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For my father
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Maria Cole stood in the shadows of a two-car garage high up on Mayview Drive, waiting for the killer to show himself.

If she got lucky.



The garage was attached to a house cantilevered on the hillside, daring an earthquake to shake it off like the wooden box that it was.

A yellow half-moon provided scant light—there were no streetlamps—and Mayview Drive was quiet and dead. Its residents were tucked in, unconscious in their beds, dreaming of their troubles.

To the south, the jagged skyline of downtown Los Angeles was visible, gleaming like a crown. The head beneath the crown was rotten, but that wasn’t apparent at night.

It was three A.M. and cold—mid-February in LA—and to warm up, Maria began to pace back and forth, while her right hand rested on the large gun, a Smith & Wesson, attached to her hip.

This was her first night as a detective after nine years as a street cop, and instead of the uniform that had been her second skin for nearly a decade, she was wearing jeans, Timberland running shoes with a steel toe, and a black Carhartt jacket, which was made of a thick canvas material and was one size too big.

As she paced, Maria counted her steps, always turning back around on the fourth step because four was a good number. An even number. She looked for order where she could find it. She was fastidious and had private oddities.

Maria had recently turned thirty-three—an age she didn’t like because it was an odd number—but looked even younger. She was lean and angular, five feet, six inches tall, and built like a knife that unfolds.

Her dark hair was shorn, giving her the aspect of a renunciate or a Marine, and her face was finely boned, with a small hawkish nose. Her skin was flawless and yellow-brown, and she had eerie light blue eyes.

She was a striking woman, which she experienced as a burden. She shaved her head and wore ill-fitting men’s clothes to hide her beauty, but it was futile.

She counted her four steps and turned back around.

Maria and two dozen other cops—some detectives, some uniforms—had taken up posts every hundred yards or so on the streets that curved up and around the neighborhood, which was in a part of town called Franklin Hills.

It was not as fancy as Los Feliz, its neighbor to the west, but it was not without charm. Amid the expensive wooden boxes clinging to the hill, there was a scattering of old Spanish mansions, fragments of the city’s lost grandeur.

Mayview Drive was at the summit of the hill, and Maria was alone because they hadn’t given her a partner yet. But she didn’t mind. Not at all. She wasn’t good at small talk and could be humorless, unless she liked you. But she didn’t like many people.

She counted her four steps and turned back around.

Suddenly, in the sky above her, two LAPD helicopters broke the middle-of-the-night silence. They chopped like war machines, and their light beams probed the hilly streets, looking for the murderer.

One of the helicopters stabbed a beam of light right in front of Maria, and she instinctively moved closer to the garage door, hiding herself beneath the overhang. Just then a large coyote, only a few feet away, went loping by, caught in the light.

Maria unlatched her holster and clicked off the safety.

The coyote glanced at Maria with glowing eyes, assessing whether she was a threat. Then the animal continued on its way, trotting down the street, undeterred.

Maria watched it go, admiring the creature.

She found it beautiful and wished she could befriend it.

The helicopters flew east, to the other side of the hill. The killer had gone to ground, and command was hoping the helicopters would spook him out of hiding. The canine unit had also been deployed.

An hour before, the killer and his partner had broken into a house a few streets below Mayview. They came through an open back door and found a retired cop sleeping on a couch in the living room. The ex-cop was staying with his elderly mother.

The old woman had lived on the hill for forty years, but the area was gentrifying. Subsequently, there had been a lot of break-ins and this one had gone bad. The ex-cop had his gun on the coffee table next to him and happened to be up. He was an insomniac, and he fired first, missing.

The killer returned fire, missed, and then the mother, confused and frightened, walked into the room. In the darkness, she was perceived as a threat and took a bullet to the head. After that the killer’s unarmed partner went down, shot by the ex-cop.

More rounds were fired, and the killer tried to flee in the car he had come in. The ex-cop chased him, shot out the back windshield, and the perp crashed into a telephone pole. He got out of the car, ran up the hill to get away, and disappeared.

The response was fast—neighbors had heard the gunshots—and Maria’s superiors were confident the killer was trapped up here, somewhere, hiding.

But it was a big hill, with a lot of houses, and it could take all night to flush him out. If they ever did. The murder weapon had been found in the crashed car and so they thought it was unlikely he was still armed, but they couldn’t be certain.

Maria wondered if she should get on the walkie-talkie and tell everyone to check the garbage cans. In her first year on the force, in the Hollywood Hills, they had found a robbery suspect hiding in a recycling bin—the garbage cans and recycling bins were large in LA, big enough to hide in—but she didn’t think that would be the best move on her first night as a detective; she might sound like a rookie.

She counted her four steps and turned around.

Then there was a noise behind her, as if something heavy had fallen onto the pavement. She whirled about, and the suspect was right there.

He had jumped off the flat roof of the garage, not knowing she was beneath the overhang, and they stared at each other, both in shock. He was a young Mexican boy, a child, really, a teenager; he was wearing a dark hoodie with LA, in Dodgers style, emblazoned above his heart.

Something glinted in his hand. A knife.

Maria shouted one word, “Police!”

And her first instinct, despite the knife, was to grab him, to not let him get away. She took hold of his left arm, and with his right hand, he swung the knife, a small switchblade, into her jacket.

But the Carhartt was thick-skinned and protected her. Then they were on the ground—she wasn’t sure how it happened—and the boy ended up on top of her, straddling her, his breath rancid with terror.

He jabbed the knife into her side.

The thick jacket continued to shield her, the knife barely ripping the fabric, and she reached for her gun, the large Smith & Wesson, to club him with it. She felt no fear, only pity for this child she needed to restrain.

She pulled out her gun and the boy swung at it wildly with his knife.

The blade flashing in front of her eyes did frighten Maria and without thinking she fired. The safety was off because of the coyote, and the sound was deafening. The bullet punched into the boy, point-blank, and he fell backward.

Then almost instantly, like a puppet, like a toy, he sat up. The knife was still in his hand, and he looked at her, heartbroken. He knew.

She shouted breathlessly, “Drop the knife!” Her gun shook in her hand. She was still on her back, hyperventilating with fear and adrenaline.

He obeyed her command, let the blade fall to the ground. But then, like a miracle, despite being shot at point-blank range, he stood up and ran away from her, his hands clutching his middle.

Except the miracle didn’t last long. She watched him fall all at once, strings cut. A puppet detonated from the inside.

She managed then to stand and went running to him.

Don’t be dead, don’t be dead, she screamed in her mind.

She turned him over, dug her fingers into his neck, but there was no pulse, no beating hammer, and kneeling by his side, as if in prayer, she began to pump his chest, her palms flat on his sternum.

She opened his mouth and kissed his young lips, which were still warm, and she blew air into his lungs, but he was gone, gone forever, and she knew it was hopeless. She stopped trying then and looked at his young face: his dark eyes were gems without light. She had never killed anyone before.

Her fellow cops swarmed about her, and Maria hid her tears.





2

When she got home hours later, the left side of her face was swollen and bruised, a mystery of the fight, like when they had fallen to the ground.

She closed her curtains to keep out the midday sun—she lived in a small, very tidy apartment in Glendale—and she headed right for her bed, stripping off her clothes. She wanted to take a shower, but she felt like she didn’t deserve to be clean.

As she pulled back the covers, her cell phone rang. She wanted to ignore it, but she thought it might be her CO. She picked up the phone from the bedside table and it wasn’t her CO. It was a 251 area code. Alabama. Where her father lived. But not his number.

She answered the phone, sensing something. A man with a thick Southern drawl asked, “Are you Maria Cole, Billy Cole’s daughter?”

She said she was.

The man on the phone said, “I’m Karl Rawlins, Chief of Police in Fair Port.”

Fair Port was where her father lived. Maria said nothing, but felt an iciness go down her neck, a grotesque foreboding.

The Chief continued, “And I’m so sorry to call with… with bad news. But your daddy was killed this morning, after a robbery in his home.”

She closed her eyes. “Who did it?”

“We don’t know. Not yet anyway.”

Maria hadn’t seen her father since she was a little girl, and she hadn’t really loved him since then, or so she told herself. They had last spoken on the phone roughly seven weeks before, on Christmas, when he asked her, yet again, if he could see her, but she had said no. She told him she still wasn’t ready. Now she would never be ready. Now she could never say yes.

“How did he die?”

“He was shot. I’m very sorry to have to make this kind of call.”

“What time did he die?”

Rawlins was silent a moment, a little thrown by the question, then answered in his Southern drawl, “The coroner estimates around five in the morning. Was still dark out when it happened; sun doesn’t come up until around six thirty this time of year.”

Maria nodded to herself, like this made sense, because five A.M. in Alabama was three A.M. in LA. At roughly the same time that she was shooting the boy, her father was being murdered. It was as if the bullet she had fired in California had made it all the way to Alabama. An immediate eye for an eye. And she felt, in that irrational moment, as if she had killed her father. And even worse that she had become her father.

“Are you there?” asked Rawlins. Then he coughed, a wheezing rasp. He sounded like an old man.

“I’ll be in touch,” she said and hung up the phone.

She stood there a moment, in shock, then got under the covers of her bed and curled her legs to her chest, getting small like a wounded animal. She flashed in her mind to her father singing to her at night when she was a little girl, after he would tuck her in. This was around age six, before he went to prison.

It was the only happy memory of him that had endured, and for the second time in the last few hours, she began to cry. Before that she hadn’t cried in years.
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Ten days later, February 20th, when she landed at Birmingham Airport, there were two messages on her phone. The first was from her father’s AA sponsor, a man named Willets, inviting her to dinner to go over arrangements for the funeral service the next day, which was Thursday; the other message was from Rawlins, stating vaguely that he had some news for her.

She called Rawlins back while she waited at baggage claim. A man with a deep Southern drawl answered, but it wasn’t Rawlins. He said, “Fair Port Police. How can I help you?” This cop sounded younger than Rawlins. Much younger.

“Can I speak to Chief Rawlins?”

“Who’s calling? I see this is a Cali number.” The voice was friendly, almost too friendly, but maybe it was a Southern thing.

“My name is Maria Cole. The Chief left me a message. I’m returning his call.”

“Well, he’s out right now, Miss Cole, but he’ll get back to you. How’s the weather there in Cali—”

Maria didn’t have patience for this and hung up.

She waited for her baggage and wondered if there was a break in her father’s case. She hadn’t spoken to Rawlins since he had first called; she had been busy getting interrogated by LAPD psychologists and Internal Affairs officers about the young boy she had shot and killed, Felix Sotto, age seventeen.

A ruling hadn’t been made yet, though her union rep was confident that she wouldn’t lose her badge. Internal Affairs had been tough on her and had even unsealed her juvenile records, but the rep said they couldn’t be used against her. He was certain it would be determined that Maria had acted in self-defense. Still, she was tormented by what had happened.

