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March, and the weather’s miserable.

The Straight Circle meets in the basement of the Buell Street
Methodist Church every weekday from four to five PM. It’s technically
a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, but plenty of alcoholics also attend;
Straight Circle is usually packed. It’s calendar spring, has been for almost
a week, but in Buckeye City - sometimes known as the Second Mistake
on the Lake, Cleveland being the first — actual spring comes late. When
the meeting lets out, a fine drizzle is hanging in the air. By nightfall
1t will thicken and turn to sleet.

Two or three dozen attendees gather near the butt can by the entrance
and light up, because freebasing nicotine is one of two addictions left
to them, and after an hour in the basement they need that hit. Others,
the majority, turn right and head for The Flame, a coftee shop a block
down. Coftee is the other addiction they can still indulge.

One man is stopped by Reverend Mike, who also attends this meeting
and many others on a regular basis; the Rev is a recovering opioid
addict. In meetings (he attends two or three every day, weekends
included) he introduces himself by saying, ‘I love God, but otherwise
['m just another fiend. This always gets nods and murmurs of approval,
although some oldtimers find him a bit tiresome. They call him Big
Book Mike for his habit of quoting (verbatim) long passages from the
AA handbook.

Now the Rev gives the man a soul shake. ‘Not used to seeing you

around these parts, Trig. You must live upstate’
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Trig doesn’t but doesn’t sav so. He has his reasons for going to
meetings out of the city where recognition is unlikely, but today was
an emergency: hit a meeting or drink, and after taking the first drink,
all choices would be gone. He knows this from personal experience,

Mike puts a hand on the other man’s shoulder. ‘In your share, Trig,
you sounded upset.

Trig is a childhood nickname. Its how he introduces himself at the
start of meetings. Even at out-of-town AA and NA, he rarely speaks
other than that initial identification. In tag-team meetings he mostly
says, ‘I just want to listen today, but this afternoon he raised his hand.

T'm Trig, and I'm an alcoholic’

‘Hi, Trig, the group responded. They were in the basement instead
of the church, but there’s still that revival meeting call-and-response.
Straight Circle is, in fact, the Church of the Crashed and Burned.

‘I just want to say that I'm pretty shaken up today. I don’t want to
say any more, but I had to share that much. Thats all I've got’

There were murmurs of Thanks, Trig and Hang in there and Keep
coming back.

Now Trig tells the Rev he’s upset because he found out he lost
someone he knew. The Rev asks for more details — pries for them,
actually — but all Trig will say is that the person he’s mourning died
in lockup.

‘Tl pray for him, the Rev says.

‘Thanks, Mike.

Trig starts away, but not toward The Flame; he walks three blocks
and climbs the steps to the public library. He needs to sit and think
about the man who died on Saturday. Who was murdered on Saturday.
Was shanked on Saturday, in a prison shower.

He finds a vacant chair in the Periodicals Room and picks up a
copy of the local paper, just to have something to hold. He opens it
to a page-four story about a lost dog recovered by Jerome Robinson
of the Finders Keepers Agency. There’s a picture of a smiling and
handsome young Black man with his arm around some kind of big
dog, maybe a Labrador Retriever. The headline 1s one word: FOUND!

Trig stares through it, thinking.

His real name was in this same paper three years ago, but no one

has made the connection between that man and the one who attends
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out-of-town recovery meetings. Why would they, even if there had
also been a picture of him (which there wasn’t)? That man had a slightly
graying beard and wore contacts. This version is clean-shaven, wears
glasses, and looks younger (quitting the booze will do that). He likes
the 1dea of being someone new. It also weighs on him. That is the
paradox he lives with. That, and thinking about his father, which he
does more and more frequently these days.

Let it go, he thinks. Forger it.

That 1s on March 24th. Forgetting lasts just thirteen days.

2

On April 6th, Trig sits in the same Periodicals Room chair, staring at
the feature story in todays Sunday paper. The headline doesn’t just
speak, it shouts. BUCKEYE BRANDON: MURDERED PRISON
INMATE MAY HAVE BEEN INNOCENT! Trig has read the
teature, and listened to Buckeye Brandon’ podcast three times. It was
the self-proclaimed ‘outlaw of the airwaves” who broke the story, and
according to Buckeye, there was no ‘may have been’ about it. Is the
story true? Trig thinks that, given the source, it must be.

What you’re thinking of doing is crazy, he tells himself. Which 1s true.

If you do it, you can never go back, he tells himself. That’s also true.

Once you start, you must keep on, he tells himself, and that’s truest of
all. His fathers mantra: You have to push through to the bitter end. No
finching, wo trning away.

