The last six months have been murder.  Detective Veeck finally gathered enough evidence to bring the bastard who killed my parents to justice.  I was surprised to learn it was ... but I’m getting ahead of myself.  You probably want to hear the story from the beginning.

My name is Mark, Mark Hughes.  Six months ago, everything was perfect, or close to it.  I was seventeen, a couple of weeks from my eighteenth birthday, home on break from college.  My dad’s company just went public.  It was listed on the NASDAQ, where all good technology companies are traded.  I call it my dad’s company, but it’s just as much Uncle Jack’s.  Oh, he’s not really my uncle by blood or anything.  He’s my godfather, more like a second Dad.  Not that one wasn’t enough.  Uncle Jack came up with the original idea, the one that got the company started.  Something about how computer chips are made.  Dad had an MBA and Jack was the techie.  Dad made Jack the Chief Technical Guru or some stupid title Uncle Jack picked out for himself.

Despite the downturn in tech stocks, TightTrace made a big splash on its first day.  I called my dad to congratulate him.

“Well, Mark, we did it.”

“Congratulations, Dad.  The hard work paid off.”

“Well, not quite yet.  We still have only Jack’s prototype.  We’ve got a whole production line to build.  I’ve got to admit, Mark, it’s more than a little scary.”

“You and Uncle Jack can do it, I know you can.  With your MBA and his technical smarts, nothing can stand in your way.  The company has all the funding it needs, right?  And as a large stockholder, you’re not hurting for dough.”

“You’re right, the money isn’t a problem.  And my stock is worth a bundle, but only on paper.  I can’t liquidate any of it just yet.”

My folks decided that the old simple house was no longer proper for a new CEO and Chairman of a NASDAQ-listed company.  Wealth only on paper didn’t stop the banks.  They didn’t hesitate for a minute to give my folks a jumbo mortgage on a small mansion in the snooty part of town.  Mom started out excited.

“We know you were really looking forward to getting away, but we could sure use your help, moving into the new place.  Wait until you see it, Mark.  You’ll love it.”

That’s why I came home instead of going on a Caribbean vacation with some of my classmates.  I was going to help with the move-in.  I had earned the money for the trip, separate from the bucks Mom and Dad would slip me every once in a while.  That’s one thing I watch out for.  I’m not frugal or a pinchpenny, but I always make sure I’m covered, financially, if you know what I mean.  That made me Uncle Jacks’ opposite.  If Jack had a buck, he’d spend a buck fifty.  I never figured out how me made ends meet, but he always did.

When I arrived, Dad was at work but Mom greeted me warmly.  

“Mark, oh, it’s so good to have you home.  Your new home.  Bigger than the old place, huh?  Your room is up the stairs, second door on the left.”

About half the room was empty even with all of my old room’s stuff in it.  In fact, the stuff from the old house didn’t make a dent in the space of the new one.  Whole rooms were empty echo chambers.  I was used to cozy.  

Mom was as excited about the company as Dad.  She had been right by Dad’s side every step of the way.  She made sure things got done on time for the business while running the old house.  She was terrific. The venture capitalists who gave Dad the seed money in exchange for a large piece of the company had added a whole management team.  Mom’s involvement in the company was over.  Dad told Mom this was a time for her to relax and enjoy.  There was a whole new house to decorate and furnish.

Then Mom introduced me to Billings, the new manservant.  

“Excuse me, Billings.  If you can put the phone down for a moment, I’d like to introduce you to our son, Mark.  Mark, this is Billings.”

He was preoccupied and distant and barely acknowledged me.  He walked through the house with a cellular phone glued to his head. Because Mom had lost her company responsibilities, she had plenty of time on her hands to run the new house.  That’s why she was shocked that Dad hired Billings.  According to Mom, Dad told her it wasn’t because he didn’t think she could handle the house by herself. No, Dad insisted that Billings was a necessary part of the window dressing, like the furniture.  Besides, Dad raved about Billings’ excellent references from former employers. 

