighborhood isn’t safe after dark, so I summon an Uber and head back to the hotel. The roads still swarm with bicycles and pedestrians. It feels like the whole world has come here to play. The whole world minus me.

I get out of the Uber and find the same public restroom to change back into my regular clothes. When I enter my hotel, I expect to find Casey waiting for me on the round couch, but she’s not there, and I have to admit I’m a little disappointed. Not that I want to search for her missing husband, but it’s nice to know someone on this side of the world. It’s nice to see a familiar face. Stephen the doorman isn’t working either. I head upstairs, shower, then head back out to walk the city. It’s crowded and loud with mostly twenty-somethings doing what twenty-somethings do. Smoking cigarettes and joints outside bars despite the cool weather. I walk aimlessly and find what must be the red-light district. Women wearing almost nothing stand in windows. They wave and smile as I pass. I offer a smile in return and keep walking.

I’m tempted to continue to the train station, return to Schiphol, and get on the next plane back to Minneapolis. Is that who I am now? I’m going to quit after one bad day of looking for bad guys? Maybe. Maybe that’s exactly who I am now. I tried. I’ve probably put a scare into Sammy Sykes. But what option do I have? Return to Minneapolis where Justin Johnston and the remainder of Sykes’s crew are on the lookout for me? How would that end?

Not to mention the tens of thousands of dollars in my room at the Hotel De L’Europe. I’m in no shape to make rash decisions. Maybe all I need is a well-made cocktail in the hotel’s upscale bar and a good night’s sleep. I will reevaluate in the morning. 




SEVENTEEN

The bar at the Hotel De L’Europe is called Freddy’s and that’s where I sit with a Manhattan and a bleak outlook on finding Sammy Sykes. I still believe the alt-right aspiring politician, Hans Leitner, may be my conduit to Sykes, but I don’t know how to approach him without Leitner and Sykes seeing me coming. I’m like a duck trying to sneak up on duck hunters. Flying in is not an option. I have to find another way.

Two women who look like they’re in their fifties sit at the small table behind me. One of them comes up to the bar and asks the bartender for a napkin. As he hands it to her, she says in an accent that is not Dutch but probably Swiss or French or Belgian—I’m totally guessing here—“What is that cocktail you are drinking?”

“It’s a Manhattan,” I say. “With rye.”

“Ah,” says the woman. “You are homesick for American drinks.” She has shoulder-length gray hair and a complexion that suggests she’s never been in the sun nor eaten processed food. She wears a black cocktail dress and short-waisted pink sweater. “With an American cherry from a cherry tree chopped down by George Washington.”

“No,” I say. “Not homesick. Not yet. I just don’t know any drinks from other countries.”

“Are you all by yourself?”

I hesitate for no other reason than I’m so used to lying during the past few weeks. Lying about my identity. Lying about my appearance. Lying about why I’m here. And doing a terrible job of it, by the way. As evidenced by Casey Van der Ven knowing everything there is to know about me. But there seems no reason to lie so I say, “Yes. I’m traveling alone.”

“Come join us,” she says. Then she extends her hand and says, “I am called Brigitte.” She pronounces it Brih-jeet like Brigitte Nielsen.

I tell her my name is Max and accept her offer, let the bartender know I’m moving so he doesn’t think I walked out on my tab, and travel ten feet to their table. Brigitte’s friend is named Sophie. Sophie has dark skin and beaded braids and kind eyes. She wears a white silk suit that looks expensive and slippery.

“Where are you from in America, Max?” says Sophie in what I’m now pretty sure is a French accent.

“Minnesota,” I say.

“Minneapolis?” says Brigitte.

“Yes.” There is no point in lying. Not to stereotype women in their fifties, but these two really don’t look like hitmen. Hitwomen. Hitpeople.

“Ah,” says Sophie. “Where David Letterman is from.”

“That’s Indianapolis,” I say. “Sometimes people get Minneapolis and Indianapolis confused.”

“Oh!” says Brigitte. “Minneapolis. Where Prince is from. Purple Rain, no?”

“That’s it,” I say. “And you?”

“Paris,” says Sophie in her strong French accent. Pair-eee. “We are friends from work and are on holiday together. And we are founding members of the Widows Murder Club.”

Sophie and Brigitte laugh. I offer a smile and say, “So you travel around the world solving murders?”

“That is the idea,” says Sophie. “You have to have a dead husband to be considered for membership. So far we are accomplishing half of our goal. We are traveling, but we have yet to solve a murder.”

“Or even investigate one,” says Brigitte.

I try not to react to the information that these two women are widows. But my mind juts off on its own path to contemplate how Brigitte and Sophie have come into my life. Is it pure chance? Like Casey, my Canadian seatmate on the transatlantic flight and now want-to-be client? Or did Gabriella send them to me? I’m astounded that I’ve asked myself this question. I don’t believe in life after death. I don’t not believe in it. Honestly, I don’t give it much thought. I live for this life. On earth. Anything that may or may not happen afterward seems beside the point. But still, I wonder if Gabriella is somehow watching over me. It’s a nice thought anyway.

A thought I wish I could believe as my rational mind takes over. I’m in a town full of tourists. People on vacation often meet each other because why not? What else is there to do? It’s not like we have to get to work or home to the kids. For me, this trip is not a vacation. Far from it. But it sure as hell feels like one. And that’s OK. Maybe the feeling of being on vacation, the happenstance (or not) of meeting Brigitte and Sophie, are just what I need to distract me until I figure out my next step toward Hans Leitner and Sammy Sykes.

I return my attention to my French friends and say, “Did you solve your husbands’ murders?”

“No,” says Brigitte. “We solve other people’s murders. Our husbands died of natural causes.” She looks at Sophie, then back at me. “We have not met any murdered people yet, Max, but when we do, we will find out who killed them. Then we shall accept payment in wine and caviar and oysters and haute couture. No money. We are in it for the glamour and to sell our story to Hollywood. Do you know any Hollywood producers?”

I want to tell them I know one Hollywood producer and someone who was murdered so I’ve solved their two biggest hurdles, but I only tell them half of the truth. “Actually, I do know a Hollywood producer.”

“I told you we should meet this man!” says Sophie. “The Widows Murder Club is in business! All we need now is a murder victim. Perhaps one will float by in the canal and we can solve the murder. And we will go home with cases of wine and caviar!”

“Wait, wait, Sophie,” says Brigitte. “I don’t believe Max.” She turns to me and adds, “This friend. What is their name? And can you prove you know them?”

This, for some reason, feels too intrusive. Too revealing. Ebben Meyer helped me lose any would-be tails in Los Angeles. He hired someone from 20th Century Studios security to pick up Evelyn and me from LAX. Ebben Meyer met me at Club 23 and gave me his personal vehicle to drive cross-country. I’m not going to drag him into this any more than I already have.

“Ah, you got me,” I say. “You’re already proving your detective skills. Because you’re right. I don’t know any Hollywood producers. I’m just a guy from Minnesota. I didn’t even know Prince. Sorry to disappoint.”

“It’s fine,” says Sophie. “We have a lot to do before we find a Hollywood producer. First, we have to find a dead body and solve the murder. We should not get ahead of ourselves.”

The server stops by our table and asks if we’d like anything. Sophie and Brigitte are drinking Prosecco, and I order a bottle. I am not the kind of person who makes friends in public places. Earlier today, the man I met at the bar, that was investigative work. That was my mission. And we did not become friends. Just exchanged a few words.

My specialty is blending into the woodwork. Quietly observing without being observed. I’m good at not being seen. Not being approached. But the opposite is happening here. Maybe this is what I need. Or what I want. I haven’t been isolated since Gabby’s death. I’ve been with people constantly. But not like this. Not playfully. It feels good and I try to keep the guilt of feeling good at bay.

“Why are you here by yourself, Max?” says Brigitte. “Why aren’t you with a beautiful woman? Or man?”

“So that’s it?” I say. I offer a wry smile to Brigitte and then to Sophie in the spirit of extending this conversation. “I order one bottle of wine, and we’re asking personal questions?”

“Yes,” says Sophie. “We are not young people. Time is precious. We should not waste it with small talk. We told you we are widows. That is very personal. But if you don’t want to tell us about yourself, that is OK. You Americans are so demure. Delicate, modest flowers. All of you.”

That makes me laugh. I let my laughter run itself out and I say, “I am alone because my wife died. It’s been two years. Two hard years. But I’ve been lucky. I have a wonderful daughter. And great friends.”

Sophie and Brigitte stare at me with kind eyes. Neither says anything for a good ten seconds then Sophie looks at Brigitte and says, “Max is one of us. I knew there was something special about him.”

Their eyes shine. I worry one of them will cry, which will catalyze all of us crying. Then Brigitte takes a deep breath and says, “I was married for thirty years to a man half a generation older. He was my professor in medical school. I loved him very much. We have three beautiful children who are now grown. Phillippe, my husband, died of cancer. By the time he was diagnosed, it was too late. He went quickly. That was almost three years ago. It feels like yesterday.”

I nod but when I try to tell her how sorry I am, the words won’t come.

“My husband died seven months ago,” says Sophie. “He was fine one day and dropped dead the next. Cardiac arrest. It’s ironic because I’m a cardiologist. So is Brigitte. It’s how we know each other. My marriage was sometimes happy and sometimes not. It was complicated. We separated twice but never divorced. We were in a good place when he died. I’m grateful for that. We have no children. Part of me has always felt alone, even in the marriage, so the transition has been not as difficult as it is for someone like Brigitte who had a true partner.” Sophie pauses and stares out the window. Her breath shudders. “But I miss him. His name was Charles. And he was kind. Even in the bad times, he was kind.”

Sophie turns toward me. I avert my gaze but notice Brigitte is doing the same. They’re wanting my story but I have a distinct impression that this is more for my benefit than theirs. “Ah, well,” I say, “Gabriella was my second wife …” The server brings our Prosecco and refills our glasses. When she leaves, I say, “I’d known her for over twenty-five years, but we’d only been married for five. The best five years of my life. She was the chief of police in Minneapolis and was doing an excellent job rebuilding morale. She was shot in the line of duty, and died a few days later.”

Once again my undercover skills are non-existent. I’ve just given them enough information to make a few keystrokes into Google and know everything about me. But I don’t feel bad about that. And although I expect to be leveled by a wave of sorrow for talking about Gabriella, I feel something different. Relief. And a connection to Sophie and Brigitte. Maybe it’s because I have never told anyone this story before. The people in my life all know it. They’ve known it since it happened. I’ve never had to share it. Even Casey knew it because she looked me up online. Survived by her husband, Nils Shapiro. But here I am telling two strangers about my pain like we’re in a goddamn support group. They’re looking at me with shining eyes. Sophie reaches across the table and gives my hand a squeeze.

Brigitte puts a hand on my shoulder and says, “Welcome to the Widows Detective Club.”

They have no idea that their little joke isn’t such a joke to me. I’ve investigated plenty of murders. That’s what I’m doing here in Amsterdam, but they don’t need to know that. Or maybe they do. Maybe living half my life in secret has taken its toll. Maybe it made my marriage to Micaela impossible. Maybe it made getting over that relationship as difficult as getting over Mount Everest. And maybe it prevented me from finding the love of my life until I was forty-one years old.

“How long will you be in Amsterdam?” says Brigitte.

I shake my head and shrug. “No idea. My trip is open-ended.”

“And then where are you going?”

“No idea,” I say.

“We are here three more days,” says Sophie. “You will have dinner with us tomorrow or the next night?”

I’m a bit tipsy and this situation feels absurd, like the premise of a geriatric romance novel. Except that nothing transpiring at this table feels romantic. And for that I’m most grateful.

Sophie picks up on my tangential thought balloon and adds, “And it has to be us. You may not choose one over the other. Oh!” Then her head whips toward Brigitte. “This is perfect for the Widows Murder Club! Two widows go out for a night on the town and meet a handsome younger man. One widow falls for him. But the man, he falls for the other widow. The one who is not chosen feels heartbroken and insulted. Rejected. Off she goes in tears! The next morning, the one who was chosen shows up floating in a canal.”

“I like that!” says Brigitte. “Who killed her?”

“I don’t know. That’s the mystery. Was it the handsome younger man?”

“I vote no on that,” I say.

“Or was it the rejected widow?” says Sophie. “Does the Widows Murder Club have to investigate one of its own? Or …” Sophie lowers her voice. “Was it neither of them? Or both? I think, sadly, it must have been the one who was not chosen. She sees the young handsome man as her chance at happiness, but now she has competition. Therefore, she had to eliminate the competition.”

Sophie and Brigitte continue speculating, laughing, and speculating some more. And as I listen to their drunken suppositions, the answer comes to me: I know exactly how to find Sammy Sykes.




EIGHTEEN

Back when I was a full-time private investigator, before Evelyn was born and before Gabriella was named chief of police, I would have realized how to find Sammy Sykes before I’d stepped on the plane to Amsterdam. I could feel my way through a case. I felt like I’d lost that part of myself until Sophie and Brigitte inadvertently brought it back to life.

The only missing piece now is I need a diversion. Something to take the focus off me. Or more accurately, someone. And I know just the person. But I’ll need a bargaining chip.

“Ladies,” I say, “thank you for the beautiful evening. But I’m still jet-lagged and need to call it a night.”

“Max,” says Brigitte. “You are such a delicate flower. Our night will not be the same without you.”

Sophie smiles with kind eyes. “Good night, Max. We are here for three more days. I hope we see you again.”

I say, “Let’s exchange phone numbers so we can make that happen.”

I thank the Widows Murder Club one more time then go upstairs and open my laptop. It doesn’t take long to find information on Casey’s husband. Ivan Dijkstra’s cheese-exporting business is headquartered about an hour’s train ride south of Amsterdam. I check my closet, find something appropriate to wear, as if tomorrow’s the first day of school, and go to bed. Sleep doesn’t come easily. I can’t stop running possible scenarios through my head, but once I do succumb, my sleep is empty and dreamless.

Breakfast opens at seven a.m. and I’m first in line. I wolf down a pastry, yogurt, some granola, and two cups of coffee. Then I walk to the Amsterdam Centraal station. I buy a Eurail Global Pass that’s good for a month because I may need to hop on any train to any destination at a moment’s notice, even if I’m not quite sure where it’s going to.

The train drops me on the outskirts of an industrial park that looks like something I’d see in the States except the signs have more consonants. The sprawling rectangular buildings are made of glass and concrete. My phone tells me it’s a half-mile walk to Dijkstra Cheese Exports. It’s fifty degrees Fahrenheit and cloudy as I walk past box-shaped businesses guarded by expansive lawns of deep green. Tulips blossom in planting beds, geese fly overhead, and in a suburban pond, two swans alternate between floating and diving.

The foyer of Dijkstra Cheese Exports is open, modern, and flooded with natural light. A couch of boldly colored S-shaped sections snakes along a wall of windows, and a receptionist sits behind a two-tiered reception desk made of Danish teak. She wears her long, red hair piled atop her head, and a suit of royal blue over a bone-white blouse.

I approach and say in a cranked-up Midwestern accent, “Oh, hey there. I’m here to see Van Dijkstra.”

“And your name, please?” says the receptionist in perfect English.

“Davey Bjorkland. He’s expecting me. From Bjorkland Cheddar in Menomonie, Wisconsin. We met at the North American Cheese Expo.” I look at my watch. “Wait. It’s ten a.m. here, right? I got off the plane this morning and, boy oh boy, day is night and night is day. I can barely keep my bearings straight, don’t ya know.”

“Yes,” says the receptionist with a smile that seems for work purposes only. “It is ten o’clock here.” She nods toward the snaking multi-colored sectional. “Please have a seat, Mr. Bjorkland.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Oh, hey. Would you like a sample of Bjorkland Cheddar? Voted best artisan cheddar in Pierce County three years running. I brought it on the flight. Hasn’t seen a refrigerator for a day, but I’m sure it’s still edible.”

“No thank you,” says the receptionist, which is good, because I have no samples of Bjorkland Cheddar or any other cheese.

“Suit yourself. But man cannot live on Gouda alone. Whoa. Check that. Excuse me. Mankind. Everyone’s included when it comes to cheese. You’ll let me know if you change your mind, yeah?”

Another polite smile as she picks up the phone, and I head toward the snaking sectional. I pretend I’m interested in the European dairy trade magazines spread out on a teak table, and a different young woman emerges from behind the reception desk.

“Mr. Bjorkland,” she says. She is dark-skinned and pretty with brown eyes behind gold aviator glasses. “My name is Carla. I’m Mr. Dijkstra’s assistant. And I’m sorry, but we don’t have an appointment on our books for you.”

“Oh, man. Really? Van told me to come anytime in March and we’d sit down for a chat. See, he’s interested in cheddar. Says the Brits and Micks are flooding the market over here and it’s about time the Dutch show what they can do in cheddar. And I’m interested in Gouda ’cause—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bjorkland. But Mr. Dijkstra is not in at the moment.”

“What?” I say like a kid who was just told he can’t go out and play. “I came all this way, figured out how to take a train from the airport and everything. Van told me anytime in March. And I know the time is different over here but the month’s the same, right? Gee whiz. What time’s he going to be back? He was going to give me a tour of the factory and take me to dinner in Amsterdam and everything.”

“I’m afraid Mr. Dijkstra won’t be in at all today.”

“Why the heck not?”

“I apologize for the miscommunication,” says Carla, “but Mr. Dijkstra is out of the country.”

“You mean, like in Belgium or Brussels? I can never remember which one’s the country and which one’s the city. ’Cause I can go visit him there. It’s like what, a two-hour train ride from here? I was studying a map of Europe on the flight and Brussels/Belgium looked close. Kind of memorized the map because I couldn’t sleep. Right now I’m running on fumes. I have got to shut my eyes soon. A train ride to Brussels/Belgium is as good a place as any.”

“No,” says Carla. “Mr. Dijkstra is not in Belgium.”

“Don’t tell me he went back to Canada,” I say. “That’s a hell of a lot easier to get to than here. Just hop over Lake Superior, take a left, and you’re in Vancouver before you know it. I mean it’s not close, but no oceans have to be crossed.” The assistant does not want to give me any more information, so I continue, “All right. I guess I’ll just call him. This is his number, right?” I show her my phone. The number on the screen belongs to the Hotel De L’Europe.

She looks at the screen and says, “No, I’m sorry. That is not his number.”

“Well, shit,” I say. “Now I’m getting a little ticked off, pardon my French. I’m pretty sure this is the number he gave me. Either that or it was that cheesemaker from Copenhagen. Do you know Copenhagen’s the name of a chewing tobacco where I’m from? Ain’t that the damnedest coincidence?” I shake my head and cross my legs. “I guess I’ll just see if I can change my return ticket to Vancouver and talk to him there. My clock is going to be so messed up, I won’t know if I’m coming or going.”

“Mr. Bjorkland,” says the assistant, “Mr. Dijkstra is out of the country on business. I’m sorry but the deal is sensitive. I can’t reveal his location and I’m not sure when he’ll return to the Netherlands or to Canada.” Her eyes say that she’s running out of patience. She wants to get rid of me. “Next time Mr. Dijkstra checks in, I will tell him you visited. He will contact you when he can.”

“Is he in China? ’Cause they’re not big dairy eaters over there. Not yet anyway. Huge untapped market for whoever cracks it.”

“No, Mr. Bjorkland is not in China. I’m sorry, I can’t tell you anything else. It’s probably best if you go back to the United States and wait to hear from him.”

“You’ll tell him I was here?” I say.

And then I see what I’ve come to see. A small hesitation. Carla drops her guard. It lasts a fraction of a second, but that’s all the time I need to see that Van Dijkstra’s assistant is not in contact with her boss. Maybe he’s out of the country or maybe he isn’t. Either way, she’s not sure when he’ll be back and she’s covering for Ivan Dijkstra.

“Yes,” says Carla. “I will tell Mr. Dijkstra you were here, and that you must have misunderstood each other. Please give me your phone number in case he doesn’t have it.”

I make up a Wisconsin phone number then thank Carla.

She says, “Please see Rebecca at the reception desk, and she will help you with any information you might need regarding how to get back to the train or to call a taxi.”

Dijkstra’s assistant turns and walks back to the receptionist, whispers something, then exits down a long corridor. I wait until she disappears behind a teak door, then I approach the red-haired receptionist named Rebecca.

“Would you like directions back to the train station? Or perhaps I can call you a taxi?”

“No, that’s all right. I can find my way back. But hey, you wouldn’t happen to have any water, would you? Flight got me all dried out.”

“Of course,” says Rebecca. “Let me get it for you.”

She swivels in her chair and opens a drawer I can’t see. When she reaches down, I jab a pen into the dirt of a potted plant on the top tier of her reception desk. Rebecca looks up and extends the bottle of water. “No gas,” she says. “I hope that’s OK.”

“This is perfect,” I say, taking the bottle of water. “Thank you for your help. And if you’re ever in the U.S. of A., look up Bjorkland Cheddar in Menomonie, Wisconsin. Come pay me a visit, and I’ll make sure you and your traveling companions get the royal treatment.” I leave Dijkstra Cheese Exports and walk the half-mile through the industrial park toward the train station.

My friend Ebben Meyer has told me some classic Hollywood stories. There’s the one about Tallulah Bankhead being at some fancy gala. She went into the women’s restroom, used the toilet, and realized there was no toilet paper. She said to the occupant of the next stall, “Do you have any tissue in your stall?” The woman said no. Tallulah said, “How about two fives for a ten?”

There’s the one about a studio executive giving Mel Brooks condescending notes about Mel’s latest script. He lectured Mel: A story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. Mel said, “So does a piece of shit.”

And there’s the legend of Jerry Lewis, who would carry a briefcase into his meetings with studio executives. He’d leave the meeting then return ten minutes later claiming to have forgotten his briefcase. The executives didn’t know Lewis’s briefcase contained a tape recorder, and that Lewis would hear their honest response to the meeting. And him.

It’s not the most original idea in the world but it did inspire me to hide a pen in a potted plant. A pen that contained a voice-activated recorder.

I hang out at the train station for half an hour and then walk back to Dijkstra Cheese Exports. Rebecca seems surprised to see me, empty water bottle in hand.

“Sorry,” I say. “I know I said I didn’t want help with directions back to the train station, but my phone died, and I got myself lost. Lucky to find this place again. Can you please point me in the right direction?”

Rebecca gives directions and when she’s finished, I say, “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver. And if it’s not too much to ask, can I please trouble you for another bottle of water? Worked up quite a thirst searching for that damn station.”

“Of course,” says Rebecca. “It’s no trouble at all.”

She opens the drawer and reaches down for a new bottle of water. I pull my pen from the potted plant and a minute later exit Dijkstra Cheese Exports for the second time in an hour. I’m two buildings away when I press a button on the pen and listen to what was said after my first exit.




NINETEEN

They had quite a conversation after I left. They being Rebecca the receptionist, Carla the assistant to Van Dijkstra, and another woman whose voice I don’t recognize. She sounds older, more seasoned, and definitely in charge. The only problem is all three had the gall to speak in their native language. At least I assume it’s Dutch. I’ve barely heard it since landing in Amsterdam.

I immediately rule out Casey as a translator. I don’t want her to know I’m looking for her husband until I have a definitive answer about his whereabouts. Sophie and Brigitte are French—they don’t speak Dutch. That leaves me Stephen the doorman, Diederik Visser the private investigator, or some stranger on the street. I opt for the latter.

I return to the Hotel De L’Europe, go on my map app and find a university just blocks away. I walk over and scan the grounds for a student who looks like they could use a few extra euro. I spot a young woman sitting on a bench reading William Blake. She wears a ratty wool coat and sits next to a backpack that looks old enough to have carried a gas mask in World War I. I approach and stop a good ten feet short of her.

“Excuse me,” I say. “Do you speak English?”

She looks up from her book and eyes me warily. “Yes,” she says.

I hold up the pen and say, “There’s a conversation recorded on this pen. It’s in Dutch. I don’t speak Dutch. I will pay you one hundred euro to listen to it and tell me what the people say.”

Her wary expression intensifies. “What is the conversation about?”

“Not really sure. I can tell you it takes place in an office building. And they are probably discussing where their boss has gone. You can listen to it right here. Happy to pay in advance.”

“One hundred euro is a lot of money to listen to a conversation.”

“I’m American. We like to throw our money around. Show how great we are. How rich. Attract a lot of attention to ourselves. The rest of the world loves us for it.”

I notice a wisp of a smile in the woman’s eyes. I respond with a smile of my own. I remove a hundred-euro note from my pocket, wrap it around the pen, and say, “May I hand it to you?”

She hesitates then nods. I step forward cautiously then stop a few feet short of her and extend the pen and hundred-euro note as if there’s a river of molten lava between us. She takes the pen, puts the money in her jacket pocket, and looks at me.

“Press the button on top.”

She does and holds the pen near her ear. She listens for a few minutes then says, “There are three women talking about Mr. Dijkstra. The two younger women say they can’t keep making excuses for him. More and more people call every day. Or they show up like that man from America. The older woman says they’ll have to delay longer. She is not in contact with Mr. Dijkstra and doesn’t know when she’ll hear from him. Then the older woman asks some questions about the American.”

“What kind of questions?”

“Did he have a business card? Is it possible he was a Canadian posing as an American? She says it can be very difficult to differentiate one from the other. One of the younger women asks why it matters. The older woman says they have received several inquiries from the Canadian government about Mr. Dijkstra’s location. Then the other younger woman says she’s worried about Mr. Dijkstra’s safety. The older woman tells them to not be concerned. She is sure they will hear from Mr. Dijkstra soon.”

“Does the older woman sound confident when she says she’s not worried about Dijkstra’s safety? Or is it more wishful thinking?”

The young woman sports a thoughtful expression as she considers my question. She tilts her head, scrunches up her face and says, “Confident. She doesn’t sound worried. Frustrated. Exasperated. But not worried.”

“Thank you. And your English is very good. I appreciate your help.”

“I am studying English literature,” she says.

“Who’s your favorite?”

The woman smiles. “Kate Atkinson. But don’t tell my fellow students or professors. She is my guilty pleasure.”

“No reason to be ashamed about reading Kate Atkinson.”

“That is not true. I did not finish my George Eliot book because I couldn’t put down Kate Atkinson. Perhaps I will tell my professor that an American told me to read her. Or are you Canadian? I hear it’s very difficult to tell you two apart.”

There’s a playfulness in her eyes. Not a flirtation. Nowhere near that. Just fun. But it reminds me of Gabriella, and my heart breaks. The satisfying pursuit of getting closer and closer to finding Van Dijkstra gives way to the weight of the primary reason I’m in Amsterdam. To find Sammy Sykes and turn him over to law enforcement. I lose my emotional footing. I miss my wife. I miss my daughter. I miss my friends. I miss my town. The young woman can see the pain on my face so I move things forward by answering her question.

“I’m an American,” I say.

“Are you the American the women in the pen are talking about?”

I nod.

“Then you are a very sneaky American.” Her eyes twinkle. “Perhaps I should not trust you.”

“You would be right not to.”

She extends the pen toward me. I reach across the imaginary river of hot lava and take it.

I return to my hotel room and get online. The Dijkstra Cheese Exports website has a Who Are We? tab. I click it and scroll through a dozen executives. First up, Ivan Dijkstra. Tall like a Dutchman with gray hair and a gray beard. Blue eyes and a natural, kind smile. The next three executives are also men. It’s the fifth person down from the list who jumps out. She is not the only woman but she’s the only woman over fifty. Floris Achterberg. Chief Operations Officer. Blonde with good cheekbones. A lavender blazer over a black top. I search YouTube and find a video of Floris speaking at a European trade conference. Her voice matches the voice on the recorder pen.

It takes a few more clicks to find her on Facebook. I scroll down and find a post from a few years ago that celebrates her and her partner, a woman named Hanne, moving into their new home. There are plenty of pictures. I run one through an AI search engine and find the address.

Private detectives used to sneak around on foot. Stealth was key. Now we sit in our five-star hotel rooms and search the web. I just accomplished a few days’ work in a few minutes. But I’ll get back to basics soon, doing my job in real life, where stealth and wits are key.

Floris Achterberg and her partner, Hanne, live in a big house near the Turkish Consulate. I exit the hotel and cross the canal to do some shopping. Black suit. White dress shirt. Black tie. I look like a federal agent of some kind, which is exactly what I’m going for. I kill the rest of the afternoon sampling stroopwafels and shopping for Adidas I can’t find in the States. I’m a sucker for the originals.

At seven p.m. I make the twenty-minute walk from the hotel, through the arched tunnel of the Rijksmuseum, into the Museumplein park, and to the home of Floris Achterberg. It’s a mansion probably built in the eighteenth or nineteenth century, with a bordering lawn and blooming tulips. The woman who answers the door stands over six feet tall, has caramel skin and dark brown eyes. She wears her hair close cropped and a top that suggests she was either just exercising or she likes to show off her fifty-year-old figure. Her height and lithe stature suggest she either is or was a model, volleyball player, basketball player, high jumper, or ordinary Dutch citizen. From Facebook, I recognize her as Hanne, Floris Achterberg’s partner.

“Hello,” she says, sussing out my lack of Dutch speaking skills.

“Good evening,” I say. “Is Ms. Achterberg home?”

“May I please tell her who’s calling?”

“My name is Nathan Keillor. I’m with the Canadian Counter Intelligence Service.” There is no such thing as the Canadian Counter Intelligence Service. There’s the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, which is akin to the American CIA, but I’m taking a chance that neither Floris nor her partner know the difference. I assume there are laws against impersonating a Canadian Security Intelligence Service officer. By making up a fake agency, I reduce my chances of violating those laws. Because of all the ways this investigation could crumble, being thrown into a cell in the Canadian Embassy while guards wearing red plaid feed me round bacon would be most disappointing.

“One moment, please,” says Hanne. She shuts the door and leaves me standing on the front step. The neighborhood is exquisite, and it furthers my respect for the Dutch. Capitalism and productivity without any of the judgy social bravado telling citizens who they can and cannot be. If the Dutch weren’t so damn tall, I think I could live here.

The door opens and Floris Achterberg stands in the foyer on a parquet floor surrounded by walls of baby-blue plaster. Hanne keeps her hand on the doorknob.

“What do you want?” says Floris. I recognize her voice from the pen recording.

“I’d like to discuss Ivan Dijkstra. I understand you’re the COO of Dijkstra Cheese Exports.”

“Why didn’t you call or visit me at the office?” says Floris, clutching her blouse at the throat.

I need to put her at ease, so I say, “This is a routine check on Mr. Dijkstra’s activities and whereabouts concerning Canadian national security. I didn’t want my presence at the office to make it a bigger deal than it is. You know how employees like to gossip.”