She knew she had panicked when the boy swung the knife so close to her eyes, and she kept replaying that moment over and over. Couldn’t she have knocked the blade from his hand? Couldn’t she have done something other than kill him? If only the safety had still been on. That fraction of time to click the safety might have made all the difference, given her options, given her pause…

But she didn’t betray her doubts to her rep or to Internal Affairs. She just repeated what happened, as simply as possible. He swung the knife; she fired.

And there was this underlying truth, which she couldn’t deny: her life had been in danger. She had acted in self-defense.

But it wasn’t a consolation. She couldn’t abide the idea of being the instrument of Felix Sotto’s destruction. She kept seeing the look of heartbreak in his eyes when he knew he was going to die. It didn’t feel like justice.

So even if they let her keep her badge, she wasn’t sure she could continue as a cop, even though the job was her life and her purpose, her vocation. She had always thought of herself as a good cop, a protector of the vulnerable, someone within the system who was trying to do the right thing, and after nine years of hard work, she had finally made detective, which was her dream. But on her very first watch, she had been confronted with a question that couldn’t be answered until it was too late: Could she, while performing her duty, live with herself if she killed someone?

For now, she was on a month’s leave, which left her free to bury a father she hardly knew and take care of his affairs. Billy Cole had no other close living relatives and so it had fallen on Maria, even with what she was going through, to deal with the bureaucracy that comes with death. She planned on being in Alabama for at least a week, maybe more.

There was also the matter of inheritance to deal with. Since getting out of prison five years ago, her father had managed to buy a house, which was now hers, according to the lawyer who had written up her father’s will.

And this business of the house, she knew, wasn’t a bad thing. If she did go ahead and quit the force, she would need the money. She was pretty sure she was no longer cut out for police work, but she also didn’t think she was good for much else.



Her rental car was a white Chevy Malibu, and according to Waze, it was going to be a four-hour drive from Birmingham to the coast, to Fair Port. Before leaving, she wiped down the steering wheel and gear shift with an alcohol wipe, just as she had wiped down her area on the plane.

Her phone was plugged into the car, but she didn’t feel like calling her father’s sponsor, Willets. She wasn’t ready to deal with him just yet, and as she drove south to Fair Port, Chief Rawlins didn’t call her back.

So instead of going to her motel, she used the GPS to go directly to the police station, which was a simple one-story brick building, with three police cars out front.

An American flag and an Alabama State flag shared a pole next to the entrance, and the station was at the end of the main drag of the quaint-looking town: four blocks of gift shops, burger joints, and ice cream parlors. One of the restaurants in town, The Gallery, had employed her father as a general manager, but she didn’t spot it.

When Maria got out of the car, engine ticking after the long drive, she could smell frying meat and sugar: America on vacation; America all the time. Fair Port was a beach town, part of Alabama’s sixty or so miles of sand along the Gulf, sometimes called the “Grits Riviera.”

It was dark, around six thirty, and there was a cold moisture in the air. The beach was a mile to the south, and the temperature was in the high 40s. Maria was glad she had worn her Carhartt jacket, the same one that had protected her from Felix Sotto’s knife and which still had a tiny rip in its skin, like a puncture wound.

She climbed the small set of concrete stairs and went into the station. On the other side of the entrance lobby was a cop—an enormous man—sitting behind a waist-level counter. He had flushed pink skin and short blond hair, and he didn’t look up when she came in. He was staring down at his phone, texting or playing a game.

Maria approached, but he still didn’t look up. The counter he sat behind ran the length of the room and had a flip top in the far-left corner for passage to the other side. Behind him was a locked glass cabinet proudly displaying four twelve-gauge shotguns.

She made a small noise in her throat. Annoyed, the large cop put down his phone, but when he looked up and saw her, he smiled. It didn’t make him pretty. He had a severely dented nose and two cauliflower ears. Maria figured he’d been a college wrestler or did MMA, both of which would explain his damaged face.

“Can I help you, ma’am?”

“Chief Rawlins in?”

The cop didn’t answer her question. He said, “You’re Miss Cole. Billy Cole’s daughter.”

This threw Maria a little, but she recognized his voice. “We spoke earlier,” she said.

“That’s right. I’ve been working the desk all day.”

Maria placed him in his late twenties, and he wasn’t obese, per se, but he was a mountain of fat and muscle. His uniform top was short-sleeved, even though it was cold outside, and his giant arms were like boiled hams.

She said, “So is Rawlins in or not?”

“He’s in but I want to apologize first, Miss Cole. When you called, I knew you must be in Alabama. I knew you weren’t calling from Cali. I was playing with you.”

“What?” She read his nametag, Mills, and smelled cologne wafting off him, which repulsed her. “How’d you know I was in Alabama?” She was pissed now. He had been playing games?

“Because Bob Willets told me you were coming in for the funeral. I’m so sorry about your daddy.”

She was stunned and spoke her mind. “Why did Willets tell you that?”

“We’re a small town, Miss Cole. Everybody talks. We don’t even need Facebook or Instagram around here. But I am sorry about your daddy. Billy was a good ol’ boy. First murder we’ve had in Fair Port in fifty years. I’ve been here my whole life.”

She didn’t care about his biography and had enough of this conversation. She said, “Get the chief.”

Mills didn’t say anything, but looked at her a little more closely, and she understood his appraisal. He knew that her father, Billy, was a white man, so he was trying to figure out what mix of race she was, while also evaluating her body, what he could see of it beneath her jacket. Then a smile curled on his face; he liked what he saw, and Maria could tell from the gleam in his green eyes that he fancied himself a ladies’ man, which explained the disgusting cologne.

He stood up from behind the counter and was even bigger than she had realized; he towered over her. He was at least six four, two seventy, practically twice her size, and she thought the best way to take him down would be a stomp kick—with her thick-soled Timberlands—to his right knee, which he leaned on as he stood, maybe an old wrestling injury, and that little bit of lean would make the knee easier to break.

She often appraised men this way: how to take them out as quickly as possible.

Mills turned and called down the hallway to his right, “Chief! You’re needed out front. By a pretty lady!”

Maria revisualized the stomp kick. How the knee would buckle and bring him down. Then an elbow to his busted nose, flattening it completely, would finish the job. But if that wasn’t enough, she could throw in a kick to his temple with the steel toe of her shoe, which would definitely finish the job.

Mills turned back to her and smiled.

Rawlins, the Chief, stepped out of an office door on the hallway and ambled toward them. He was as tall as Mills, but whereas Mills was all fat beef, Rawlins was a skeletal creature. His shoulders were protruding knobs under his tan police shirt, and his leathery neck had vertical folds of skin, like a fleshy accordion.

He had a shock of unnatural brown hair—a bad dye job—and when he stood across from Maria, she could see that the globular tip of his long fleshy nose was etched with a web of thin purple veins.

He was somewhere in his seventies, she figured, but seemed even older. His head was unusually large, and his oversized features seemed to be melting off his face, dragged down by time and gravity. His brown eyes had pink, sickly rims, and his skin was gray, except for two unhealthy red spots on his cheeks. Dead man walking, Maria thought. Cigarettes and booze.

Mills said to the Chief, “This is Billy Cole’s girl,” and Rawlins broke into a gentlemanly smile, which conveyed welcome and sadness (for Billy’s passing), as well as big white teeth, which were as phony as his hair dye.

“We heard you were coming to town,” he said, in his melodious Southern accent, and he offered his hand across the counter. Maria hesitated but took the thing. It was all knuckle and claw. There was also force in the grip; he looked ready for the grave but wasn’t.

“Karl Rawlins,” he said, as they shook, reintroducing himself. “I’m glad you’re here. I take it you got my message.” He sucked air just saying those few words, then added, “Let’s go to my office.”

He went to the end of the counter, lifted the flip-top, and Maria followed him back down the hall. He ambled like Gary Cooper, rocking on bad hips. She figured that someday soon he’d be hooked to an oxygen tank, and that the best way to take him down would be to jab her fingers, like a spear, right beneath his Adam’s apple, collapsing his rotting windpipe.

They entered his large office, which had a window onto the street. She could see her rental car, lit by a streetlamp, and there was now a mist in the air, fog coming in from the Gulf.

Maria crossed the room and took the chair in front of his desk, and Rawlins sat behind it. On the desk was a large Auburn Tigers ashtray filled with smoked-out butts. The Chief saw Maria looking at it. “I’m allowed to smoke in here,” he said, explaining. “Most state buildings you can’t. But I’m grandfathered in. And I’m a grandfather.”

He broke into a wide smile at his own joke, which he had told many times before. Maria ignored the joke. “Your message said you had news.”

Rawlins’s smile faded; he liked people to laugh at his jokes, and she could see him appraising her, as Mills had. But his appraisal wasn’t sexual. He was simply trying to read her features and buzzed-down hair and give her a label. Half Hispanic? Mulatto? Dyke? All of the above?

He came to some inner conclusion and said, “I left you a message because we caught your daddy’s killer.” He smiled again, like he had given her a gift, and with every drawled word he spoke, she could hear little whistle wheezes coming from his poisoned lungs.

“When?”

“Last night.”

“Who did it?”

“A young—” He paused, looked at Maria, her skin color. “A young African American man. Dray Forrest. Local kid. He and your daddy went to AA together. Billy was trying to reform him, but this kid is beyond helping. Coke. Meth. Fentanyl. Uppers. Downers. Likes it all.”

“How’d you get him?”

“Last night, he tried to hold up a Circle K out by the highway, with the same gun that killed your father. A thirty-eight. Truth be told, it was a lucky break. I was about to turn the case over to the County Sheriff up in Mobile. They’re more equipped for homicide, but we were able to take care of it and look after one of our own—your daddy.”

Maria didn’t refute the Chief, but she knew it was almost impossible to get a match off a .38. She said, “Where’s the suspect now? Here in the station?”

“Oh, no, we transferred him up to Mobile this afternoon. All we’ve got is a little drunk tank. Can’t hold a murderer here. You see, what happened, Miss Cole, is because they went to AA together, Dray Forrest knew your father, Billy, had a safe with a little bit of cash. I’m just so sorry.”

Rawlins was getting out of breath talking so much but reached for the crumpled pack of Newports in his front pocket. He took one out and licked the end of it with his grayish tongue to get it ready.

“And I didn’t tell you this over the phone, didn’t want to upset you, but your father was killed, I’m sorry to say, execution style. After he emptied the safe, Forrest took Billy out to the small pasture, had him kneel in the dirt, and shot him in the sternum. Point-blank range.”

“How do you know all this?”

“The coroner can tell how close the gun was, and, also, the way he was found, the position of his body. There was dirt on his knees, he was in his underwear—”

“I mean that Forrest was the one who did all this to my father.”

Rawlins, said, like it was obvious, “He confessed.”

Then the chief looked away, an easy tell. He’s lying, Maria thought. “What pasture was my father shot in?”

Rawlins answered again like it was obvious, “The one in front of your daddy’s house.”

This meant nothing to Maria. She had never been to her father’s home, and there weren’t any Redfin or Google map pictures of the property on the internet. She had looked to see what she was inheriting.