And . . . what would it be like? What would it be like for him to
do such things?

He needs to consider some more. Not just to get clarity on what
he’s thinking ot doing, but to put a space of time between what he
tound out courtesy of Buckeye Brandon (also this feature article) and
the acts — the horrors — he may commit, so no one will make the
connection.

He finds himself remembering the headline about the young man
who recovered the stolen dog. It was simplicity itself: FOUND! All
Trig can think about is what he’s lost, what he did, and the amends

he must make.
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[t's April now. In the Second Mistake on the Lake, the last of the snow
15 finally melting.

Izzy Jaynes gives a one-knuckle courtesy knock on her lieutenant’s
door and goes in without waiting. Lewis Warwick is tilted back in his
chair, one foot resting on the corner of his desk, hands loosely clasped
on his midsection. He looks like he’s meditating or dreaming awake.
For all Izzy knows, he is. At the sight of her he straightens and puts
his foot back on the floor where it belongs.

‘Isabelle Jaynes, ace detective. Welcome to my lair,

At your service!

She doesn’t envy him his office, because she’s aware of all the bureau-
cratic bullshit that comes with it, accompanied by a salary bump so
small it might be called ceremonial. She’s happy enough with her
humble cubicle downstairs, where she works with seven other detect-
wes, including her current partner, Tom Atta. It’s Warwick’s chair that
[zzy lusts atter. With its high, spine-soothing back and reclining feature,
1t’s meditation-ready.

“What can [ do for you, Lewis?’

He takes a business envelope from his desk and hands it to her. “You
can give me an opinion on this. No strings attached. Feel free to touch
the envelope, everybody from the postman to Evelyn downstairs and
who knows who else has had their paws on it, but the note should
maybe be fingerprinted. Partly depending on what you say’

The envelope is addressed in capital block letters to DETECTIVE
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LOUIS WARWICK at 19 COURT PLAZA. Below the city, state,
and zip, n even larger capitals: CONFIDENTIAL!

“What I say? You're the boss, boss’

‘I'm not passing the buck, 1t’s my baby, but [ respect your judgement.

The end of the envelope has been torn open. Theres no return
address. She carefully unfolds the single sheet of paper inside, holding
it by the edges. The message has been printed, almost certainly on a

compuiter.

To: Lieutenant Louis Warwick
From: Bill Wilson
Cc: Chief Alice Patmore

I think there should be a corollary to the Blackstone Rule. | believe
the INNOCENT should be punished for the needless DEATH of
zn innocent. Should those who caused that death be put to death
thamselves? | think not, because then they would be gone and
the suffering for what they did would be at an end. This is true
even if they acted with the best will in the world. They need to
think about what they did. They need to ‘Rue the Day.’ Does that
make sense to you? It does to me, and that is enough.

I will kill 13 innocents and 1 guilty. Those who caused the
innocent to die will therefore suffer.

This is an act of ATONEMENT.

Bill Wilson

“Whoa, Izzy says. Still being careful, she refolds the note and slips
it back into the envelope. ‘Someone has donned their crazy pants’

“Yes indeed. I googled the Blackstone Rule. Tt says—

‘I know what it says./

Warwick puts his foot up on the desk again, hands this time laced
together at the nape of his neck. ‘Elucidate’

‘Better for ten guilty men to go free rather than for one innocent
man to sufter’

Lewis nods. ‘Now for Double Jeopardy, where the scores can really
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change. What innocent man might our crazy-pants correspondent be
talking about?’

‘At a guess, I'd say Alan Duftrey. Shanked last month at Big Stone.
Died in the infirmary. Then that podcaster, Buckeye Brandon, blowing
otf his bazoo, and the follow-up piece in the paper. Both about the
guy who came forward to say he framed Duffrey’

"Cary Tolliver. Got hit with the cancer stick, late-stage pancreatic,
and wanted to clear his conscience. Said he never intended Duffrey to
die’

‘So this note isn’t from Tolliver”

‘Not likely. He’s in Kiner Memorial, currently circling the drain’

“Tolliver making a clean breast was sort of like locking the barn door
after the horse was stolen, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Maybe yes, maybe no. Tolliver claims he fessed up in February, days
atter he got his terminal diagnosis. Nothing happened. Then, after
Duftrey was killed, Tolliver went to Buckeye Brandon, aka the outlaw
ot the airwaves. ADA Allen says it’s all attention-seeking bullshit.

“What do you think?’