Floris lets go of her blouse. She sighs, has a silent conversation with Hanne, then says, “Please come in.”

“Mr. Dijkstra is away on a personal matter,” says Floris. “I am not sure when he’ll return.”

We’re sitting in a living room decorated with blues, whites, and pinks. The furniture is upholstered in something floral. The wooden pieces have a few too many curlicues for my taste. There are several expensive-looking rugs over the parquet floor. The home looks like how it might have two hundred years ago, other than the electric lamps and the security system’s motion detectors mounted in the room’s upper corners. Between Floris’s COO job at Dijkstra Cheese Exports and Hanne’s modeling/athletic career that may or may not exist, these two have done quite well for themselves.

“The CIA and some of the European intelligence services are concerned that Mr. Dijkstra is trying to open markets in nations hostile to Western democracies.” This is complete bullshit. I have no idea where Ivan Dijkstra is or what he’s up to. I’m just trying to flush him out of his hiding place. “And it’s our experience that Western businesspeople who do business with autocracies can find themselves in compromised positions when it comes to the national security of their home country. Not to mention some of these autocracies are currently facing stiff sanctions from the West, and violating those sanctions is a serious offense.”

Floris Achterberg cannot hide her concern. She bites her bottom lip. Hanne reaches over and takes Floris’s hand. My guess is they’ve had this conversation. How far should Floris stick out her neck for Ivan Dijkstra? If he goes down, does she have to go down with him? The expression on Hanne’s face says no.

“Like I said,” says Floris, “Mr. Dijkstra is away on a personal matter. His trip has nothing to do with foreign markets or governments.”

“Then how come he’s not responding to attempts to reach him? We’ve tried email, text, and phone calls. So has his wife, and he has not responded. We can only wonder if his devices have been confiscated or if he’s being held against his will.”

“I believe Mr. Dijkstra is safe and operating according to his own free will,” says Floris.

“Are you in contact with him?”

Floris hesitates. I can see the muscles in Hanne’s forearm tense. She’s squeezing Floris’s hand, as if they’re communicating via some sort of hand-squeeze code.

I increase the pressure. “I know Mr. Dijkstra is aware of the West’s sanctions and I know you are, as well. Unfortunately, that puts you and your colleagues at Dijkstra Cheese Exports in a difficult position. You have a choice to make, Ms. Achterberg. You can knowingly aid and abet a Canadian citizen who is willingly—”

“Ivan Dijkstra is in Russia but he’s not there for business,” says Floris. The words escape her lips in a puff as if she’d been holding her breath. She doesn’t take her eyes off me as she refills her lungs in slow, even breaths. I give her a doubtful purse of the lips, and she continues. “He’s there to see his family.”

“His family?” I say. “Ivan Dijkstra’s family lives in British Col—”

“Not that family,” says Floris. She looks at Hanne who gives Floris a reassuring nod. Then Floris’s eyes drop. She has given up her boss. She looks up at me and relief falls over her face. She’s not dying on this hill. Not for Ivan Dijkstra. Not when she has worked hard to achieve status and wealth over the last forty years. “Ivan is visiting his Russian wife and Russian kids.” And then her voice breaks. “His daughter in Moscow has special needs. She’s very sick. He’s trying to move them here. I don’t know why he’s out of contact but it’s happened before. I expect he will return any day now.”

“So he’s not selling cheese to the Russians?” I say.

Floris shakes her head. “No. Nothing like that. He is trying to save his daughter’s life.” 




TWENTY

I know how to find Sammy Sykes. I just need help in doing so. The person I’ve chosen to help is Casey Van der Ven. Now I have something to exchange for her help. I formulate the next steps of my game plan on my walk back to the city. Dark clouds hang low and threatening, and the newly leafed-out trees burst with green in contrast. I text Casey and ask her to meet me tomorrow for lunch.

Casey: Seeing a client for lunch. Sorry.

Me: I have information about your husband.

I see three dots indicating Casey is typing a response. Then the three dots disappear. A minute later they reappear.

Casey: I remember you turning down the case.

Me: Changed my mind.

Casey: I’ll move my client. When and where for lunch?

The rest of my walk consists of one long gut check. Do I have the mental and emotional fortitude to go face to face with Hans Leitner? To sit with him and his swastika-tatted goons and lie to their faces? It’s one thing to manipulate Dijkstra’s employees, but Leitner has served time in prison. His bullshit detector will be fine-tuned.

My guess is that Sammy Sykes, for all his faults, has not associated himself with the likes of Hans Leitner because of politics. At least that’s my theory. Sykes is here for two things: to open a European market for his drug trade, and to take refuge within the confines of a populist organization. He cares about their protection, not their politics.

But what Sammy Sykes may not have considered is that Hans Leitner’s organization not only protects him but also provides a path to him. That’s the path I hope to take. At one time in my life, I wouldn’t have given a second thought to taking a dangerous path like this. Like before I fell in love with Gabriella. And before Evelyn was born. But now my confidence is as threadbare as a thirty-year-old pair of jeans. I open my laptop and find Hans Leitner’s list of speaking engagements. He travels around the EU like a U.S. presidential candidate travels around the U.S. In the Netherlands one week and Germany the next. In Spain the following week and Italy the week after that.

I put in my AirPods and open my American Heartache playlist. Steve Earle. Emmylou. Johnny Cash. Iris DeMent. John Prine. Dolly. And then Jason Isbell’s “If We Were Vampires.” The song is about meeting your person later in life and hoping you get forty years together before one of you dies.

Gabriella and I didn’t get forty years together. But I wonder if, in a way, we will because I feel she’s with me. I feel she sent me to Waseca to meet with Anna Sykes. And she sent me here to Amsterdam and introduced me to Casey, Sophie, and Brigitte. Gabriella—I can practically hear her voice in my ear—doesn’t want vengeance for her murder—she wants me to get back to life. And the only way she knows how to achieve that is helping me do what I do. Or what I did.

And thus, I have officially lost my mind. It’s trying to make sense of something senseless. It’s creating a story where there would otherwise be a big boiling vat of pain. That’s how ideas like Gabriella sent me Casey come into my head. Ridiculous.

The next day, I get to the restaurant early to secure a table by the window overlooking the canal. And as soon as I sit down, I second-guess myself. Should I do this with Brigitte or Sophie? No. Not a chance. Casey knows everything about me. It’ll require less explaining. She also looks more likely to be my partner for no other reason than she’s ten years younger than my newfound French friends. And I chose Casey because I have something to offer her in return.

She arrives at thirteen o’clock on the dot. She wears a brown tweed blazer, matching skirt, and baby-blue blouse. She carries a briefcase, and maybe because this is the first time I’ve seen her during business hours, she seems stiffer. More formal. Efficient in her movements.

She sits down opposite me and says, “Well, this is unexpected.”

“For you and me both,” I say.

The server comes and asks what we’d like to drink. Casey looks at me and says, “Am I going to need a glass of wine?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” I say.

I see her jaw tense, then Casey takes the wine menu and does not order a glass but a bottle.

“Before I tell you what I’ve learned,” I say. “I’d like to propose a deal.”

“I told you I’ll pay you,” says Casey.

“I would like a different form of payment than legal tender.” Casey raises one eyebrow. When I realize how that sounds, I add, “No, no, no. Not that. But I want you to pose as my partner. I’d like you to be my date tonight.”

Casey sips her water, sets it down, and says, “Am I hearing this right? You’re withholding information about my husband unless I go out with you?”

“I’m not withholding anything. I’m going to tell you what I’ve learned about your husband whether you help me or not. And I’m not asking you to go out with me. Not in a date sense anyway. I have to go to something and I’m asking that you join me and pretend we’re a couple.”

“Like a madly in love couple? With a lot of public displays of affection?”

“No. A regular married couple who are used to each other and have no problems keeping their hands off each other.”

“And I’d be going where?” says Casey. “To a movie or dinner or what?”

“I’m going to hear someone speak tonight. It’s for a case I’m working on. And it would help my cover if you were with me.”

Another server shows up with a basket of bread. Casey reaches for something in the cracker family and says, “Why me?”

“Well,” I say. “A number of reasons. You’re easy on the eyes, which means the focus will be on you and not on me. Your social skills are quite presentable. You don’t intimidate easily. You know how to talk money. You speak Dutch. You have just the Aryan look I want. And you’re the only person in this canal-ridden city who knows who I really am.” I pick a rustic-looking roll from the basket and take a bite.

Casey says, “My Aryan look? What do you mean by that?”

“The speaker I’m going to hear tonight, well, you may find the subject matter objectionable.”

“But my Aryan look won’t? My Aryan look will fit right in?”

“Correct.”

“And if I do pose as your date, am I supposed to be myself?”

“That’s probably not a good idea,” I say. “We’ll both have to take some measures so we can’t be successfully image searched. And we’ll use fake names. But you’ll be from Vancouver. So will I. But you’ll do the majority of the talking. Tonight is not an inherently dangerous situation. It’s a lecture. Open to the public. And we may participate in some socializing afterward.”

Our wine arrives. The server intuits that Casey should do the taste test, and he pours a splash into her glass. Casey takes a sip, approves, and more wine is poured. The server leaves, and Casey glances at me with green eyes that appear large and fearful. “I have children,” she says. “Children who at this moment may only have one parent. I’d have to trust that you’re not putting me in a dangerous situation.”

“I’ve thought about that,” I say. “The biggest risk is that one of your clients shows up at this thing. And just so you know, it’s a talk by an alt-right white nationalist. He’s not Dutch. He’s Austrian. But he’s making the rounds in European countries. Trying to gather support and raise money. Think any of your clients would show up to something like that?”

Casey shrugs. “I don’t think so, but I make a point to not mix politics with business. That can go real bad real fast.”

“Chances are no one would recognize you. We’ll get you glasses and a wig. Maybe colored contacts. You’ll wear make-up in a way you usually don’t. Maybe change your shape. Make you more curvy. And new clothing that’s not your personal style. Maybe work on your walk a bit. I’ll pay for everything, of course.”

“What’s wrong with my walk?”

“Nothing,” I say. “But walks are like signatures or fingerprints.”

“And how are you going to make me more curvy?” Casey says this playfully. Like we’re talking about Halloween or some kind of role-playing game.

“Pad your clothing. No corsets. No surgery.”

Casey allows herself a smile. “That’s a relief.” She sips her wine and adds, “Then we have a deal.”

“Good,” I say. “The only caveat is I’ll need you this afternoon so we can go shopping.”

She seems in a faraway place, a place she can’t hear me, but after a few seconds she says, “I’ll move this afternoon’s clients to tomorrow. Now please tell me about Van.”

I recount my visit to Dijkstra Cheese Exports and the home of Floris Achterberg. Casey listens stoically. And I have the selfish thought that if she can handle this news in such a calm and rational manner, then she’ll be fine dealing with Hans Leitner.

When I finish, she shakes her head and says, “A second family. How cliché.” She swirls the wine in her glass and adds, “And with a Russian bride no less. She’s probably twenty-two, and he met her on some oligarch’s yacht.”

I don’t know what to say so all I manage is, “I’m sorry.”

Casey shrugs. “At least he’s alive. He can still be in my kids’ lives if he wants to.”

“But not yours?”

Casey looks off into nowhere again and says, “I don’t think the polyamorous thing works for me. Call me old-fashioned.”

We eat lunch. Casey still has an appetite. She remains calm. I have delivered news of adultery a hundred times, and I’ve seen a hundred different reactions. I just gave Casey more than news of adultery. I just gave her life-changing news. Now there are two Caseys. One who is eating and one who is processing what her life will be like from this point forward. This is how her process starts. It’s the first few feet of a long, bumpy road ahead. Part of me wishes I could be there for her on that road. To listen. To comfort. To remind her how wonderful she is should she ever doubt that. But we won’t have many more days together. Everything I know in my conscious and subconscious minds tells me so. As does my heart. And that hurts a little.

“After lunch,” I say, “there are some friends I want you to meet.”

“Since when do you have friends in Amsterdam?” she says.

“Since last night.”




TWENTY-ONE

I tell Brigitte and Sophie I’m an undercover reporter writing a piece on Europe’s alt-right, and that a fellow reporter and I want to infiltrate a meeting incognito. It’s not as exciting as a real case would be to initiate the Widows Murder Club, but it’s exciting enough. They agree to help.

To save time, Brigitte goes off with Casey and Sophie accompanies me. Sophie suggests completely shaving my head, but I’ve never seen my naked scalp other than in baby pictures, and I’m afraid of what I’ll discover. Perhaps craters and crags or a flat spot. I don’t want to know. So we opt for an Italian cashmere suit, silk tie, and matching pocket square. Handmade leather shoes and a walking stick tipped with a silver goat head complete my ensemble. The labels are European and high end and cost the GDP of North Dakota.

I travel with colored contacts but also buy a pair of non-prescription rose-tinted glasses. Small and round. Just enough to shade my eyes. We top me off with a blond toupee. It feels like I’m wearing a hat, but Sophie has taken me someplace good, and when I look in the mirror, I see no indicators that it’s fake. Unlike the piece worn by my high school math teacher, Mr. Asplundh, my toupee reflects light and sits on my head in a natural-looking manner rather than looking like I grabbed it from a hat tree and hastily threw it atop my head while rushing out the door.

I ask Sophie to take a picture of me in full disguise and send it to me. I forward it to Ernesto Cuellar along with a text message: Need a huge favor ASAP.

Thirty seconds later, my phone rings.

“What?” says Ernesto.

“I just sent you a picture of a fake person. Next is a paragraph on his name and job. Could you please whip up a website for him and his business with a .ca URL?”

“Kind of a big ask,” says Ernesto. “What are you going to do for me?”

“I’ll buy you one of those Stanford hoodies you wear all the time.”

“The hundred percent cotton reverse weave with the sewn-on letters? ’Cause those are close to a hundred bucks.”

“Yes. In fact, I’ll buy you the matching sweatpants. Sorry, man. I’m in a pinch. Can you have it up and live in a few hours?”

“You got my Venmo, right?”

“Sending the money as soon as I hang up.”

Sophie and I meet Casey and Brigitte for dinner. When we enter the restaurant, I do not recognize the woman standing at the maître d’ podium next to Brigitte. She wears a wool suit, wide in the hips, and buxom up top. Her silk blouse swells. She too wears new eyewear, with large frames that resemble the wings of a Star Wars fighter ship. Her make-up is tasteful and expensive looking and removes any vestige of Casey’s girl-next-door appearance. And most amazingly of all, when she steps forward to follow the host to our table, Casey’s walk is completely different. Smaller steps. Daintier. Almost as if she’s walking on a balance beam.

“Casey has an athletic figure,” says Brigitte when we’re seated. “Quite darling but somewhat boyish. So I thought let’s go where the drag queens shop. And voilà.”

“How did you change her walk?”

“That was easy. Casey never wears heels. She is a mountain woman of British Columbia. She is comfortable wearing trainers or hiking boots. Now she’s an intellectual sophisticate. Her lack of experience on such shoes has transformed the way she walks.”

“I may need your arm,” says Casey.

“You got it.”

After dinner, a black Bentley picks us up. We drop Sophie and Brigitte at the Hotel De L’Europe, then Casey and I continue on to a hotel near the airport. Casey and I enter the lobby and follow the signs to a meeting room. We check in at a table manned by two young people. This is a ticketed event. Reservations only. Reservations that I made this morning. We give them our names, Thomas and Elise Claasen, pay our one hundred euro fee each in cash, and head inside.

The room contains about two hundred folding chairs set facing a podium. An envelope rests on each seat, and there is no doubt what that envelope is for. We take seats toward the rear as the room fills with adults of all ages. Men and women of various economic classes but all white. They speak in Dutch and English and there’s a general atmosphere of excitement mixed with solemnity for doing one’s duty for one’s country. Or so that’s what it seems as people talk about the Netherlands in their parents’ or grandparents’ or great-grandparents’ day.

I hear general complaints about the European Union and porous borders but I hear no racial slurs. Some people seem to know each other and greet each other with the kiss on each cheek thing that we don’t do in America. I hope they don’t do it in Canada either because my cover is Canadian and I have no idea what actually happens in that alternating cheek thing. Are lips touching cheeks or is it just cheeks touching cheeks? I should have asked Sophie and Brigitte back at the restaurant.

I speak quietly to Casey, reminding her of our game plan and our cover stories. I tell her, “I want to hold your hand to sell that we’re a couple. Are you comfortable with that?”

“Ja,” she says, already playing her part by speaking Dutch. And she adds more words that I don’t understand and that don’t seem to contain any vowels.

I take Casey’s hand and feel a hammer-swing to my midsection. I fight to keep the sadness buried under my eyes which themselves are buried under rose-tinted glasses. It’s not that I have feelings for Casey, but the last adult hand I held was Gabriella’s. I held it for seven straight hours after the hospital removed her breathing tube. And I didn’t let go until nearly another hour after she was pronounced dead.

“Are you OK?” says Casey.

I feel my face flush and curse the shadowless blare of overhead lights. “I will be. In a minute or two.”

“Is this too much for you?”

I shake my head and feel a reassuring squeeze.

Then the lights dim except for up near the podium, and a woman walks out accompanied by applause from those in attendance. She looks to be about forty years old. She has shoulder-length blonde hair and wears a simple red dress and gold jewelry. Earrings, a bracelet, a locket.

“Goedenavond,” she says. And then in English, “Good evening. And welcome to my fellow Dutch citizens, and to the honored guests we have in attendance. I understand we have friends from Sweden, France, Norway, Finland, Germany, Austria, and all the way from Canada.”

The last reference is to Casey and me. Thomas and Elise Claasen of Vancouver, BC. After another minute of pleasantries, she introduces the main event: Hans Leitner.

He walks out to a standing ovation. He’s younger than I expected. Tall with a crop of wavy brown hair atop his head, the sides of which are shaved. He has liquid blue eyes and a full beard. His shoulders are narrow in his ivory suit. Black shirt. Red tie. He smiles the smile of a salesman.

His speech is nothing new, and I’m struck by how most politicians start spouting ideals and those ideals set them on a road toward power. The guy I met at the working-class bar was right. We all have political thoughts about how society should be run. How resources should be allocated. But those individual thoughts become tools of power for those who know how to pull the lever. Thoughts and feelings we hand over freely though they are often used against us.

In that way we’re no better than a band of gorillas or pack of wolves. We long to serve the alpha. The irony is most of those alphas would gladly sell out their ideals, the very ideals they preached to us in order to leverage our support, to acquire and maintain power. These alphas are not all the same. Some preach giving away private property and some preach enslaving and killing the people they don’t like. And there’s a whole lot of options in between. But the alphas’ thirst for power seems most important. Far more important than what ideals they pursue with that power. They’re all dangerous in their own ways. That’s what we get for making them in our image.

Hans Leitner’s speech ends with a long standing ovation. He invites us attendees to join him for refreshments after, and that’s what Casey and I do. We wait patiently in line, and when we get there, Casey does the talking, just as we’d planned.

“Thank you, Mr. Leitner,” says Casey. “We need more men like you willing to assume the awesome responsibility of leadership. We’re just so grateful.” This after we introduce ourselves to him as Thomas and Elise Claasen from Vancouver, Canada.

“I was raised to address the problems I see,” says Leitner. “I’m afraid it’s not a choice, Mr. and Mrs. Claasen. It’s part of my DNA.”

Casey reaches into her purse and removes two envelopes. Each contains 5,000 euro, courtesy of my hotel safe. She hands them to Hans Leitner and says, “My husband and I are fortunate to be in a position to support those we believe in. We believe that if your spark catches in Europe, the flames will spread to North America. And we would like to do all we can to help make that happen.”

Leitner glances into the unsealed envelopes and says, “This is most generous, Mr. and Mrs. Claasen. Thank you.”

“We may be able to contribute a great deal more,” says Casey. “This is not the time or place to discuss details. Would you entertain the idea of a private meeting between us? Your staff, of course, is also welcome.”

Leitner runs his thumb over the bills and sees they are each 500-euro notes. He sighs and says, “That can be arranged. I’m in town for another few days. How can we contact you?”

“It would be easier for us to contact you,” says Casey. “Maybe we take your information?”

Leitner nods toward one of his lieutenants, and the man hands Casey a business card. Casey promises we’ll be in touch, then we turn to leave and Leitner speaks again.

“On second thought,” he says, “maybe we should not risk a miscommunication. Would it be convenient to meet us for a drink in, say, one hour?”

Casey looks at me, and I nod. She turns to Leitner and says, “We’ll be back in an hour.”

And we are. Hans Leitner and two of his lieutenants ask us to join them in the hotel bar. Both gentlemen are oversized in height and width. They have the same short stubble atop their heads as I have under my toupee. They make plenty of eye contact but do not smile. I catch their eyes wandering to Casey’s chest and it brings me incredible pleasure to know that her bosom is fake. They each wear jackets with shirts open at the neck, and I can see tops of tattoos. I hope it’s prison ink because even though Leitner is the man of the hour, I’m guessing it’s one of these two that will unwittingly be my errand boy. Or maybe both.

“Your donation is much appreciated,” says Leitner. “It is a pleasant surprise and much needed for our cause.”

“We’re so happy to hear that,” says Casey. “We’re big fans of your worldview, Mr. Leitner. We’ve been reading your website for some time.”

“Thank you. It is always a pleasure to meet like-minded people.”

“And like I said earlier, we believe we can help contribute more money to the cause.”

“I’m all ears,” says Leitner. He reaches for a bottle of wine and pours three glasses. One for Casey and me and another for himself. His lieutenants are not drinking. They’re on duty.

I speak for the first time. “We own a great deal of land in British Columbia. Some of that land is in the Okanagan Valley east of Vancouver. The region is known for its beautiful wines made from the grapes grown there. It’s also an excellent place to grow marijuana.”

I keep my eyes on Hans Leitner. He doesn’t react. Earlier I asked Casey to study Leitner’s lieutenants. I almost can’t wait to hear Casey’s observations. But I must, so I continue. “The drug is now legal in British Columbia just as it is legal here in the Netherlands. But the rest of Europe depends on other sources for its supply. Sources that require special skills when it comes to importing and distribution. We can help with one of those areas. We’d like to donate great quantities of marijuana to your organization.”

Again, I pause so Casey can make mental notes of the two behemoths on either side of Leitner. “Then you can sell it and keep the proceeds for your political activities. In most of Canada and the United States, marijuana is legalized or in the process of becoming legal. But most of Europe still has strict laws forbidding its sale and use, and thank God because there is great profit to be made in those countries. No regulation. No taxes. Just pure profit. And we would like you to have that.”

Hans Leitner sips his wine, sets it down, and says, “That is a very generous offer. It is also one that could cause me a great deal of trouble. And therefore I must think about it. Will you please call me the day after tomorrow at noon? I will have had time to think through the many ramifications by then.”

“Of course,” says Casey. “We do not wish to cause you or your organization any trouble. You will hear from us the day after tomorrow at noon.”

On the trip back to our hotel, I say, “I’m going to need a phone from British Columbia. Any chance you can get me one?”

“You just take and take and take,” says Casey, trying not to laugh. I glance at her, and she responds with the warmest smile. “I’ll have one overnighted. You’ll have it tomorrow.”

“I’ll pay for it. And the shipping charge.”

“Oh, you’ll pay for it,” says Casey in a tone I cannot interpret.




TWENTY-TWO

‘I don’t actually need help with the thermostat.” This is what I tell my favorite hotel staff member, Stephen, after he enters my room. I see concern in his eyes, so I add, “Don’t worry. It’s nothing untoward. I’d like you to let me know when a guest checks in, and I’ll tip you handsomely for the favor.”

“I’m not supposed to do that,” says Stephen. “Our guests’ privacy is a number-one priority.”

“It’s worth a thousand euro to me.”

Stephen thinks for a beat then says, “Well, I can’t decline your request unless I know more details.”

“The guest mostly likely will be alone, male, and American. Not sure of the age but my guess is north of fifty.” I make this guess because I believe Sammy Sykes will send whoever he trusts most and that means whoever he’s worked with longest.

“What’s this guest’s name?” says Stephen.

“I have no idea. But I can guarantee you this. He’ll be traveling light and won’t let anyone touch his bag. He’ll insist on carrying it himself.”

“Any other way I can identify him?” says Stephen.

“Yes. Ten minutes after he’s shown to his room, he’ll go right back down to the lobby, sit toward the back and face the front door. And he’ll have his bag with him.”

“What if he comes when I’m not on duty?”

“Doesn’t matter. When you come in for your shift, he’ll still be sitting at the back of the lobby facing the door. His bag on his lap or at his feet. When you see a guy like that, I’d like you to please call up to my room and let me know.”

Stephen says, “What if you’re not in your room?”

“I will be. Starting tomorrow morning, I’m hunkering down in this room until he shows up.”

“And what are you going to do with this guy if he shows up?”

“Nothing,” I say. “Just see where he goes after he leaves here.”

“You mean follow him?” says Stephen.

“Yes.”

Stephen thinks this over then says, “You’re up to something. Something not good. Getting your hair buzzed and asking me where the unsafe neighborhoods are. You want to tell me what’s going on?”

“It’s best for you if I don’t.”

Stephen shakes his head and says, “Don’t get me fired, man.”

“I won’t.” I sound as sure as I can, but I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything. I give Stephen two 500-euro notes, and he pockets them as if I’d given him a couple of fives.

“Make one phone call,” I say, trying to downplay his assignment. “That’s all you have to do.”

Stephen purses his lips and nods. Then my reluctant accomplice turns and leaves the room.

Just before dinner, I stop at the Hotel De L’Europe’s front desk and tell them I may have to leave town but I’d like to keep my room for a while longer. Fortunately it’s shoulder season. There’s not another reservation for my room, and they’re more than happy to make my stay open-ended.

We meet at Freddy’s for a nightcap, me and my three new friends, Casey, Sophie, and Brigitte. Everyone exchanges contact information. I don’t tell them what I’m up to other than to say I may have to leave town unexpectedly and I don’t know if I’ll be back. They pepper me with questions and concerns, but I do not elaborate. Instead, I order a bottle of Cristal, and we end the night with toasts of friendship and promises of seeing each other another day, although who knows if we ever will.

I let myself sleep in, shower, order breakfast up to the room, and wait. I’ve put myself on house arrest as I await word from Stephen. I pack my new backpack with the bare essentials so I’m ready to go on short notice, then watch TV in a language I don’t understand until I order lunch. There are far worse places to be holed up than the Hotel De L’Europe. I turn my phone ringer as loud as it will go and take a nap.

Just before seventeen o’clock, I get a call on the room phone.

“I think he’s here,” says Stephen.

“Tell me.”

“Strong built dude. Black jeans. Black jacket. White. And American. Says he’s from Minnesota. I showed him his room. And a few minutes later, he came down and parked his ass toward the back of the lobby and faced the door just like you said he’d do.”

“How old?”

“Fifties. Sixties. Not sure.”

“Did he take his bag down to the lobby?”

“Yeah,” says Stephen.

“You got a name?”

There’s a long pause, then, “Man … I could get fired.”

“I promise it won’t come back on you.”

Another pause. Then, “Torkelson. Erik Torkelson.”

Erik Torkelson is the man Sammy Sykes sent to kill Thomas Claasen, the fictional Canadian marijuana grower who offered his crop to Hans Leitner as a way to raise money for Leitner’s political ambitions, aka me wearing a blond toupee, rose-tinted glasses, and a cashmere suit. Someone in Leitner’s organization tipped off Sykes. My guess it was one of the two goons who flanked Leitner when Casey and I, posing as Thomas and Elise Claasen, met with him. I know for a fact that Sykes does not stand for anyone who might get in his way. And Thomas Claasen threatens to do just that. “Thanks, Stephen,” I say. “We’ll let Erik sit there until he can’t stand it anymore. You here tomorrow morning?”

“I start at nine.”

“Come up to the room when you get in?” Yet another pause. “There’s another thousand in it if you do.”

A hesitant, “Sure …”

“Thank you. And if you see me down there, don’t acknowledge me. Cool?”

“Yeah, man,” says Stephen. “All good. This is some real cloak-and-dagger shit.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.”

Stephen lets out a small laugh then hangs up. I pull out my cell phone and call Ellegaard. It’s noon back in Minnesota. I ask him to run a search on Erik Torkelson. He calls me back fifteen minutes later.

“Erik Torkelson is a known associate of Sammy Sykes,” says Ellegaard. “Did three years in Stillwater for a murder charge that was pled down to manslaughter. Was released early for good behavior. That was ten years ago. He’s long past checking in with a parole officer and staying in the country. The man Torkelson killed was one of Sykes’s rivals. The rival had car trouble outside of Bemidji. Torkelson hit him and ran, but a hunter in a deer stand just off the road photographed Torkelson’s car leaving the scene. They were able to get the license plate off the photograph, and Torkelson copped to being in the area when the victim died. But he swore he’d hit a deer. Not a person. He ultimately took the plea. He’s dangerous, Nils. Very dangerous.”

“Thanks, Anders. I’ll be careful.”

There’s a pause, then, “You’d better be.”

I order dinner, spend the rest of the night in my room, and do my best to get some sleep. At eight a.m., I put on my working-class clothes, walk the hall to the far side of the hotel, and take a narrow set of stairs down, passing the spa, to a wing of the main lobby. There are a few shops with indoor storefronts facing the lobby, and the Italian restaurant where I first dined with Casey. I snake through the wing and enter a room off the back of the lobby. Windows face a different part of the canal. I approach the main part of the lobby with caution, and spot Torkelson sitting with his back to another set of windows. I duck behind a pillar, take a breath, then steal one more look at the guy.

Stephen’s description was accurate. Sixtyish, athletic, and strong. Black jacket, black jeans, black sneakers. Sitting next to a black shoulder bag. To that I’ll add he’s white, has a full head of gray hair that’s cropped fairly short, and is clean-shaven. He has one of those faces a character actor would love. A whole lot of life etched in its lines. Mostly bad experiences from the looks of it. Torkelson’s eyes are fixed on the front of the lobby, and I snap off a quick pic so I have it for reference.

I have the number I took from Justin Johnston’s phone, the same number Ernesto Cuellar called before identifying the bells of the Mint Tower in the background. I call it. A few seconds later, Torkelson glances at the phone in his hand. He answers the call. “Hello?” The accent is dead-on Minnesota. “Hello?” I hang up.

Then I return the way I came, taking the back stairs up to the second floor (which is the third floor the way Americans count floors) and go back into my room. I remove thirty thousand euro from the safe, stuff it into my backpack, and wait for Stephen. He knocks on my door a few minutes later, and I invite him into my room, looking down the hall left and then right to make sure he wasn’t followed.

“This is the last thing. I promise.” I remove two 500-euro notes from my jeans pocket and hold them out to Stephen.