“Who found my father that day?”

“A neighbor, out walking, found him. He saw crows in the sky. But don’t worry, he got to the body before the birds did.”

Rawlins, unable to hold out any longer, lit up and took a long pull. The smoke came out in two funnels from his nostrils and curled around his head like white snakes. Maria tried to breathe through her mouth, minimally. Didn’t want his pollution in her body, if she could help it. “How old is the suspect?”

“Forrest? Twenty years old.”

She thought of Felix Sotto, seventeen. And now Dray Forrest, twenty. Two young men. One dead, and one as good as dead.

And the old woman on Mayview, she thought. And my father. All dead.

She asked, “He confessed last night or this morning? With his lawyer present?”

“This morning, and he waived his rights, didn’t want a lawyer. Like I said, he’s up in Mobile. In the Sheriff’s hands now. Probably have a hearing in a few weeks. You could come, as the closest kin to the victim.”

“How’d you get him to confess? What did you do to him?”

The chief looked at her with anger, a flash of malice in his rheumy eyes. “I don’t like what you’re implying, Miss Cole. We’re not a big-city force like your LAPD, but we did everything by the book. I really thought you would be happy to know that justice is being served. Cop to cop.”

“I never told you I was a cop.”

“You talk like one, that’s for sure, but when my son heard from Bob Willets you were coming to town, he looked you up. He’s good with the internet, loves Google and that AI bullshit.”

“Out front? Mills is your son?”

“Yeah. Mills is his first name. Everybody knows he’s a Rawlins, so he got playful with his little name tag.” He tapped his own name tag, Rawlins, which was above his badge, then said, “Actually both my boys are on the force. In fact, we are the force. Just the three of us.” His anger had dissipated some, replaced with pride.

She skipped past this and her disturbed feeling that Mills had googled her. She said, testing him, “You already ran ballistics on the thirty-eight? They can be hard to match.”

“No, we can’t do that down here. Don’t have the equipment. They’ll take care of it up in Mobile. But it was a thirty-eight that killed your daddy, and it was a thirty-eight that the boy was carrying. And he confessed.”

He didn’t look away this time but held her eye. He’s still lying, she thought.

“Did he say why he shot my father execution style? That seems strange for a robbery.”

“I don’t understand you, Miss Cole. Why are you interrogating me? You should be thanking me.”

“I’m just asking questions. Cop to cop. Maybe I should talk to the Sheriff? He’s taking over now, right? What’s his name?”

The Chief didn’t say anything.

Maria said, “Never mind, I can find out easy enough.”

“Are you threatening me, Miss Cole?”

“Why? Do you feel threatened? I asked a simple question: Why shoot him execution style if it was a robbery?”

“Maybe it was more than a robbery.”

“What do you mean?”

Rawlins looked out the window, blatantly ignoring her question. He took a long pull on his Newport, then turned back to her. “They giving you trouble in LA for your shooting? Mills read about it on the internet. LA Times. Sounded to me like you were in the right. But what do I know? I’m just a hick cop. Think you’ll lose your badge?”

Rawlins was trying was to put her on the defensive and hadn’t answered her question as to why it was maybe more than a robbery. She hesitated to give him any information but said, “It’s under review.”

“Ever kill anyone before?”

This time she didn’t answer, and so he filled the silence. “I have. Plenty. I caught the tail end of the war in Vietnam. Was just a boy, myself. Hard thing to get over. Killing somebody. But I guess you know that now. Even if it was a Mex.”

Maria stood up; she’d had enough of Rawlins. She hid her anger as best she could. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Sheriff’s name is Cal Berne. He’s an old buddy of mine. Give him a call any time.” He leered at her. “Funny you should be a cop and your daddy did so much time.”

“Yeah, it’s funny.” She walked across the office to the door.

He said to her back, “I think your daddy, being a homosexual, may have been in love with that boy, and that’s why Forrest killed him the way he did. Made him sick, letting some old prison queen touch him. So he got him on his knees and showed him a gun, instead of…”

Maria turned around, furious. She had no idea if her father was gay or not and felt no need to defend his honor, not against this creature, but the sheer ugliness of Rawlins was enraging. She snarled, “What the fuck is wrong with you, old man?”

The chief raised his hands in mock self-defense. “I’m just saying. That was Billy’s reputation in town. But must not have always been that way if he had you. Right? But twenty or more years in prison, I guess he got used to that dark meat. Then again, your momma must be dark too.”

His words made Maria temporarily blind. But she found herself walking down the hallway. A self-protecting autopilot had dragged her away before she did something stupid.

She lifted the flap in the counter, went quickly past Mills, who was staring at his phone again, rapt, and she left the station.

When she got in her car, she sat there a moment, blood pounding in her head. She wanted to walk back in there and hurt Rawlins badly. She slammed her hands against the steering wheel and screamed out loud, “Fucking asshole!”

Then she looked up and saw his ghoulish face, lit by his desk lamp, in the window of his office. He was watching her, smiling. She gave him the finger and he returned the favor, then disappeared, away from his desk.

She was pissed that he had seen her that way. That he knew he had gotten to her.

She thought, What the fuck have I walked into down here?

She knew she had gone at Rawlins too hard, hadn’t played it smart. But even if he was just an old-time bigot who didn’t like a woman, a brown woman, asking him questions, his mask had fallen off way too fast and his behavior had been extreme.

He had lied, then was overly provocative, like a misdirection, a feint. His insults were a smoke screen, meant to rattle her, and she figured that he or Mills had beaten a confession out of Dray Forrest and that’s what he wanted to distract her from. That’s what he had been lying about. He wanted to solve Fair Port’s first murder in fifty years and to hell with rights, to hell with lawyers. And a young Black man was perfect for it, whether he was guilty or not. She knew the system all too well. She was part of the system. For now.

“Fucking bullshit,” she muttered, and hit the steering wheel again, but not so hard this time. She had regained control of herself.

She started the engine and fiddled with her phone to pull up the motel on Waze. She desperately needed to wash the travel and the cigarette smoke off her body. As she waited for the phone to boot up a route—her connection was poor—Mills came out of the station and made a motion for her to roll down her window.

She thought of driving off but, out of morbid curiosity, she hit the button and the window came down. He leaned forward, resting his meaty arms on the sill. She could smell his cologne, which was as bad as his father’s cigarette smoke.

“If the Chief was rude, Miss Cole, I want to apologize,” he said. “He’s a difficult old man. Real difficult. But don’t take it personal. He’s been riding me hard my whole life. He’s the one that broke my nose, if you can believe it. Hit me with a plank of wood.”

He touched his dented nose and smiled ruefully at her, hoping to charm her with his vulnerability. But she didn’t speak.

So he continued. “And I just want to say again, I’m real sorry about Billy. We all liked him. He was in town just a few years but became one of us year-rounders real fast, so if you need anything while you’re here, I’m your man.”

He reached into the car then and patted her shoulder. Maria didn’t like that, and she slammed the Chevy into reverse. Mills had to jump back fast.

“You fucking bitch!” he screamed, half in terror, half in anger.

“Guess you’re not my man anymore,” she said and put the car in drive and got the hell out of there.
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The motel, the Beachcomber, had a 1950s layout: it was a two-story L-shape structure, with rooms on both stories accessible by open-air walkways.

The tiny office was at the front, and in the window, there was a sign that hadn’t been changed in years: FREE HBO.

Maria parked by the office and didn’t see any cameras. As a cop, she often noted what kind of security a business had, and this lack of cameras surprised her. Then again, the motel did look like it was out of the past, and Fair Port, itself, was a sleepy town. No murders in fifty years, she thought. Until my father. He never had much luck….

In the office, she checked in with the clerk, an Indian man who was eating his dinner out of a Styrofoam container. She had chosen the Beachcomber a few days ago because it had the cheapest rates, and when the clerk handed back her credit card, he also gave her a room key, which was an actual old-fashioned key and not a plastic card.

She got back in her rental and parked in front of her room on the first floor. There were only three other cars in the lot; the place was empty, offseason. Adjacent to the parking lot was a sad little oval pool, devoid of water, like a sinkhole.

She rolled in her bag, turned on the lights, and the room was equipped like every small-town motel room in America: a sagging queen-size bed, a cheap bureau with a cheap TV, and a mud-brown carpet that was probably more fungus and mold than carpet. Above the bed was a New England landscape painting. In Alabama.

The room was supposedly nonsmoking, but still smelled like an ashtray, which made Maria think—and not fondly—of Chief Rawlins.

The first thing she did was strip the bed of its floral coverlet and blue acrylic blanket, both of which she neatly folded. She didn’t like touching them, but she suppressed this and stored everything in the closet.

From her suitcase, she took out a tightly rolled sleeping bag and spread that on the white sheets, which were at least clean. The sheets had come in contact with the blanket and the coverlet, but she put this out of her mind.

She took off her dirty clothes and sealed them in a white plastic laundry bag, quarantining them like they were infected, which to her they were. They were covered in the germs from the plane and from the Chief’s cigarette smoke.

There was nothing she could do about her jacket, but she hung that on the back of the bathroom door so it could get steamed as she drew a bath. She filled the tub with hot water and shampoo to sterilize it, which she knew was more psychological than anything else, like a placebo cleaning. Then she drained the tub and refilled it.

Finally, she got into the hot water. She closed her eyes and thought how her whole life had been building to this exact ludicrous moment: lolling in a bath in a nasty motel room, in the town where her father had been murdered.

She reached up and turned off the light.

In the darkness, she sunk deeper into the water and thought back, as she often did, to the precise moment her life had changed irrevocably, and not for the better.



She was six years old, in kindergarten, and her father came to pick her up at school in his Toyota pickup, twenty minutes late, instead of the usual ten minutes late. He had been day drinking and had a bottle of Corona in the front console.

But this was nothing out of the ordinary. He was drunk most every day, except this time, on their way home, an eight-year-old boy on a bicycle—a boy from her school—darted out in front of them, and her father, his reactions dulled, had mowed the boy down.

She could still hear the sound in her mind. The grotesque crushing of boy and bicycle, followed by her father screaming: Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.

Then her father told her to stay in the car, but she followed him out and saw the boy: skull shattered, blood pooling, his neck at a strange angle.

People gathered, and she knew that her father had done a terrible thing, the worst thing someone could do. Eventually, the police arrived and took Billy away, and she was left behind on the sidewalk. She got lost in all the commotion and walked home on her own. The accident was a half mile from their small apartment building in Gainesville.

Gainesville, Florida. She hated Gainesville, associated it only with pain.



But Gainesville was the town where her parents had met, when they were both attending the U of F. Billy had been in grad school, in the MFA program for painting, and her mother, Luzby, was at the nursing school.

Back then, Billy was a beautiful blue-eyed boy, a blond dreamer, an artist, while Luzby was the opposite, dark and serious, though quite beautiful as well. She was an immigrant from Honduras, who was estranged from her family; her father had been a violently abusive man, and she had fled home at seventeen, made it to the US, and never looked back.