I got a big hug from Dad when he got home, although it was well past dinner time.  Despite the fact that I was upstairs and they were down, I still heard them fighting.  About Billings.  If I had been in the room, I would have taken Mom’s side.  Billings was supposed to be caring for things but he was no help at all.  He spent his time pacing the halls on the phone or alone in his bedroom.  He barely cooked, unless you call carry-out and reheating frozen food cooking.  And when he did cook, Mom had to remind him to make enough for all of us.  I didn’t see what Dad saw in this guy.  If he had servant skills, they were recessive.  I would have fired his ass, and not just to please Mom.

The week passed pretty quickly.  It was obvious to me that Mom wasn’t happy.  Not with the new house, which she saw as an unnecessary burden.  Not with Billings, who took more than he contributed.  Not with Dad’s long hours, trying to make the financial community happy with their progress toward delivering product.  It wasn’t limited to Mom.  Dad was burning out too.  And I only had a couple of phone conversations with Uncle Jack.  He was so busy he didn’t have time for a visit.

Mom and Dad were both pretty stressed out from going public and the move and the company and everything.  They decided that a long weekend in the country, away from things, would do them both a world of good.  I was planning on leaving the same day.  Billings would be left in charge.  My heart went out to Mom, who’d have to deal with the clean up when they got back.  I was bringing my folks’ bags out to the car when Mr. Monroe showed up.  

Monroe was one of those management folks brought in by the vulture capitalists.  He was Chief Operations Officer, in charge of taking Uncle Jack’s invention from prototype into production.  You know those greasy guys with slicked back hair and expensive suits?  Well, then you can picture Monroe.  Dad and Uncle Jack were still wearing t-shirts or athletic jerseys and jeans to the office.  Anyway, Monroe showed up, all out of breath.

“Richard, I wanted to get your signature on these papers, before you left.”

Nobody called my father Richard.  It was always Rick.

“Thanks, Hal.  Hmm, these aren’t very important at all.  Oh well, as long as you brought them out here, I might as well sign them.”

“Very good.  Can I make some drinks, to toast your well-deserved vacation?”

“Sure, good idea.  The liquor cabinet should be stocked.  It’s in the study, over there.  I’ll take a vodka martini, stirred.  Same for the missus.”

Monroe went into the study and mixed the drinks.  Dad signed the papers, and he and Mom joined Monroe in the study.

“Here’s to TightTrace and success,” Monroe toasted.

That didn’t seem to be a toast to my folks’ vacation, but everybody drank their glasses empty.  I was left out, underage and all.  

While the adults talked, I answered the doorbell.  Wasn’t Billings supposed to be doing that?  It was the newspaper delivery boy.  His pants were dirty with fresh grass stains.

“Hi.  I’m Freddie.  I used to deliver papers to the former owners.  Would you like to continue the service?  I deliver right to your door, none of that throwing stuff.  The paper will be here every day, on time, clean and dry.”

Despite his appearance, this kid had the right stuff.  It was a decision I could make.  I signed up for the service, as a gift to my folks.

As suddenly as he showed up, Monroe left.  The paperboy and I saw him speed away.

“Does that guy live here?”

“No, he works for my dad.  Why?”

“’Cause he almost ran me over, coming up the drive, that’s why.”

That explained the grass stains.  One more reason to dislike Monroe.

My folks came out and I gave them their gift subscription.

“How thoughtful,” said Mom.

I hugged and kissed my folks goodbye and saw them drive off in their new BMW convertible.  Dad explained it was a company car written off as a business expense.   Just like the new computers.  Mom always watched out for expenses.  That was one of things she disliked about Uncle Jack.  The only extravagance Mom would let Dad buy was the large screen projection TV.