“Not necessary. You’ve tipped me enough. What do you need?”

“I want you to approach Erik Torkelson and tell him someone called the hotel and left a message for him.”

“Why didn’t they just call his mobile?”

“They didn’t want a record of the call between the two phones,” I say. “But you don’t need to worry. Torkelson will make that assumption.”

“All right,” says Stephen. “What’s the message?”

“Someone called the front desk and asked to give Torkelson a message. They didn’t identify themselves. The message is: Thomas Claasen checked out of the hotel last night. Here,” I say, handing him a folded piece of hotel stationery. “I’ve written it down as if the message was taken at the front desk.” I look at my watch and add, “Hand it to him at nine forty-five. I’m going to be in the side room opposite the breakfast restaurant. I suspect Torkelson will get up and leave. When he does, I’m going to follow him.” And again, I hold out the 1,000 euro to Stephen. “Please take this. It’s why I brought it. Besides, there is one more thing. Can you please set aside one of the hotel’s bikes out front and have it ready to go?”

Stephen exhales a whole breath of doubt and takes the two 500-euro bills.




TWENTY-THREE

Erik Torkelson is lying in wait for Thomas Claasen, and I look nothing like him. No cashmere suit. No rose-tinted glasses. No blond hair. No silver-tipped walking stick. Nothing but the best for Thomas Claasen. I’m wearing jeans and an old hoodie, paint-splattered work boots and a beanie. I stand in the side room where I first glimpsed Torkelson, my daypack on my shoulder.

Stephen approaches Torkelson and gives him the message. Torkelson slumps. The message implies Claasen evaded Torkelson’s stake-out. Torkelson takes the hotel stationery from Stephen and reads it for himself to confirm the bad news. Stephen leaves, and Torkelson gets up from his velvet chair and walks toward the front desk to check out. With his back turned to me, I walk through the lobby, exit the revolving door, and get on the bike Stephen holds for me. I push it back toward the corner and wait. Two minutes later, Erik Torkelson exits the hotel and enters a taxi.

Following Torkelson’s taxi is more difficult than I anticipated, not because the taxi is faster than the bike, but because it’s slower. Bike traffic flows at a steady pace in a narrow bike lane. There is no slow lane, so from time to time I have to exit the bike lane, hop off and walk while waiting for Torkelson’s cab to catch up. I realize now that I could have walked. At least in this most congested part of Amsterdam. Twenty minutes and thirty near-collisions later, I shove the hotel’s bike into a bike rack outside Amsterdam Centraal station and follow Erik Torkelson inside.

Torkelson must have purchased his ticket on his phone while in the cab. He seems to know where he’s going. I hang back fifty or so feet although I could get closer. No way he’s going to see me among the Dutch giants. He works his way to the platform and finds the train he’s looking for. The digital sign on the train says it’s headed for Munich. Torkelson walks along the train until he finds the car he’s looking for. First class. He enters. I stop, and although my Eurail pass is for first class, I enter the adjacent car, which is second class. I sit and open my Eurail app. It doesn’t take long to choose the train I’m on. I can’t see Torkelson from my seat, so I get up and walk to the area where the cars couple with one another and look. He sits with his back to me. I return to my seat. It isn’t long before the train pulls out of the station.

According to my app there’s only one stop on the way to Munich. It’s in Frankfurt where there’s a change of trains. That’s in about four hours. If Torkelson gets on the train to Munich, the journey is in another four hours. If that’s the case, I won’t get into Munich until damn near nineteen o’clock.

We travel south through the Netherlands but the trees are getting less green and the flowers less prevalent. I don’t know if it’s because we’re more inland or going higher in altitude or both. I see a lot of red roofs made of tile. At least those that aren’t buried under solar panels. I never would have guessed Germany to be a leader in solar power, but I suppose when you can’t depend on Russian gas or oil, you figure another way.

An hour or so later, we pass Düsseldorf, and it fully sinks in that I’m in Germany. My paternal great-grandparents emigrated from Germany. That’s where my last name comes from. They left in the late 1800s, long before the Holocaust and World War II. But my relatives who remained behind were pulled from their homes and places of employment, shipped to camps and exterminated like shelter animals. And yet, as I look out on the homes and farms and rivers and forests, I can’t help but think Germany is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen. I guess the lesson to be learned is beware of beauty.

I use the restroom at the end of the train car then step into the car-coupling area again to make sure Torkelson is still there. He has an iPad but I can’t see what he’s looking at. A few minutes before we stop in Frankfurt, I return to that spot. When Torkelson exits onto the platform, I follow him. And for about the hundredth time I wonder if Erik Torkelson pulled the trigger when my Gabby was shot. Perhaps in the near future I will find out. Right now, Erik Torkelson is nothing more than a worker bee who I’m following back to the hive.

Torkelson leads me to the train headed for Munich. Again, he sits in first class and I take the adjacent car in second class. European train travel suits me. No lines. No security checks. Not even an ID check. Just get on and go, show your ticket to the attendant when they stop by, and voilà, you’re in another country.

Just after nineteen o’clock, aka seven p.m., we pull into Munich Central Station. Torkelson bypasses the taxis and starts on foot. I have no idea where he or I am going, but according to my phone, we’re headed east. The buildings are getting older and more beautiful. The streets more crowded. Fifteen minutes later, I follow Torkelson through a large, public square, crowded with what I’m sure are tourists. I see signs saying MARIENPLATZ and I assume platz means plaza but I have no idea what marien means. There’s a massive, lit-up building that looks gothic with intricately carved stone and spires. There are shops and kiosks and restaurants on all sides. The ground is paved with stones, and there’s some sort of vertical monument in the middle of the square. People take photos and there’s a crowd gathered before the gothic-looking building, looking up with expectation at I don’t know what. Torkelson keeps walking, and I stay a hundred feet behind him.

He exits the square near a church and keeps going. It looks to be a Catholic church, based on the candles I see lit just inside the entry. It’s hundreds of years old, a miraculous miss by allied bombers. Torkelson walks another two minutes and enters what looks like an apartment building. He stops in the lobby and removes mail from a box. He continues toward a bank of elevators and up he goes, but to what floor I have no idea.

This part of Munich still feels touristy and that makes sense. A United States citizen taking an apartment in an area of tourists will attract no attention. If authorities go building to building asking if an American has recently moved in, everyone will say yes. There are Airbnbs everywhere. Do that in a residential neighborhood out a way from the city center, and it’ll be a lot easier to find one fugitive American. Or two. Or three. I can’t help but wonder if I’m standing outside the building where Sammy Sykes lives.

I approach the front door of the apartment building and check it. Locked. I look for a directory but there is none. Maybe they’re smart enough in Europe not to have those. I never understood why American apartment buildings offer the name and apartment number of its residents to anyone who cares to look. Then I cross the street, enter a café, and order a cup of coffee and a pretzel. I keep my eye on the front door in case Torkelson doesn’t live in that building and is just visiting for a while. Doubtful, though, because he had a key to the front door and the mailbox. After an hour, he’s still there. I glance at my watch. Twenty-one o’clock. I order a streusel and cup of peppermint tea and sit there one more hour. No Torkelson. No Sykes.

There could be another exit. Either in back or from a parking garage, but I have no idea. I need a place to stay so I search for hotels near me and choose one not far away. The Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski is ranked five stars and has good reviews.

Just before I book it, I have one last thought. I check Airbnb to see if there is, by chance, an apartment available in the building Torkelson entered. No such luck. I leave the café.

It’s a five-minute walk to the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski, which appears to be in an area specializing in high-end fashion. Stores from Cartier, Gucci, Ralph Lauren, and Dior are all close by, and a bunch of others I’ve never heard of before. The hotel itself looks far newer than the one in Amsterdam. I approach the front entrance. The cars parked directly in front are Porsches, Lamborghinis, and Alpha Romeos. Just like they do in Beverly Hills, I think, remembering a case I worked there just before marrying Gabriella.

The doorman greets me with a smile. “Guten Abend,” he says.

“Thank you.”

“Ah, English. Good evening and welcome, sir. Will you be checking in tonight?”

I feel a chill on the back of my neck. A chill that, over the past twenty-five years, has taught me that I’d better watch my back. I stop and turn around. I see no one following me. No one ducking into the shadows of a vestibule or side street. And yet, I have the strongest feeling that I’m being followed.




TWENTY-FOUR

I enter the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski, approach the front desk and apologize for my ratty attire. “I was just working on a movie shoot,” I say. “And didn’t have time to change after.” They seem impressed. I then tell the clerk I’ll check in in a moment and ask where I can find a restroom. He points toward the back of the lobby and that’s where I go. But I don’t walk all the way back to the bathroom. I sit in a low chair toward the back of the lobby and keep my eye on the front door. I wait ten minutes and the only other people I see enter are a couple that looks well into their eighties, one with a walker, the other with a cane. I doubt they were following me. I return to the front desk and check in.

This hotel seems even fancier than the last. My room has an entire wall of mahogany cabinetry, and when I walk into the bathroom, the toilet lid opens automatically as if saying hello. Or maybe it’s trying to eat me. I noticed a bar paneled in mahogany downstairs when checking in, so I shower and change into something more presentable, then go down for a drink. I take a seat at the far end of the bar where I can keep my eye on the room. The clientele seems more metropolitan than at the Amsterdam hotel. What little of Munich I’ve seen feels more sophisticated. More modern. Despite my trek through the tourist-laden Marienplatz, this city feels far less touristy than Amsterdam, though I have no idea if that’s true. I drink two American whiskeys in the bar and, although it’s crowded, I meet or speak to no one other than the bartender. Then I head back to my room to get some much-needed sleep.

The breakfast in the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski is even more impressive than it was in the Amsterdam hotel. The opulence and abundance are embarrassing, really. I hear conversations in German and English. There seems to be quite a few businesspeople meeting over eggs prepared their way or muesli or an assortment of pastries. The coffee is exceptional and so is the service. This hotel probably achieved its five-star ranking on the breakfast alone.

By nine o’clock I’m walking the block with the apartment Torkelson entered. I make sudden stops and turn around. I check reflections in the shop windows. I keep an eye on the other side of the street. I pay attention to passing bicycles to see if any are repeats. I detect no tail.

I walk around Torkelson’s apartment building. It doesn’t have a parking garage. The building is either too old or it’s a luxury to own a car in this city, and if you can afford to do it then you can also afford to garage your car elsewhere. I see no sign of Torkelson or Sammy Sykes. By ten o’clock, I start shopping the stores nearby as they open. I’m looking for nothing in particular but hoping that I’ll get lucky by remaining close to the apartment building. I don’t.

At lunchtime I head to the Hofbräuhaus near the Marienplatz. If Las Vegas made a German beer hall, this is what it would look like. And although Munich in general feels less touristy than Amsterdam, that is not true in the Hofbräuhaus. I eat a German dish of boiled beef with shredded horseradish and it’s delicious. I wash it down with what the restaurant calls a lady-sized Löwenbräu. I resent the implication.

After lunch I return to the apartment building and the café across the street. Just after sixteen o’clock, I spot Torkelson. He exits the front door and heads toward the Marienplatz. I follow. He stops short of the Marienplatz and enters an Irish pub. I wait two minutes then enter and take a quick look around. Torkelson sits at the bar, talking to the bartender. Their conversation looks friendly, like Torkelson is a regular here. The bartender sets not one but two pints in front of Torkelson. Five minutes later, another man enters and takes the barstool to the left of Torkelson. They say nothing to each other but the man takes the second pint of beer.

The second man is thirtyish years old, clean-shaven, and wears his dark hair short on the sides and a little longer on top. He’s dressed in a red and black tracksuit and sips his beer without saying a word to Torkelson. Torkelson continues to chat with the bartender, then does something I’ve seen a hundred times before. He reaches into his left jacket pocket, removes something that can fit in his fist, and without missing a beat to the bartender, slips whatever he’s holding into Tracksuit’s right jacket pocket. If this were a spy story from the fifties, I would have guessed a roll of film. But since it’s seventy-five years later, my guess is either a thumb drive or, more likely, a roll of cash.

Now that the handover has been made, Torkelson and the tracksuit will soon go their separate ways. That leaves me with a choice. Follow Torkelson or follow Tracksuit. I am looking for a chink in Sammy Sykes’s armor. So far, Torkelson hasn’t shown me one, so I opt for Tracksuit. No server has approached me, much less served me, and my guess is this is a go to the bar and order your own drink kind of place. If anyone’s watching, I look like I’ve changed my mind as I get up and exit the bar.

There’s a tiny square across the street like the inside of a traffic circle but the streets around it are cobblestone and form more of a dented trapezoid than a circle. It contains a statue and a bench and a few people lingering about. That’s where I go to wait for what turns out to be about three minutes. When Tracksuit exits, I give him a half-block start and then follow. He walks away from the Marienplatz. I take out my phone because it’s a good thing to look down at should Tracksuit turn around. But he doesn’t. He moves through the crowd, his right hand in his jacket pocket clutching whatever Torkelson slipped him. Ten minutes later, Tracksuit enters a dingy-looking apartment building. It has no security. I drop a pin on my phone’s map app, then go in after him.

There are only three floors. I hear him climbing the stairs and follow. I stop on the first landing and listen to Tracksuit’s footsteps, his sneakers squeaking on the linoleum stair treads. I count twenty-three steps until I hear a door open. I don’t know how many stairs he was ahead of me, but twenty-three steps from where I’m standing puts me above the second floor so I continue to the third floor. There, I open a heavy fire door and enter a corridor.

About ten doors line each side of that corridor, which could use about ten more lightbulbs. Tracksuit entered one of those doors. It’s the kind of apartment building where you can hear voices behind thin walls and smell cooking from poorly ventilated kitchens. I walk the hall slowly, back and forth and back and forth again. I repeat the exercise three more times until I hear a woman’s voice. She’s under stress. Moans and cries. A slap. A scream. A man’s ape-like grunts. The woman cries a sentence in a language I don’t understand. Maybe Russian. Maybe something Baltic. It goes on for a few more minutes and then it stops. Even from the corridor I can make out the woman’s soft whimpering.

I walk to the opposite end of the hall from where I came up. There’s a dirty window and another staircase. It too has a heavy fire door. I prop it open and wait. Within ten minutes I hear one of the apartment doors open. I wait ten seconds then take a peek into the hallway. Tracksuit has just stepped out of the apartment where I heard the roughed-up woman. He heads for the stairs he used earlier. I wait until he opens the fire door and disappears, then I bound down the opposite set of stairs and step into the street before he does. I go to a street vendor and buy a pretzel. Tracksuit steps onto the sidewalk and walks right behind me.

I wait until he’s a hundred feet ahead of me but that seems too great of a distance because the Germans aren’t much shorter than the Dutch. I don’t want to lose sight of this guy so I increase my pace. Now I’m only twenty feet behind him. He zigzags his way through the blocks for what I guess is a mile or so, and then he enters a building. I look up to see if it has any identifying signs. It does. POLIZEI.

Son of a bitch. Tracksuit is a cop. 
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This is my worst fear. A cop on Sammy Sykes’s payroll. I assumed Sykes was doing business in Europe the way he did it in the States and now my assumption appears correct. I make a new assumption: Tracksuit is a married man but has a woman on the side. A woman he keeps in a shitty apartment building. A woman who may not speak English. A woman who may have been trafficked into this country and when Tracksuit busted her, instead of following the proper procedure of taking her into custody, he misinformed and intimidated her into being his kept girlfriend. How does a cop afford room and board for his mistress? The same way Will Schmiechen could afford a Ford Bronco Raptor on a prison guard’s salary—moonlighting for Sammy Sykes.

I wait a minute then enter the police station and approach the desk sergeant. At least that’s what we call that person in the States. He says something to me in German, and I reply, “Excuse me. Do you speak English?”

“Yes, of course,” he says in nearly perfect English. “How can I help you?”

“I think my watch was stolen.”

The police officer tries not to roll his eyes and almost succeeds. “Where did you last have it?”

“On my wrist,” I say. And then, “Oh! You mean where geographically. I was in the Marienplatz. Is that how you say it?”

“Close enough,” says the police officer. “Most likely it was taken by a pickpocket even though it was not in your pocket. They are very skilled. Like a magician.”

“Oh, man. That watch belonged to my father.”

“I am very sorry. All cities have these problems. The thieves focus on tourists. We arrest as many as we can but sadly, it is not enough. Would you like to fill out a report?”

I don’t know if he’ll ask to see identification, and there’s no way I want my name written down anywhere in this police station. Not with Tracksuit working here. So I just say, “No. It’s gone. It’s OK. Live and learn, right?”

“Most likely it is true that we would not recover your stolen watch,” says the police officer. “Again, I am very sorry this has happened.”

“It’s OK,” I say again. “Just between you and me, my dad was a real asshole. Better I let go of it and buy a watch of my own. You can read into that whatever you please.”

The police officer smiles. “Let us know if you change your mind. We are happy to file a report.”

“I will. Thank you. And stolen watch aside, this is a beautiful city. I love it here.”

“That’s nice to hear. We try.”

I close the conversation with a nod, walk away and approach a bulletin board—every police station has a bulletin board. A grid of portraits depicts the names and faces of the police officers and support staff who work at the station. It’s laid out in hierarchical fashion. At the top is the Polizeipräsident, which is Police President spelled wrong. He’s a sixty-something-looking man with a severe mustache. Working my way down, I get to Tracksuit. His title is Kriminalhauptkommissar. That one I can’t figure out from bad spelling, so I get out my phone for a translation. Tracksuit is a chief inspector. That’s a high rank for a guy who looks about thirty years old. And his name, oddly enough, is not Tracksuit. It’s Gerhard Beckenbauer.

I memorize his name then turn around to search for Herr Beckenbauer. I spot him wearing a suit and tie and talking to another police officer who sits at a desk. I look for and see a wedding ring on his left hand, and I double down on my theory. Dirty cop. Dirty guy.

Twenty minutes later, I’m back at the run-down apartment building. I climb the stairs to the third floor and knock on the door I saw Beckenbauer exit. There’s no answer but I can hear a TV from inside. I knock again. Then footsteps. Slow and steady approaching the door.

“Hallo?” says a woman in a heavy accent from the other side of the door.

“Hello,” I say. “Do you speak English?”

The door opens a few inches. It is chain-bolted from the inside. The woman looks closer to a girl. Sixteen maybe. She has big brown eyes in a small pale face. Light brown hair pinned behind her head. A bruise on her right cheek.

“English?” I repeat.

She shakes her head.

“Russian?”

Another shake of the head. She looks frightened, but I see a tiny pinprick of hope in her eyes. Maybe it’s not hope. Maybe it’s just the unwarranted optimism of youth or maybe she just hasn’t lived enough years for life to defeat her forever.

I touch my heart as if it’s some kind of universal sign and say, “I want to help you.”

She stares at me for a long beat and without changing her expression says, “Polska.”

I get out my phone and open my translation app. English to Polish. I speak into it. “I want to help you. I have heard the noises coming from this apartment. I want to help you go home or wherever you’d like to go. I will not hurt you. I will not touch you. I only want to help you.” My phone tells her what I just said.

She listens. Her eyes drop. When she looks back up, they have questions. I consider asking her name but I don’t want to do or say anything that makes her more afraid. I tell my phone to tell her she can speak Polish into it and it will translate her words to English. She hesitates then says something I can’t understand.

My phone says, “Who are you? I don’t know you. I can trust no one.”

I move the phone back and forth between us as if it’s a microphone and I’m a TV reporter conducting an interview.

“Do you have friends in Munich?”

She shakes her head.

“Do you want to go home?”

She nods her head.

“Why don’t you?”

“I have no money. He took my passport. I know no one except the man who keeps me here. If I leave, he will have me arrested and put in prison. He says I am a criminal in Germany. The police are looking for me.”

“He’s a bad man,” I say. “He’s lying to you. The police are not looking for you. I will buy you food and clothing and then you can leave.”

“But he took my passport. I cannot travel.”

“I will buy you a phone. You can get a train ticket on that without identification. You can take a train back to Poland or wherever else you want to go in the EU. I will give enough money to start over.” Her eyes call me a liar. I respond, “I will give you five thousand euro. If you wait here, I will be back in one hour and give you money and a phone and some clothes. Then I will leave. He will not be back for at least six hours. He is at work.”

Again, she stares at me for a long time. Her head tilts just a little as she evaluates me. Finally, she says, “One hour.”

“What size shoes do you wear?”

The Marienplatz is a few blocks away. There I find a Telekom store and buy a prepaid smartphone. It’s in my name but I don’t care. I go into a nearby women’s clothing store and buy her a nice sweatshirt and matching sweatpants. A T-shirt and socks. She’s on her own for underwear. I buy a pair of On Cloud shoes from an athletic store along with a plain baseball cap and big sunglasses. My last stop is my hotel where I rid my room safe of more cash. I knock on the apartment door fifty-five minutes after I left it.

The young woman from Poland opens the door but the chain remains. I shove the bags of clothing into the apartment then hand her the phone and the cash. She looks at what’s in her hand as if a fairy has just landed on her open palm.

Using my phone to translate again, I say, “Do you need help setting your phone to the Polish language and buying a train ticket?”

She shakes her head.

“Leave soon,” I say. “And don’t worry. You will never see me again. Just leave. Go home or wherever you wish and don’t believe anyone’s promises of a better life in another country. And wear these new clothes with the sunglasses. Tuck your hair up and under the hat. Just in case he has access to closed-circuit TV. And one more question. I’m sorry to ask it, but did he insist you keep the lights on when he assaulted you?”

She gets a faraway look in her eyes and nods.

“Again, sorry I had to ask that, but it’s important. Good luck.”

She begins to cry though a smile and says, “Katarzyna.” She holds out a hand.

I shake it and say, “Max,” then turn and walk away.
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I am happy to help this young woman but my motives are selfish. That’s why I stake-out her apartment building to make sure she leaves, which she does. She walks straight to the Marienplatz train station. I hope she takes advantage of her second chance and finds a way to start over. But my hope is and will be the extent of my involvement. I am now focused solely on the man formerly known as Tracksuit—Gerhard Beckenbauer.

My guess is he’s working an eight-hour shift or close to it. My other guess is he won’t return to the apartment tonight. He will shower off the Polish woman at the police station. He will put on fresh clothes and go home to his wife. He won’t return to the apartment until before his next work shift, or maybe the shift after that. I have no idea when he’ll feel the need to come back. And not until then will he discover her missing because I’m sure he didn’t allow her to have a phone.

I find a hardware store and buy a flashlight and small toolkit then head back toward the apartment where Beckenbauer kept Katarzyna, the young woman from Poland. I stop every so often to check behind me and across the plaza. I don’t feel eyes on me but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.

The apartment door is unlocked. I open the door, listen, hear nothing, and enter. First, I open my phone and check for wi-fi networks. There are tons, all password protected. I search the apartment for a modem or router and find none. The TV has an indoor antenna and is also connected to a DVD player. I turn the TV on to see if the smart part of the smart TV is connected to a wi-fi signal. It is not. That bodes well for me.

I search planters, tissue boxes, paintings, mirrors, a plush teddy bear. I take apart a clock radio, Bluetooth speaker, a smoke alarm, a table lamp. I don’t need to find every camera but I do find three. Each is about the size of a smartphone and has a tiny lens on the bezel. Each is self-contained with a battery and SSD drive. There was no way Beckenbauer was going to risk a wi-fi camera being hacked. There was no way Beckenbauer was going to risk storing damning images and videos in the cloud. I pocket the devices and leave.

Back in my hotel room I find video on all three cameras, upload it to my laptop, and store it in the cloud. Then I return to the Marienplatz to do more shopping. Most of the clothing I’ve purchased on this trip is in my Amsterdam hotel room. I won’t be able to return to Amsterdam for days, so I call the Hotel De L’Europe and check out over the phone. I tell them to let whoever cleans my room take the clothing for themselves or sell it at a second-hand shop. I won’t be needing it anymore.

It’s too early U.S. time for me to call anyone back home. And for the first time since I landed in Europe, that’s what I want to do. I’ve had no extracurricular distractions in Munich like I had in Amsterdam. No one wants me to find their missing husband. There are no PIs like Diederik Visser wanting to give me PI advice. No French women want to drink champagne with me in the hotel bar. There’s no one to help with my investigation. My mission. And for the first time since I left the States, I feel an intense loneliness. I miss my wife. I miss my daughter. I miss Ellegaard and Annika and Jameson. In the vacuum of no immediate distraction, the pain stabs at my chest.

I kill the afternoon shopping for two new wardrobes, one for me and one for Thomas Claasen. I play tourist and visit a palace only a five-minute walk from my hotel. I see portraits of people from the 1200s and wonder what life must have been like for them. I can only assume they thought like we did—they were living in modern times and thank God they weren’t born earlier when medical experts didn’t know how to use leeches the way they do now and people didn’t wear puffy, lacy collars. And holy shit they had a lot of dishes. Plates and bowls, cutlery, serving platters. And candlesticks. And strange beds that looked like boxes. The palace is really nothing more than four long three-story hallways connected to make a rectangle. It looks huge from the outside and it is, but the middle is empty. Just a courtyard.

There’s a big cannon in the courtyard. I ask a stranger to take a picture of me standing next to it. I close my eyes and put my fingers in my ears as if it’s about to explode. I text the photo to Ellegaard and ask him to forward it to Micaela so Evelyn can see it. She’ll love it. Very Bugs Bunny.

Six hours later I walk outside the police station hoping to catch Gerhard Beckenbauer exiting after his shift. And that’s what he does at sixteen o’clock. Beckenbauer wears the same suit that I saw him wearing earlier inside the station. I’ve been back to the hotel where I changed in case he noticed me earlier. And to make myself more presentable, I wear a charcoal suit, blue shirt, and burgundy tie. And I carry a briefcase. Meet businessman Nils Shapiro, walking the streets of Munich to do what businessmen do. Business, I assume.

I tail Beckenbauer from fifty feet behind, hiding myself among the tall Germans. It’s a ten-minute walk to the Universität station. I assume Universität means University and the abundance of young, book-bagged people confirms my assumption. Beckenbauer gets on the train, and I jump in the car behind him just like when I tailed Torkelson from Amsterdam to Munich.

We ride for half an hour, then Beckenbauer exits at a stop named Bogenhausen. He walks from the station and soon we’re in an upscale suburban neighborhood. The houses stand three and four stories tall with red roofs and immaculate yards. I am dressed perfectly for this neighborhood. A woman about thirty years old stands in front of a home wearing gardening gloves and tending to a flower box under a first-story window. She waves to him with a big smile. He waves back. Beckenbauer greets her with a peck on the cheek and then, together, they enter the front door.

I do not take my eyes off that house. I kneel to pretend I’m tying my shoes then I continue past the house, holding my phone to my ear, not because I’m on a call, but because I’m videoing the house as I pass it. I make a point of memorizing the house number in case my camera should miss it, and I go up and around the block then back to the train station. Like a businessman does.

Back at the hotel, I go online and research that house. There is too much information online if you know where and how to look. The Internet is the private investigator’s mean streets of old. Our nickname of gumshoe is outdated. We should be called creepers or googlers or dark web surfers.

The house is not in Gerhard Beckenbauer’s name but Mila Mittelstädt’s. Facebook confirms that Mila is Gerhard’s wife. My eyes hang on the name Mittelstädt. Why does that ring a bell? And then I remember the bulletin board. Mittelstädt was the name of the Polizeipräsident. Oh, Gerhard Beckenbauer. You married the boss’s daughter. You have so much to lose.

If Beckenbauer works another nine-to-sixteen-o’clock shift tomorrow, there’s a chance he’ll stop by to see Katarzyna before dinnertime. That would be very convenient for me.

It’s almost eighteen o’clock. Plenty of time for dinner and a quiet evening before tomorrow’s confrontation with the man who can get me to Sammy Sykes. I look for neighborhood restaurants when my phone buzzes.

I check the caller ID, answer it, and say, “Hello, Casey.”

“Where are you?” she says. “I have news.”

“It’s probably better if you don’t know where I am. Not right at the moment. What’s up?”

“I finally got my husband on the phone. Your visit to his company must have shaken things up, and he finally returned my calls.” There’s a pause as I keep my eyes on my computer. There’s an Italian restaurant that looks good within walking distance. “And you were right, Nils,” says Casey. “Van has another family in Russia. But it’s not what I thought. She’s not some young, hot thing. She’s his first wife, not his second wife. I am the second wife. Van’s Russian kids are older than our kids. Can you believe that?”

“I’m sorry, Casey. That must hurt like hell. Except that makes you the young hot thing. You have to take some consolation in that, I guess.”

“I suppose,” says Casey. “And as rotten as the whole thing is, it’s also a huge relief. I knew something was wrong. At least now I know I’m not crazy. I mean, it sucks for my kids. But they’ll adapt. That’s what kids do. And now I can move on with no regrets. Ivan Dijkstra. What a shit he turned out to be.”

“I like your attitude.”

“He never would have copped to it if you hadn’t forced his hand. That’s why I want to know where you are. We need to celebrate.”

“Need to?”

“Yes, need to,” she says. “Come on. I seriously can’t thank you enough. I’m going home in two days, so if you’re still in Europe, I’m going to jump on the next plane to wherever you are. Just tell me where. I’m already at Amsterdam airport and ready to go.” 
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I so want to attribute Casey’s interest in me to her working for Sammy Sykes, but I’ve run that scenario in my head a hundred times and it doesn’t add up. The idea falls apart every time.

“Munich,” I say.

“I love Munich!” says Casey. “Hold one moment, please.”

I hold. I don’t want to look forward to seeing Casey, but I am looking forward to seeing her. I feel like I’m cheating on Gabriella and exploiting Casey to numb my pain. She’s a good distraction with her tough-as-titanium business personality and northern European girl-next-door looks. I’m always a sucker for a grown-up version of the girls I noticed when I first started noticing girls. Just like I’m a sucker for vintage Levi’s and Adidas and stereo systems. People and things that seemed unattainable when I was thirteen years old. People and things that held great mystery and that I placed on a pedestal for their beauty and quality. Adidas Country II sneakers. Marantz stereo receivers. And the likes of Casey Van der Ven.

I wish Gabriella’s fully conscious and articulate ghost was floating nearby to tell me what to do. Should I continue my hunt for Sammy Sykes or let him go without consequence for what he’s done? Not only to Gabriella but to so many people. Hundreds of people if not thousands. He has ruined their lives, and in some cases taken their lives. Sometimes with a bullet or the bumper of a car. Sometimes with a needle. And tell me this, Gabriella. Should I distract myself with Casey and her ilk or mourn you for another year or five or ten? I suppose I don’t have to be emotionally available to celebrate Casey moving on with her life. I just don’t know if I can move on with mine.