Temperamentally, they were an unusual couple—Billy, the life of the party, Luzby, painfully shy and reserved—but they were very much in love and a year after their first date they got married at the courthouse. Luzby was eight months pregnant.

They were both twenty-six and happy. At first, anyway.

Six years later, around the time of the accident, things had begun to fall apart. Luzby was the one supporting the family as a nurse, while Billy was a stay-at-home dad. This was to give him time to paint, to become famous, to get his work into galleries someday, but his talent wasn’t quite good enough, it turned out—which he knew deep down—and so he spent his days drinking and smoking weed instead of painting.

Then he killed the boy on the bicycle.

They hired a good lawyer, but Billy was given twelve years and sent to Raiford Prison, one of the largest and most violent penitentiaries in the Florida system. It was forty miles north of Gainesville, and two months into his bit, Billy killed his cellmate. He shanked him, claiming self-defense. No one saw the altercation—it happened in the middle of the night—and fifteen more years were tacked onto Billy’s sentence.

After he had spent four months in solitary, as punishment for the murder, Maria and her mother went to see him in a cafeteria-style room, where prisoners could meet with family and hold hands, even hug each other. But Billy was withdrawn and emaciated. His blond hair had been shaved to a stubble, and he wouldn’t meet their eyes. He also had a swastika tattooed on the inside of his left wrist.

In whispers that Maria couldn’t quite hear, Billy told Luzby that he had been forced to join a white nationalist gang called the Unforgiven. He had also been pressured into killing his cellmate, as a test of loyalty, or be killed himself.

After his confession, Luzby took him into her arms, and they both wept. Maria watched without understanding, but she also cried.

Then something came over Billy. He straightened up, dried his tears, and whispered to Luzby that she was to forget him, to erase him from her mind, because he was never coming out of there alive.

“Don’t talk like that,” she said, pleadingly.

“It’s the truth,” he said, and stood up. He kissed her on the forehead, kissed Maria on the forehead, then quickly walked away, without looking back. Luzby ran after him, pulled on his arm, begged him to sit back down and talk, but he shook her off, got the guard to open the door, and disappeared inside.

From that point on, he wouldn’t allow them to visit, wouldn’t take phone calls, and he never responded to their letters.

Eventually, they stopped writing him.

Maria learned much of this later when she was older and could understand.

But what Maria didn’t know and what her mother didn’t know—what Billy spared them from knowing—was that the Shot Caller of the Unforgiven, the title given to the gang’s leader, had chosen Billy, pretty Billy, to be his June Bug, which was prison slang for wife, maid, all-purpose slave.

Shot Callers in the late 90s often chose just one boy to be their monogamous partner and Billy was it. HIV, known as the Monster, was a death sentence inside. The meds were too expensive for prisoners.

So Billy was in purgatory in Raiford, and back in Gainesville, Maria was in her own hell: she was a pariah at school. In the front lobby of the building there was a shrine-like picture of the boy her father had killed, which she had to walk past every day, and she was relentlessly bullied and ridiculed.

Luzby, though, didn’t have enough money to move them to another district. She was still paying off Billy’s lawyer, and Maria, under attack at school, withdrew into herself, but also became a fighter. She was suspended several times.

In the beginning, Luzby was upset by this. Then she thought it was good her daughter was fighting back. It showed resilience, she thought, and she told Maria she had inherited her grandfather’s mean streak, but that she was to use it only to defend herself.

Which Maria did. And the other children came to fear her.
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Maria got out of the tub, wrapped herself in two thin towels, and saw that Willets, the AA sponsor, had called again and left another gentle message, expressing his desire to go over the details for the funeral.

He sounded kind and solicitous, but she was pissed at him for telling Mills that she was coming to town, and what exactly did he need to go over anyway? Wasn’t it all clear?

They had never actually spoken on the phone, but Willets had emailed her several times with all the necessary information. Incredibly, he had taken care of everything, except for the expenses. She had wired him two thousand dollars for embalming and the cremation to follow.

The funeral itself was scheduled for tomorrow at eleven A.M. at the Catholic church—no rental fee for that, Billy was a congregant—and it was to be an open casket, her father’s wishes. Which meant the embalmer had sewn up Billy’s chest, and she was finally going to see him in person again, after twenty-seven years. If she had the guts to look.

So what the hell did Willets want to go over?

Sitting on the edge of the bed, wrapped in the towels, she called him back, if only to get him to leave her alone. He answered on the first ring. “Is this Maria?” He had a soft Southern accent.

She said, “Yes. This is Maria.”

He waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t, and he said, nervous and eager, “Are you here in Fair Port? Are you settled in?”

“Yes. I’m at a motel, the Beachcomber.”

“Oh, good. Would you like to come over and have something to eat? It’s not too late. My wife made a nice dinner. We can heat it up for you. I can pick you up if you don’t want to drive.” He sounded genteel and almost effeminate.

“No, thank you. I’m not hungry. It’s been a long day.”

“I understand,” he said. “Of course.”

Willets, she knew from his emails, was a retired schoolteacher and had been her father’s sponsor the whole time he lived in Fair Port. She was angry at Willets, but she was cognizant that he was seemingly well-intentioned.

She said, “I know you want to go over the funeral, Mr. Willets—”

“Call me Bob, please.”

“Okay, Bob, I have a question for you: Why did you tell Mills Rawlins, the police sergeant, I was coming to town?”

“Oh,” he said, with a sharp intake of breath. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Why did you tell him?”

“Well… he… he called me this morning, quite early, but I was awake, and he wanted to know if Billy knew Dray Forrest, a young man that’s been coming around to the meetings, and I told him he did, that Billy was his sponsor. I asked him what it was about, but he wouldn’t tell me, and somehow it came up that the funeral was tomorrow, and I mentioned that you would be here. I’m sorry if I did the wrong thing.”

She processed this. Had Mills—and by extension, his father—been confirming details of Dray Forrest’s confession or were they looking to make a connection, the groundwork of a frame?

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said to Willets. “They arrested Dray Forrest for killing my father. They say he’s one the one who broke into his house and shot him.”

Willets was shocked. “What? Are you serious? I can’t believe it.”

“Why can’t you believe it?”

“I mean, it’s all so disturbing. For you most of all.”

“Do you think Dray Forrest was capable of killing my father?”

“I… I don’t know. He didn’t seem violent. And he was fond of your father, that I’m sure of, but if he was on drugs, anything is possible, I guess. Dray’s only been in the program a few months—I don’t know him that well—and New Year’s Eve, he relapsed, which upset your father very much. He took it personally. Dray was his first sponsee.”

“Was it romantic between them?” She hadn’t given much credence to what Rawlins had said about an affair, but maybe there was something to it, after all, because there had to be another motive besides theft. If Dray was the killer. Otherwise, why take Billy out to a pasture in front of his house and shoot him that way? It indicated anger and a wish to punish. It was not consistent with a break-in gone wrong.

But it could be the act of an enraged boyfriend.

Willets said, “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

“Was my father gay? Were the two of them involved? My father and I didn’t discuss personal things very much.”

“I… I don’t think so. I don’t think he was gay. And I don’t think they were involved. It was sponsor/sponsee.” Willets sounded uncomfortable and was falling back onto his AA lingo.

“Did my father have a girlfriend?”

“No. He used to say, sort of jokingly, that he was retired from love, that he wasn’t very good at it.”

This pierced Maria, caught her off guard. Her father had always ended their infrequent conversations by saying, “I love you.” And she had never said it back. Not once. She, too, wasn’t good at love.

“Are you there?” Willets asked.

“I’m here. Sorry.”

“I hope Dray didn’t do it. I don’t know what to think.”

“I feel the same way,” said Maria. She also didn’t know what to think. She was pretty sure that Rawlins had forced a confession out of Dray Forrest, but was it a true confession? Maria had to concede that most murders were done by someone the victim was close to.

“You’ve been through so much,” Willets said, after they were both silent a moment, “and I hope it’s all right to ask, but I’ve been wondering, do you want to speak tomorrow? Right now, it’s the priest, myself, and one of Billy’s fishing buddies, Jerry, who’s also a fellow sober person. That’s it.”

This, she realized, was what Willets had been wanting to go over: to ask her in person, not over email, if she wanted to speak at the service, and for Maria it was an easy decision. There was no way she could give a eulogy.

She said, “I’m sorry. I can’t. I’ll just listen.”

“Of course. I’ll find a third speaker.” He sounded deflated, but pressed on, wanting to be of service to her. “Do you need a ride tomorrow? I could drive you.”

It struck her then that Willets wasn’t just being dutiful but must have genuinely cared for her father and wanted to honor him by helping organize a proper funeral and by being kind to his daughter. She hadn’t fully understood, like a blind spot, that not everyone saw her father through her conflicted lens.

“I can get myself there,” she said. “But thank you for offering to take me and for everything you’ve done.”

“Of course. Billy had a lot of pain in life, as you know better than anyone, but he was a good man, despite it all.”

Maybe he was, thought Maria. She said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Willets started to say something about giving her the keys to her father’s house, which he was in possession of, but she had already hung up.



She opened her luggage and took out underwear, a T-shirt, and her knife, which was in its black ankle sheath. She couldn’t have carried the weapon on the plane, which was why she had checked her bag.

She unsheathed the knife, and it felt good in her hand, made her feel calm. She was lucky Felix Sotto hadn’t carried such a blade, though hers wasn’t much to look at, really. It was a small knife, with a fixed, three-and-a-half-inch blade and a short, Army-green rubber handle.

But it was a deceptively violent tool. The blade was razor-sharp and meant for cleaning game in the field: squirrel, rabbit, deer. It was sharp enough to cut through hide and sinew or to put a wounded animal out of its misery by slicing its spine quickly, and Maria had kept knives like this hidden above her ankle for years—even when she slept—though she had yet to use one in self-defense.

Still, she wore the knife religiously, had since she was thirteen, which was the year they moved to Los Angeles and the year her mother died. Luzby had finally paid off Billy’s lawyer and took them as far from Florida as she could. She got a job at the Presbyterian Hospital in Hollywood, and one morning, at the end of a night shift, she dropped dead. A blood clot had caused a massive, fatal stroke.

She was only thirty-nine and there were no preparations for such an eventuality. There was no will, no friends or family to turn to, and Maria, thirteen, was immediately put into foster care. Billy’s parents, who might have taken her, had both died in the first years of his incarceration, broken by what had happened to their son.

That first night after her mother died, Maria was sent to a group home for older children who were unlikely to be adopted. It was a big Craftsman house in Echo Park, with ten kids sleeping in makeshift bedrooms. A disinterested married couple were in charge.

Maria’s second night there, two older boys lured her out to the garage behind the house. Luzby had only been dead forty-eight hours and Maria’s guard was down.

The boys had told her they could all smoke a joint in the garage, and it was like she was sleepwalking. She just went along, and after they smoked the joint, which she had never done before, Maria was overpowered and raped by the two boys, who said they’d kill her if she told anyone.