I think Tolliver makes a degree of sense. He claims he only wanted
Duftrey to do a couple of years. Said Duffrey going on the Registry
would be the real punishment.

[zzy understands. Duffrey would have been forbidden to reside in
or near child safety zones —schools, playgrounds, public parks. Forbidden
to communicate with minors by text, other than his own children.
Forbidden to have pornographic magazines or access porn online. Have
o inform his supervising officer of an address change. Being on the
National Sex Oftender Registry was a life sentence.

If he had lived, that was.

Lewis leans forward. ‘Blackstone Rule aside, which really doesn’t
make much sense, at least to me, do we have to worry about this
Wilson guy? Is it a threat or empty bullshit? What do you say?’

‘Can I think it over?’

‘Of course. Later. What does your gut tell you right now? It stays
n this office’

Izzy considers. She could ask Lew if Chief Patmore has weighed in,
but thats not how Izzy rolls.

‘He’s crazy, but he’s not quoting the Bible or The Protocols of the
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Elders of Zion. Not suffering Tin Hat Syndrome. Could be a crank. 1f
it isn’t, it’s someone to worry about. Probably someone close to Duffrey.
I’d say his wife or kids, but he didn’t have either’

‘A loner, Lewis says. ‘Allen made a big deal of that at the trial

Izzy and Tom both know Doug Allen, one ot the Buckeye County
ADAs. Izzy’s partner calls Allen a Hungry Hungry Hippo, after a board
game Tom’s children like. Ambitious, in other words. Which also
suggests Tolliver may have been telling the truth. Ambitious ADAs
don't like to see convictions overturned.

‘Duffrey wasn’t married, but what about a partner?’

‘Nope, and if he was gay, he was in the closet. Deep in the closet.
No rumors. Chief loan officer at First Lake City Bank. And were
assuming it's Duffrey this guy’s talking about, but without a specific
name . . .

‘Tt could be someone else’

‘Could be, bur unlikely. I want you and Atta to talk to Cary Tolliver,
assuming he’s still in the land of the living. Talk to all Duftrey’s known
associates, at the bank and elsewhere. Talk to the guy who defended
Duffrey. Get his list of known associates. If he did his job, hell know
everyone Duftfrey knew!’

Izzy smiles. ‘I suspect you wanted a second opinion that echoes
what you already decided’

‘Give yourself some credit. [ wanted the second opinion of Isabelle
Javnes, ace detective’

‘If it’s an ace detective you want, you should call Holly Gibney. I
can give you her number’

Lewis lowers his foot to the floor. “We haven’t sunk to the level of
outsourcing our investigations yet. Tell me what you think’

Izzy taps the envelope. ‘I think this guy could be the real deal. “The
innocent should be punished for the needless death of an innocent”?
It might make sense to a nut, but to a sane person? I don’t think so’

Lewis sighs. “The really dangerous ones, the ones who are crazy and
not crazy at the same time, they give me nightmares. Timothy McVeigh
killed over a hundred and fifty people in the Murrah Building and was
perfectly rational. Called the little kids who died in the daycare collat-
eral damage. Who's more innocent than a bunch of kids?’

‘So you think this is real’
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“Maybe real. I want you and Atta to spend some time on it. See if
vou can find someone so outraged by Duffrey’s death—'

‘Or so heartbroken’

‘Sure, that too. Find someone mad enough — I mean it both ways
— to make a threat like this/

‘Why thirteen innocent and one guilty, [ wonder? Is that a total of
tourteen, or is the guilty one of the thirteen?’

Lewis shakes his head. ‘No idea. He could have picked the number
out of a hat/

‘Something else about this letter. You know who Bill Wilson was,
right?’

‘Rings a faint bell, but why wouldn’t it? Maybe not as common as
Joe Smith or Dick Jones, but not exactly Zbigniew Brzezinski, either’

‘The Bill Wilson I'm thinking of was the founder of AA. Maybe
this guy goes to AA and he’s tipping us to that’

‘Like he wants to be caught?’

Izzy shrugs, sending him a no opinion vibe.

‘[’ll send the letter to forensics, much good it’ll do. Theyre going
to say no fingerprints, computer font, common form of printer paper.

‘Send me a photo of it.

‘I can do that’

[zzy gets up to go. Lewis asks, ‘Have you signed up for the game
vet?’

"What game?’

‘Don’t play dumb. Guns and Hoses. Next month. I'm going to
captain the PD team’

‘Gee, T haven’t got around to that, boss” Nor does she mean to.

‘The FD has won three in a row. Going to be a real grudge match
this year, after what happened last time. Crutchfields broken leg?’