“There’s a flight at nineteen fifty-five,” she says. “I should land in Munich by twenty-one-hundred hours. By the time I get into the city it’d be an awfully late dinner. How about we eat separately then meet for a drink at around twenty-two o’clock?”

“Twenty-two o’clock it is. I’m at the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski. See you in the lobby in a few hours.”

I grab dinner alone at the Italian restaurant that’s a ten-minute walk from the hotel. I want liquor but I’ve seen Casey Van der Ven put away more than one bottle and I’d better pace myself. The food is excellent, but I’m surrounded by couples. Hands held on tables. Legs touching below. Melty liquid eyes. And there are the old couples who enjoy each other’s company without saying a word. The patrons of this restaurant look like locals. I’m half a mile or so in the opposite direction of the Marienplatz. I consider texting Casey to meet me here instead of the hotel, but it’s still early and, after dinner, decide to go for a walk. I find myself back in the Marienplatz. I look for Torkelson and Sammy Sykes but I see neither. I stop and close my eyes, hoping it will help me feel if I’m being watched. I feel nothing. But that means nothing.

I’m first-date nervous about Casey’s arrival and that seems to be drowning out all other thoughts, emotions, and senses. The good news, I think, is that Casey just realized her marriage is over. She just found out about her husband’s first family. She’s in no kind of emotional place to jump into something romantic or physical. That’s my hope anyway. I’m a fairly proactive guy but I have no proactivity in me tonight. I want to float down a river and let it take me where it takes me without me doing a damn thing.

When I return to the hotel just before twenty-two o’clock, I find Casey sitting in the lobby facing the elevators. I see her in profile. I have never observed Casey before other than in a face-to-face way. But now I’m stealing a peek without her knowledge. I have a moment to appreciate her beauty and wit and intelligence without pretending I’m not. I take a moment, then guilt gets the better of me and I say, “You made good time.”

Casey turns around. She holds a glass of pink bubbles. A smile lights up her eyes and she says, “Guten Abend.”

“Show off,” I say.

“American,” she says.

“Guilty.”

Casey seems like she wants to laugh but can’t manage it. She looks at me for a little too long then, instead of turning her head, she shuts her eyes and keeps them shut. Then she opens them and says, “How’s the bar here?”

“Close.”

“Perfect.” She stands, grabs her tiny carry-on and wheels it toward the bar.

Casey’s in the mood for whiskey so that’s what we order. Two old fashioneds with rye. For an American cocktail in a German bar made by a German bartender, they’re not bad.

“Van was a hot mess when he finally came clean,” says Casey. “Blubbering like a six-year-old. Apparently he just has too much love in him and needs two wives and two families to spread it around. Otherwise it might be too concentrated and cause damage. That’s my interpretation, anyway.”

“Have you told your kids yet?”

She shakes her head. “I think that’s best done in person. Van’s going back to Vancouver in a few weeks. I’ll tell the kids before then, but then he’s on his own to establish whatever kind of relationship he’s going to have with them. I don’t know if he’s going to get an apartment in Vancouver or just visit there on business …” She drains the last of her cocktail. The big square ice cube sticks to the bottom of her inverted glass.

“I’ll tell you this,” she says into her glass. She sets it down and adds, “It’s good to invest in potential. But make those investments in companies, not people. A person’s potential, especially a partner’s potential, is the most dangerous and heart-breaking hope in the world. It’s like an all-in bet in poker. You might get lucky. You might walk away with empty pockets.”

“And a broken heart?” I say.

Casey shrugs. “Not this time. I think I never let myself believe the marriage would last forever. I think I held back a little. Maybe that’s what caused Van to look elsewhere.”

“Except,” I say, “you’re the elsewhere. You’re the second wife, right?”

“Correct. Boy is it hard to think of myself as anything other than Van’s one and only. Does that make me an egomaniac?”

“No. It makes you a human being who thought she was in a monogamous relationship.”

Casey catches the server’s eye and orders another round of drinks. Then she looks at me and says, “What did you think when I said I wanted to come visit you tonight? What do you expect might happen?”

I think over her question for half a minute then say, “I thought, I bet Casey will ask me some really uncomfortable questions.”

This time she allows herself to laugh and says, “No. Seriously.”

“Seriously?” I say. “Honestly?”

She nods.

“I was scared. I’m still scared. What did you think when I accepted your invitation to invite yourself to Munich?”

“I thought, Good. I get to see a friendly face tonight. Kind eyes. Some emotional intelligence. A little common courtesy and decency. I can have the distraction of good company without worrying about what it means. Because it can’t mean anything. Not tonight. Not on this continent. And if I’m being completely honest …” She looks away and swirls the big cube in her otherwise empty glass and says, “I won’t feel sorry for myself because I can’t tell the most tragic tale at the table. You have me beat on that.”

The server returns with two new cocktails and sets them down.

“Can we please close out our tab?” says Casey. Then she looks at me with light in her green eyes and says, “You’d better pay for it. I don’t want you to feel any obligation to me.” She laughs at her joke, a trait I normally don’t care for, but I can’t help but join her.

We take the cocktails upstairs. I expect Casey to marvel at how nice the room is, but she must stay in nice hotels all the time because she says nothing. She goes to the windows and pulls the drapes. Then she grabs her tiny carry-on and rolls it toward the bathroom door.

“Watch out for the toilet,” I say. “It opens by itself. It’s like a Venus flytrap except it eats people.”

“Thank you for telling me.” She steps into the bathroom, the toilet lid opens, and she says, “If you keep telling me the truth, I’m bound to believe everything you say.” She shuts the door.

I feel like a kid on prom night who is not ready to lose his virginity. And yet here I am. Here we are. Two years. It’s been two years. There’s nothing wrong with me falling into bed with a woman after Gabby’s been gone two years. Then I shorten that thought to There’s nothing wrong with me. I repeat it out loud just over a whisper. “There is nothing wrong with me.” I have no idea why it’s so important for me to tell myself this, but I do. And then I say it a third time while touching the wedding ring that hangs round my neck.

When Casey exits the bathroom she’s wearing a T-shirt almost down to her knees and nothing else. Her hair is brushed out straight and long. I’m sitting on the bed, my back against the headboard, my stocking feet on the duvet.

She must read something in my eyes because she says, “The way I see it, me spending the night here means one thing and one thing only.” She steps toward me and leans against the bed with her thighs while maintaining eye contact. “You’re saving me the cost of a hotel room.”

I want to laugh but all I can manage is, “That’s it? That’s all this means?”

“That’s it,” she says. Then she turns and sits on the bed and says, “Move over.” I do. Now two of us are sitting with our backs against the headboard, our feet on the duvet, looking straight ahead. “I want to share a bed tonight,” she says. “But that’s it. Not each other. I can tell you’re unsure about all this. And so am I. But you know what?”

“What?”

“It’ll mean a lot to me to just share a space tonight. Just to know you’re here with me. Right next to me. And I hope it means something to you.”

I take a deep breath and, when I let it out, I say, “I think it will.” I look at Casey. She turns her head toward me. I take her hand. “I think it really will.”

There’s some handholding and spooning during the night and I’m so conscious of doing something wrong I get little sleep. I never knowingly wrap an arm around Casey. I do not pull her into me. At least that I can remember. I eventually fall asleep because I wake at 5:53 a.m., a few minutes before my alarm is supposed to go off. Casey is already up, her back pressed into me, reading on her phone.

“Good morning,” she says.

“Good morning. I have to be somewhere at seven. You want to grab breakfast downstairs?”

She does and we do. We make a plan to meet at the hotel for dinner at nineteen o’clock. While Casey remains in the restaurant, I go to the front desk and get her a key to the room. At 6:50, I give the key to Casey and head out toward the apartment where Beckenbauer kept Katarzyna against her will.

I find the apartment as I left it. I lock the door, go into the bedroom, shut the bedroom door and sit on the bed. Just after 7:30, I hear a key in the lock.
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The bedroom door opens. Beckenbauer freezes when he sees me. I raise my phone and take his picture. He says something in German. I have no idea what.

I say, “English, Herr Beckenbauer?”

He scans the room for Katarzyna and speaks in a heavy German accent. “Where is she?”

I look at my phone and say, “This is a very nice picture of you. It’s in the cloud. Time and location stamped. Just so you know.”

“Where is the girl?” he repeats through a tense jaw under fiery eyes. “What have you done with her?”

“I haven’t done anything with her,” I say. “She’s gone. Where to, I’m not sure. Maybe back to Poland. Maybe somewhere else to start her life over. She left yesterday morning so I wouldn’t waste your time looking for her.”

Beckenbauer gets a sick look on his face. He looks around the room again, then behind him into the small living room and kitchen to confirm what I’ve just told him. Finally, he turns back to me. He does not reach for a gun. But from what I’ve read online, German police officers can be permitted to carry weapons off duty. He sneers. “Who are you?”

“I’ll tell you who I am, Chief Inspector Beckenbauer. I’m the guy who saw an American named Torkelson slip a roll of bills into your jacket pocket at an Irish pub down the block. I’m the guy who followed you here. I’m the guy who heard some pretty rough sex coming from this room. I’m the guy who then followed you to your place of employment. And I’m the guy who returned here to give Katarzyna the means to escape.”

“You should not have done that,” he says. His fists and forearms tense.

“I’m also the guy who searched this apartment and found three hidden cameras.”

Beckenbauer deflates right in front of my eyes. All the bravado and macho bullshit leaks out of him. His shoulders slump. His spine seems to lose a vertebra or two. His face slackens.

“I uploaded the video files to my laptop. By the way, nice birthmark. At least in Europe you get to show it off at the beach. Do that in the States, and they’ll arrest you for indecent exposure. I uploaded those files to the cloud. There’s a link to all of it in the outbox of my email. It’s going to send to a whole lot of people, including your Mila and your father-in-law, Police President Mittelstädt. So just in case you’re thinking of delaying me from this apartment, just know that if I’m not back to my laptop in half an hour, that link will send.”

Beckenbauer shuts his eyes and rubs a hand over his freshly shaven jaw. “You are blackmailing me,” he says.

“Well, Gerhard, I guess I am. I want your full cooperation. If I don’t get it, you’ll lose your wife and cushy chief inspector job. And that’s the best-case scenario.”

Beckenbauer thinks this over. Considers his options. Which are none. “What do you want?”

“Not what,” I say. “Who. Sammy Sykes.”

Beckenbauer flinches. His nausea morphs to fear.

“He’ll never know it’s you who gave him up.”

Beckenbauer starts shaking his head. “Don’t do this. If you do this, we’re both dead.”

I ignore Beckenbauer’s prediction of doom and say, “I want him arrested and extradited to the United States. You have until eighteen o’clock.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Ten hours is plenty of time. My guess is Sykes is close by. I know you’re on his payroll. My guess is a few other Bavarian State Police officers are, as well. But like everywhere else, most of your colleagues are good cops. So go to one of those and give up Sykes. They don’t have to know you’re on the take. You can play the hero. If I don’t hear about his arrest by dinnertime, your wife is going to see a whole new side of you.”

“I should kill you right now,” says Beckenbauer.

“You could. It all depends on how long you’d like to spend in prison. But don’t you have enough problems? You want a murder charge on top of it? Don’t forget the photo I took when you walked in is time and location stamped. It’s in the cloud with the video files. If something happens to me, American and European law enforcement will access those pictures. They’ll know you were here five minutes before …” I take a selfie. “… I was last seen alive.”

Beckenbauer looks like he wants to punch something. Or someone. “You bastard.”

I stand. Beckenbauer blocks the doorway. He isn’t a large man, but he’s at least fifteen years younger than me and fifty pounds heavier. That and I’ve never been in a physical fight in my life. So all I say is, “The files will now send in twenty-five minutes.”

Beckenbauer sighs. “You must give me your mobile number. In case he is out of the country and he cannot be arrested until he returns. That is out of my control. I have no jurisdiction outside of Bavaria.”

I won’t give Beckenbauer my mobile number. There’s a chance he could track me. I’ll pick up a burner instead so I say, “You give me your mobile number. I’ll check in with you in a few hours.”

He fishes a business card out of his wallet and hands it to me. “Mobile only. Do not call me at the station.” Then Beckenbauer steps aside. I exit the bedroom and then the apartment. I assume he’ll try to follow me, so I head into the Marienplatz and lose myself in the crowd. They’re all looking up at the figures in the gothic building, then bells start to play, and the figures begin to move as if they’re on a merry-go-round. It’s all part of some mechanical clockworks that might have been impressive three hundred years ago. Now it just looks like a cheap trick at an amusement park. But people point their fingers and cameras as if they’re looking at Halley’s Comet.

There are few advantages to being short. One is air travel—I have legroom when others have none. The other is disappearing in a crowd. I’m like a rabbit in a field of tall grass. I don’t hop, but I run and dodge and weave. I come out on the other side of the crowd and run down a narrow side street. I turn around and see no sign of Gerhard Beckenbauer. Half an hour later, I’m back at my hotel. The room has been made up. Casey is gone but her carry-on rests at the foot of the bed.

I return to the shop where I bought a burner phone for Katarzyna and buy another for myself. I don’t know if Beckenbauer will be able to track the phone once I call him, so I walk to the Munich Central Station and set the phone to forward all texts and calls to my American phone. I then use the German burner phone to text its number to Beckenbauer. I receive no reply. Then I lock the phone in a locker and head back to the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski.

At thirteen o’clock I call Ellegaard to catch him up.

“My God, Nils,” he says, “you’re extorting a German police officer.”

“He’s ripe for it,” I say.

There’s that Ellegaard pause again. Or maybe I should call it the disappointment pause. I hear his heavy sigh through the tiny speaker. “All right,” he finally says. “I’ll call the FBI and my contact at Europol. If I hear Sykes is arrested, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you really going to send those files to Beckenbauer’s wife and father-in-law if Sykes isn’t arrested?”

“Kind of have to, don’t I? So if Beckenbauer fails to deliver, the next person I blackmail will know I mean business.”

Another long, Ellegaard pause. “I can feel my stomach acid eating through my digestive tract.”

“You’re a good man, Ellie. That’s your problem. Good men aren’t built for this business.”

He hangs up. I kill the next few hours in the hotel like I’m the Last Gentleman in Moscow. Then just after sixteen o’clock, I get a text forwarded from my train station burner. It’s from Gerhard Beckenbauer.

Sykes is being taken into custody at this moment. News may not come out until tomorrow. I want those cameras and files back now.

I return to the Munich Central Station, stake out the locker for half an hour to make sure no one is staking me out. I check my American phone to make sure Ellegaard hasn’t called or texted. He has not. Then I remove the phone from the locker and return Beckenbauer’s text: Will give you all photos and videos when Sykes’s arrest is confirmed by an independent source.

Beckenbauer responds: If you look outside the apartment building, you will see police vehicles. Police will walk him out soon.

I don’t respond to Beckenbauer’s text. I pocket my German burner and start back toward the hotel, wondering if I dare go anywhere near Torkelson and Sykes’s apartment building. Probably best to stay clear—it could be a trap. Instead, I cut through the Marienplatz on my way to the hotel. A crowd has gathered on the south end to watch a group of musicians playing baroque music on period piece instruments outside of St. Peter’s Church. I stop to listen for a moment—it’s beautiful. Whatever stream Bach and Beethoven and Mozart tapped into, it still flows today. And for a moment, I forget the last two years of my life and let myself be moved by the music.

But that peace only lasts for a moment because my first thought is that Gabby would have loved this. We didn’t have much time for a honeymoon so we made a short trip to Northern California. Carmel. Big Sur. Sunset strolls on rocky beaches followed by beautiful nights at Ventana. It lasted all of three days then back to work. We talked big when it came to travel. Dreamed big. Morocco. Hawaii. Mali. India. Thailand. Finland. Jamaica. But Gabriella never had the time, and I didn’t much feel like leaving Evelyn. We would have had one hell of a beautiful future if Sammy Sykes hadn’t taken it away.

I feel myself slipping into a place I haven’t been for months. Sad and dark and lonelier than any loneliness I thought possible. A scream jolts me out of it. For a moment I wonder if it’s my scream, but that moment passes when I hear an awful sound. A combination of a thud, a splat, and cracking bones.

Disorder and confusion. Now a lot of people are screaming as they part like the Red Sea to reveal Gerhard Beckenbauer splayed on the pavement, his limbs at odd angles, his head half-smashed as a pool of blood seeps out from under his body. My eyes go up to St. Peter’s bell tower. That was Beckenbauer’s launch point. Whether he launched himself or someone tossed him, I have no idea.

The baroque music juxtaposed with a body hitting the pavement cranks up the chaos as onlookers feel the jolt to their system and panic. The music stops. Or maybe it had already stopped. Time doesn’t seem to make sense as the crowd reacts to something they’ve never seen before. Something they didn’t expect. Like a suicide bomber or a plane falling from the sky. Instead, one man fell from the sky and now he’s all over the sidewalk. I instinctively take a step back while wondering how I happened to be here at this moment. Did Beckenbauer somehow anticipate my route? Could that be possible?

Again, I feel danger on the back of my neck. I reach for it but my hand never finds my neck. It’s grabbed from behind, a black sack is pulled over my head, and I’m pulled off my feet. My back hits the hard metal floor of what I realize is a cargo van. And then everything goes blank. 
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The next thing I hear is men’s voices speaking German. I smell metal, oil, and cardboard. I hear what sounds like tape being unstuck and feel a tug on my neck. Then the black sack is lifted, and light floods my eyes. I close them and look down and feel my chest bound to the chair on which I sit. My legs and arms are bound as well. I keep my eyes shut as the light filters through my eyelids. I don’t dare open them.

“Welcome to Germany,” says a voice in American English. “We’ve been wondering if you’d show up.”

I open one eye and wait for it to adjust to the overhead fluorescents. Then I open the other and keep my eyes on the floor. When I look up, I see Erik Torkelson sitting on a metal folding chair. We’re in some kind of warehouse. My head begins to throb which explains my lapse in memory. I want to ask for an ice pack but decide to save my wishes for later.

“You should have stayed home,” says another voice.

I turn my head to the right, and there he is. Second-string Sammy Sykes. He looks different. His hair is longer and he has a full beard, both dyed shoe-polish brown. But it’s him. After seeing him on TV selling everything from cars to hot tubs for the past thirty years, I’d know Sammy Sykes’s face and voice anywhere.

Sykes ordered the ambush that led to Gabriella’s death. I’m staring at the man responsible for my wife’s murder. But there’s nothing I can do to avenge her death. I’m bound to a metal chair in a warehouse, the location of which I have no idea. I could curse him to his face, but that will accomplish nothing. I decide to keep my rage buried deep where it’s festered the last two years. If I see an opportunity to let my rage do some damage, I’ll release it. But that doesn’t seem likely.

There’s a van parked right next to Sykes. I assume that’s the vehicle I was pulled into when the rest of the people near St. Peter’s focused their attention on the fallen Gerhard Beckenbauer. The van is white and nondescript and shaped like a Matchbox car I had when I was a boy. When I played with it, I never imagined a real one would carry me bound and hooded.

I clear my throat to make sure my voice works. It’s dry but it makes a sound. “I probably should have stayed home,” I say. “But you know how it is. When you get the travel bug, you just got to go.”

Sammy Sykes does not laugh. He does not smile. “What am I going to do with you, Mr. Shapiro?”

“Is that a rhetorical question or is it up to me?”

Now Sammy Sykes smiles a cold smile. “No, I’m afraid you have no say in the matter. This business I’m in, it’s not a democracy.”

“No,” I say. “It’s not. Very important to rule with an iron fist. Can’t show any weakness.”

“I’m glad you understand,” says Sykes.

I take my eyes off him and look around. Erik Torkelson sits next to Sykes. Torkelson is the guy who came to Amsterdam searching for my alter ego, the Canadian marijuana grower Thomas Claasen. Torkelson’s the guy who led me to Munich and eventually to this cold metal chair and the bump on my head. When I posed as Thomas Claasen, I was decked out in a cashmere suit and peering out behind rose-tinted glasses under a blond toupee. I barely spoke that night. Casey, pretending to be my wife, did most of the talking. One or both of the two men who work with Hans Leitner told Sykes and Torkelson about Claasen moving in on Sykes’s territory. And those two men are here right now, standing behind the seated Sykes and Torkelson. I assume they’re the German speakers I heard when my head was in the sack. They did not look like fun guys in Amsterdam and they do not look like fun guys here in Munich. They look like dumb muscle. Very dumb, I hope, because if they realize Thomas Claasen and I are the same person, my microscopic hope of getting out of this jam will get even smaller.

“You really do present a problem,” says Sykes. “I’ve had to come to terms with the fact that I’ll probably never see U.S. soil again. I’ll never see the happy and adoring faces of my fans. And I’ll never see my daughter again.”

“You’re in a rough business, Mr. Sykes.” I say this in a matter-of-fact tone. “Sacrifices have to be made.”

“Don’t you tell me about the business I’m in. You think I liked what I had to do?”

“You mean, do I think you liked killing people? A dozen or so teenagers from what I understand. Use ’em and lose ’em. And my wife, Gabriella Nuñez. Do I think you liked having her gunned down in an underground garage?” I feel the rage scratching its way up from its buried place, but it won’t do me any better now than it would have a few minutes ago. “I don’t know if you liked all that killing, but you sure didn’t seem to mind it. Not enough to stop. The last commercial I saw you in—I think it was for that water park near the Mall of America—you seemed pretty happy. Big smile of capped teeth.”

“I wasn’t happy about any of it,” snaps Sykes. Then he takes a deep breath and lets it out. Calms himself. Runs his fingers through his dyed brown hair. “I haven’t had to get rid of a problem since I arrived in Europe two years ago. Not until today, when that idiot Gerhard Beckenbauer came to me with his little dilemma. A Polish whore in an apartment. Hidden cameras so he could relive his sexual triumphs over and over again. Relive the glory days like a washed-up athlete.

“Beckenbauer was weak. He left himself vulnerable. All it took was one smart guy like you to exploit it.” Sykes folds his arms and pushes back in his chair. “And now what am I going to do with you? I have a feeling that if I let you go, you’re just going come right back. Like you’re a stray cat I made the mistake of feeding. There will be no getting rid of you.”

“That’s possible,” I say.

“I am sorry about your wife,” says Sykes. “When I heard the cops planned to take my daughter into custody, I didn’t expect they’d be the highest-ranking officers in the Minneapolis Police Department.”

I don’t respond. Not with words. Not with a nod. Not with a sneer. I do not respond.

“Would it make a difference if you knew she died by friendly fire?”

“What?” I can’t stifle my acrid tone.

“My men were not carrying guns.”

“I don’t believe you.” The rage is coming up whether I like it or not.

“You should have checked with your sources in the Minneapolis police. No guns were recovered from my crew. One of my men was taken alive. One dead. Neither were armed. The only weaponry they brought were two flash-bangs, two smoke grenades, and infrared goggles. That should have all been logged at the crime scene. You should have read the report.”

I have read the report, and if what Sykes says is true, someone in Minneapolis PD is covering their tracks. Or Altmyer, the FBI agent who was there. Or the DEA agent—I can’t remember his name. Gabriella was shot in the thigh. The entry wound was in the front, or that’s what I was told. That’s how the police report read. And the medical examiner’s. Is that why I received such a large death benefit from the MPD? To mollify me? To keep me from investigating their investigation?

Sykes must see the doubt in my eyes, not of him, but of the story I’ve been told, because he presses harder. “When your wife and the others walked Anna into the parking garage, my men threw flash-bangs to disorient, then smoke grenades so they could see and the police couldn’t. I never would have allowed my men to shoot law enforcement. Because cops never forget. They shot your wife. Not my men. But they pinned it on me anyway, and now I’m on the run for the rest of my life.”

I don’t know if Sykes is telling the truth—all I know is it doesn’t matter. If Gabriella died from a bullet fired by his men or accidentally by a bullet fired from law enforcement, it doesn’t matter. She’s dead. And Sammy Sykes is the reason. Regardless of who pulled the trigger.

“Can’t you see, Shapiro, that I’ve suffered, too?” Sykes leans forward, puts his elbows on his knees like he’s opening up to an old friend. “You have a daughter. Her name is Evelyn, right?”

My blood runs cold when hearing Evelyn’s name come out of Sammy Sykes’s mouth.

“How would you feel if you’d never be able to see Evelyn again?”

“I can tell you if you really want to know.” I say this quickly because I believe Sykes intended his question to be rhetorical. But I’m not going to let him get away with that. Whether he’s telling me the truth or not about Gabriella dying from friendly fire, Sammy Sykes is going to feel the gravity of my presence, my life, my family, because probably for the first time, he’s face to face with his intended victim.

“You don’t have to tell me,” says Sykes. “I know. Because I’ll probably never see my Anna again. Think about that, Nils. I missed her fortieth birthday. It was a few weeks before you visited her in prison. By the way, that business back in Minnesota with the prison guard and Justin Johnston, that was very clever. All the King’s horses and All the King’s men have been looking for me, but you’re the one who found me. You see why I’m reluctant to let you go.”

“If you want to see Anna again so badly, I’m sure American authorities would honor that in the negotiation if you turn yourself in.”

“Thank you,” says Sykes, “but I’ll take my chances that I live long enough for her to get released from prison.”

“In Germany? With all that heavy food? With all that schnitzel and boiled beef? I wouldn’t bet on it.”

Another cold smile from Sykes. Then, “Listen, Mr. Shapiro. Whatever retribution you’ve come for, whatever justice you seek by having me arrested or by killing me, don’t you think I’m paying enough of a price? Living in exile? Away from my Anna? Don’t you think justice has been served? Especially since my men did not kill anyone. Yes, we tried to rescue Anna from custody, but we did not kill your wife.”

I wait a long time before responding. The Germans standing behind Sykes and Torkelson don’t seem too anxious to hear my answer. Torkelson seems in no rush either. I swing my eyes back to Sykes and say, “If I say yes, justice has been served. You’ve suffered. You’ve suffered just as much as I have. We’re even. Then we’ll shake hands and you’ll let me go?”

Sammy Sykes shrugs and rubs his hands together. “That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

I don’t answer. Instead, I say, “You know, running drugs for the neo-Nazis, there’s no job security in that. They’ll use you until they don’t need you anymore. As soon as a European supplier comes along, they’ll cut you loose. And then who’s going to watch your back?”

Sykes shakes his head. “They won’t cut me loose. I’m of German descent.”

“So am I,” I say. “But I doubt they’d take me in and call me one of their own. And hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I’ve heard Hans Leitner is already thinking of replacing you with a Canadian. A Canadian! That can’t feel good.”

I see a flicker in the eyes of both Sykes and Torkelson. I have hit a nerve.

“Who told you that?” says Sykes.

“The Canadian himself. Thomas Claasen, I think his name is. And he’s the one who told me you’re running drugs for Leitner. A little quid pro quo. You raise money for his organization. He provides you protection.” I turn to the German goons and smile. “Hey there, fellas.”

I have no intention of engaging with the two towers of muscle. Instead, I look for recognition in their eyes. Have they made the connection? Do they know that I’m Thomas Claasen? Do they have even an inkling that I look or sound or feel familiar to them in any way? It does not appear so. Anyone who’s worked in law enforcement says the same thing: Criminals is stupid. The vast majority of them are anyway. And the two standing behind Sykes and Torkelson do not appear to be the exception to the rule.

Sykes looks at Torkelson and then back at me. “How is it possible that you met Thomas Claasen?”

“He and his wife came to Minneapolis.” I am thinking on my metal chair. Winging this one word at a time. Formulating the ideas nanoseconds before they leave my mouth. This is what I’m good at. Or at least I used to be. “What’s her name … Alice? Elise? Something like that. Anyway, they came to visit me in Minneapolis because they thought I might know something about where you were since I have as much motivation as anyone to find you. And I’m a professional people finder. I asked why they wanted to find you, and all they said is they couldn’t tell me but that I would be very happy with the results.”

“And what did you tell them?” says Sykes.

“I told them that I didn’t know where you were but that was only because I hadn’t looked for you yet. They left me with their contact information and told me that if I did discover where you are, I would receive a substantial finder’s fee. Between that and reading between the lines on what the Claasens would do to you, it gave me an extra incentive to run out of patience with the FBI and Europol and Interpol.

“But first I dug into Thomas and Elise—I’m pretty sure it’s Elise—into their background. They own a small winery in British Columbia, but they’ve really made their fortune growing pot. So I put two and two together and realized they’re trying to replace you as Hans Leitner’s drug supplier and distributor. When I called the Claasens in Vancouver to tell them you’re over here, they asked to meet me in Amsterdam so they could pay me the finder’s fee. I did. And let’s just say it was insanely generous. And they said they’d double it if I could get a little more accurate about your location.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” says Sykes.

“Two reasons,” I say. “One is you asked. And the other is I want you to know that getting rid of me won’t get rid of your problem. I spoke to the Claasens last night. They know exactly where you are and have every incentive to run you out of business. And in your business, you know what that means.”

Sykes exhales something between contempt and frustration.

I say, “The only thing you got going for you right now is that I don’t like the Claasens any more than I like you. So maybe you need me more than you think you do.”
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I spewed enough information in my account to validate my story. Thomas and Elise Claasen. Vancouver. Marijuana grown in the Okanagan Valley. And best of all, Hans Leitner. I’ve tried to change my status with Sammy Sykes from a liability to an asset. Now he’s got Thomas and Elise Claasen moving in on his business. And according to me, I’m in contact with them. If Sykes only knew Thomas and Elise Classen are me and Casey. But he doesn’t. I can tell by his concern.

Sammy Sykes stands. He’s too anxious to sit. He paces back and forth behind Torkelson and the Germans. “How do I know …” he says. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”

“Ask Leitner,” I say. Matter of fact. I’m in charge now. “He may not want to admit he’s going to replace you, but you’ll know from his reaction to the question. And look up Thomas and Elise Claasen. I did. They’re legit.”

Ernesto Cuellar did a hell of a job creating Thomas and Elise Claasen. Business website. Facebook pages. Instagram accounts. I don’t know how Ernesto did it but he did. I love the kid, but if he continues working in Silicon Valley, I am fearful for all of our futures.

Sykes thinks for a moment then turns to the massive Germans. “You two. Watch the entrance.” The Germans hesitate then Sykes raises his voice. “Now. Go on.”

The big boys, who apparently do understand English, walk across the warehouse floor and exit through a door under a lit sign that reads Ausgang.

“Mr. Shapiro,” says Sykes. “I want to talk business. I know you and I would be an unlikely alliance. You have reasons for not wanting to work with me. You have reasons for wanting me to suffer even more than I have. I have no expectation of us working out a deal. But I would like to at least discuss the possibility.”

“A deal for me to turn double agent on the Claasens?”