So she didn’t say anything, never did, but she stole a sharp paring knife from the kitchen the next day, and that night she went into the boys’ bedroom while they slept. She started with the alpha of her two assailants. She slipped the knife under his lip, in the corner of his mouth, and cut upward with all her strength.

He screamed himself awake, but she was able to cut the other boy the same way before he realized what was happening. She had seen someone do this in a movie; she had watched a lot of violent films when her mother would work the night shift.

After cutting the boys, she was sent to an all-girls juvenile hall, which was basically a prison and was eventually shuttered, a decade later, by the State of California for its wretched conditions. She did three years there, then was placed in another foster home, and no one ever tried to rape her again. But, extremely vigilant, she had kept a knife hidden somewhere on her body ever since the attack.

Like the knife she sheathed to her ankle in the motel room in Fair Port.

After it was in place, she put on underwear and a T-shirt and climbed into her sleeping bag. Her body was still warm after her bath, and she quickly fell asleep.
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In the middle of the night, she had a nightmare that she was chasing Felix Sotto in a dream-alternative Los Angeles. They were on streets that did not exist in the real world, and in the logic of the dream, if she caught him, she could save him from dying.

But when she finally reached him—in a strange tunnel, like the Art Deco tunnels in downtown LA but more elongated and endless—he collapsed, mortally wounded, and she began, like in real life, to perform CPR, but she couldn’t revive him.

“No!” she screamed, wanting him desperately to live. Then somehow the dead boy became her dead father. He was not the young man of her childhood but the old man he had become, with the deeply lined face of a felon who had spent years behind bars.

This was the Billy in her dream, and what had started as CPR turned into a violent pounding on his chest, a rageful thumping with her fists pulled high above her head and then down onto his body, over and over, pummeling him.

She had lost control of herself, and there was a sense in her mind that she was beating him for being late all those years ago when he picked her up at school. If he hadn’t been so late, he wouldn’t have killed the boy, and everything would be different. Everything! She never would have been raped—her virginity taken in violence—and her mother would somehow still be alive!

And as she struck him, there seemed to be no end to her rage.

She woke up, screaming.

Immediately, there was a profound relief to be in the real world, but also a kind of lingering terror, a residue of the nightmare. Her unconscious had made a hideous movie out of her concealed emotions, and the barrier between the two realms—the unconscious and the conscious—felt thin.

She got out of bed and took another bath. The water returned her to this plane and restored her sense of control. Ever since her assault, along with always wearing a knife, she’d had obsessive thoughts and behaviors around cleanliness, but they didn’t overtly impair her functionality. If anything, the frequent baths helped her and were soothing.

After her bath, she reattached her knife and got back into her sleeping bag.

It was three A.M. and she wondered if she would have another nightmare.

What an obvious dream that was, she thought, surprised by the directness of her unconscious. I hate myself for killing Felix Sotto, and I hate my father.

This was her analysis of the dream, and when she fell asleep again, there were no more nightmares. At least none that she remembered.



In the morning, she woke up starving. She hadn’t eaten since the day before, a sandwich she had packed for her flight.

Sitting in her rental car, she typed into Waze, The Gallery, the restaurant where her father had worked. He had told her once that it served all three meals: breakfast, lunch, dinner.

She was famished, but more than that, she wanted to see his paintings, which were hung in the restaurant. The funeral was in a few hours, and she wanted to feel positively about her father, especially after her dream, and his paintings were a part of Billy that she did unquestionably love.

Over the years, he had texted her several photos of his work, but when he was first released, in 2020, he had reached out the old-fashioned way: he wrote her a letter, their first contact since 1998. He had managed to track her down, but she realized she had made it easy for him. She had never changed her last name. She wondered if she had wanted to be found.

He wrote in the letter that he was sorry for everything, and he tried to explain that he hadn’t thought he would survive prison, which is why he had cut himself off. But he had survived, and could he see her? He wrote that he had never stopped loving her.

She didn’t write back.

But every month a letter came, usually just a page long in his legible block printing. She would read them, though she never responded, and she learned, over the course of several letters, that he had been given permission to leave Florida, six months into his parole, and had settled in Fair Port, Alabama.

There, an old college friend who had done well for himself had installed Billy as the general manager of a restaurant, which the friend allowed Billy to redesign and rename, and Billy called it The Gallery.

He had also started painting again, and he hung his work in the restaurant, along with the work of other local artists, which had been his intention all along.

He wrote in one letter, “I never got to be in a real gallery, but this is pretty good.”

Eventually, Maria broke down and they spoke on the phone. Hearing his voice, she remembered her daddy, the one she had loved. He might have been a young drunk back then, but he wasn’t a mean drunk. He was always sweet and gentle, and on the phone that first time, like in his letter, he apologized again for everything that had happened, though he had no idea, of course, all that she had been through, none of which she told him.

But she said, “How could you have not written or called when my mother died?”

She knew that her social worker had contacted him at Raiford, and he tried to explain that he had been a junkie in prison, was out of it for years, but now he was sober and wanted to make amends.

“I never should have abandoned you,” he said, “but you and your mother were this reminder of everything I had lost, and all the pain I had caused. I couldn’t face it. I was weak. I’m so sorry, Maria.”

She said nothing, and he filled the silence by telling her that he had reembraced Catholicism and went to Mass every day, praying for forgiveness for the lives he had taken and for how he had hurt everyone who had ever loved him.

When he finished, she said, “I have to go now,” and hung up the phone.

It was too painful. After that, nine times out of ten, when he would call or text, she wouldn’t respond. But then out of pity and also out of some vague hope of feeling something—love? forgiveness?—she would sometimes call back.

At most, they spoke two or three times a year, always on Christmas, and they kept things more or less on the surface; they never discussed his experiences at Raiford or what she had gone through as a child.

She did give him the barest of outlines of her life: after high school, she left her second foster home and joined the Army, in part because she loved the movie GI Jane. For six years, she had been stationed primarily at Camp Humphreys in South Korea, avoiding any duty in Afghanistan. By the end of her tour, she was a Staff Sergeant in the MP, and after the Army, at age twenty-four, she had gone straight to the Police Academy in LA.

“I like order, regimentation,” she had told her father, explaining her path. “Being a cop keeps me in line, out of trouble. Plus a chance to do the right thing.”

“So you don’t end up like me,” he had said, half joking.

“Maybe,” she had said, not joking at all.

But mostly, when they spoke, they didn’t go anywhere deep or painful. They would cover the weather, current movies and television, which was their one shared interest. Sometimes, he would tell her about his paintings: he worked from nature, outdoors with an easel.

“I’m a plein air artist,” he had said in one of their conversations, with a bad French accent, though she knew what he meant, and, often, when they spoke, he would tell her how proud he was of her service, in the Army and as a cop, and each conversation, like clockwork, he would ask if he could come visit her or would she like to come visit him? He had a room just for her, waiting.

But she kept saying: I’m not ready.… I’m not ready.… But, someday, I’ll come.….

Now she regretted this as she drove to the restaurant he had named and designed.

Why did I have to be so hard? she thought. What good has it done me?

Billy had asked once if they could FaceTime, but even that she had said no to, because he was the one person in the whole world who could maybe spot the little girl she had once been. The little girl buried deep inside where no one could find her.

Or hurt her.

Maria did text him one picture of herself, a group shot from the precinct so he could see her in her uniform. But that was it, all she sent him, and all she had, more or less. She hated to be photographed and wasn’t on social media, so there were no other pictures for him to look at.

Billy, on the other hand, when they first started talking, had sent her several selfies, taken outside by his painting easel, but she found them upsetting and asked him to stop sending them, without explaining why.

She preferred remembering the young man who would sit on the edge of her bed and sing to her, not this hard-looking older man with a seamed face and ex-con eyes that were trying to smile but seemed full of pain and terror and secrets.

And she didn’t trust his eyes. Was it the cop in her or the little girl?

So, instead of selfies, Billy sent her many pictures of his paintings, which looked beautiful to Maria even on her cell phone, and it was in these landscape paintings, in these depictions of nature—grassy meadows, trees laced with Spanish moss, endless flowers—that she could see the sweet young man who used to sit on the edge of her bed.

Prison hadn’t taken everything from him, she had realized.

Something good had endured.
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The Gallery, according to the map on her phone, was on a side street, Coral Avenue, off the main drag, which was why she hadn’t spotted it the previous night.

It was a foggy morning, which Maria figured would burn off, and in the fog-muted daylight, she could see that Fair Port was exceedingly lush. Magnolia trees with their white blossoms lined the roads, blue flowers were everywhere, like weeds, and all the little beach houses were laced with purple and pink bougainvillea.

Winter in Fair Port was like winter in LA, a sort of perpetual spring, and other than a bigoted Chief of Police, it seemed to Maria like a perfectly charming little town.

No murders in fifty years, she thought.

The day was just getting started and people were moving about, a mix of Black folks and white folks, and following the GPS, she turned onto Coral. The businesses on the two sides of the street were an ice cream parlor, a nail salon, a bar, and a sub shop.

Then after the sub shop, on the right-hand side of the street, there was a small community parking lot, and next to the parking lot, where The Gallery should be, was an empty lot with a burnt-down husk of a building.

The empty lot was surrounded by temporary fencing and what was left of the structure looked freshly charred. Everything was still black: some fallen beams, a partial wall, a water tank.

Maria double-checked the address, and this was definitely where her father’s restaurant should be. She got out of her car, heart pounding, and took hold of the fence. She looked through the wire mesh at the burn site: What the hell happened here?

There were a few people walking around, but she didn’t bother asking anyone what had occurred. Instead, she got back in her car and did a quick search on her phone and came up with an article in the Lagniappe Daily, which provided local news.

Dated January 21, a month earlier, there was a brief, three-paragraph item about The Gallery, with the headline: POPULAR ART-THEMED EATERY SUCCUMBS TO ELECTRICAL FIRE.

The first paragraph reported that the fire had occurred in the middle of the night on January 14, and The Gallery was the only business destroyed.

Then, in the second paragraph, there was a quote from the Fire Chief that after a week-long investigation arson had been ruled out; bad wiring in the kitchen had led to the grease trap catching fire and the blaze was so rapid, the structure could not be saved.

At the end of the story, there was a sentence that referenced her father:


General Manager of The Gallery, William Cole, when asked to make a comment about the fire said, “Over a hundred works of art were lost. I’m heartbroken. Devastated. My life was in that restaurant.”



Maria closed the article and called Willets. He picked up right away.

“Maria? Everything all right?”

“My father’s restaurant burned down. I came here to get breakfast. I didn’t know this happened.”

“Oh, I… I assumed he would have told you. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything.”

“Did he lose many of his paintings? Are there any at his house?”

“I think almost all of them were in the restaurant. He didn’t have much room at his place. He was very upset about the fire. First Dray relapsed, then the fire, then—”

He didn’t complete the sentence and the tragic order of events unspooled in Maria’s head. Relapse, fire, murder.

She said, “Will my father’s friend, the owner, be at the service today?”