“Who’s Crutchfield?’

‘Emil Crutchtield. Motor patrolman, mostly works on the east side’

‘Oh; 1zzy says, thinking, Boys and their games.

‘Didn’t you used to play? At that college you went to?’

[zzy laughs. “Yeah. Back when dinosaurs walked the earth’

“You should sign up. Think about it’

T will) Tzzy says.

She won't.
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2

Holly Gibney raises her face into the sun. “T.S. Eliot said April is the
cruelest month, but this doesn’t seem very cruel to me’

‘Poetry, Izzy says dismissively. “What are you having?’

‘Fish tacos, | think.

“You always have fish tacos’

‘Not always, but mostly. I'm a creature of habit’

‘No shit, Sherlock’

Soon one of them will get up and join the line at Frankie’s Fabulous
Fish Wagon, but for the time being they just sit quietly at their picnic
table. enjoying the warmth of the sun.

Izzy and Holly have not always been particularly close, but that
changed atrer they had dealings with a pair of elderly academics, Rodney
and Emilv Harris. The Harrises were insane and extremely dangerous.
It could be argued that Holly got the worst of it, having to deal with
them face to face. but it was Detective Isabelle Jaynes who had to
inform many of the loved ones of those who had been victims of the
Harrises. She also had to tell those loved ones what the Harrises had
done, and that was no night at the opera, either. Both women bore
scars, and when lzzy called Holly after the newspaper coverage (national
as well as local) died down, asking if she wanted to do lunch, Holly
agreed.

‘Doing lunch” became a semi-regular thing, and the two women
formed a cautious bond. At first they talked about the Harrises, but
less so as mume went by. Izzy talked about her job; Holly talked about
hers. Because Izzy was police and Holly a private investigator, they
had similar, if rarely overlapping, areas of interest.

Nor had Holly entirely given up the idea of luring Izzy over to the
dark side, especially since her partner, Pete Huntley, had retired and
left Holly to run Finders Keepers singlehanded (with occasional help
from Jerome and Barbara Robinson). She was at pains to tell Izzy that
Finders didn’t do divorce work. ‘Keyhole peeping, social media tracking.
Text messages and telephoto lenses. Qough’

When Holly brought up the possibility, Izzy always said she'd keep
it in mind. Which meant, Holly thought, that Iz would put in her

thirty on the city police force and then retire to a golfside condo in
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Arizona or Florida. Probably on her own. A two-time loser in the
marriage sweepstakes, lzzy said she wasn't looking for another hookup,
especially of the marital variety. How, she said to Holly during one ot
their lunches, could she come home and tell her husband about the
human remains they had found in the Harrises’ refrigerator?

‘Please, Holly had said on that occasion, ‘not while I'm trying to eat’

Today they’re doing lunch in Dingley Park. Like Deerfield Park on
the other side of the city, Dingley can be a rather sketchy environment
atter dark (a fucking drug mart is how Izzy puts it), but in the daytime
1's pertectly pleasant, especially on a day like this. Now that warm
weather is on the come, they can eat at one of the picnic tables not
tar from the firs that circle the old ice rink.

Holly is vaccinated up the ying-yang, but Covid is still killing someone
1 America every four minutes, and Holly doesn’t want to take chances.
Pete Huntley is even now suffering the aftereffects of his bout with
the bug, and Hollys mother died of it. So she continues to take carve,
masking up in close indoor situations and carrying a bottle of Purell
i her purse. Covid aside, she likes dining al fresco when the weather
is nice, as 1t is today, and she’s looking forward to her fish tacos. Two,
with extra tartar sauce.

‘How’s Jerome?” Izzy asks. ‘1 saw that book about his hoodlum
great-grandfather landed on the bestseller list”

‘Only for a couple of weeks, Holly says, ‘but they’ll be able to put
New York Times Bestseller on the paperback, which will help the sales!
She loves Jerome almost as much as she loves his sister, Barbara. ‘Now
that his book tour is over, he’s been asking to help me around the
shop. He says it’s research, that his next book is going to be about a
private eye. She grimaces to show how much she dislikes the term.

‘And Barbara?’

‘Going to Bell, right here in town. Majoring in English, of course.
Holly says this with what she believes 1s justifiable pride. Both Robinson
sibs are published authors. Barbara’s book of poems — for which she
won the Penley Prize, no small hill of beans — has been out for a
couple of years.

‘So your kids are doing well’

Holly doesn’t protest this; although Mr and Mrs Robinson are alive
and perfectly fine, Barb and Jerome sort of are her kids. The three of