“More or less,” says Sykes. “I see two ways to structure such a deal. One, give me the information I need to get rid of the Claasens, and I let you walk out of here a free man under the condition that you fly straight back to Minneapolis. It might require more than information. It might require you using your relationship with the Claasens to set them up. The other way to structure a deal is you get rid of the Claasens for me. On your own. Then not only do I let you walk away, but you do so with a suitcase full of dollars. Is something like that possible? And what would it cost me?”

The longer I keep Sykes talking the better. It gives me time to think. It normalizes our relationship. At least in Sykes’s mind it does. And as long as I act like I’m the forgive-and-forget and cut-a-deal kind of guy, the better chance I have of getting out of this warehouse alive.

“I learned a long time ago not to work for less than I’m worth,” I say. “And if I were to take out a couple—a couple who, by the way, has done nothing illegal—it would cost a lot. More than you’d want to spend. So let’s discuss the first option.”

A big, broad, TV pitchman smile from Sammy Sykes. “I’ve been doing this a long time, Mr. Shapiro. A very long time. I’ve seen every kind of deal there is. I know that you handling the Claasens is a big job. I know what it’s worth. So why don’t you throw a number at me?”

“All right, but it’s a waste of time.”

“Try me.”

“I want one million.”

“Whoa,” says Sykes with his patented smile.

“Each.”

“Each?” he says. Sykes looks at Torkelson and says, “He wants two million dollars to make the Claasen problem go away. Two million. What would you charge?”

“A hundred grand,” says Torkelson. “One twentieth.” He shakes his head. “Two million … What are you, LeBron James?” Then to Sykes: “Don’t pay it, boss. I’d do it for free before I see you give him two million. Not even his area of expertise.” Torkelson looks at me with his lined, weathered, character actor face. “You ever off someone before?”

“Nope,” I say. “Never had the need to.”

“You think that’s what it takes? Need? To look someone in the face and pull the trigger? To watch the life drain out of them? To be the one who makes them go from something to nothing? To widow their wife or orphan their children? You think you can do that?”

“For two million dollars,” I say. “I’d give it the old college try.”

“Not good enough,” says Torkelson.

“Good points, Erik. Thank you.” Sykes turns to me and says, “But I want you to try another number, Shapiro. Something more reasonable.”

“I don’t want to haggle,” I say. “But let’s face it, Erik’s right. Getting rid of your Canadian problem is not my expertise. I’ve never done it before. But along with that, I’ve never been suspected of it before. I’ve never been arrested before. For anything. I am not known for associating with known criminals. I was married to the Minneapolis Chief of Police. I have a good reputation and standing in my community. No one will look at me when the Canadians get what’s coming to them. And if no one’s looking at me, then they sure as hell won’t be looking at you. See what I’m saying, Sammy? I don’t get caught—you don’t get caught. Can Erik here say that? Has he had any past run-ins with the law? Ever been incarcerated? Is Erik a person of interest in any ongoing investigations? You know, now that I say it out loud, maybe two million isn’t enough. Maybe three is more like it. Maybe—”

“Stop,” says Sykes. “I get your point. You’re clean. No one looks at the guy who’s clean unless it’s a crime of passion. You got anything going on with Mrs. Claasen? What’s her name, Elise?”

I think of my night with Mrs. Claasen, aka Casey Van der Ven, sharing a bed and nothing more. Well, nothing sexual. We shared something though. I just don’t know what exactly. “I don’t have anything going on with Mrs. Claasen,” I say. Then to show Sammy Sykes we’re buddies, I add, “Not yet anyway.”

He laughs at my stupid man joke. I don’t even know what it means. And as he’s laughing the idea hits me. I think it through as fast as I can because I don’t have much time. The idea seems sound. At least the possibility seems sound. I say, “But the more I think about it, I see Erik’s point. I’m not up for the job of handling the Claasens. I’m forty-seven years old. It’s kind of late to learn now. You handle that. But here’s what I’ll do—I’ll bring them to you. I don’t want your money. I just want to walk out of here and go home. And if you promise to let me do that, I’ll promise to honor my end of the deal.”

Sykes thinks this over. He sits back down and rubs his chin as if Rodin had sculpted him. “But how can you guarantee you’ll keep up your end of the deal? How do I know you won’t just hop on a plane back to Minneapolis?”

“I know,” says Torkelson before I can answer. “If he runs on us, we’ll have one of our associates back in Minneapolis visit his daughter.”

“Hey,” says Sammy Sykes. “Evelyn. There’s an idea.”

I never wanted to kill Sammy Sykes. It’s not who I am. But that changes in a single moment. Or maybe I change. Because just mentioning the possibility of hurting Evelyn has devalued the lives of Sammy Sykes and Erik Torkelson. Back when I was a cadet at the Minneapolis Police Academy, the idea that I’d have to take a life haunted me. I thought that if I, even in self-defense, killed someone, it would eat me from the inside out. I’m no God. That’s not my decision to make. But now, after Torkelson and Sykes have threatened my daughter, my six-year-old daughter, I think I’d be just fine after taking their lives. Wouldn’t see ghosts. Wouldn’t lose any sleep. Wouldn’t give it a second thought. As if I’d just swatted a couple of mosquitos.

But I try my damnedest not to show that. Instead, I swallow my hatred of these two men and say, “Does that mean we have a deal? You let me go. I’ll lead you to Thomas Claasen or bring him to you?”

Sykes considers this for a moment, then reaches into his jacket’s breast pocket. When he pulls out his hand, he’s holding an envelope. “I wrote this letter,” he says, “in case we came to some kind of agreement.” He hands it to me. It’s a plain, white envelope, and it’s sealed. “It’s a letter to my daughter, Anna. See, I can’t contact her in the usual way. I can’t send a letter to one of my men and have them give it to her. The entire state of Minnesota is on a twenty-four/seven lookout for me or any sign of me. They’d intercept this letter and analyze it in every way possible in hopes of learning where I am. What I’m saying, Mr. Shapiro, is I’m inclined to agree to your proposal if you bring that letter to Anna after Thomas Claasen is out of the picture and you return to the States. The FBI. The DEA. The prison guards. They won’t be suspicious of you.”

We hear shouts from beyond the door under the Ausgang sign. Torkelson jumps up off his chair and runs over to the van. “Let’s go!” he yells to Sykes.

More shouting from outside the door then Sykes turns to me and says, “Deliver Claasen and deliver that letter! And get this app!” Sykes shows me an app on his phone. “It’s the only way I text.” Then he lowers his voice and adds, “Follow through, Shapiro. Or your daughter will never be safe.”

“I will,” I say. “I’ll deliver both.”

“Then we have a deal.” Sykes reaches into his pocket and sets my two phones on the chair before jumping into the passenger seat of the van. Torkelson hits the gas, and the van speeds away in the opposite direction of the shouts. A garage door opens on the far wall. Sykes and Torkelson drive through it and disappear.

I don’t know who they think is going to cut me free from this chair. Maybe I can ask Siri to call someone who owns a pair of scissors. I look toward the door under the Ausgang sign. The shouting has stopped. How am I going to explain to the Germans that Sykes let me go? That is if the Germans are still here. Maybe they left to chase away whoever they were yelling at. I try to hop my chair and it moves about a millimeter. I can’t tell if my phone is on or off. I could be here for a while.

Then the door under the Ausgang sign opens, and I can’t believe who enters. Maybe I didn’t make a deal with Sykes. Maybe I’m dead or nearly dead and hallucinating. Because what I’m seeing now, who I’m seeing now, is impossible.
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Three people walk straight toward me but they do not include the two Germans who’d been standing behind Sykes and Torkelson. I have no idea who one of them is, but the other two … Maybe the bump on my head is more than a bump. Maybe it’s a dent. Maybe I’ve been drugged. I could have conjured up this whole warehouse. I could have imagined Sykes and Torkelson and the deal we cut to save my life. A deal I had no intention of honoring, by the way. Maybe my subconscious was bargaining to live as I lay dying. Because the two people I recognize can’t be who they appear to me. There is no logical explanation. I don’t dare say a word because that could expose my delusional mind.

“You OK, buddy?”

He looks like Anders Ellegaard. He sounds like Anders Ellegaard.

I say, “I think so,” without making eye contact. It can’t really be Ellegaard.

“Maybe you’re not OK?” says the one who looks and sounds like Annika Brydolf. “You seem confused.”

I manage to speak. “I seem confused because I am confused. What is happening here?”

Annika removes a small pair of scissors from her purse and starts to cut me free. “What’s happening here is that we’ve been following you.”

“Since I left the States?”

“Kind of,” says Annika. “The phone Anders gave you, he set it to share your location with him. Just like he does for his wife and daughters. We’ve kept an eye on you from back home. When you left Amsterdam and landed in Munich, we became concerned. Anders saw that you hadn’t checked out of your hotel and it looked like you might not have traveled of your own free will. So we jumped on a plane.” Annika looks over the tape job adhering me to the chair. “Hold tight. You’re about to lose some arm hair.”

Annika pulls the tape and I feel a burning sensation on my arm. “That wasn’t very nice.”

“It’s the price of freedom,” she says. “And look at that arm. Smooth as a baby’s bottom. Want me to do the other one? Maybe your legs?”

Now I believe it’s Annika. She kneels to cut the duct tape that secures my ankles to the chair. Thank God I’m wearing long pants and socks.

“What happened to the two big guys?” I say.

“Pepper-sprayed and bound,” says Ellegaard. “They’ll be picked up shortly. Ellegaard turns to the person I don’t know. “Nils, this is Klara Wolter with the German Federal Police.”

Klara Wolter has shoulder-length dark hair and bangs. I don’t know what it is about adults with bangs but I have a hard time taking them seriously. They might as well have skinned knees, a Kool-Aid mustache, and be skipping rope. Yet I manage to take Klara Wolter seriously because there is no other way to take her. She wears black pants, black boots up to her knees, and a black blazer over a white T-shirt. Though she has to be in her mid-forties, she doesn’t have a line on her face. My guess is this has nothing to do with Botox or wide-brimmed hats. Instead, I attribute her wrinkle-free face to having never smiled once in her life.

“Are you of sound mind at the moment, Mr. Shapiro?” says Klara Wolter. She speaks in a German accent that is not nearly as harsh as her expression.

“I think so,” I say. “Maybe you’re a better judge than I am.”

“We will take you to a safe place to debrief you,” she says.

Annika and I burst into laughter. Even Ellegaard joins in.

“What is this joke you are laughing at?” says Klara Wolter. “What is so funny?”

Annika explains that the word debrief also means to take off someone’s underwear.

“Thank you,” says Wolter, her expression permanently neutral. “Now I understand the joke.”

Half an hour later we’re in Munich’s German Federal Police building. It’s a block long and four stories high, and I’ll tell you this much: conference rooms in Germany are as boring as conference rooms in the United States. Same fake wood tables, chairs, and soul-sucking overhead lights. Same dull hum of an HVAC system. Same shit, different country. Klara Wolter sits at the head of an eight-person table and interviews me.

I have to make some decisions on the spot. How much do I want to tell my dear friends Ellegaard and Annika? How much do I want to tell the German Federal Police? I trust my friends. Trust them with information anyway. But I don’t know if they’ll continue to allow me to operate freely. Not that they can stop me. But they can make it more difficult. I’m using Ellegaard’s phone. I’m using his credit card. If he takes them away, I’m more exposed.

The German Federal Police I do not trust. Not that Klara Wolter is a bad cop. But if I tell Klara Wolter what I now know, she’ll involve the entire force or department or whatever they call it over here. And it just takes one bad cop. Just one. Or maybe not even a cop. Maybe someone working as support staff. And Sykes will bury himself so far underground that Exxon won’t be able to get him out.

“Sykes found me,” I say.

“How?” says Annika.

“I don’t know.” This is a half-truth. I found Sykes. Or at least I suspected he was in Munich. He didn’t find me. Until he did. That’s how I wound up in a van with a sack over my head. Then duct-taped to a chair in a warehouse. And ultimately with hairless wrists. “But Sykes did something I didn’t expect. He apologized for Gabriella’s death. He said his men had no intention of killing anyone. They knew if they killed a police officer it would bring down more heat than they could handle. They weren’t armed with any intentionally lethal weapons. No guns. Just stun grenades and smoke grenades. He said friendly fire killed Gabby. That’s the only explanation.” I add, “But we were in the process of making a deal when you showed up.”

“You came face to face with the man responsible for your wife’s death,” says Wolter, “and you made an agreement with him?”

“I didn’t have much choice,” I say. “I was taped to a chair. And there was one of me and four of them.”

“What kind of deal?” says Ellegaard.

“If they let me go, I’d forgive and forget. My words, not Sykes’s. But I’d pack up and head home and not tell anyone that we’d crossed paths or even that I knew he was in Munich.”

“Did you agree to that?” says Annika.

“He made a pretty good argument that justice has been served because he has to live the rest of his life on the run. And he’ll probably never get to go home again or see his daughter, Anna, again.”

I tell them nothing about Beckenbauer, although they may already know if they’ve been following me around Munich. I tell them nothing about Casey Van der Ven, although they may know about her, too. And I tell them nothing about my alter ego, Thomas Claasen, who I’m pretty sure they have no idea exists.

“Let me be clear, Mr. Shapiro,” says Klara Wolter. “You are done with your investigation. German police will observe Mr. Sykes and his operatives and if they are indeed selling narcotics under the protection of Hans Leitner. If so, we shall step in to enforce the laws of this country. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” I say, “but I don’t agree. There’s no one I want behind bars more than Sammy Sykes. He’s responsible for my wife’s death, and today he threatened my daughter. She’s six years old. No offense, Ms. Wolter, but I can’t leave the arrest and detention of Sammy Sykes to a bureaucratic organization. There’s too much at stake.”

“The German Federal Police do not tolerate interference in our investigations. Not by our citizens, and certainly not by foreign nationals. We take this very seriously.”

“No offense, Klara, but you look like you take everything seriously.”

“Why would I take offense to such a thing?”

I consider explaining why she might take offense but instead say, “So is this meeting just your friendly, jovial way of saying you’re kicking me out of the country?”

She looks at me with dull, expressionless eyes and says, “No. I do not possess such an authority. But if you violate our laws, especially those in the area of police interference, we shall start deportation proceedings.”

“Proceedings?” I say. “That’s rough stuff. Hey, do you mind if I run to the bathroom? My friends back at the warehouse didn’t offer me use of their facilities.”

“The toilets are thirty meters down the corridor to the right.”

I stand and say, “Anyone else up for a thirty-meter walk?” It’s a feeler question meant to assess and gain trust. Klara Wolter’s trust. Ellegaard’s and Annika’s trust. And whether or not that trust or lack thereof outweighs their desire to talk among themselves with me gone.

“I’m good,” says Ellegaard.

“Me too,” says Annika. “Try not to get lost.”

I leave the room, walk down the corridor to the right and enter the men’s room. I take my American phone, aka Ellegaard’s phone that’s allowed them to track me, and send some contact information to my German burner. Then I exit the bathroom and turn not left but right, away from the conference room. A minute later I step outside.

There aren’t as many bikes and cyclists in Munich as there are in Amsterdam, but there are more than I’ve seen in any American city. At an intersection gummed up with automobiles, cyclists, and pedestrians, I spot a bike with an open basket on the back and, just as the cyclists starts forward from a dead stop, I set my American phone into that basket. Away it goes.

I can’t return to the hotel—Ellegaard and Annika know I’m staying there. Instead, I call Casey on my burner.

“Dinner tonight?”

“I was wondering when you were going to call,” she says. “I was starting to think you’re the type of man who sleeps with a woman then never contacts her again.”

“Oh, you’re way off,” I say. “I’m not even the type who sleeps with a woman.”

“Maybe we should discuss that at dinner. Meet you in the lobby?”

“Not there,” I say. “Do you have a favorite hotel in Munich?”

“What’s wrong with the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski?” says Casey.

“Nothing. I love it. I’m quite fond of the toilet opening it’s lid to say hello every time I walk into the bathroom. But the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski falls into the category of last known whereabouts.”

“Uh oh, Nils. That doesn’t sound good. What have you done?”

“Quite a bit, actually,” I say. “I’ll tell you at dinner. Meet you in the lobby of some other hotel. Your choice.”

“The Mandarin Oriental,” says Casey. “It’s not far from the Kempinski.”

“Do you mind packing up my clean clothes? We’re not good enough friends for you to touch the dirty ones. Those I can leave behind. And there’s some cash in the safe. And by some, I mean quite a bit.”

She says she doesn’t mind. I tell her the safe combination and that the bills are marked in case she’s thinking of taking off with my money. Casey Van der Ven laughs hard.

The Marienplatz is as busy as ever. I buy a third burner phone, use it to navigate to the Mandarin Oriental Hotel, which, as promised, is only a few minutes’ walk. And just before nineteen o’clock, I walk into yet another beautiful hotel lobby.

“You are punctual,” says Casey. She’s sitting on a winged-back chair with a leopard print pillow, not behind her but clutched like a football. My carry-on sits on the floor next to hers. “I just checked in. Would you like to dine in or out?”

“I think I’d better dine in. Is room service OK?”

“I have no problem with room service,” says Casey. “Is there anything you want to talk about before we go upstairs?”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m glad you brought it up.” I pause because I need to have at least a little fun today and so far I’ve had none. Then I reach into a bag and pull out my first German burner phone. I text Ellegaard and Annika.

Sorry. Please understand. Thank you. I love you both. This phone will now self-destruct …

I send the text then turn off the phone, hand it to Casey and say, “Do you mind walking this back to the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski and putting it up in the room?”

“That’s what you want to talk about?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Casey rolls her eyes. Actually rolls her eyes like a teenager. Then she takes the phone, steps toward the hotel front doors, stops, turns around, and shakes her head. But with a smile. Her oh-so-pretty smile.
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The Mandarin Oriental hotel room is not a room but a suite. Gray walls, heavy white trim, and parquet floors. There’s a sitting room with a gray couch and green chairs and a desk. The bedroom does not have a king bed like the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski. Instead, it has two queen beds.

Casey must see me trying to analyze her room choice and says, “I’ll be receiving quite a large divorce settlement from Ivan. He knows that’s what it’ll cost to keep me from informing Canadian authorities about his bigamy.”

“Ah,” I say, “you’re playing the tried-and-true bigamy card.”

Casey shrugs. “Ivan still has a company in Vancouver and a lot to lose if he’s prosecuted. Plus, I never had to play the card—he offered the settlement and asked for my … I think discretion is the word he used. I just agreed. My point is, thanks to my husband’s bigamy, I can afford this dump. So what the hell? Life is to be enjoyed … when possible.”

I sit on one of the beds and say, “I can afford this because, like you, it appears I’ve also been paid to keep my mouth shut.”

“Tell me more,” says Casey, “unless you’re being paid not to.” She’s joking but she looks concerned. Maybe not because of what I’ve said but because of the emotion in my voice when I said it. I feel like I’m about to cry. Casey hasn’t known me a long time but she knows me well enough to see me pushing down my sadness.

“We should talk,” she says.

“Can we order dinner first? I was in a van with a bag over my head during lunch.”

She manages a little laugh then grabs the menu off the desk in the sitting room. We discuss our options. I phone it in, then tell her everything about my big adventure today, including Sammy Sykes’s claim that his men did not kill Gabriella. He said it was impossible because they weren’t carrying guns.

Casey says, “Then how—”

“Friendly fire,” I say. “A misnomer if there ever was one.”

Casey sits on the adjacent queen bed. “Is that possible?”

“I think so. Especially after a flash-bang and smoke grenades. No one could have seen anything unless they were wearing infrared goggles. It would also explain the obscene death benefit I received.”

“Guilty conscience?” says Casey.

“Not so guilty that they thought they couldn’t pay me to look the other way. I didn’t look the other way, of course. It just made sense what they told me so I believed them. And it is possible the police are telling me the truth or at least partially telling me the truth. Stun grenades can kill people on their own. They’re not meant to. But if there was a rock on the garage floor that had maybe been wedged into the tread of a tire but had fallen out, the stun grenade could have launched it like a piece of shrapnel. The possibility is something we learned about at the police academy.”

“Wait,” says Casey. “You were a cop?”

“For five minutes,” I say. “It’s a long story.”

“We’re not going anywhere.” She gets up, goes to the mini bar, and removes a bottle of Prosecco from the refrigerator. She hands it to me for opening.

“How ladylike of you,” I say.

“Don’t get used to it.”

I remove the foil then twist the cork. It pops out, and the bottle exhales a tiny breath of fog. Casey holds up two glasses and I pour.

“L’chaim,” she says and clinks my glass.

“Where’d you learn that?”

“I had a Jewish boyfriend at university.”

“Not true love?”

“I don’t know,” says Casey. “Maybe it was. He was serious about a long-term relationship. I wasn’t ready for that so I broke up with him. Might have been a mistake.” She sips her Prosecco and adds, “I’m going to shower before dinner gets here. Then I want to hear your life story.” She downs half her glass, refills it, then takes it with her into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

I finish my Prosecco and consider calling Detective Rosalie Greeman back in Minneapolis to ask her point blank if someone in the Minneapolis Police Department wasn’t honest about the cause of Gabriella’s death. It’s fourteen o’clock back home—she should be reachable—but I decide that’s a question for another day. The details don’t matter. Not right now they don’t. Gabriella died as a result of an ambush from Sammy Sykes’s men. Whether they carried guns or not, they created the confusion with a flash-bang and smoke grenades. Whether Gabriella was shot accidentally by one of her own team, or purposely by one of Sykes’s men, or died from a fluke flash-bang mishap, Sammy Sykes was the cause of Gabriella’s death. And one way or the other, he’s going to face the consequences. Consequences by my definition. Not his. If he never sees his daughter, Anna, again, and if he suffers for the rest of his life because of that, it’s not enough. Not for me.

That’s especially true after Sykes threatened Evelyn. There is no justification for that. Therefore, I must go full mamma bear on him. Anyone who’s ever gone camping or hiking knows that if you see a baby bear, get the hell out of there because the mother is nearby and she will protect her baby at any cost. I’m that mamma bear now.

I open my laptop, search for Hans Leitner, and find his personal appearance dates. He’s speaking in Berlin tonight. In two nights he’ll be in Salzburg, Austria. I open the maps app. Salzburg is less than a two-hour train ride from Munich. Looks like my alter ego, Thomas Claasen, and myself are heading to Salzburg tomorrow.

When Casey exits the shower, she’s wearing the hotel’s plush white bathrobe. Her hair is wet and falls past her shoulders, the blonde darkened in its water-laden state. She smells of whatever herbal shampoo the hotel has to offer—the scent wafts across the room as she carries her dirty clothes to her carry-on and shoves them in. She now holds only her wine glass, empty and sad, and reaching it toward me, asks for a refill with her eyes.

I pour more Prosecco, and there’s a knock on the door. My heart jumps for a half-second then I remember we ordered room service.

“I’ll get it,” I say. I stand. Casey does not step aside. Apparently she made some sort of decision while in the shower and has yet to tell me about it. I place a hand on her shoulder and step to the side. “Who is it?”

“Room service,” says a muffled woman’s voice in a German accent. I take a chance and open the door.

A young woman wheels in a cart and sets everything on the table. I thank her and tip her and out she goes. Casey pads over to the mini bar and pulls out another bottle of Prosecco. She stops at a complicated-looking bank of light switches and with some kind of mastery dims the room to restaurant-like perfection. She joins me at the table and refills our glasses.

“Start talking,” she says. “And don’t stop until I tell you to stop.”

I talk all the way through dinner. I tell her about my childhood, going through the Minneapolis police academy, and how our entire class of cadets were laid off right after graduating. I told her how everyone knew the layoff was political and temporary, that it would only last a few months, but that I never went back. I became a private investigator instead. And one of my best cadet friends, Anders Ellegaard, also didn’t go back. He became a cop in the Minneapolis suburb of Edina. And my other best cadet friend, Gabriella Nuñez, returned to the Minneapolis police after the layoff, rose through the ranks, and became the chief of police.

I tell Casey how, almost twenty years after leaving the academy, I reconnected with Gabriella and Ellegaard when the Edina Police Department hired me as a consultant for an unusual murder in the idyllic hamlet. The suburb’s first murder in decades. A murder still referred to as the dust murder. Solving that case pulled me out of a personal and professional slump.

And then I monologue about my marriage to Micaela, our divorce, and how we kept falling into bed together after the divorce. I had still been in love with Micaela, but she was not in love with me. And because I was still in love with her, my subsequent attempts at relationships failed. I tell her how Micaela took proactive measures to get pregnant by me. She took those measures without informing me so the pregnancy blindsided me. But it resulted in Evelyn so I hold no grudges.

Once things sparked with Gabriella, I finally got over Micaela. And now, two years after Gabriella died, I’m still over Micaela. We have a friendly, constructive relationship co-parenting our daughter. Evelyn is by far the most wonderful person in my life—I wouldn’t have survived Gabriella’s death without her. In fact it was parenting Evelyn that kept me from investigating Gabriella’s murder for two years.

“So, what changed?” Casey asks when I finally stop talking.

Casey looks impossibly beautiful to me right now and I can’t help feeling that I’m betraying Gabriella. But I remind myself what Annika said a few weeks ago. “I’m just asking you to not be married to her anymore,” Annika had said. “She wouldn’t want that, Nils. You know she wouldn’t.”

“Evelyn grew a little older,” I say without taking my eyes off Casey. “She doesn’t need me as much. And neither the police nor the FBI have made any progress in finding Sykes. I guess the part of me I thought I’d buried with Gabriella came back to life.”

“And what part of you is that?” says Casey. She takes another sip of Prosecco then looks at me with questioning eyes.

I take the bottle and refill my glass. “The part of me that lives by a personal code. The part of me that doesn’t make excuses. The part of me that prioritizes life over existence.”

“Now that all those parts of you have woken up,” says Casey, “is this difficult for you? Being with me? In a hotel room with bubbly wine and good food and romantic lighting? Especially the part of you that prioritizes life over existence. Does that make this easier?”

“Nah,” I say, “you chose a room with two beds.”

“I didn’t choose it,” she says. “That’s all the hotel had left. Whether it was a regular room or a suite, no king beds were available. Now that you know that,” she adds, “I’ll ask again. Is being in this situation difficult for you?”

“Nah,” I say again. “We slept together last night. What’s the big deal?”

She shakes her head. “Why are you avoiding the question?”

I decide to stop playing around. To be forthright. I have let Casey in. Into my investigation/mission. And into my life. I have shut out Ellegaard and Annika. I have left Evelyn with her mother. I have left my home. But for some reason, I have allowed a stranger who sat next to me on an airplane to become my person. Maybe for just a week or two. But Casey Van der Ven has definitely become my person.

“I’m avoiding your question,” I say, “because you are a big deal.”

“A big deal?” she says.

“Actually, the biggest deal.” I reach for the chain around my neck and pull out my wedding ring. “I took this off my finger just before I left Minneapolis. It was a friend’s idea. She said it was time to let go. Time to move on.”

“She?” says Casey.

“Annika. One of our investigators at the firm. A friend. Nothing more than a friend.”

“One of the friends you ditched at the police station today?”

‘That would be her.”

Casey nods but her expression doesn’t change from dead center neutral. She’s in listening mode. Focused on me with kind eyes.

“Annika’s right, of course,” I say. “Taking this ring off my finger and wearing it on a chain around my neck, it’s a symbol of me trying to be open. I didn’t feel open, but I was trying. It’s difficult.”

“Give it some time,” says Casey. “You took that ring off your finger less than a month ago. And I understand. You lost your wife when you were still very much in love with her. My situation is different. I lost my husband when the love had faded. Do you know we haven’t had sex in four years?”

I smile. “Yes. Everybody knows that. It’s front-page news.”

Casey laughs then her laughter fades to something wistful. “Look at how I’m dressed right now.” She indicates her robe. “Or not dressed. And it was me. I was the one who didn’t want to have sex with Ivan. He was all for it. But I must have sensed something. His betrayal. His dishonesty. I felt so dead inside. Sex felt impossible. I was beginning to wonder if it would ever happen again.”

I slide the last plate of uneaten food between us. A wedge of chocolate torte. I hand Casey a fork and say, “Do you realize you’re talking in the past tense? ‘I felt so dead inside. Sex felt impossible.’”

“You too, pal,” says Casey. “‘I didn’t feel open.’” She takes a bite of chocolate torte and lets it melt in her mouth. “Does that mean you feel open now? Or at least more open?”

I hover my fork over the chocolate torte and say, “More open. Yes.”

She lowers her whole body and head as if making herself smaller will make what she’s about to say easier for me to hear. “I mean, physically, at least. You must be ready for that. You took a vow until death do you part. You didn’t promise you’d live a lonely, celibate existence if you were widowered.”

I can’t help but smile. “Nice use of the word existence.”

“Thank you.”

“But I think you made up the word widowered.”

“I might have.”

“And I know I didn’t promise to be lonely and celibate after Gabriella died,” I say. “But I didn’t even want to—”

“There you go with the past tense again,” says Casey.

“—until I saw you sit down next to me. And then I thought, I’m going to sleep with that woman.”

Casey bursts into a semi-drunken cackle and keeps laughing, and just when the rules of oxygen and carbon dioxide exchange demand that she stop laughing, another wave fills the entirety of our suite at the Mandarin Oriental. It’s contagious. And that’s how we first kiss, in sputters and starts and stops over room-service dishes.
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We make love like experienced teenagers. At least that’s what I imagine—I never was an experienced teenager. But that’s what it feels like. New and exciting, a playground of discovery, but without the awkward fumfering, fumbling apology-laden insecurities and faux pas. This isn’t love but there’s a whole lot of like and respect and care.

I guess we both need it. More than we allowed ourselves to believe. We laugh probably more from relief than because we’re terribly funny. At one point Casey says, “Once you go Canadian, you never go back.” And I say, “You sound like you work for British Columbia Ministry of Tourism.”

At another point I begin to remove the chain from around my neck, and Casey says, “Please leave it on. We’re middle-aged. Let’s not pretend we haven’t lived half our lives.” There’s an encore performance and another when we wake. We should go into business selling supplements to cable news watchers in their forties and beyond.

In the morning, Casey is first into the shower. I check my newest German burner. No messages or calls which is good because no one has this number. I jump onto my laptop. I see emails from Ellegaard and Annika begging me to drop it and go home. The go as opposed to return leads me to believe they’re still in Munich. I picture them staking out the Hotel Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski, perhaps from within the Dior store after being forced to buy a 2,000-euro belt.

Casey steps out of the shower wearing the hotel’s white robe and I say, “Not this again.”

She laughs, takes the towel off her head and throws it at me. Half an hour later, I’ve showered and we eat breakfast downstairs.

“What’s on the docket for today?” she says.