“Who are you talking about?”

“His college friend, who bought the restaurant and set my father up. My father went to the U of F for undergraduate and graduate school.”

“Billy never mentioned any college friend. He said a company in Mobile owned The Gallery. They owned a lot of places, he said, but left him alone to do what he wanted.”

Maria felt a cold shiver of intuition on her neck. There was a chance this company was run by her father’s friend, but she didn’t think so. She felt certain in that moment that there was no college friend and that her father had lied to her. But the reason for the lie, she didn’t know. She wanted to get off the phone and said to Willets, “I’ll see you at eleven.”

“I have the spare keys to your father’s house, if you want to go by there later.”

“I do want to see it. I’ll get the keys from you at the church.”

“Are you still sure you don’t want to speak?”

“I’m sure,” she said.
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Maria had lost her appetite, but she ordered a fried egg sandwich and coffee at the sub shop. With everything in a small cardboard container, she headed for the beach. It was too cold to swim, but just looking at the Gulf would bring her some peace. Water was her medicine.

To get there, she had to cross an old metal drawbridge over the Intracoastal. On the other side was Fair Port’s thin barrier island, just a half mile wide but five miles long.

Directly after the bridge was a tunnellike, canopied stretch of road, with towering cypress trees reaching across to each other, holding ancient hands, and casting the road in deep shadow. The wide bases of the cypresses were exposed roots, like the leg tendons of giants, and lurking behind the columns of cypresses, on both sides, was a dense coastal forest, a green jungle.

As Maria drove beneath the massive trees, she thought of the tunnel in her dream where she had pounded on her father’s chest. It felt almost psychic now, as if she had anticipated this, and after about three hundred yards, the canopied road dead-ended and came to a T. There it connected to the road that ran the length of the island, and on the other side of this road was more dense growth, but Maria could see the Gulf peeking through.

At the T, she made a right-hand turn.

A quarter mile down the road was a public parking lot, cut out of the thick scrub. At the end of the lot was an open-air pavilion with benches and picnic tables. From the pavilion there was a good view of the beach and the Gulf.

There were a few cars in the parking lot—mostly pickup trucks—and some old-timers, four white men, were sitting at one of the picnic tables. They were having their morning coffee and smoking cigarettes.

Maria, carrying her small carton from the sub shop, walked past them, and they called out Hellos and Good mornings. One of them said: What happened to your hair?

She nodded at the kind ones, ignored the asshole, and took the path to the beach, which cut through a dune covered in swaying grass. When she hit the beach, she went a few yards to her right—the dune would now block the old men from seeing her—and she sat down in the sand.

The fog was burning off, and the sun was emerging through gigantic, stacked clouds. The beach was completely empty, no people, and from where she sat, it was about thirty yards to the water’s edge. There were hardly any waves; the water lapped quietly against the sand.

A cool breeze carried a briny smell, and the Gulf, with the sun hitting it, was changing color before her eyes, going from a gunmetal gray to a luminous aquamarine.

She sipped some coffee, looked out at the water, and reconsidered things.

Maybe the company in Mobile was run by her father’s mysterious college friend, even if Willets had never heard of him, and so this man, whoever he might be, was, in fact, the owner of the restaurant. She hoped this was the case. But, either way, she wanted to know.

That afternoon, at three thirty, she had an appointment in Mobile with the lawyer who had written up the will, and he could help her find out. It was important for her to determine if her father had lied to her. Now that she was here, she wanted to forgive him. Needed to forgive him.

She lay back in the sand and looked up at the magnificent castle-like clouds.

She listened to the sea, its shallow breaths.

It is beautiful here, she thought. I should have come sooner.
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Back at the motel, Maria sat on the edge of the bed and went into her text messages. She wanted to look at the pictures of her father’s paintings, to see what had been lost in the fire.

They had never emailed—Billy preferred texting or old-fashioned letters—and when she looked at her messages with him, she was stunned to see that he had written her on January 15th, the day after the restaurant had burned down.

It was the last text he had ever sent her, written five weeks ago, but she had never opened it. She often ignored his texts when they first came through, then would open them later, but this one she had forgotten about completely.

She opened it now, and it was like a voice from the grave:


Please call me. I need to talk to you. I love you.



Reading it, she felt sick. He had reached out the day after the fire, maybe wanting her sympathy. But she had never even opened the thing, and his tone in this text message was more plaintive, more direct. Usually, it was along the lines of: Thinking of you. Hope you’re having a beautiful day..

For the last five years, he had tried to give her space, and she understood the long game he was playing, like you would with a feral cat: slowly win its trust.

And knowing what he was doing, she had gone along with the game and played her role perfectly: she had, like a feral cat, withheld her love.

She read the text again—Please call me. I need to talk to you. I love you.—and she shook her head, disgusted with herself, then tapped the icon that contained his name: Billy. She hadn’t labeled him Dad, hadn’t felt comfortable with that, and after tapping the icon, her phone revealed the rows of photos he had sent her: the handful of selfies and the thirty or so pictures of his paintings.

She opened each one and looked at his beautiful work, and one of the paintings had new meaning for her now: it was a painting of the cypress tunnel that came after the drawbridge.

It was darker in mood than most of his work—the trees were like monsters, the canopied tunnel was an ominous passage—and in her mind’s eye, she could see him on the side of the road, standing there with his easel. She had just driven on that road! She was starting to walk in his world, almost in his footsteps….

She remembered their last conversation, around Christmas.

“Feeling closer to being ready to visit?” he had asked, his voice a little timid. “I’d love to show you this place. Your room gets nice light.”

“I’m not ready… but someday,” she had said. Always that same answer. Always putting him off.

Now that “someday” had come, but too late.

She put her phone down on the bed and wished she had a friend to call. She wanted to talk about everything going on, all the feelings that were being kicked up and the situation she had found herself in. On top of everything else—dealing with her father and the past—her cop instincts were severely jangled. Something was clearly way off about this homicide, and not just because Billy was the victim. There was Rawlins, the manner of the shooting, Dray Forrest’s so-called confession, and now the fire: these were all elements of a mosaic that she wanted to put together, to make sense of.

But she had no one to reach out to. She was an extreme loner without confidants. She was close enough to her fellow officers, but purely in a professional way. Her closest thing to a friend, she was embarrassed to admit to herself, was João, the sensei at her dojo in Glendale, where she had been studying Gracie jiu-jitsu for a few years.

João was a handsome Brazilian man, early forties. He had owned his own dojo for fifteen years and was a sixth-degree black belt. Maria was a purple belt, still at the beginning of her martial arts journey, and a year ago, in addition to group classes—hoping to accelerate her progress—she had paid for one-on-one training with João.

Unexpectedly, this led to a brief romance, which she initiated one night when they were alone in the dojo’s parking lot. They were hugging goodbye and out of the blue, she had kissed him. Her first kiss in years. And she loved it.

“I wasn’t expecting that,” he had said, when the kiss ended. “But I’m glad.”

“I couldn’t help it,” she said, smiling. “I think you’re beautiful.”

“That’s my line,” he said, laughing, and they had kissed again.

But they only lasted a few weeks. João felt conflicted about sleeping with a student; he had broken a personal code. So, after a month, they called it off, but remained friendly. She still trained at the dojo—only group classes—and somehow it wasn’t awkward. She figured it was because she really did like João and didn’t want to lose him.

She picked up her phone and typed in his name. Her finger hovered over the call button. Maybe he would answer. It was seven o’clock in the morning in LA. She knew he got up early every day to work out—

She didn’t push the button.

What could he possibly say? She had never even told him about her father.

She went into her texts with João and looked at a selfie he had sent once. In the picture, he was holding his dog, a cute little Pomeranian. João was a tough guy with a girly dog, and it made her smile to look at the picture. She thought maybe they should try again when she got back to Los Angeles. She could quit the dojo and it wouldn’t be unprofessional for him to see her….

It surprised her she was thinking this way. Being in Fair Port was making her vulnerable, needy, and she didn’t like it. She thought of deleting João’s picture, it made her feel weak, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it, and she put the phone down.

She stripped off her clothes and took another bath.

Then it was time to get dressed for the funeral.





PART II
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Maria was sitting in the front row of the church, on the aisle. The priest was droning on, reading passages from the Bible. They were a half hour into the service. Beams of rose-colored light, coming through a stained-glass window, filled the air.

Willets sat next to Maria, on her left. They were alone in the front row.

“Are you okay?” he whispered, looking at her with concern.

“I’m fine,” she whispered back.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m okay. Don’t worry.”

But she was lying. The last half hour had been one of the most painful and strangest experiences of her life. She was in agony and numb at the same time. Her body was like a prison cell. She was trapped in it, staring out, paralyzed.

Was she even breathing? She felt like she might snap, literally snap in half.

Directly in front of her, in the open casket, was her father. She could see his gray-blond hair and weathered face, lined and tortured, yet still handsome, like the ruins of something that had once been beautiful.

The three speakers before the priest had done their best. Willets had managed to find another friend of Billy’s to say something, and they had all, including Willets, talked about someone she really didn’t know in the slightest.

Now it was the priest’s turn. He seemed to be nearing the end of his portion, and in his dulcet Southern tones, he recited with fervor, “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; he delivers them from all their troubles. The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”

It was all just a buzzing sound to Maria, while she stared, transfixed, at Billy. She hadn’t seen since him since that last visit in the prison, when she was six, and sitting there now across from his body, she was profoundly aware of how much she had longed to see him again, had in fact craved it for twenty-seven years.

But it had gotten buried so deep, she didn’t even know it was still there. It was a little girl’s wish that had never come true. Until now. Except he was dead.

Why didn’t I come sooner? she thought. Why?

It was like a wail in her mind. She had deprived herself of something she desperately needed.

What is wrong with me?

The priest finished and stepped away from the pulpit. There was a murmuring of voices behind Maria. About twenty people had shown up.

Willets whispered in her ear, “We can view the body now. You should go first.”

He helped her stand. Willets, in his early seventies, was one of those men who, as they age, don’t have to shave anymore; they become more feminine, like ancient seers, neither man nor woman.

He guided her by the elbow to the casket, and Maria was wearing the only dress she owned: a green short-sleeved J. Crew shift, which fell just below her knee. She had a blue cardigan over that and was wearing a pair of open-toed sandals, which was the hardest part for her about this costume: she couldn’t wear her knife.

Willets left her at the casket, so she could be alone with her father, and she looked down at Billy. His eyes were closed, and he was in a blue suit that looked brand-new and would never be worn again. She flashed to her dream the night before and felt like she might lose control. What if she started pounding on his chest? She could feel it about to happen, like a compulsion.

Then she noticed his hands. They were crossed over his midsection, the fingers interlaced, but she could see, on the underside of his left wrist, his tattoo, which she had never forgotten. Before prison, there had been no ink on her father’s body, and in the cafeteria that day, when she saw the swastika, it had frightened her. She had sensed, with the wisdom of a child, that it was evil. Later, her mother explained its significance.