I was all packed up.  Uncle Jack was coming over, to give me a ride to the airport.  At least we’d have half an hour of quality time.  The phone rang.  I thought it was Jack, telling me something had come up at work and he couldn’t make it.  Instead, it was the call that changed my life forever.   It was the highway patrol.  They’d found my folks car.  It had gone off the road, hit a tree and started on fire.  The embankment was steep, and the car tumbled over and landed upside down in a small lake.  I fell to the floor, the receiver dropping from my hand.  Uncle Jack came through the door, saw me and picked up the phone.  He talked briefly with the authorities.  Jack was stunned.  Dad had been his best friend, ever since high school.  To Jack, it must have been like losing a brother.  Even Billings seemed to show real emotion for the first time.  

I sat and cried in Uncle Jack’s arms for hours until I was too tired to cry anymore.  I guess we both fell asleep on the old sofa.  When I awoke, Jack was still half asleep.  Somebody, Billings probably, had thrown a blanket over us.  My mind was anxious to write off the tragedy as a bad dream, but the calls and visits by the police and lawyers brought the reality back like a kick in the stomach.

My dad had hired one of the best law firms in town when TightTrace was being formed.  He thought that early was the right time to get things documented.  Dad had no idea just how soon those documents would come into play.

“I just want to assure you, Mark, that your parents have provided for you, in circumstances like this.”

“Circumstances?  Is that what my folks’ death is?  A circumstance?”

Uncle Jack put his arm around my shoulder and tried to calm me down.  I just couldn’t understand how things could have gone so wrong so quickly.  Jack made the lawyer go away.  That conversation could wait.

“I’m sorry to interrupt at a time like this.  I’m Detective Veeck.  I’d like to ask you a few questions.  The sooner I get the information, the sooner we can get out of your way.”

Veeck was one of those guys who are likeable from the moment you meet them.  It was as if I’d known him all my life.  

“Mark, are you up to this?”

“Yeah, okay.  Go ahead.”

I told Veeck about my folks’ vacation plans.  I fetched a copy of their itinerary from the kitchen fridge.  He looked around at the mostly empty house.

“You just move in?”

I told Veeck about the company Dad and Uncle Jack had started, and the move.

“You live here too?” Veeck asked Jack.

“No, but maybe I should stay here with you, Mark, at least for a while.’

“I’d like that, Unc.”

We also explained our relationship wasn’t by blood.

“Can you tell me what happened this morning?  In as much detail as you can remember.”

I told him about packing and Monroe’s visit and the drinks.

“Where are the glasses?”

I pointed him towards the study.  True to form, Billings hadn’t touched them.

“I’m going to take these as evidence, okay?”

Veeck waived over to someone who took care of it.

“Sure.  Listen, detective, my dad was an excellent driver.  There must have been something wrong with the car...”

“Son, your mom was at the wheel when the accident occurred.”

I wasn’t surprised that Dad let Mom drive.  Probably part of the peace offering.

“Well, my mom was no slouch either.  They both took that defensive driving course, the one offered by that former NASCAR champ.  I think Mom got a better score than Dad did.  What I’m telling you is, you shouldn’t be so quick to call it an accident.’

“Why, do you have reason to suspect otherwise?  For example, did your father or mother have enemies?”

“Hell, I don’t know.  Maybe Uncle Jack does.”

“None that I know of.  Rick is a likeable guy.”

“Anybody jealous of his success, with the new company and all?”

“Not that I could tell.  Everybody is rooting for the success of TightTrace.  The VCs.  The new management team.  Everybody,” said Jack.

“Detective, my folks could handle any vehicle you’d sit them in.  I know that for sure.”

“If it matters, I won’t have the results back from the lab for a while yet.  I know I used the word accident, but I’m not making any decisions one way or the other.  Here’s my card.  Give me a call if you think of anything.  Mr. Russell, I’d like you to come down to the station and give us a formal statement, at your convenience.”

“Of course.”

As sure as I was sitting there, I wasn’t going to rest until I learned the truth about what happened to my parents.  If that meant hanging around Veeck, then that’s where I was going to be.