“Salzburg.”

She sets down her strudel and says, “Austria?”

I nod.

“How will you get there?”

“Train.”

She shakes her head. “I wouldn’t. Not after ditching a German Federal Police officer. They might be looking for you. They might have face recognition technology.”

“I don’t know why the police would be looking for me. I didn’t do anything wrong other than end a conversation unilaterally.”

“You’re a key witness or person of interest or whatever they call it concerning the death of that Bavarian State Police cop, Beckenbauer. The one who splatted in front of St. Peter’s.”

Casey makes a good point.

“And why Salzburg?” she says.

“Hans Leitner is speaking there. He’s based in Austria. I’m going to call Sykes once I’m there to tell him I saw Thomas Claasen talking to Leitner’s associates. Trying to muscle in on Sykes’s drugs business.”

Casey almost spits out her muesli. “Thomas Claasen? You mean you in a cashmere suit and rose-tinted glasses and blond toupee?”

“Correct.”

“And what about Elise Claasen? Will she be there? Will I be there?”

“Well,” I say, “since the Claasens are both make-believe, it doesn’t really matter where Elise is. My point is to lure Sammy Sykes to Austria.”

“And do what with him?”

I hesitate. “One step at a time.”

Then Casey hesitates. She leaves me, not physically, but in her head. She stares off at nothing and no one, and when her brain is done making its calculations, she turns to me and says, “I’ll drive you to Salzburg.”

I’m about to object when I hear, “Hey, Max. You’re a hard guy to find.”

I look up and see Diederik Visser, my PI friend from Amsterdam with his big body and big head and small hair that looks like it shrunk in the wash. His kind eyes and warm smile haven’t lost their sparkle.

“Diederik,” I say. “What brings you to Munich?” But I know full well what has brought Diederik to Munich. He never worked for me. He wouldn’t accept my offer of employment. But that doesn’t mean he turned down Ellegaard’s and Annika’s offer.

“You!” He laughs. “Your friends Annika and Ellegaard hired me to find you.” Diederik Visser looks at his watch. “Took me less than twelve hours. I will only charge them for half a day. Plus expenses. And I suppose I shouldn’t reveal the names of my clients, but what the hell, Max. We’re all friends here. Is it OK if I don’t call you Max anymore? I know that is not your real name. I like Nils better anyway.” Then he turns to Casey and says, “Sorry to interrupt your breakfast. My name is Diederik Visser. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I’ve been a private investigator long enough to know that Diederik Visser didn’t find me. I covered my tracks. He found Casey. My mistake was not realizing that Diederik knew Casey existed. It was a failure of imagination. My imagination. I’m lucky it was Diederik who discovered her and not Sykes.

“Casey,” I say, “please meet Diederik Visser. He’s a private investigator in Amsterdam. Diederik, this is my dear friend, Casey Van der Ven.”

They shake hands over the breakfast table and exchange nice-to-meet-yous and Casey says, “Please join us, Mr. Visser. This might be the best breakfast in town.”

Diederik Visser looks over at the five-star breakfast buffet, pats his ample belly, and says, “I could eat.” Then he heads off to the buffet.

“You going to do a runner?” says Casey.

“A runner? Where’d you learn that term?”

“Watching cop shows. That’s what they say when—”

“I know what it means,” I say. “Diederik is not a cop. And I’m not under arrest. And if I run, he’ll just find me again. Besides, I just ate waffles. Not a good idea to run after you’ve just eaten waffles.”

“How come he can find you,” says Casey, “and no one else can?”

“Because Diederik Visser knows about you.”

“And your friends from the States don’t?”

“Correct. At least I’m pretty sure that’s correct. Diederik could have told them.”

Casey smiles and says with playful eyes, “I embarrass you. You don’t want to show me off in public.”

I can’t help but laugh. Coming out of someone else’s mouth, especially someone I slept with last night for the first time, her words would be troublesome. Casey Van der Ven knows that. That’s the joke. I say, “I just don’t want you cramping my style. I promised you a night to remember, not happily ever after.”

She laughs so hard she nearly spits out her orange juice. When she regains her composure, she says, “So what are you going to do with Mr. Visser, the private eye?”

“Invite him to tag along,” I say.

“What?”

“With a caveat. The same caveat I’ll be sharing with you.”

She tilts her head like a curious dog as Diederik Visser returns from the buffet. He carries a pile of food. I assume there’s a plate under there somewhere. He pulls out a chair, sets down his breakfast, and says, “I love coming to these all-you-can-eat places. The restaurant manager gets one look at me and starts to panic. Like there will have to be an emergency meeting with the accountants. I’ll tell you one thing, Nils and Casey, the all-you-can-eat breakfasts at the cheap hotels, they’re not serving fresh berries and omelets made any way your enlarged heart desires and pastries made by a Paris-trained pastry chef. Everything comes in plastic. You got to unwrap it yourself. I know. I have done a road trip in the United States. But this. This is high class.”

I let Diederik get about halfway through his breakfast and an onslaught of get-to-know-you small talk before saying, “So what’s your plan, Diederik? You going to follow me wherever I go? Report to Ellegaard and Annika so they know what I’m up to?”

“I’ll report in after breakfast,” says Visser with a mouthful of sausage. He swallows and continues. “Then I’ll see what they want me to do.”

“OK. Fair enough. But I won’t make you tail me. I’ll just tell you that after breakfast, we’re going to rent a car and drive down to Salzburg. You’re welcome to ride along if that makes your job easier.”

“Why Salzburg?” Visser says.

“Because Hans Leitner will be speaking there. By the way, I’ve met him. He’s not the scary monster you made him out to be. Just a smart guy pulling levers the neo-Nazis are giving him. He’s like most politicians. If he could amass power by appealing to the alt-left, he’d do that. The ideology means nothing to him. He just wants power. Or better yet, authority.”

Visser takes this in and says, “So what are you going to do in Salzburg with Hans Leitner?”

“Nothing,” I say. “Or at least that’s my intention. But Hans Leitner will attract Sammy Sykes. And I am going to do something with Sammy Sykes.”

Diederik Visser holds a small pancake in one hand and uses it to soak up a puddle of maple syrup. “And what’s that, buddy?”

“I’m going to kill him.”

Casey Van der Ven isn’t laughing now. Diederik Visser doesn’t react, at least not visibly. He says, “Or have him arrested by the proper authorities.”

I shake my head. “No. If I have Sammy Sykes arrested, he’ll send someone to hurt my daughter. He threatened that to my face. He wasn’t joking. I know his past. He’s had a lot of people killed. Teenagers mostly. Still in high school or just out of high school. Not bad kids. And certainly not dangerous kids. Just the opposite. Sammy Sykes would hire kids who didn’t look like criminals. Kids who mostly benefited from profiling because they looked and seemed like the boy or girl next door. All of them had futures. They just wanted to make some extra money by dealing Sykes’s drugs. Maybe they wanted a little excitement. A flirtation with the underworld before they went on to college or the military or to work a trade. A little fling before they settled down.

“Sammy Sykes exploited them for their intelligence and social skills and presentability. But then, just as they were about to leave him to live a life on the up-and-up, he had each one killed. Probably so they couldn’t grow a conscience later in life and turn him in.

“So, when Sammy Sykes threatens to kill my daughter, my six-year-old daughter, I believe him. Especially because he’s had his daughter, Anna, taken away from him. That’s how he says it. She’s not dead. But she’s in prison in the States and he’s in self-imposed exile here. Of course, he won’t kill my daughter himself. He’ll hire out the dirty work. And he can hire just as easily from behind bars as he can while living as a free man. That’s why I’m going to kill Sammy Sykes. He can’t hire anyone if he’s dead. Both of you need to know that before deciding to accompany me to Salzburg.” 
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Diederik and Casey both stare at me. This goes on for a few seconds until they look at each other as if to confirm that they’ve heard correctly. Apparently they come to an agreement. They have heard correctly. I am going to kill Sammy Sykes. Then they look away from one another and back toward me.

I steal a boysenberry off Visser’s plate and say, “I’ve never killed anyone before. I’m not looking forward to it. But Sammy Sykes has left me no choice.”

“What’s your plan?” says Diederik.

I trust Diederik Visser. Why? I can’t say. Let me be clear. I am unable to articulate why I trust Diederik Visser. It’s based on some mathematical equation I’ve performed in my subconscious. The variables are every word he’s said, the look in his eyes, what makes him smile, his concerns, his warnings, and the way he carries himself. It all adds up to me trusting him. Sometimes you meet a person and instantly like or trust or believe them. You feel safe with them. It’s not magic. It’s not psychic ability. It’s life experience. That’s the best I can describe it.

“Not sure how I’m going to do it,” I say. “What I do know is that I cut a deal with Sykes. I told him I’d serve up a rival drug dealer to him if he let me go. If I do that, we’re all even. He can continue his exile in Europe. I can go home. That’s the end of it. But if I don’t do that, well, I’ve told you what he’ll do.”

“And how are you going to serve up this rival drug dealer?” says Diederik. “What if he won’t cooperate with your plan?”

“His name is Thomas Claasen. He’s from Vancouver. He grows marijuana on the same hillsides that he grows his wine grapes. It’s all legal in British Columbia. The thing is, Thomas Claasen believes in Hans Leitner’s cause. He thinks that if Leitner is successful in turning Europe to the alt-right, it’ll catch on in North America. So Claasen told Leitner he’d give him bales of marijuana. Tons of it. Literally tons. That’s his way of donating to the cause. But what Claasen doesn’t know is he’s unwittingly cutting into Sammy Sykes’s business. And Sykes doesn’t like competition.”

“OK, but I still ask the question: How are you going to, what did you call it, serve up this Thomas Claasen to Sammy Sykes? How are you going to put Thomas Claasen in such a vulnerable position?”

“I’m working on that,” I say.

“Why would Thomas Claasen even talk to you? How will you even find him?”

“Because,” says Casey, “you’re looking at him.” This time she doesn’t smile. She’s reevaluating me. I don’t blame her. Hang out with a guy for several days, sleep in the same bed with him a couple of nights, have sex with him one of those nights, you think you know a guy. But when he tells you he intends to kill someone, you might want to reevaluate.

“This Thomas Claasen,” says Diederik, “he is you, buddy? You are him?”

“That doesn’t leave this table,” I say. I do not admonish Casey with my tone. I say it with an air of inclusion. She’s my teammate. And Diederik Visser has just joined us.

Visser shakes his big head but his tiny hair stays put. “Dangerous business, Nils. Very dangerous business.”

“Not a choice,” I say. “If I walk away right now, if I get on a plane and go home, Sykes will go after Evelyn. Or at least he threatened to, and I have to take that threat seriously. So the way I see it, one of two people are going to leave this earth. Sykes or my daughter. And as I just said, not a choice.”

Empty plates are taken away and our cups of coffee are refilled.

When we’re left alone, I turn to Diederik and say, “Ellegaard and Annika aren’t paying you enough to put yourself in danger. Going with me to Austria won’t change a thing. You can’t stop me. I won’t let you. I know you’re good at your job, Diederik. Very good. But I can give you a good run. Make it hard for you. I won’t need much time to do what I have to do. Hope you don’t tell Ellegaard and Annika. But if you do, they won’t be able to stop me either.”

“Buddy,” says Diederik, “I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends,” I say. “That’s why I’m telling you this.” I then turn to Casey and say, “And I’m sorry, Casey, but you won’t be able to stop me either. I wouldn’t mind a ride to Salzburg, but other than that, I don’t want any help. I don’t want to make you an accessory or whatever they call it over here. I don’t want to put you in any danger.”

Casey sips her coffee, sets down her cup, and says, “What about Elise Claasen? Don’t you need her?”

I shake my head. “Elise had to go home to Vancouver. Our kids needed her.”

Visser looks back and forth between us. “You are Elise Claasen,” he says to Casey. “You are Thomas’s wife?” Then to me, “Buddy, what is going here? Who is this pretty lady?”

“Diederik,” I say. “Please. Tell Ellegaard and Annika whatever you want. That’s your job. But please don’t tell them about Casey. And please don’t tell Austrian law enforcement or Europol or Interpol of my intention. Sykes will have eyes and ears in all three, and all you’ll do is give him a heads-up to bury himself deeper and get me and/or my daughter killed.”

By nine o’clock Casey and I are in a rental car headed toward Salzburg. The Bavarian Alps make a guy want to yodel and wear a little cap with a feather in it. Casey rented the car and she drives. Diederik Visser declined to tag along. I don’t know whether or not he’ll report back to Ellegaard and Annika that I’ve fled to Austria with Casey Van der Ven. My guess is he will. Visser seems like a pro. He’ll tell them everything.

My other guess is that Annika will understand. Sammy Sykes threatened Evelyn. It’s no small thing to take a man’s life, but I’m pretty sure if Annika were in the same situation, if it were one of her children who’d been threatened by a man who has proven he has little regard for human life, she’d end his life with little to no regret. Ellegaard is too much of a boy scout. He would rely on standard operating procedure. Play it by the book. In my case, he’d inform the relevant authorities. Two wrongs don’t make a right and all that. A guy’s got to have a code, and Ellegaard’s is biblical. That’s what makes him Ellegaard, and I love him for it.

Human life seems to have little value in the movies as the body count racks up. Especially for henchmen. The bad guy’s faithful underlings. Henchmen get shot like they’re targets in a shooting gallery and get thrown out of windows and hit by cars and disposed of as if they’re ants in a kitchen. But I don’t know if I have collateral damage in me. That’s another reason I never returned to the Minneapolis Police Department. I might’ve been forced to take a life. Even if it’s a strung-out junkie, or a mentally ill person who thinks she’s shooting at a real dragon, if they reach for a gun or what you think could be a gun, your job is shoot to kill. Protect the public. Protect your fellow officers. Protect yourself. And there’s nothing wrong with doing your job. Unless there is and then you should find another line of work. Which I did.

Private investigators rarely find themselves in such a situation. Not in real life anyway. We’re more likely to get killed by the food we eat while on a stake-out. Or in a traffic accident while tailing someone. Or by a pissed-off husband because we took pictures of him kissing his twenty-year-old girlfriend.

Private investigators do not hunt prey. Unless they threaten our children. And as much as I don’t know if I have it in me to kill Sammy Sykes, I am not hobbled with doubt that I should do it. I sit in this car that’s driving ninety kilometers per hour toward the Austrian border and I intend to kill Sammy Sykes just as I intend to eat lunch. No qualms about it.

I say, “Let’s read Sammy Sykes’s letter to his daughter.”

Casey keeps her eyes on the twisting mountain roads and says, “Don’t you have to steam open the envelope so you can reseal it?”

I pull the envelope from my pocket and say, “I have no intention of giving this to Anna. And if I do, her father will be dead. It won’t matter.”

“Yeah,” says Casey. “Let’s hear it. A little entertainment for the drive.”

I tear open the envelope. I unfold a few sheets of A4 and see handwriting in block printed all caps. I’m sure an FBI handwriting profiler would have a field day with this, but that will have to wait.

DEAREST ANNA,

I MISS YOU MORE THAN I CAN SAY. YOU ARE THE ONE LIGHT IN MY LIFE. THE ONE LOVE. AND LIVING SEPARATED FROM YOU MAKES LIFE SEEM HARDLY WORTH LIVING. AT LEAST IF I WERE BACK HOME, I COULD VISIT YOU AND SEE THE TWINKLE IN YOUR EYES. SEE YOUR BEAUTIFUL SMILE. HOLD YOUR HAND. AND HEAR YOUR LOVELY VOICE. THE WHOLE WORLD SEEMS TO BE LOOKING FOR ME. HUNTING ME. AND I WOULD LET THEM LOCK ME UP IN A MINUTE IF I COULD BE IN A CELL NEXT TO YOURS.

BUT THAT WILL NEVER HAPPEN. AND I DON’T KNOW HOW I’M GOING TO MANAGE KNOWING I MAY NEVER SEE YOU AGAIN. THE ONLY WAY I CAN RETURN HOME IS IN HANDCUFFS, AND THEY’D NEVER LET ME SEE YOU. EVEN IF I TURNED MYSELF IN, THEY’D PROMISE I COULD SEE YOU BUT THERE’S NOTHING TO HOLD THEM TO THEIR WORD. WE BOTH KNOW WHAT I HAVE DONE. AND PLENTY OF IT COULD SEND ME TO JAIL. BUT I DID NOT ORDER THE KILLING OF GABRIELLA NUÑEZ. YOU KNOW I’D NEVER DO SOMETHING THAT STUPID. YET HERE I AM, LIVING LIFE ON THE RUN WITH DYED HAIR AND A BEARD, AND WITH ONLY TORKELSON AS COMPANY.

I FIND MYSELF MORE AND MORE THINKING ABOUT ANOTHER LIFE. A LIFE AFTER THIS ONE. ONE THING ABOUT EUROPE, THEY HAVE THE MOST BEAUTIFUL CHURCHES HERE. AND I’M SPENDING A LOT OF TIME SITTING IN THOSE PEWS LOOKING UP AT THE STAINED GLASS AND SCULPTURES AND PAINTINGS AND I THINK THERE HAS TO BE SOMETHING MORE. ALL THESE CHURCHES. THE MASTERFUL ARCHITECTURE. ALL THE BEAUTIFUL ART INSIDE. AND THE MUSIC. THEY WERE ALL INSPIRED BY SOMETHING BIGGER THAN OURSELVES. AND THAT GIVES ME HOPE BECAUSE IF I CAN NEVER SEE YOU AGAIN IN THIS LIFE, I WILL SURELY SEE YOU IN THE NEXT, WHICH AS FAR AS I’M CONCERNED CAN’T COME SOON ENOUGH.

I HOPE YOU’RE KEEPING YOUR CHIN UP. I KNOW IT CAN’T BE EASY. AND EVEN THOUGH I KNOW YOU FEEL YOU DESERVE TO BE IN PRISON, I DISAGREE. YOU HAVE ALWAYS BEEN A SWEET AND KIND PERSON. YOU HAVE BEEN A DEVOTED AND FAITHFUL DAUGHTER. AND THE LAST PLACE YOU BELONG IS PRISON. JUST KNOW THAT I AM ALWAYS THINKING OF YOU. ALWAYS SENDING MY LOVE TO YOU. AND I WOULD DO ANYTHING, ABSOLUTELY ANYTHING, TO SEE YOU AGAIN.

IF SOMETHING HAPPENS TO ME, DO NOT BE SAD. I WILL BE IN A BETTER PLACE. AND THERE I WILL PATIENTLY BE WAITING FOR YOU. WHAT’S ANOTHER FIFTY YEARS WHEN WE’LL HAVE ALL OF ETERNITY TOGETHER?

YOUR ADORING FATHER. I WILL LOVE YOU ALWAYS.

DAD

“Wow,” says Casey. “Even bad guys love their daughters.”

“Apparently. And speaking of bad guys, I’d better send him a message.”

I text Sammy Sykes through the secure app he told me to download: TC set to meet with HL in Salzburg. On my way.

A few minutes later, he responds: Let me know when and where. We will be there.
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Salzburg, Austria, is so cute and quaint that it doesn’t feel real. There’s a giant fortress atop a mountain that looks like dragons should be circling it. The streets are narrow and hilly with buildings that look like they were designed and constructed for a Hollywood movie. A river with a greenish hue cuts through the city. And although the grass is spring green, most of the trees are just beginning to leaf out.

There is a clump of tourists outside our hotel—the Hotel Bristol—in a small park taking photographs of magnolia trees in full pink bloom. Like they’ve never seen a goddamn flower before. On the other side of the park, close enough to our hotel that I could hit it with a frisbee, is Mozart’s house. Or one of them anyway. And there are so many classical music students walking around with cased violins and cellos and flutes and clarinets that you’d think Mozart was still alive and teaching here.

Casey picked the Hotel Bristol. It’s older than the other ones I’ve stayed in since arriving in Europe. Casey thinks it has old-world charm. I think it’s just old. The key to the room is actually a key. Not a key card. You have to lug it around like you’re a janitor or something. And the room has two sets of doors—an inner set and an outer set. The elevators are barely big enough to fit two people and the walls are made of chintz. Chintz. Someone has to vacuum the damn elevator walls. There are chandeliers all over the place, and the rooms have old-fashioned casement windows that actually open and face the park. Most hotels don’t want guests getting drunk and falling out the window. But not the Hotel Bristol. You may splat to your heart’s content.

There’s a bust of Sigmund Freud on our floor because he apparently stayed at this hotel. And Casey told me the actress who played Liesl in The Sound of Music stayed here while filming the movie. Casey knows this because she’s a big fan of The Sound of Music and has always wanted to visit Salzburg to go on the tour. Fortunately, I have to kill someone and won’t be able to join her.

“You get to visit the church where the Captain and Maria got married and see the gazebo where Liesl sings to Rolf that she’s sixteen going on seventeen and see the house where the real Von Trapps lived. And while you’re driving between places, the whole bus sings along to The Sound of Music songs. What do you think?”

“I think I’d rather throw myself out our hotel window than go on that tour.”

We head out to lunch, and while walking, I realize that for the first time in weeks, I’m not worried about someone following me. Sammy Sykes knows I’m here. Ellegaard and Annika probably do also. We cross a footbridge over the green river—I don’t know what its real name is—and the railings are made of a chain-link fence that’s covered in thousands of locks.

I turn to Casey and say, “Why are there all these locks on this bridge?”

“Couples put them on. Each lock is a symbol of love. I’ve read about it.”

I look more closely. Most of the locks are etched with names or initials and hearts. I don’t know what to say so I don’t respond.

Casey says, “I think you should buy one and stick it on there for you and Gabriella. Because you should never stop loving her, Nils. Never. Even if you get remarried.”

I stop and turn to look up the river toward Hogwarts or whatever it is atop the hill. Not because I want to see it, but because Casey has just knocked the breath out of me.

“Whatever you do, wherever you go, whoever you’re with,” says Casey, “you’ll take Gabby with you. You’re a package deal, Nils Shapiro. Might as well get used to the idea.”

My eyes shift to the dome of a cathedral and I say, “What about you? Are you a package deal?”

“I have my kids,” says Casey, “but that’s it. Other than them, it’s just me. No Ivan. He’s not in my heart anymore. He may have left a few scars during his exit, but he’s not there.”

I stare out over the river. It must be about fifty degrees Fahrenheit. Mist hovers just above the surface of the water. I have not looked at Casey since she told me to lock a padlock onto the bridge for me and Gabriella. I was sure that, after I told Casey and Diederik of my intention to kill Sammy Sykes, she would let me find a new ride to Austria. But she didn’t. She rented a car and here we are and now Casey’s telling me that Gabriella will always be with me—that Gabriella and I are a package deal. Casey’s acts of generosity have my head spinning.

I manage to say, “I’m glad you’re here. I really am. But you’re confusing me with your kindness.”

Casey steps up to the bridge rail and stands next to me. She looks down at the river and says, “What do you mean I’m confusing you?”

“I mean, why are you here? I’m about to do the most heinous thing a person can do. Why aren’t you as far away from me as you can possibly get?”

Casey doesn’t say anything. I feel her right shoulder touch my left shoulder. I can smell the Munich hotel’s shampoo in her hair. I hear her sniffle and her breath stutter. She’s crying. It goes on for a couple of minutes, neither of us talking, and the March sky over Salzburg grows dark except for the lit-up fortress atop the city.

She tries to talk but all she can manage is just above a whisper. “You’ve helped me. More than you know. Now I’m helping you …” We stand shoulder to shoulder for a while longer until Casey says, “At least to a point.” Her shoulder brushes against mine. “And I know I haven’t known you very long … but I don’t think you’ll really do it.” She looks at me for some kind of reaction but gets none. “Come on. We’re going to be late for dinner.”

We enter a narrow street lined with shops and restaurants. We find a Chinese place with a table for two. Dinner conversation is subdued. Not sad. Not distant. Just not our usual ebullient conversation. The idea that I’m going to kill Sammy Sykes is the first bump in our friendship. Casey hasn’t pushed back on it—not once—but it’s like we’re going through a bad thing together. One of those things that will break a couple or make it stronger. Only we’re not a couple.

The rest of our evening is like that, too. We share a bed. I kiss Casey good night. She falls asleep with her head on my shoulder while I stay awake and think about how I’m going to end Sammy Sykes’s life. Casey might think I won’t really do it, but I will. Gun ownership in Austria is highly regulated. As a foreigner, there’s no way I’ll be able to buy one. My best bet would be hanging out with the wrong crowd and trying to pick one up on the black market. Or breaking into a home and stealing one. But most likely it would be locked up in a safe. I’ve been in Austria less than a day, but my initial impression is people here have their shit together.

Of course, a gun is not the only way. A good kitchen knife would do the trick. So would a wire garrote around the neck. Or a plastic bag over the head. A hammer would do the job, too. Or a live electric wire. None of them, not even the gun, feel OK to me. I don’t want to kill Sammy Sykes. It’s something I feel I have to do. Like getting a crown at the dentist. Or talking to the other parents at Evelyn’s school.

Casey and I wake spooned and I say, “What happened last night? Did I sing ‘Edelweiss’ in my sleep?”

She laughs and it feels like we’re back in our normal easy-going mode. The Hotel Bristol has yet another impressive breakfast, although the decor is more to Casey’s liking and I hate it. A lot of pink and mirrors and fake flowers and Muzak playing “Somewhere My Love” and we’re the only people staying at this hotel who aren’t our parents’ age.

We spend the morning shopping for Thomas and Elise Claasen. Nothing but the best for those two. Casey packed up Thomas’s wig, contact lenses, and rose-tinted glasses, but he needs a new suit and shoes and walking stick. We find a same-day tailor for a price, and spend a few hours sightseeing in the afternoon. Casey asks me to take a picture of her standing in front of a fountain in the Mirabellgarten where Maria and the kids played in The Sound of Music. We pick up my clothes just before seventeen o’clock, and both Thomas and I are ready for another Hans Leitner speaking engagement.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to join you?” says Casey.

“I’m sure. It’s getting too close to the dangerous part.”

“I would if you want me to.”

“I know,” I say, and I take her hand.

Leitner’s speaking engagement is in a ballroom in a mid-priced hotel on our side of the river, about a ten-minute walk from the Hotel Bristol. Same routine as when I saw Leitner in Amsterdam. I buy a ticket. I sign in. I listen to Leitner’s speech and hang around after. In the casual mingling period afterward, Leitner approaches me.

“Thomas,” he says. “I hoped you’d be here tonight.”

“Another wonderful speech,” I say.

“Thank you,” says Leitner. “Your support means a great deal.”

It’s amazing how polite even the most despicable people can be when they want something. I lower my voice and say, “I have learned of something in your organization. It’s important we discuss it before proceeding any further.”

Concern flashes in Leitner’s eyes just for a moment before his confident smile returns. “Is Mrs. Claasen joining us tonight?”

I am, at the moment, two people. Me and Thomas Claasen. If anyone figures out we’re the same person, I won’t leave Austria alive. And if Casey is playing Elise Claasen, neither will she. That’s why I couldn’t let her join me this evening.

“No,” I say, “not tonight. She’s seeing a concert with a friend who came over from Vienna.”

“We make beautiful music in Austria,” says Leitner. “I am glad your wife is experiencing our culture. Meet you in the bar in one hour?”

I head off to get a drink. I’m wearing a different cashmere suit—Casey and I decided that’s Thomas Claasen’s style. I’m carrying two phones. One belongs to me—a German burner. The other belongs to Thomas Claasen—a 604 area code from Vancouver. I use the German burner to text Sykes: Just saw Leitner and Claasen talking. Claasen is odd looking. Pink glasses. Weird hair. Looks like a freak. Only a couple inches taller than me. He’s hanging around at the bar. Could be meeting again with Leitner soon.

Sammy Sykes: When will you be ready for us?

Me: Plan to follow Claasen when he leaves. Learn what I can. Look for the right place/opportunity. Important to be patient.

Sammy Sykes: Don’t be too patient. He follows that text by sending me a photograph of Evelyn.

My heart races. My jaw clenches. I delete the photograph as if that will erase what Sammy Sykes has done. What he’s implied. I don’t know where he got the photograph—maybe off Micaela’s Instagram—it doesn’t matter. What matters is that Sammy Sykes just made what I have to do go from morally murky to morally compulsory. He changed my feeling from I wish I didn’t have to kill Sammy Sykes to I can’t wait to kill Sammy Sykes.

Maybe it’s the adrenaline. Maybe it’s the old adage that necessity is the mother of invention. But the idea comes out of nowhere. I’m calling an audible. The bartender sets my drink in front of me, and I ask for a glass of water. I don’t want anything gumming up my brain for the next forty-five minutes. I have to think this through. 




THIRTY-SIX

Hans Leitner and his bodyguards take a small table near the entrance to the bar. They are, I am sad to realize, the two German trees that stood behind Sykes and Torkelson in the Munich warehouse. Those two first met Claasen, then Nils, and now they’ll meet Claasen again. I really hope that they put one and one and one together to make two. I hop off my stool and join them.

“Mr. Claasen,” says Leitner, “thank you for your patience.”

“Of course,” I say, as if waiting for Hans Leitner is my pleasure. I keep my eyes on him and avoid eye contact with the two giants.

We order drinks and appetizers then get down to business.

“Before we go any further,” I say as Thomas Claasen, adjusting my rose-tinted glasses. “I want to discuss an important matter with you.” I pause and shake my head. “It has come to my attention that you are in business with an American distributor of narcotics here in Europe.”

Leitner smiles and says, “Is that a problem?”

“In theory,” I say, “it is not a problem. Or it should not be a problem. But if he’s distributing my goods, goods that I am giving you free of charge to raise money for the cause, then I need to know he’s the real deal. That he’s experienced. Because if your American distributor gets caught, and the source of the marijuana is traced back to me, I will lose my legitimate business in North America. If I’m convicted of any crime, whether at home or abroad, the Canadian government will rescind my permit to grow and sell marijuana. And I will lose my freedom by spending years and possibly decades in jail. No good deed, know what I’m saying?”

Hans Leitner lets Thomas Claasen’s words sink in then says, “My distributor has thirty plus years’ experience in the States. I assure you. He’s very careful and capable.”

“No disrespect, Mr. Leitner. But if he’s so good, why is he over here?”

“He’s opening a new market. That’s what a good businessman does.”

“Really?” I say. “Because I heard he ordered the killing of a police officer in Minneapolis. I heard there’s a full-on manhunt for him by not only the Minneapolis Police, but also federal law enforcement agencies. The FBI. The DEA. And European law enforcement agencies are cooperating. I hear he can never return to the United States. Ever. Maybe he does have thirty years’ experience. But he made a terrible mistake. An unforgivable mistake. You don’t kill cops. That’s rule number one. Not if you ever want to live above ground again. I do not feel confident that my product will be handled in a professional manner.”