She wanted to see it again, and she reached into the casket and pulled his hands apart. His limbs were ice-cold and stiff. He had been embalmed and refrigerated.

She turned his left hand to examine the underside of the wrist—she heard Willets behind her gasp—and she saw that the swastika had been tattooed over and transformed into a thick black cross. This was something he must have done when he got out of Raiford.

Feeling delirious, she dropped his dead hand and turned around.

She was facing the pews and the people standing in them.

They were mostly her father’s AA community and some old ladies from the church, but no mysterious “college friend” had shown up. Everyone was white, and when she had first arrived at the service, people were kind and solicitous, offering their condolences, but she could also see the secret shock in their eyes that this brown woman with a buzz cut was Billy’s daughter.

Now their shock was more obvious. Everyone had watched her reach into the casket and was staring at her wide-eyed. She staggered out of the humble church, through the front doors, and into bright sunshine.

She bent over at the waist, hyperventilating. Willets came out and put his hand on her back, and she snapped, “Don’t fucking touch me.”

He yanked his hand away, like he had been burned, and her anger was good for her. It brought her back under control and she stood up straight.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “you don’t deserve that,” and she began to walk rapidly across the parking lot to her car. Willets, overly dutiful, followed behind her and said, nonsensically, “There are refreshments in the basement, Maria.”

She didn’t bother responding, just continued to her car.

He called after her. “Do you want the keys to the house…?”

She went back to him and took her father’s house keys. “I’m sorry I’m this way,” she said. “I have to get out of here.”

Willets nodded. “I understand.”

He headed back into the church, and she sat for a moment in her rental car, in a kind of stunned aftershock. Then there was movement to her left. She looked over, and Rawlins and Mills were getting out of a Fair Port police cruiser. It was in the corner of the lot—she hadn’t clocked it in her distress—and they were walking over to her. They had been waiting for her.

She got out of the car and stood by the trunk. She felt naked in her dress and sandals. They stopped in front of her, and Mills’s eyes ran over her body. The Chief stubbed out the cigarette he was smoking and said, “We got off on the wrong foot yesterday, Miss Cole. I apologize.”

“What do you want?”

“We want to pay our respects and… and we have some news for you.”

She didn’t say anything.

The Chief continued, “I’ll give it to you straight: Dray Forrest hung himself in his cell in the middle of the night. Sheriff Berne has closed your daddy’s case.”

Maria couldn’t help it; she took it like a slap and staggered a little into the back of her car. She said, “How could they let that happen?”

“They took his belt, his shoelaces, but he used his pants—you know the jail pants they give ’em—like a noose and hung himself off the bars. When people have it in mind to kill themselves, they’re pretty good at it.”

Maria stared at the two of them. Mills had yet to speak.

She turned away and walked to the front of her car to leave. Mills said to her back, “You look pretty in a dress.”

She didn’t turn, wouldn’t give him that, but as she got into the car, she heard Rawlins say to his son, “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

She backed the car up, drove past the two men, and headed for her motel.

She needed to get out of this dress.
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From the motel, it was a fifteen-minute drive out to her father’s house. This part of Fair Port was quite undeveloped, and to Maria it seemed like a twin to the barrier island: a lot of scrub and impenetrable, junglelike growth.

Her father’s street, Avalon, was a long, hard-packed dirt road, with a few trailers and small shacks along the way. Old cars and assorted junk were in the front yards where the growth had been cut down.

At the very end of the street, which dead-ended in more jungle, was her father’s place, on the left-hand side. It had a long dirt driveway, narrow and rutted, which ran along a small pasture of waist-high swaying grass. The pasture where Billy had been shot.

This plot of land, about two miles from the Gulf, had once been a small farm, and the house itself wasn’t visible from the road. It was set back about fifty yards, hidden by a grouping of large oak trees, which dripped webby veils of Spanish moss.

In front of the house, the parking area was just some dirt under the trees. Maria got out of the car and the engine seemed to tick loudly. It was very quiet back here.

The house was a single-level concrete slab, painted light blue, with a screened-in front porch. Yellow police tape, like a drooping Welcome Home banner just for her, was strung across the front door. Her father’s car, a red Ford pickup, with a film of dirt on it, was parked off to the side.

She turned around and looked at the small pasture. It glistened in the sun and was about a half acre wide. Down the center was a path where vehicles had crushed the grass, probably cop cars and EMTs. She walked down this lane and, in the middle of the pasture, yellow tape outlined, on little planted stakes, a misshapen circle.

She stepped over the tape and knelt on the ground. There was still a small patch of rust-colored grass; it must not have rained lately. She picked up a piece of the blood-stained grass and looked at it. Half her DNA was in that dried blood.

She tried to picture the scene:

Dray Forrest, a young man, in the predawn light, leads her father here. He has him kneel in the grass—where she is right now—and points a .38 at his heart. Does Billy beg for his life?

Then Dray shoots Billy, probably causing immediate death. His heart is nicked or shattered, and he topples over, like a chess piece.

Was that what happened?

Could she believe anything that Rawlins had told her?

Then again, what would be the point of his lying? She could easily get the coroner’s report, which as next of kin she was entitled to. So most of what Rawlins had said had to be true. But now Forrest was dead and with him the ultimate truth was gone.

Still, she could try to get some answers. When she went into Mobile to see the lawyer, she’d go first to the Sheriff and try to speak with him. Maybe out of professional courtesy, he would relay what he knew about the case and Dray’s death. He wouldn’t be as close to it as Rawlins and, hopefully, he’d be more trustworthy. She’d also get the coroner’s report.

She stood up from the grass, walked back to the house, and ripped down the sagging police tape. There didn’t appear to be any forced entry around the door—her key worked—and she entered her father’s home like it was a crime scene.

Once inside she flipped on the light switch, and there was a quiet stillness to the place, as if the house knew that Billy was dead, which she figured it did.

In her nine years on the force, she had entered many homes and apartments of people who had died, and there was always a somber feeling, as if the house, sentient, had also stopped breathing, heartbroken to have lost its inhabitant.

There was a sour smell in the air, and she left the door open for ventilation.

This front room had a large window onto the porch, with wood-slat blinds that were closed, blocking the light. This was clearly the living room: there was a couch, an old leather recliner, a coffee table, and a television. Everything looked shabby, worn, secondhand. It was a sad and mean room, more dirty than clean, but must have seemed nice after twenty-two years in a prison cell.

She scanned for signs of struggle. Had her father put up a fight? Why was he shot in the small pasture and not in the house? Had he tried to run away? And been caught? Or did he go compliantly?

Time of death, according to her first phone call with Rawlins, was about an hour before sunrise and so most likely Billy would have been woken up by Dray, or whoever had killed him—she just couldn’t be certain that Dray was the one. Because maybe Rawlins had lied about everything. Maybe it was all a frame. Maybe the confession was false, and maybe Dray hadn’t committed suicide but had been murdered in the jail.

She just didn’t know, and she also didn’t know what was instinct and what was paranoia. She was way out of her element down here and wasn’t sure that she was thinking straight. An hour ago, she had reached into her father’s casket and held his hand—his icy embalmed hand—for the first time since she was a little girl.

She put this out of her mind and tried to think like a cop again.

She started over. Time of death was predawn. Billy would have been caught off guard, defenseless. Yet there weren’t any signs of struggle, at least not in this room. When people fought, they usually banged into things, but there was no indication of that; no lamps were knocked over, nothing was out of place.

But on the far wall, across from the door, there was something important: a row of small paintings in wood frames. There were three total—they had not been jarred or banged into—and they were her father’s work! She knew the style immediately.

She went and stood next to them. They were small, beautiful watercolors of the property: the oak trees and the grassy meadow and the rectangular blue house. They seemed like studies for larger paintings, but in the corners of the watercolors there was, nevertheless, the tiny scrawl of his name, his signature: Billy Cole.

In the past, when she had expanded his paintings on her phone, she hadn’t noticed that he signed his work. The photos became too distorted, and it was not something that had occurred to her to look for anyway.

But now she could picture him signing the little watercolors, and in that gesture, this assertion of ego, she felt his wish for his ruined life to have some kind of meaning, that as he signed his name, he was saying, in effect: Billy Cole was here. I’m not nothing. Look at how I saw the world.

Suddenly, she felt overwhelmed with pity for him and thought she might vomit. She rushed into the kitchen, which was next to the living room, to throw up in the sink.

But the sink was actually too disgusting to vomit into: there was a pile of soiled dishes, and on the top dish was a half-eaten chicken carcass, covered with swarming ants.

She thought, I’m losing it, and she turned away in disgust and saw the fridge, which was a fresh horror. Her father had taken the cell-phone picture of her standing with her fellow officers—the only picture she had ever sent him—and he had printed it up like a regular photo, which was now held in place on the refrigerator by a magnet.

And next to it, also held by a magnet, was another photo: he had zoomed in on her in the group picture and had that blown up to regular size. Except she was a bit blurry, though it was definitely her. In her uniform. A cop.

Maria found all this even more painful than his signature on the paintings. He had desperately wanted to be normal. He had wanted photos of his loved ones on his refrigerator. But this was all he had. So meager. She had thrown him crumbs.

Why did I have to be so unkind?

She thought how his words to her on the phone had never really penetrated. He would say I’m sorry and I love you but it meant nothing to her.

Now, seeing the pictures on the fridge, she felt his love.

She could also feel how much pain he had been in, how lonely. He must have longed for her to love him back just a little.

She was about to start crying but rubbed her eyes violently to stop it from happening. His house was like reading his diary. It was too private. She thought again, I’m losing it, and she got out of the kitchen and away from the photos.

In the living room, she hit her body with her fists, like you do in jiu-jitsu to warm up, to get your blood flowing, and it helped.

Pull yourself together, she thought. Think like a cop.

She looked to her left and off the living room was a short hallway.

On the left-hand side were three doorways, spaced closely together, and on the right side was a door to a bathroom. She looked in the bathroom: it was neither clean nor dirty, and there was no sign of struggle in there.

She opened the first of the three doors. This room was intended as a small bedroom, but must have been his office, and it was also where he kept his painting supplies. There was a stack of blank canvases, prestretched, piled in the corner, next to his easel and a box of oil paints. There was also in the room a simple wooden desk with a chair. It was by the curtainless window, which looked onto the jungle scrub at the back of the house.

She sat at the desk and on top of it were a bunch of old bills and junk mail.

There was also a desk calendar, the kind with pages you flip, like a little book, and it was stopped in time on February 9. He had died the next day, early in the morning, and this calendar had a special feature: each day had two pages, separated by the binder in the middle. On the left-hand page was the date and on the right-hand page was a header: TO DO. Beneath the header was space for writing down five things each day, with the numbers 1-5 listed with a blank line next to them.

There was nothing to do written down on February 9th, and Maria started flipping backward. Most days were blank, but some days had one or two tasks, like Recycling or Mow the grass or Oil Change.

Then she came to the day of his last text to her, January 15th. It had one thing to do. It was written in all caps and underlined: CALL CHARB.