The smile fades off Hans Leitner’s face. He takes a breath and lets it out. “I have full confidence in Sammy Sykes.”

“I believe you feel that way,” I say. “But with all due respect, that’s not good enough. Not for me. I have too much to lose.”

Leitner rubs his chin. He’s doing the math. Does he walk away from literally tons of free marijuana to fund his organization or walk away from Sammy Sykes, the one person who’s capable of moving it? I have—or rather Thomas Claasen has—put him in a difficult position.

“What if you sat down with Sammy Sykes? Meet him. Talk to him. Get to know him. Might that alleviate your concerns?”

Hans Leitner has taken the bait. Now it’s my turn to think hard. I interlock my fingers and look down. The server brings our drinks, which helps delay my answer. When he leaves, I take a sip of my cocktail and say, “Can you make that happen?”

“Yes,” says Leitner without hesitation. “I should have thought of it earlier. It is in both of your interests to know each other. Two North Americans. One a supplier. The other a distributor. Both of you interested in getting Western countries back on the right track.” He pauses then adds, “You look troubled. Tell me what concerns you.”

“I agree with you that a partnership between Mr. Sykes and myself might be mutually beneficial. And I do want to meet him. I consider myself an excellent judge of character.” I smile. “That’s why I’m sitting here with you. But this meeting, it has to happen someplace private. Someplace we won’t be seen. I have never had any trouble with the law and I don’t want to sully my reputation by being associated with a man who is wanted by law enforcement agencies around the world. They might be watching him, which means they would be watching me. That is why we would have to meet in a private place.”

“I understand,” says Leitner. “Let me talk to Sykes. I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

Sammy Sykes calls fifteen minutes after I walk out of the hotel.

“The operation is on hold,” says Sykes.

“You change your mind?” I say. “Because we have a deal.”

“I will hold up my end of the deal,” says Sykes. “If I change my mind about Thomas Claasen, you are free to walk away. If I don’t, you’ll have to deliver Claasen to me.”

“OK. I can live with that. As long as our deal is good either way. Just let me know.”

When I return to the Hotel Bristol, I find Casey at the bar with her own bottle of Prosecco on ice. She looks a little tipsy but comfortable as hell. She reaches a hand out for me but doesn’t say a word. I take it. She slips off her stool, lifts the Prosecco from its ice bucket, and leads me out of the bar, through the lobby, and into a tiny elevator. When we get to the second floor (which in America would be the third floor), she inserts her key into the outer door, and we pass through the inner doors and enter our room. The windows are open to the March night. There’s a pop-up bar in the park below, and we hear the voices of young people. Casey leads me to the window and we look down on the park and Mozart’s house on the other side of it.

Casey hands me the bottle. I drink straight from it. Not until I pass the bottle back to Casey does she finally say something. “You came back.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?”

She shrugs. Then her eyes go wet and she wipes them with her sleeve.

“Do I represent something to you?” I say. “Something you don’t want to lose?”

Casey sniffles. “What if I just don’t want to lose you? No representation necessary.”

I take the bottle back from Casey. “It’s too soon for that. You don’t know me well enough.” I take a sip and hand it back to Casey.

She looks at the bottle and says, “Look at us. We’re like a couple of cowboys passin’ the ole bottle ’round the campfire.” She takes a sip, sets the bottle on the windowsill, and adds, “And I disagree. I do know you well enough. I know what you’re going to do to Sammy Sykes and I know why. And yet here I am, willing to be your friend, willing to play Mrs. Claasen when called upon, and desperate to get in that bed with you. I want—”

Casey’s hand bumps the empty Prosecco bottle. I reach out and catch it before it falls off the sill and onto the sidewalk below.

“Shit!” says Casey. “Oh my God. I can’t believe I did that. That could have killed somebody. Thank you.” She collapses onto me, and I wrap my arms around her. I hold her for a minute then her lips find mine. I set the Prosecco bottle on a table and we make our way to the bed.

I wake up the next morning to a phone call on my British Columbia phone. It’s from Leitner.

“Good morning, Thomas,” he says. “The meeting with you and Sykes is set for tonight at twenty-one-hundred hours, or nine p.m., at my lake house in Mondsee, about a thirty-minute drive east of Salzburg. Come alone. And remember, my people are Sykes’s people. They’re protecting us both so you need not worry about security. The meeting will be private and safe.” 




THIRTY-SEVEN

Casey and I eat breakfast in the dining room downstairs. It’s far less crowded than the hotels in Amsterdam and Munich. This hotel seems to cater to a much older clientele, and March in Salzburg is still too cold for the geriatric tourist season. Most of the younger crowd, i.e. under ninety years of age, prefer a more modern setting. Most. Not Casey. This place is littered with doilies, and every time she sees one, she says, “Cute!” After eating, I head out to run some errands. I have twelve hours to figure out how I’m going to subdue Torkelson and kill Sammy Sykes.

I start with the basic assumption that a gun is out of the question. One reason is I don’t know how I’d obtain one in Austria without asking some disreputable characters, which is a good way to get yourself arrested. If things work in Austria like they do in the States, disreputable characters are always willing to trade information with law enforcement. Whether it’s to be released from custody or in exchange for a cigarette. And second, a gun will make too much noise. When Leitner gave me (as Claasen) the address to his lake house, I mapped it. It’s like a lake house in Minnesota, surrounded by other houses all around the shore. One gunshot and all attention will be focused on Leitner’s place.

That means I’ll have to kill Sykes up close and quietly. Electric batons and stun guns are illegal in Austria. That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t use one—they’re not as illegal as murder—but getting one presents the same problems as getting a gun. I’ll need to distract and disorient Torkelson and Sykes, and then use a knife or garrote or heavy object to the head. I don’t want to kill Torkelson, but he was one of Sykes’s men present when Gabriella was shot, and that, in my mind, makes him eligible for collateral damage if it happens accidentally.

Pepper spray is possible, but if the wind blows the wrong way at the wrong time, I’m more likely to spray myself. My next idea is a flash-bang, but I won’t be able to get one of those for the same reasons I can’t get a gun or Taser. But not having a flash-bang doesn’t rule out the concept. I jump on my phone and open my map app.

“Dude, do you speak English?”

“Ja,” says a man working behind the glass case. He’s about sixty years old with short, cropped hair and rimless eyeglasses. “How can I help you?”

Every inch of wall space is covered in stringed instruments. Electrics, acoustics, basses, ukes, mandolins, and lutes. The glass case contains effects pedals, coiled cords, trays of picks, and packaged strings.

“My band is touring Europe and we got a show about two hours away from here at some private event. We’re really hoping to set off a few flash pods to like, give ’em a taste of American fire power, but we can’t find ’em anywhere. Do you sell them?”

“Flash pods,” says the man. “The things that go poof?”

“Yes. The things that poof,” I say.

He shakes his head. “No, no. We don’t sell those. You might have better luck trying a theatrical supply company.”

“Oh yeah!” I say. “Great idea, dude. I bet we can get fake blood there and everything!”

“Good luck,” he says.

“Rock on!” I reply.

I find a theatrical supply company on the edge of town and train out to it. They have flash pods but won’t sell one to me without ID.

“Perhaps you could create a similar result with an electronic flash,” says the woman at the store.

I consider this when I notice two mannequins, one wearing an all-black suit of spandex that covers its entire body and head, including the face, and one that wears the same suit in green. “What are those?”

“They’re for disappearing,” says the woman. “The green one is for use in film and video work. It’s called chroma key. All the green can be removed in post-production and whoever is wearing it disappears from the video. The black one is for the stage. With the correct lighting, a person wearing that will not be seen by the audience. They can make something appear to float across the stage just by holding it and walking. It is worn very often by puppeteers.”

“I’ll take a black one,” I say. “And do you know of a professional photography store nearby?”

At the photography store, I buy the most powerful electronic flash they sell. I need it to do its job in one pop. Of course, it will blind me too, so my next stop is the alpine climbing store. There is no shortage of these near the Austrian Alps, and I have no problem finding a pair of sunglasses meant to prevent snow blindness. Dark lenses and leather blinders around the edges to ensure my eyes will be exposed to no bright light.

I have four more stops. One is at a hardware store where I buy duct tape, a one-inch-thick wooden dowel that I have cut into two lengths of six inches each, wire, and a wire cutter. I also buy a lock-picking kit. When the woman behind the counter looks at me with questioning eyes, I say, “My wife put a lock on that romance bridge in town. She etched ‘I’ll love you forever’ on it. A year later she left me, so I’m taking that lock off and mailing it to her.” I chuckle. “Man, I’d love to be a fly on the wall when she opens the box.”

My second stop is at a gourmet cooking store where I buy a ten-inch chef’s knife and two leather sheaths. My third stop is at a sporting goods store where I buy three large packages of split-shot fishing sinkers and a simple digital wristwatch. At my fourth stop I buy black jeans and a black jacket and black beanie to go over my black unitard. I stop at a running store where I buy black running shoes, a reflective vest for running at night, and two clip-on lights for the same purpose. And finally, I go online to purchase tickets to a concert at the Mirabell Palace.

I return to the Hotel Bristol at sixteen o’clock. Casey is not there. I can’t rent a car in my name because its GPS will tie me to the town of Mondsee when and where Sykes is killed. I call Casey from my British Columbia phone. She answers on the third ring.

Casey doesn’t bother with a hello. She just says, “Are you calling me to drive you to your dark escapade?”

“No,” I say. “But I would like to borrow your car.”

“Mmm, I don’t think so. You’re not listed on the rental agreement.”

“I’ll drive carefully.”

“Not good enough,” says Casey.

“Where are you?”

“In the park across the street,” says Casey. “Drinking wine with the young people.”

I exit the hotel room, locking the door behind me with my old-fashioned key, and take the stairs rather than waiting for the tiny elevator. I cross the street, pass the flowering magnolias and all the picture-takers, and head toward the pop-up bar. Casey sits at a bistro table by herself. I pull up a chair and join her.

“How was your day?” I say.

“Bittersweet.” Casey looks at me with a hint of a smile. “I had to go on The Sound of Music tour by myself. Well, not literally by myself. There was a whole busload of people. But it would have been more fun if you were there.”

“I’ll go another time,” I say. “I promise.”

“It won’t be the same,” she says. “It would have been better to experience it together. I saw the lake where Julie Andrews and the kids fell off the boat in front of the Captain. I saw the gazebo where Liesl sang ‘Sixteen Going on Seventeen.’ I saw the church where Maria and the Captain got married. It was quite beautiful. We sang songs on the bus. Started with ‘Do-Re-Mi’ just like in the movie.” She pouts then takes a sip of wine.

“It’s possible,” I say, “that you would have had less fun if I were there.”

“No, it’s not.” She’s sulking now.

“It’s possible,” I say, “that I would have been a wet blanket. Made fun of the whole thing. Sang out of tune on purpose. Made jokes about the movie. Like the Captain’s and Maria’s age difference. Maria was like two years older than Liesl. Maria had a haircut just like Friedrich. And the Captain fell in love. A lot to unpack there.”

Casey shuts her eyes and tries not to laugh but fails. “See?” she says. “Those comments would have been so much more fun in the moment. And I got to see this little town called Mondsee. It was so cute and—”

“Why did you go to Mondsee?” I say.

“You know it?”

I hesitate. “I’ve heard of it.”

Casey looks at me with, I don’t know, curiosity? Maybe suspicion. Maybe distrust. I regret having asked the question. She can see that regret in my eyes and says, “That’s where the church is. The one where the Captain and Maria got married.”

“Where was the lake they all fell into?” I say, hoping to take back what I’ve given away. “And is the gazebo all it’s cracked up to be?”

Casey either doesn’t hear me or she’s not falling for my bullshit. She just stares at me for a good long while. A hard stare. A calculating stare. The smile fades from her eyes and she says, “What time do you want to take the car?”

“Nineteen and a half o’clock,” I say. “Give or take.”

“Grab a quick dinner first?”




THIRTY-EIGHT

Casey is quiet during dinner and at times she won’t make eye contact with me. She insists I eat dessert. Demands I do so because she thinks it might be my last meal. She doesn’t say that—she doesn’t have to. I suppose she’s right. No one wants to die thinking I should have had the chocolate torte. When she gives me the keys to the rental car, I kiss her goodbye like I mean it and tell her not to wait up. “I might be back by twenty-one o’clock. I might be back in the morning.” She looks ill. I know she’s thinking, Or you might not be back at all.

I change into my black unitard and put my black jeans and sweatshirt on over it keeping the unitard’s face-covering hood tucked under the sweatshirt. I grab my shopping bag of murderous implements, kiss Casey goodbye one more time, and leave the hotel room. I do not bring my key because that could, if not identify me, get Casey in trouble. The room is in her name. Instead, I bring the lock-picking tool I bought at the hardware store. It won’t get me past a high-security lock, but our five-star hotel values old-world charm over impenetrability. I don’t take either of my phones. If one of them is somehow traced back to me it will time and location stamp me in Mondsee when Sammy Sykes is murdered. I’ve gone old school and memorized directions to Hans Leitner’s lake home.

The drive takes exactly half an hour, and at twenty o’clock, or eight p.m., I park in the guest parking lot for an apartment complex half a mile from Leitner’s home. I use the wire cutter to cut a length of wire and make a garrote with the dowel rods. I would have preferred to do this in the hotel room, but I didn’t want Casey to witness it. Makes a very ugly act easy to picture. I carefully wrap up the garrote with the wire and place it in my right jacket pocket. I unbox the knife, sheathe it, and leave it on my lap. I take the other sheath and fill it with the lead split shot and duct tape the opening shut, making an improvised blackjack, which in the U.S. is illegal to carry in all but a few states. Which means it’s illegal to carry everywhere in Europe. Finally, I take the electronic flash out of its box and put it in my left jacket pocket.

I get out of the car, slip my sheathed knife into my back pocket, then put on the reflective vest and clip one flashing light to my front and one to my back. I don’t want to walk half a mile on a dark road without safety gear. Plus, if someone sees a person dressed like a cat burglar, it’ll look suspicious. If they don’t, I could get hit by a car. Now I just look like a local resident out for some exercise.

The road to Leitner’s house is dark. Gravel crunches under my feet. When I’m two houses away, I turn off the flashing lights and ditch them and the reflective vest in a bush. I pull my unitard hood up over my head. It contains a full-face mask that I also pull over. It’s made of mesh, and I can see through it. My black beanie goes back on my head. I am darkness walking in the dark. At Leitner’s house, I tuck myself behind a Scotch pine.

The electronic flash is in my left pocket. My blackjack is out and at the ready. I wear black nitrile gloves. I feel the sheathed knife in my back pocket. I wait. And wait. My new wristwatch says it’s twenty-five minutes before twenty-one o’clock. I left my Apple Watch at the hotel for the same reason I left my phones.

The porch light and the lights from within the house are dim enough that my electronic flash should still blind Sykes and Torkelson as they approach. The street feels dead calm. The occasional sound of tires up or down the road. A dog barks. A boat motors on the lake.

If Thomas Claasen were a real person, I wouldn’t have to do this. Sykes and Claasen could make their deal, and all would be forgiven. But Thomas Claasen is not a real person. He’s me in a wig and rose-tinted glasses wearing a cashmere suit and carrying a walking stick. No Thomas Claasen—no deal for Sykes. And so here I am. Doubt creeps in. I picture the photograph of Evelyn that Sykes texted me. Doubt goes away.

Criminals often overlook the most basic ways in which they can get caught. Fingerprints. DNA. Hair. Fibers. Electronic devices pinpointing their location at the time of the crime. Closed-circuit security cameras. Potential witnesses. Lack of alibis. Traceable murder weapons.

I am wearing what is essentially a full-body hairnet and nitrile gloves. My car is parked a half-mile away in a full parking lot—no one will notice it as unusual. I have no electronic devices on me. As long as I don’t drop the knife, blackjack, or electronic flash in the process, there will be no way to trace those devices back to a photography and cutlery store in Salzburg where an American had purchased them with cash.

Torkelson first. That’s what I tell myself. Order of operations is: Snow blindness glasses on. Emerge from behind the pine. Strobe Sykes and Torkelson with the electronic flash. When they close their eyes and turn their heads away, hit Torkelson over the head with the blackjack. Flash Sykes again, then use the knife. Maybe to the chest. Maybe across the throat. Finish him with the garrote if necessary. I’ll have to improvise in the moment depending on positioning.

Like an athlete, I envision what I have to do. Once. Twice. Three times. I’m about to start a fourth when a car lumbers up the road. It drives slowly as if looking for an address it’s never been to before. Like a delivery vehicle. Or a visitor from the United States. The car parks on the street in front of Leitner’s house. I feel the weight of the blackjack in my hand. I get off my knees and into a squatting position. The car doors open. One then the other. And just like that, Sammy Sykes and Erik Torkelson are close.

Through the pine needles I see Torkelson and Sykes in the faint porch light coming side by side up the walk. I reach for my mountaineering sunglasses and then—

A phone rings.

“Hold on,” says Sammy Sykes. He stops in his tracks, pulls his mobile from his pocket, looks at the caller ID, then lifts the phone to his face. “Hello?” Sykes listens for what feels like a minute but is probably ten or fifteen seconds. “Got it. Thanks.” Sykes ends the call and turns to Torkelson. “Cops are on their way. Let’s get out of here.”

Torkelson and Sykes run back to the car, get in, and drive away. Someone tipped off the police that Sammy Sykes would be at Leitner’s house. And one of those police officers—it just takes one—tipped off Sykes. I make sure I have everything I brought, leave my spot behind the Scotch Pine, walk two houses away and retrieve my reflective vest and flashing lights, put them on and return to my car.

During the drive back I have two persistent thoughts. The first is that it was Casey who called the police. She saw my reaction when she mentioned visiting the church in Mondsee. She’s smart enough and resourceful enough to find out if Hans Leitner lived there. She did the math and figured out my plan. I want to be furious with her but I’m not. Most people would have made that call. Her will was good. But it messed up my best opportunity to kill Sammy Sykes.

My second thought is about just that—killing Sykes. He’ll be skittish after the tip-off. I consider several scenarios that might work but reject them all.

By half past twenty-one o’clock I’m back at the Hotel Bristol. I left my room key at the hotel on purpose so I use my lock-picking tool to test my skills. No offense to the Hotel Bristol, but the lock turns in less than half a minute. I open the outer doors and hear footsteps. The inside doors open. I expect to see Casey in a white terry hotel robe, but it’s not Casey who stands in the doorway. 




THIRTY-NINE

Jameson White’s six-foot-eight, 350-pound body blocks the doorway. He’s not smiling. I peek past him to see Casey sitting in a winged-back chair. Annika Brydolf sits in its twin. Ellegaard stands next to her.

“You forget your key?” says Jameson. “We got to tie it around your neck like you’re a damn schoolboy?”

I step into the hotel room. “Man, it’s good to see you.”

“Bring it in, brother.”

I give Jameson a hug, or at least try to. It’s like hugging a sequoia. But he sure as hell hugs me. Like I’m a Beanie Baby. I feel like the tiny beads are going to pop right out of me.

When Jameson releases me, Ellegaard stares me up and down as if he’s looking for blood splatter. The windows are open, the room is cool and breezy. Annika and Casey both hold glasses of wine.

“If I’d known you were throwing a party, Casey …”

Ellegaard shuts both sets of doors behind me, locks them, and says, “Is Sammy Sykes in custody?”

“No,” I say. “He’s not. He has people in the Minneapolis Department. He has people in the Bavarian State Police. And guess what, he has people in the Austrian Federal Police. I saw him get the call that tipped him off. He was on Hans Leitner’s front walk. He and Torkelson turned around, got in the car and left before the police arrived.” I sit on the bed and kick off my shoes. “By the way, which one of you called the police?” I look at Casey.

Casey shakes her head. “Not the police. But I did call Anders and Annika.”

“We called the police,” says Annika. “We couldn’t let you do it, Nils. You’d regret it for the rest of your life.”

I shut my eyes and exhale. There is so much I want to say. So much rage I need to let go of. “No,” I say as calmly as I can. “I would not regret killing Sammy Sykes. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not for the rest of my life. Not for one minute. You think I’d undertake something like this if I hadn’t thought that through?”

“You can’t be sure of that Nils,” says Ellegaard. “You don’t know how you’d feel if you took a human being’s life.”

“Sammy Sykes is subhuman. And yes, I can know how I’ll feel.” I give Ellegaard a cold, hard stare for as long as I can manage, then say, “Jameson, when did you get here?”

“This afternoon. I had a layover at Heathrow. Had to go through customs, then go through customs again in Salzburg. I do not like to travel. A carry-on bag is great for someone your size. You can probably get two weeks’ worth of clothes in there. Look at me. I can get one pair of pants, one shirt, a pair of socks, and maybe two pair of my delicate unmentionables. Good thing I’m not a bigger man or I’d have to pay to check a bag.”

I let the room go quiet then say, “I’m sorry for all you’ve been through.”

“You don’t mean that,” says Jameson. “You don’t mean one damn word of it.”

The tension in the room forbids speech. A gust of wind animates the drapes and cools thing down.

I say, “No offense intended by this question, Jameson. I’m always happy to see you. Even now. But who asked you to come all the way to Austria?”

“They did,” says Jameson, flicking his eyes toward Ellegaard and Annika. “I wasn’t going to, but then I made the mistake of telling Nikki.” He turns to Casey and says, “She’s my wife.” Then he turns back to me and adds, “And Nikki told me that if you heard I was going to make the mistake of my life, you’d fly to the moon to stop me. And if you’re that kind of friend for me, then I should be that kind of friend to you. Doctors, man …” Jameson glances at Casey. “My wife’s a doctor. Just ’cause they know how the human body works, they think they know everything. I love her to death, but when she starts coming up with reasons why I should or shouldn’t do something, I stand no chance.”

There is a hint of light in Casey’s eyes as she tries not to laugh.

“And uh …” I say, “Casey. When did you meet Anders and Annika? In Munich? In Amsterdam? Back on our side of the world? Is that how you ended up sitting next to me on that plane?”

The light leaves Casey’s eyes. “Really, Nils? You think I’ve been babysitting you since we flew out of JFK?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking. I’m not trying to insult you. I’m trying to find out when you met Annika and—”

“If you’re trying not to insult me,” says Casey, “then maybe you should try harder and not ask insulting hypothetical questions.”

“Uh oh,” says Jameson. “I’ve heard that tone before.” He looks at me and adds, “And let me just say it’s about time you took off your mourning veil. Good for you, buddy. You’re too cute to be sitting home alone all the time.” He turns toward Casey. “I tell him he’s cute all the time. Not in a physical attraction way. At least not for me. I just think he’s cute ’cause he’s little. Like I could take him home and set him on a shelf.”

There’s an almost funny but uncomfortable silence until Annika speaks up. “We met Casey in Munich. At the hotel. At the first hotel. Before you switched to the Mandarin Oriental. We were waiting in the lobby, and she heard us talking, and asked us where we were from, and we figured out who we had in common pretty fast.”

“I don’t regret it, Nils,” says Casey.

“Don’t regret what?” I say.

“Any of it. Meeting you. Spending time with you. Sharing a few hotel rooms with you. Letting you sweep me off my feet. Caring about you. Caring about Evelyn. Telling Annika and Anders what you were up to tonight. I want you safe. I want you home with your daughter. I want—”

A cell phone on the desk rings. It’s my German burner. I go to it, look at the caller ID, and see that it’s Sammy Sykes. I take a moment to remember that I’m Nils Shapiro, not Thomas Claasen, then answer the call. “Hello?”

“We’re back to plan A,” says Sykes. “Do you know where Claasen is?”

“Yes,” I say without knowing where this conversation is going. I have to think on my feet. Have to improvise. This could be my last opportunity. “What happened? I thought you two were good.”

“He tried to set me up,” says Sykes. “I was minutes away from being arrested by Austrian police. Where is he?”

Ellegaard, Annika, Jameson, and Casey. They’re all watching me. Listening to my end of the conversation. I want privacy but I’m not going to get it. I say into the phone, “The Hotel Bristol.” I hesitate then add, “Claasen trusts me. Give me an hour. I’ll set it up.”

“One hour,” says Sykes.

I end the call, look at four pair of questioning eyes, grab some hanging clothes out of the wardrobe, carry them and my suitcase into the bathroom, and lock the door. The bathroom window works the same as the room windows. I open the inner and outer casements, stick my head out, look left then right. Down then up. There’s no ledge, no flagpole, nothing that would allow me to escape out the window. We’re on the second floor, which again, is the American third floor because in Europe they call the first floor the zero floor, which, credit where credit is due, makes more sense. Maybe I could tie together enough sheets and blankets to lower myself to a droppable height, but that would draw more attention than I can afford from the people below. The street and park are not middle-of-the-day crowded, but there are still plenty of people out and about.

I have the most vague sense of what I have to do, think it through, then take off my black clothing and unitard, and change into Thomas Claasen. Wig. Cashmere suit. Rose-tinted glasses. Italian shoes. Then I leave the bathroom the way I came in.

“What are you doing, Nils?” says Jameson, who stands between me and exiting the hotel room. “And take off that silly wig. You look like you’re trying to be Ryan Gosling.”

“What I’m doing is the same thing I’d do if Sammy Sykes threatened your life. Or Anders’s or Annika’s or Casey’s.”

“Why are you Claasen now?” says Annika. “What’s your plan?”

The truth is I don’t have a plan. Not yet. But I have almost an hour to come up with one. The only thing I do know is Thomas Claasen is my bait. Thomas Claasen will draw Sykes to me. What I do then, I have no idea.

“Let us help,” says Annika. “Sykes will show up with one, maybe two men? We can overpower them and physically deliver Sykes to the police. No one will have a chance to tip him off. Let the system do its thing, and we’ll protect Evelyn from any possible threats.”

“Protect Evelyn?” I say. “How? Private bodyguards with her in school? At soccer practice? At my house? At Micaela’s? Round-the-clock protection like she’s the daughter of a billionaire or a king?”

“If that’s what it takes,” says Annika. “Then yes. It won’t be forever. Sykes will be extradited to the United States. He’ll go to prison. He’ll grow old in custody and die. His threat to Evelyn will fade. Hurting her will accomplish nothing.”

I shake my head. “That’s not his history. Sammy Sykes doesn’t let things go. He doesn’t care about making the practical choice. The sensible choice. Sykes is about power. About always wanting more power. That means more money. And that means control. He could have quit doing what he’s doing a long time ago and lived out his life in peace and luxury. He’s driven by something beyond money. Beyond common sense. He has some warped view of himself as king of the world. If he makes a threat, he’ll go through with it. It’s a matter of reputation and respect. Not common sense or even what’s best for him. He will not yield when it comes to protecting the perception that he’s at the top of the pyramid.”

My speech is met with silence. I glance at my watch. Fifty minutes until I have to deliver Thomas Claasen to Sammy Sykes and I’m no closer to a plan than I was ten minutes ago.

It’s Casey who speaks first. “Nils, let us help. You can’t do it alone. That’s as egomaniacal as something Sykes would do.”

“It’s not about ego,” I say. “It’s about legal jeopardy. I’m not making you accessories. I’m not going to risk taking you away from your lives and livelihoods and loved ones. This is my risk to take. It’s not yours.”

Ellegaard says, “I’ve known you over twenty-five years, Nils. You’re going to do what you’re going to do. If not tonight then some other time. But Casey’s right. Don’t be like Sykes. Don’t be your own worst enemy. Even if you’re successful in killing him, you could spend the rest of your life in prison. And where does that leave Evelyn? She needs you. Do you want her to only know her father from prison visits? And by the way, if you commit the crime here, you’ll be in prison here. Not the United States. And that’s if you kill Sykes and he and Torkelson don’t kill you first. To do this by yourself, buddy, I’m telling you, it’s a suicide mission.”

Ellegaard’s words trigger something in my brain, and just like that, I know exactly what I need to do. 




FORTY

Everything Ellegaard just said is valid. I’ve thought it through a hundred times since Sammy Sykes first threatened Evelyn. There is a chance that killing Sykes will ruin my life. Maybe more than a chance. Maybe a good possibility. Ellegaard had almost changed my mind, then he inadvertently gave me the answer. The key. A window of possibility. I collect some of the things I purchased earlier today, another item from my carry-on, walk to the door, and turn back toward my friends.

“Trust me,” I say. “Please.” There must be something tragic in my eyes because Casey begins to cry. Annika looks at me hard, then looks away. Jameson exhales in defeat. It’s sad to see a man so big give up. And Ellegaard rubs his forehead like I’ve caused him to do a thousand times before. He is acquiescing to my will and taking on the burden of doing so. I hate hurting him. But something in his life has to be difficult. If that’s my purpose, I accept it. I take one last look at these people who mean so much to me, turn back toward the doors, and leave.

Outside the hotel room, I take the stairs down to the main floor, bypass the lobby and go into the porter’s room in the back corner of the zero floor, and find a doorway. I put on my nitrile gloves and check for cameras—there are none. Check for fire-door warnings—AN ALARM WILL SOUND IF OPENED or similar signage—there are none. Pop opens the back door and hears no bells nor buzzers. Check again for cameras, this time in the back alley and see none. I find a pebble and wedge it in the doorjamb to keep the door from shutting completely, then take the back service staircase all the way up to the fifth floor, the hotel’s highest.

If it were summer, I wouldn’t dare try this. But it’s shoulder season, and the Hotel Bristol’s elderly clientele haven’t yet flocked to Salzburg. The fifth floor is dead quiet. I’m hoping they’ve left it vacant to make maid service easier by condensing the hotel guests to the lower floors. I check room doors for PRIVACY PLEASE door tags and see none. I listen for conversation, TVs, snoring, anything. Nada. I go to the far end of the corridor and choose a room that faces the street. My lock-picking tool works as well on the fifth floor as it did on the second.

The room appears unoccupied. The wardrobe is empty. The bathroom is free of toiletries. The layout is similar to the room I slept in last night. Two casement windows. Two wing-backed chairs. A wardrobe. A bed. A chandelier overhead.

I text Sammy Sykes on the app he told me to download: The Hotel Bristol. Room 521. Claasen bound and gagged. Back door in alley propped open. Hotel room unlocked. He’s all yours. Won’t leave town until I get your confirmation that I delivered on my end of the deal.

Two minutes later, Sykes returns my text: On our way.

I go to the wardrobe and remove the belt from the terrycloth robe. I open the windows, and the cool March air fills the room. I unplug the marble lamps and hide their light bulbs under the bed, step on a chair and unscrew all the chandelier’s bulbs except for one. I take a washcloth from the bathroom, return to the chairs and sit facing the hotel room door. I wrap the terry cloth robe belt around my ankles and the chair. And wait.

And wait.

I picture the photograph of Evelyn that Sykes texted me. His clear and undeniable threat. That image is all I need. I shut my eyes not for rest but to summon and concentrate strength. Physical and mental. I reach into my sweatshirt pocket, remove the mountain climbing sunglasses, and put them on.

I sit there for fifteen minutes. Half an hour. Forty-five minutes. I feel nervous but resolved. I wonder if Ellegaard and Annika and Jameson are out looking for me. If so, the last place they’ll search is the fifth floor of the Hotel Bristol. I hear footsteps outside my room door, grab the washcloth off my knee and stuff it in my mouth then put my hands behind my back. Nils Shapiro has captured Thomas Claasen. Tied his legs to the chair, shoved a washcloth in his mouth, bound his hands behind his back. The inner doors open. Two men enter the room and shut the doors behind them. I can’t make out the detail through these dark sunglasses, but the hall light behind them showed the silhouettes of Erik Torkelson and Sammy Sykes.

Torkelson says, “Want more light?”

“Nah,” says Sykes. “This is good.”

Torkelson goes to the windows, shuts them, and draws the drapes.

“Shapiro?” says Sykes. “You here?”

I mumble incoherently through the washcloth.

Sykes approaches and says, “You scream, you yell, you raise your voice above the level I’m talking now, you’re dead. Got it?”

I nod. Or rather, Thomas Claasen nods.

Sykes pulls the washcloth from my mouth and says, “Where’s Nils Shapiro?”

“He left,” I say in a gravelly whisper, slurring my words. Sykes and Torkelson know Nils Shapiro’s voice, but they don’t know Thomas Claasen’s, especially after he’s been drugged and punched in the stomach, which according to me, Claasen has. I let my head fall. “Who are you?”

Sykes pulls the other wing-backed chair toward himself, spins it around and sits. “My name is Sammy Sykes. I’m the guy you tried to set up tonight.”

Thomas Claasen and I lift our head and shake it. “No. I was supposed to meet you at Leitner’s. We were supposed to talk business. But you didn’t show.”

“Because the police were on their way. And you’re the son of a bitch who tipped them off. I don’t like rats.”

“Not true,” I say. “I stayed for over an hour. No police showed up. And I didn’t tell anyone. I swear.” I wince and take a moment to steady my breathing. “If you don’t believe me, call Leitner and ask him.”

Torkelson looks at Sykes for direction. Sykes answers with a slight nod, then Torkelson takes out his phone and types away.

“Why is this happening?” I say. “Why did that guy knock me out and tie me up? The only thing I’ve done is try to create a source of funding for Hans Leitner. I’m donating what I grow in British Columbia. Not selling it. Not offering it at a discount. Donating it. I get nothing in return except playing my part in making this world a better place.”

“Bullshit,” says Sykes. “You’re trying to take over my role within Leitner’s organization.”

“No,” I say. “I’m trying to supply you to enhance your role in Leitner’s organization. I’m watching my country fail. I’m watching your country fail. We need more Hans Leitners in the world. What makes you think I’m out to get you?”

Sykes is about to say something when Torkelson cuts him off. “Just got a response from Leitner. No police came to the Mondsee house tonight. He’s asking why we didn’t show up.”

“Tell him the truth,” says Sykes. “We got a tip not to.”

Torkelson types away on his phone. I can see uncertainty on Sykes’s face. Something’s not adding up. Torkelson reads his phone. “Leitner’s asking if we think Claasen received the same tip because he didn’t show up either.”

Sykes turns his attention toward me. I’ve told one too many lies. Too much improvising. Too much thinking of a big plan in a tiny amount of time. I have run out of luck.

“Leitner says you didn’t show tonight. But you just told me you waited for me over an hour. Which one of you is lying?”

“Leitner didn’t see me,” I say. “He’d stepped out back to have a private conversation.”

Again, Torkelson looks at Sykes for direction, but Sykes shakes his head. Torkelson returns his phone to his pocket.

“Untie me,” I say. “Please. My hands are going numb.”

“We prefer you just the way you are,” says Sykes. “Erik, see if there’s a plastic laundry bag in the armoire. This should only take a few minutes.”

Torkelson steps over to the wardrobe and opens the door. He uses his phone’s flashlight to search inside.

“What?” I cough. “Don’t do this. You can make millions off my product. Please don’t do this.”

“Some things are more important than money. I’m still new in Europe. My competition needs to know how I treat rivals who encroach on my territory.”

Torkelson pulls a plastic laundry bag from the wardrobe. He looks at Sykes for confirmation. Sykes responds with a nod. He steps toward me and when he’s two feet away, I bring both hands forward. One hand holds the electronic flash. I hit the button with my thumb. Once. Twice. Three times.

Through the dark lenses of the sunglasses I see Torkelson and Sykes shield their faces with their arms as if I’ve just hit them with pepper spray. But it’s just light. Bright, piercing light in a dimly lit room. I spring from the chair. My other hand holds the blackjack. First I hit Torkelson. He goes down like a soccer player looking for a penalty.

Sykes tries to open his eyes, and I hit the flash again. He winces, cowers, and I swing the blackjack at his head. Down he goes. I remove the sunglasses and pocket them. Torkelson is out. Sykes is concussed but still conscious. He groans and moans and places his hand on his head. I take the washcloth that was in my mouth and shove it in his. Then I remove my blond wig and say, “I guess Nils Shapiro is here after all.”

Sykes looks at me with terror in his eyes. He mumbles something unintelligible through the washcloth.

“You shouldn’t have threatened my daughter,” I say. “That was a mistake. A fatal mistake.”

He grunts something but I don’t care what he has to say. I reach into my pocket and grab the letter Sammy Sykes wrote to his daughter, Anna, the one he instructed me to give to her. With my gloved hands, I place it in Sykes’s hands and manipulate his fingers to grab the letter over and over. I don’t think they’ll check it for fingerprints, but if they do, his will cover the entire letter. I do the same with Torkelson’s fingers.

I then refold the letter, put it in Sykes’s jacket pocket, and zip it shut. I retrieve the light bulbs from under the bed and screw them into the lamps. Stand on a chair and tighten the bulbs in the chandelier. Remove the lock-pick tool from my pocket, wipe it free of prints, then put it in Torkelson’s hand and squeeze it.

Sykes continues to groan. I stand over him and say, “I’m going to take the high road here. You won’t be conscious when you die.” His groaning grows louder but still muffled through the washcloth. I hit him one more time with the blackjack, and Sykes goes silent. I place the blackjack in Sykes’s hands, squeeze his fingers around it, and leave it on the floor.

The last thing I do is take both of Sykes’s and Torkelson’s phones, remove their batteries and put the pieces in my pocket. Then I turn off the overhead chandelier. The room is pitch black.

Until I open the drapes. City light seeps into the room. I open both the inner and outer windows and drag the unconscious Sykes toward them. It must be adrenaline, as if I’m lifting a car off my child, because I manage to lift Sammy Sykes into a sitting position against the wall. I catch my breath, then with one more heave, lift the unconscious Sykes up to a standing position and lean his chest on the sill.

“Thanks for the idea,” I say to myself because Sykes can’t hear me. “I could not have done this without you.”

I pull the washcloth from Sykes’s mouth, take a quick peek to make sure no one is on the sidewalk below, then with one last effort, launch Sammy Sykes up and out of the window. I will never forget the sound of his body hitting the pavement.




FORTY-ONE

The subconscious is my favorite of the consciences. That part of our brains where the real work gets done. Where our little voice comes from, as if the subconscious is a separate person. A wiser person. More observant. More sensitive. But a bit secretive—it doesn’t always want to tell us what it knows.

When I read Sammy Sykes’s letter aloud to Casey during our drive from Munich to Salzburg, my subconscious must have realized that it read like a suicide note. That wasn’t Sammy Sykes’s intention, I’m sure. He was bemoaning how worthless his life was without Anna. But it read like his life was just plain worthless. He looked forward to being reunited with her in the afterlife.

The regular part of my brain, which is not so smart, caught up to what my subconscious already knew when Ellegaard told me that going after Sykes by myself was a suicide mission. Then somewhere in the tangle of wires inside my head, a connection was made. Sammy Sykes’s letter equals suicide. And just like that, I knew what I had to do.

To Sammy Sykes anyway. Erik Torkelson I wasn’t so sure about. He too is wanted by the Minneapolis Police Department, the FBI, and the DEA. He too was involved in the incident that led to Gabriella’s death. But I didn’t think he’d follow through with Sykes’s threat to Evelyn once Sykes is in the ground.

And so rather than kill Torkelson, which I could have easily done by using the same plastic bag he had intended to tie over my head, I left him where he lay. In a quandary. How will he explain Sammy Sykes’s death? Did Sykes jump out that window on his own? Did Torkelson try to stop him but Sykes knocked him unconscious with the blackjack found at the scene? Or was Sykes pushed out that window by Thomas Claasen? A man who Torkelson will soon learn does not exist. And what were Torkelson and Sykes doing in the Hotel Bristol? In a room they had not checked in to? A room they had entered by picking the lock like burglars? Will Torkelson tell the police they went there to kill the non-existent Thomas Claasen?

It will be a small consolation to learn of Torkelson’s choices. What he says to the Austrian police and what he doesn’t. A small consolation but a consolation all the same. That’s what I’m thinking as I watch the Austrian police lead him out of the hotel in handcuffs. Watching from the open window in the same room I share with Casey. Ellegaard, Annika, and Jameson, are here, too. Every occupant on the street side of the Hotel Bristol looks out their window. Onlookers stand behind crime scene tape. Reporters’ vans are parked in front of Mozart’s house.

A white tent has been erected over Sammy Sykes’s dead, broken body. Law enforcement and medical personnel go in and out carrying cameras and bags of equipment. Reporters and their camera operators pester the personnel with questions.

What’s most surprising, to me anyway, is the mood in our hotel room. It is not somber. It is not regretful. It is not fearful. What we feel—what we all feel—is relief. We’re grateful that I’m OK and that Evelyn will be OK and that Sammy Sykes’s reign of terror is over. He’s responsible for so many deaths—most of them young people—and that has come to an end.

Ellegaard lives his life as a Ten Commandments kind of guy but does not seem bothered by my violation of Thou shalt not kill. Maybe he’s thinking of An eye for an eye. He puts an arm around me, not something my stoic Scandinavian friend does easily, and says, “One of these days I’m going to learn to trust you.”

My throat tightens and my eyes sting, but I manage to say, “Don’t do that. It would ruin all the fun.”

He laughs. “Fun for you, maybe. And were you right about how you’d feel after? No regrets? No guilt?”

I shake my head. “It was like euthanizing a raccoon with rabies. It had to be done.”

Ellegaard nods.

“What I don’t get,” says Jameson, “is how you took down two guys twice your size.”

“Can’t tell you,” I say. “I may have to use my tricks on you one day.”

Jameson laughs as Annika says, “Being underestimated is one of the great advantages of being smaller. Women have dealt with it for eons. Women and Nils.”

They all have a good laugh at my expense. Casey says nothing but wraps me in her arms.

There’s a knock on the door. A voice on the other side says, “Polizei.”

I answer the door, and a young uniform stands in the hallway. She looks twenty years old and apologetic.

“Hello,” I say so she knows we’re English speakers. “Please come in.”

In English she says, “Very sorry to bother you tonight. You obviously know what’s happening on the street. It’s my job to ask if any of the hotel’s guests saw or heard anything unusual before the man fell or jumped.”

“Unusual how?” says Annika.

“Perhaps you heard arguing? Or the sounds of a struggle? Or saw someone suspicious in the lobby? Someone who looked like they did not belong here?”

The five of us North Americans make a point of looking at each other, as if to say, did you see or hear anything unusual? Annika turns toward the police officer and says, “No. I’m sorry. Everything seemed fine and normal to us. Who’s the man who fell? Is he visiting Salzburg?”

“I’m not authorized to discuss such details at this time. I’m sure it will be in the news tomorrow. Just please know that it appears to be an isolated incident. There is no danger to anyone else.” She removes a business card from her shirt pocket and hands it to me. “If you remember anything or anyone out of the ordinary, please call. Otherwise, I hope you enjoy your stay in Salzburg. And please don’t let this taint your view of our beautiful city. Good night.”

The officer exits and a few seconds later we hear her knock on the next door followed by a faint, “Polizei.”

“Are we OK?” says Casey. “Do you think she suspects anything?”

“We’re all good,” says Ellegaard. “They don’t suspect foul play unless they suspect Torkelson. What that police officer did was routine. And a bit of public relations. This is a tourist town—they all depend on visitors.”

“Nils,” says Annika, “what about their phones?”

“When I went downstairs to remove the pebble and lock the back door, I walked a block down to the river and tossed them in. The current was moving pretty fast from the mountain snowmelt. They should be flowing through the next town by now. Anyone up for a drink?”

“Hell yes,” says Jameson.

On the walk to find a bar away from the chaos, Ellegaard and Jameson interrogate Casey as if they’re my parents and they’re concerned about Casey’s intentions. Annika and I drop back.

“So, Casey …” says Annika.

“What about her?”

“Is your relationship with her personal or tactical?”

“It started as tactical,” I say, “but it’s become personal.”

“How do you feel about that?” says Annika. “Excited? Conflicted? Guilty? I hope not guilty, Shap.”

“Not guilty,” I say. “But definitely conflicted. And not excited but—oh, what’s a good word for it—hopeful, I guess. Hopeful that I’m starting a new chapter. With Sykes dead and something happening with Casey—I don’t know what yet—I feel like I’m finally moving forward.”

We step onto the footbridge that crosses the river. The footbridge with all the locks fastened to the chain-link fence below the railing. “What are all these locks for?” says Annika.

“Couples buy them in the tourist shops and then etch their names onto them. You know, like Helmut loves Hilda, then they lock them onto the bridge so their love lasts forever. I think that’s the idea.”

“You and Casey going to put one on there?”

“Actually,” I say, “Casey said I should put one on there for me and Gabby. Because Gabby will always be part of me. Instead of letting her go, I should take her with me for whatever comes next.”

We walk in silence for a few steps then Annika says, “Hmm. Sounds like Casey might be a keeper.”




FORTY-TWO

We’re out until one a.m., or as I now call it, twenty-five o’clock. We don’t discuss Sykes or Torkelson or what happened tonight. Not in public. Not while consuming alcohol, which we all are except for Ellegaard. Ellegaard would be our designated driver if we were driving—he drinks his usual bitters and soda. What we do discuss is where we’re each headed next. Annika and Ellegaard say they’re on the first flight back to Minneapolis tomorrow.

Jameson says, “I flew all the way over here today or yesterday—I don’t know what day it is. I am not flying back tomorrow. I’ll get double jet leg.”

“You should stay in Salzburg,” says Casey. “The Sound of Music tour is unbelievably fun. Most of the movie was shot in and around Salzburg.”

“Unbelievably fun?” says Jameson. “You’re right. I don’t believe it.”

“Oh, come on!” says Casey. “It’s The Sound of Music.”

“The Sound of Music?” says Jameson. “You mean the movie where Mary Poppins is a singing nun instead of a singing nanny? And then she leaves the abbey and becomes a singing nanny for the second movie in a row? And she’s like twenty and marries a dude who’s fifty? And the kids are all happy because they basically got another sister who’s only three years older than Liesl or Diesel or whatever her name is? And then they escape the Nazis by walking over the mountains wearing leather shorts? There’s a tour to celebrate all that? No, danke.”

“Great minds,” I say to Casey, who responds with one of her patented eye rolls that I’ve so grown to like. Then to Jameson I say, “Munich’s nice.”

“I ain’t going to Munich,” says Jameson. “Nothing against it, but I hear Ireland has a whiskey factory named after me.”

“Ireland is rainy and cold this time of year,” says Casey.

“I got no problem with that. That’s what the whiskey is for.”

“And when are you going home, Shap?” says Annika.

“Shap?” says Casey. “I didn’t know people call you Shap.”

“Only my closest friends. And to answer your question, Annika, I’m going home soon. Probably not tomorrow. I don’t want to fly out of Salzburg in case anyone makes the connection between me and our fallen friend. No need for my name to be on a passenger list the day after.” I turn toward Casey and say, “Any interest in driving or training all the way to Amsterdam?”

Casey stirs her cocktail, looks at me and says, “Depends. Am I allowed to call you Shap?”

“I think you’ve earned the right,” I say. “On a trial basis.”

“Then yes I am interested in driving or training to Amsterdam with you, Shap.”

When we get back to the hotel, Sykes’s body is gone. The crime scene investigators have packed up and left the sidewalk clean. Like after a squirrel has been hit by a car, the crows and insects have done their thing and now there’s no evidence it was ever there. Tomorrow will be back to tourism as usual. Jameson, Annika, and Ellegaard each book rooms, and we make a plan to meet downstairs for breakfast at nine o’clock.

“Was it a perfect murder?” says Casey. We just made love and now we’re in bed staring up at the dimmed chandelier. The windows are open, and the cold air has forced us to seek shelter under the duvets.

“No,” I say. “Far from perfect. For one thing, four other people know about it. That’s four people who could turn me in if they wanted to.”

“I won’t,” says Casey. “And I’m pretty sure you’re safe with Annika, Jameson, and Anders.”

“And Torkelson knowing Thomas Claasen was in the room and that the whole thing was set up by me—that’s very muddy. If he tries to cut a deal with prosecutors, he could name me and my involvement. My only alibi is concert tickets at the Mirabell Palace.”

“What about me? I’ll be your alibi.”

“You’re a lot of good things but you’re not a good alibi. You’re checked into this hotel. If I use you as an alibi, it puts me at the scene of the crime.”

“Sorry about that,” says Casey.

“Not your fault,” I pull Casey tight. With all that’s happened, it’s easy to forget that her life has also been thrown into a blender. “How are you holding up?” I say.

She doesn’t answer right away. We lie still listening to city sounds bounce off Mozart’s house. Drunken voices and vehicles. After a minute or so she says, “I’ll be OK. You’ve been a good distraction. I’m sure it’ll be a lot harder when I get home.”

Casey has just said out loud what we’ve both known but have not admitted. Over this past week, we have been each other’s distraction. Or perhaps soft landing. Or anesthetic. Or springboard off which we have launched ourselves back into the pool. But maybe the most important word Casey just said was home. It’s ringing in both of our ears. Her home is in Vancouver. Mine is in Minneapolis. Neither of us can move elsewhere. Neither of us wants to.

“Should we make a plan?” I say.

“What kind of plan?”

“Well, you have a lot to sort out when you get back to Vancouver. Legally and financially and emotionally. And I’m also returning home to start anew. Sykes is dead and that feels like a new kind of freedom for me. Not that I’ll stop mourning Gabriella, but I’m definitely ready to start moving forward. Some of that is because of Sykes, and some of that is thanks to you.”

“Most flattering break-up line ever,” says Casey in a sad, soft voice.

I’m not sure what to say. How to be tactful or even sensitive, so I settle for honesty. “Is that what you think this is, a break-up? An end to a committed relationship?”

Casey sighs up at the chandelier. “Of course not. I know we’re headed back to our separate cities and separate countries and separate children. You’ve just helped me in so many ways—more than you know. I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” I say without hesitation. When I hear myself say the words, I know they’re true. “What if we take some time and then check back in with each other? I need to focus on Evelyn for a while and get back to work in a real way. And you have some post-marriage pieces to pick up. It sucks. I’ve been through it. But you have to do it. And do it without jumping into another relationship so you can take the time to understand where it all went wrong. And how you can be better. That way when you do meet someone, you’re less likely to make the same mistakes again.”

Just the idea of Casey meeting someone makes my heart hurt. I don’t know if I could have done this trip, this case, this mission, without her. She’s provided tactical support, but more importantly, she’s provided emotional support.

Casey finds my hand, squeezes it, and says, “Well, one thing I know for sure is if I meet someone, first question I’ll ask is if he’s already married and has a family.”

“That’s a good start,” I say.

“And the second question I’ll ask myself is does the man meet the quality standards set by Nils Shapiro? Because if not, move along, pal. I know there’s better out there.”

“That’s kind,” I say. “And I’ll tell you this: We are in a land of castles and picturesque chalets. Of crystal-blue lakes and gorgeous rivers. Of quaint footbridges and world-class musicians and snow-capped mountains above impossibly green forests and fields. But nothing I’ve seen is as lovely as you.”

There’s a long silence. This rest of this conversation can go one of two ways. Happy or sad, to put it in terms Evelyn would understand. This isn’t our last night together. We have the long drive back to Amsterdam and another night or two there. I decide I can postpone the sad part until that final goodbye.

Casey must have made the same decision because she says in an upbeat voice, “So how much time are we taking apart? And are we going to check in with each other?”

“I like that,” I say. “I’m all for checking. And let’s say we don’t see each other for six months?”

“Six months …” Casey trails off. “That’s a long time.”

“I’m just brainstorming here. Three months?”

“Can we talk on the phone before then?”

“Sure.”

“Can we FaceTime?”

“I’m good with FaceTiming.”

“Maybe once a week?” says Casey. “Maybe Sunday nights to catch each other up on our lives?”

“That sounds nice,” I say. “But do I have to look presentable when we FaceTime? Do I have to take a shower?”

“That’s up to you,” she says. “If looking your best for me isn’t important to you, well, that will be a statement in itself.”

I laugh. “Oh, no. Our relationship is already going off the rails.”

She laughs with me. “I’m going to mess with you from afar, Shap!”

I kiss Casey then say, “I’m looking forward to every minute of it.”




FORTY-THREE

‘Daddy!” Evelyn runs to me and hops into my arms and hugs me as if she’s a koala bear in a windstorm.

“Did you get a haircut?” I say.

“No.”

“Did your head grow to make your hair look smaller?”

She nods then extends one forearm. “Look. It made it until you got home.” Woody from Toy Story is tattooed on her arm, albeit faded and smudged.

“You’re my favorite deputy,” I say.

Evelyn rubs my head. “You got a haircut, too!”

“What do you think?”

“Your head feels like a hedgehog.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. Ready to get your stuff?”

Evelyn nods. I set her down and off she goes.

“I saw on the news that Sammy Sykes took his own life,” says Micaela from her overstuffed couch in her white-on-white living room. “Did he suddenly grow a conscience?”

“I don’t think so,” I say and take a seat in a chair made of plywood and white leather. “According to his suicide note, he just missed his daughter. I can relate to that.”

Micaela looks at me with her big round gray eyes. Evaluating. Calculating. Wondering. She has to suspect I had something to do with Sykes’s death. I think she’d approve, but if she doesn’t bring it up, I certainly won’t either. Finally she sighs and says, “How are you doing, Nils?”

“OK, I guess. I have good days and bad days, but the good are starting to outnumber the bad. Things are moving in the right direction.”

Micaela nods. Knowingly. Too knowingly. “Glad to hear it. You deserve that, Nils.”

Evelyn runs back into the living room, her backpack strapped to her back and her special pillow under one arm. “Dad.”

“What?”

“Can I get a dog?”

Gabriella and I were planning to get a dog, but then she was made chief of police, and it didn’t happen. I look up, half expecting to see Gabriella hovering over me, but of course she’s not there. I drop my eyes to Evelyn and say, “A dog? Since when do you want a dog?”

“I met one in California. Me and Mommy did. It was huge! An Irish Wolf!”

“Irish Wolfhound,” says Micaela.

“That’s it! And I could ride it like a horse. And it would be my dog. Not yours. Not Mommy’s. So it would go wherever I go. When I’m here, it’ll live here. When I’m at your house, it’ll live at your house. Can we get it tomorrow?”

“Mommy and I will talk,” I say. “That’s all I can promise you for now.”

“Yes!” says Evelyn as if I just agreed to her request. “Oh! I forgot my iPad! It has all the Irish Wolfhound pictures on it!” She runs out of the room and back up the stairs.

I stand. “An Irish Wolfhound? You’re OK with that?”

Micaela nods. “I’ve known a few. They’re pretty mellow.”

“How would we schlep it back and forth? I’d have to buy a truck or a mini van.”

“You’re being dramatic. It’ll fit in the back of your station wagon. And then having a station wagon will actually make sense. You won’t look like such a weirdo,” she says with smiling, kind eyes.

“But I am a weirdo.”

“Oh, I know,” says Micaela a little too quickly.

It’s been six weeks since my last visit to the Women’s Federal Correctional Institution in Waseca, Minnesota, but it feels like a lifetime ago. Anna Sykes’s prison-orange jumpsuit does nothing to brighten her mood. She’s down in the mouth with downcast eyes. Whatever sparkle she had is flat and dull like dried mud. She looks like she can barely sit upright.

“I don’t believe it,” she says. “He wouldn’t take his own life. It’s not who he was.”

“He could have been depressed,” I say. “It’s a brain chemistry thing. It can change a person.”

Anna shakes her head. Her short blonde hair and big blue eyes used to make her impossibly cute, but now she looks like a thrown-away doll. “It doesn’t make sense. He breaks into a room at a hotel to kill himself? Why wouldn’t he just get a room? Wouldn’t that have been easier?”

“Interpol and Europol were looking for him and Torkelson. Every hotel on the continent was probably on the lookout.”

“But if his plan was to kill himself, why would he care if they called the police? And Torkelson being with him doesn’t make any sense either. Why would he take Torkelson if he was about jump out a window? If my dad knew he’d have to knock out Torkelson with a blackjack, why not do it before going to the hotel? Why at the hotel? Or better yet, just leave and say nothing to Torkelson. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe Torkelson knew how to pick the lock. That’s why your dad needed him.”

“What?” says Anna. “That doesn’t make any sense. It’s too convoluted. One thing I learned as a cop—the simplest answer is usually the right answer, and my dad’s suicide is not simple. It’s like a game of Mousetrap. None of it makes sense. He lived on the eighth story of an apartment building. If he was going to jump, why not jump from there?”

“That’s a good question,” I say. “Maybe he wasn’t home when he decided to end his life. Maybe he wanted to do it before he changed his mind. He wrote the note, broke into the hotel room, knocked out Torkelson so Torkelson couldn’t stop him, and jumped. You know, suicides are often done in public places because the suicidal person has so much anger at the world. They want the world to suffer as much as they have so it’s their act of retribution on their way out.”

Anna barely makes eye contact with me. It’s as if her cop sense knows I had something to do with her father’s death. All the pieces are there. I visited Anna. One of her guards was found murdered. Now her father is dead. Maybe it’s the fact that she’s in prison that clouds her thinking. Maybe it’s that she’s grieving. Maybe it just seems so far-fetched that I could track down Sammy Sykes when so many law enforcement agencies had failed. Whatever the reason, she feels the connection to me and her father’s death, but cerebrally, she can’t grasp it.

In Anna’s intellectual and emotional dissonant state she finally looks at me and says, “Why are you here, Nils? There’s nothing I can do for you now.”

“Actually, there is,” I say. “I have one more question. Not about your father but about you. Down in the garage that day when your father’s men ambushed Gabriella and the others as they took you in for questioning.”

“What about it?”

“I know you were hit with a flash-bang and smoke grenade just before the shooting started. But do you have any sense of whether your father’s men fired guns?”

“What do you mean?” says Anna, her arms folded and her brow furled.

“I mean, is it possible they weren’t carrying guns because they didn’t want to risk killing cops? Is it possible they just wanted to stun and disorient Gabriella and the others so they could rescue you from being taken into custody?”

“You’re implying Gabby was killed by friendly fire?”

“Not implying. Wondering. And curious whether or not you think it’s possible.”

Anna considers this then says, “Read the police report.”

“I did,” I say. “The police report states that the gunmen who escaped took the weapons of their fallen comrades with them. I also read the medical examiner’s report. The bullet that hit Gabby in the thigh entered from the front, as you might expect. But I don’t know. I was thinking about it. If someone set off a flash-bang in front of me, I think my natural reaction would be to turn away from the flash. Turn my back toward it and face the opposite way.”

Anna seems to travel back in time to that horrific morning to replay events in her head. She’s gone about ten seconds before she returns and says, “Yeah … I turned away from the flash.” Then she looks at me and says, “Did the medical examiner recover the bullet?”

I shake my head. “The report says it went clean through, but crime scene investigators never found it. Odd, since the shooting took place in an underground garage and there’s really no place for the bullet to go other than into concrete or a car or a tire.”

The cop in Anna returns. “You think one of the other officers or the FBI or DEA agent realized they shot Gabriella and covered it up?”

I shrug. “Just wondering if it’s possible.”

“That would mean my father ran off to Europe for nothing. He was depressed for nothing. He died for no—”

“Don’t. Please.”

“Don’t what?”

“Just stop, Anna. Your father is responsible either way. Just like he is for all the other deaths that happened during his drug-dealing regime. Do not think he was anything other than what he was: a subhuman piece of shit. And his death is nothing short of a gift to humanity.”

Anna opens her mouth to speak but no words come out. I so badly want to lean over and whisper I killed Sammy Sykes, but I know better. Instead, I just stand, turn, and walk away.

Evelyn sleeps in her room, dreaming of Irish Wolfhounds, I hope. I lie awake in mine. My sleep schedule hasn’t returned to normal. It’s jet lag. Not guilt. When I shut my eyes, I see Gabriella, not Sammy Sykes. I see Evelyn and the life that awaits her, not the perplexed pain in Anna’s eyes over her father’s apparent suicide. The hum of frustration over Sammy Sykes’s freedom is gone.

I feel a pang of gratitude for Casey. And a twinge of something that hovers between fondness and respect and love. I couldn’t have done what I did without her. Neither logistically nor emotionally. It was happenstance sitting next to Casey on the plane to Amsterdam. A random pairing. Now we’ve been spit back to where we came from. That’s the way it has to be.

But meeting Casey the way I did reminds me of the gifts that life offers. Tiny miracles that can grow into the keystones of one’s life. We’re surrounded by them. It’s just a matter of choosing the right ones and nurturing them to their potential.

Tears blur my vision. Tears of sadness or happiness or both. For the first time in over two years, I feel at peace. I’ve escaped the bog of despair. It could pull me back in, but for now, I stand on solid ground. I credit the death of Sammy Sykes, my friends’ and colleagues’ unwavering support, and Casey rekindling something in me that I feared was dead. And I credit diving into a case and its gift of pursuit, which quiets the noise of the outside world and narrows focus to one spot of light. I will never turn my back on my work again. It’s not just what I do, it’s who I am. Or at least a big part of who I am. Big enough that I can’t survive without it.

I raise a hand to my chest and feel the wedding ring under my T-shirt. Gabriella’s still with me. Inside me. I will carry her forward like an imaginary friend. Only I didn’t imagine her. She was real—she is real. I keep one hand over my chest and use the other to turn off the light. One day I’ll remove the wedding ring that hangs from my neck. But not today.
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