Who was Charb? She hadn’t met anyone at the church named Charb. It was an odd name, and she would have remembered it. Or maybe it was a business of some kind. She googled Charb Fair Port on her phone, but nothing came up.

She looked in the desk drawers for an old-fashioned address book to see if there might be a Charb listed, but she didn’t find one. Just more old mail and clutter: rubber bands, loose screws, pens, lighters, a new box of watercolor paintbrushes.

She did find his checkbook, but there was nothing of note there. His account was at Chase Bank, and he only wrote a few checks each month for basic utilities. He didn’t seem to use electronic payments, and he had a balance of roughly eleven thousand dollars, which he had kept meticulous track of.

She thought how nobody uses checkbooks anymore—everything was on the phone—but he was still operating like it was the 90s, when he had last been in the world.

Then she wondered where his phone was.

Rawlins probably gave it to the Sheriff’s department, she thought. Evidence. But now the case is closed. Dray Forrest is dead….

She flipped the desk calendar back until January 1. There were a few more banal to dos but the one on January 15 was the only one that seemed to mention a person.

She didn’t know what to make of this, but the day—the day he had texted her for the last time and the day after the fire—made her feel like it was significant.

From the desk, she went and looked in the room’s closet. It held a few paint-splattered jackets, and on the floor of the closet was his small safe, the one that Rawlins had said had been the motivation for the crime.

The safe was about three feet high and had fingerprint powder on it, the only place she had seen that so far, which seemed like shoddy police work.

The safe had been left open, and there was one thing inside it: a lockbox without a lock. This also had fingerprint powder smeared on its surface. Ostensibly, this was where the money might have been kept.

She put the lockbox on the desk and raised the lid. Inside were the titles to the house and car, a box of .22 bullets, minus five shells, two old fishing licenses, and, crushingly, a packet of letters she and her mother had mailed the first two years Billy was in prison, before they gave up on trying to reach him.

Back then, Maria would write her notes with Magic Marker, and she’d also send him drawings. When he was first sent away, she had yearned for her father, and he often appeared in her dreams. And it was almost always the same dream: he had been set free and they were family again.

She took the packet out of the lockbox. The letters were rubber-banded together and the packet had been upside-down. She turned it right side up and saw her mother’s handwriting on the front of the top envelope.

This time, she cried. She couldn’t stop it from happening.

She sat back down at the desk, put her face in her hands, and wept.

She hadn’t seen her mother’s handwriting in decades and her longing for Luzby in that moment was profound, which was another thing that had been buried fathoms deep for years: how much she missed her mother and how alone she had felt since her death. Luzby had been the last person Maria had ever really loved or trusted.

As she cried, she whimpered, “Momma,” she couldn’t help it, and she glanced at the packet, as if her mother was in the letters. But there was no way she could look at them and read them and hear her mother’s voice. It would kill her. As it was, she felt like her chest was ripped open. Her ancient grief was splitting her apart.

After about ten minutes, she regained some control, went into the bathroom, and threw water on her face. She didn’t want to dry herself with the dirty hand towel, which was on a hook next to the sink, so she pulled her shirt out—a blue thermal undershirt—and dried her face with that. After having changed at the motel, she was in her preferred wardrobe: Carhartt jacket, jeans, Timberlands, hidden knife.

She stepped out of the bathroom and continued down the gauntlet of the hall.

The next room was another small bedroom, and unlike the rest of the house, which had a patina of grime and bachelor-neglect, this room was pristine with just a thin layer of recent dust. The walls were brightly painted, and all the furniture looked brand-new. There was a dresser, a bedside table, and a single bed, which was perfectly made with fresh linens and a comforter. The flower-patterned curtains on the window were open and sunlight streamed in.

It was like the room a family keeps preserved for a child who has died, except this was for a living child: her, Maria. It was the guest bedroom her father had always mentioned. He’d had it ready for years, part of his long game to win her back, and she thought bitterly that it had finally paid off. She had come at last to Fair Port. For his funeral.

On the bedside table was a framed photograph. Maria walked to it, like she would to a gallows. She knew what it was. Their last Christmas together. She lifted the picture up and studied it:

The three of them are sitting on the floor in front of the tree. They are in their old apartment in Gainesville, boxes and wrapping all around them. Billy has just set the camera, with a timer, and has rushed into the shot. Maria is in pajamas. She’s five years old and holding an old toy, not a new toy. But it’s her favorite, a large stuffed animal called Big Rabbit, and Maria’s tucked in between her parents, beaming. Billy’s arm has just been thrown around Luzby, and they are both so beautiful the way young people are and never know it.

Maria slowly put the picture back down on the table, and stood there, very still, almost catatonic. When she and her mother had left Florida, Luzby had packed all their photo albums, which they had sometimes looked at together. Neither of them had ever really stopped loving Billy and they would look at the albums when they were feeling sad and wanted to cry.

But when Luzby died and Maria was put into foster care, their landlord had put their possessions, including the albums, into storage, and after a few years, when nobody came for the boxes—Maria was in juvenile prison—everything of value was sold to a flea market, and everything not of value was thrown away.

So the albums, of no value to anyone but Maria, were deep in a monstrous landfill somewhere, destroyed or slowly disintegrating. Which meant that until this moment, Maria had no photographic record of her childhood. Hers was a past without pictures.

But now there was one.



The next and last room in the small house was her father’s bedroom. This was a little easier to take. It was practically bare: an unmade single bed in the corner, a small bedside table, an old paint-chipped bureau. Nasty curtains covered the window.

The walls held no pictures and had needed fresh paint for years. It was like a cell, which, Maria figured, made it easier for him to sleep at night.

On top of the bureau were loose coins, scratch-off lottery tickets, and anything else that might come out of his pockets.

There was also his wallet, which she opened; it was empty of cash and only had a driver’s license, a Chase credit card, and a Chase ATM card. She glanced at his picture on the driver’s license and flashed to his face in the coffin. She quickly shoved the license back into its slot and put the wallet back on top of the bureau.

She looked around the room; there was no sign of struggle.

Out of habit, she got down on the floor and looked under the bed.

Ex-cons often kept a gun secured under the mattress for a quick grab, but that’s not where her father kept his gun. His was taped under the next place she looked: the bedside table. It was a small belly gun, .22 caliber, which linked up with the box of bullets. It wasn’t a powerful weapon, but it was easily concealed and up close it could do damage. It was barely bigger than her hand.

Maria popped the clip. It was loaded—the missing five bullets—and the safety was off. If the killer had awakened her father, it was either someone he knew, like Dray Forrest, and he hadn’t felt threatened, or he hadn’t time to grab his gun.

She took the .22 and went to the closet. Using the nose of the gun—not wanting to touch the clothing herself—she pushed her father’s pants and shirts to the side, thinking she might find a rifle in the back, where people usually kept them.

Sure enough, there was a double-barreled shotgun leaning in the corner, next to a box of ammo, but this wasn’t a gun for killing animals on the property. A rifle would suffice for that. This gun had a more deadly purpose: it was for killing human intruders. Or at least scaring them off.

She went to grab the shotgun with her left hand, but then something brushed against her neck, someone’s fingers. She whipped around, swinging the .22 from side to side, but no one was there. Then a panic she had never known before came over her and she went running out of the house.

It was her father who had touched her, she was sure of it!

She sprinted down the driveway, pursued by nothing, yet having to run, until she stopped, panting. She turned around, quickly, swinging the gun. But there was no ghost, no phantom behind her.

I’m going crazy, she thought, and felt like firing the gun at the sky in frustration. She bent over and took several deep breaths to calm down.

She turned and looked out to the road; good thing her father’s house was the last one on the dead-end street. She wouldn’t want anyone to have seen her running with a gun like a madwoman.

Looking out at the empty street, she saw that her father’s garbage bin and recycling bin were tipped over, near the mailbox. She hadn’t noticed this as she drove in earlier. The bins were mostly concealed by the tall grass they had fallen into, and she figured she should bring them back to the house. It would be good to have a task, something sane to do.

She put the small gun in the front pocket of her jacket and walked to the end of the driveway. There was junk mail in the mailbox, discount circulars, which she threw in the recycling bin. Then, with one hand grabbing each container’s handle, she rolled the two bins down the dirt driveway, lugging them awkwardly behind her like a pack mule.

When she got them to the house, she thought of something her first CO had told all the rookies one day in the precinct room: “Always check the garbage cans.”

Over the years, the CO had found murder weapons, drugs, stolen goods, and body parts in garbage cans, and, that one time, following his orders, they had found a robbery suspect hiding in a recycling bin in the Hollywood Hills.

She was a long way from Hollywood now, but she looked inside the two containers. The garbage bin was empty, just coated with the smear of old food waste. But the recycling bin, in addition to the circulars she had just thrown in, had a small white plastic bag, the kind you’d get at CVS, stuck to the bottom.

She turned the bin on its side and fetched the bag out with a tree branch. Inside, it contained a handful of receipts, which she took out one by one and placed on the hood of her car.

There were six total, all from the last week of January and first week of February. Five were nothing special: Chevron, Dunkin’ Donuts, Piggly Wiggly, Publix, and 7-Eleven. A corporate America lineup.

But the sixth receipt was curious: it was dated January 24—ten days after the fire—and was from a shop called the F-Stop, with a Mobile address, 24 Dauphin Street, that looked familiar for some reason. The receipt indicated that it was a cash transaction of $1,005.78, which included the sales tax. It didn’t indicate what had been purchased, though there seemed to be some kind of product code.

She took out her phone and googled: F-Stop, Mobile, AL.

The internet told her it was a camera shop. Had her father bought a camera for all that money? And why cash? She put the other receipts back into the recycling bin, but she put the F-Stop slip of paper in her wallet.

After that, she went back into the house. She did a thorough, dispassionate search this time—no ghosts tickled the back of her neck—but she didn’t find any new camera equipment or anything else of interest. She wondered if a new camera had been something that was stolen.

A small, unlocked shed by the side of the house also produced nothing: it had two fishing poles, a tackle box, and a bunch of yard equipment.

Before leaving, she took several items from inside the house and put them in the trunk of her car: the three watercolors, the lockbox (with its letters), the framed Christmas picture, the shotgun, and its ammo.

She also put the little .22 in the trunk, hidden in the well of the spare tire. She was taking the firearms with her because she didn’t like leaving them in the house. Kids in this area would know the place was abandoned and might eventually come poking around looking for anything and especially guns.

She rehung the police tape as a possible deterrent to intruders and locked the place up. Back in the car, she checked her email for the address of the lawyer so she could put it into Waze. When she saw it, 39 Dauphin Street, she understood why the address of the F-Stop had been familiar: it was on the same street.

This was too odd to be a coincidence—there had to be a connection—and according to the GPS it would take forty minutes to get to Mobile, which was closer than she realized.

It was now one thirty and her appointment with the lawyer, a man named Howard Crilly, was for three thirty, which was when she would sign some legal documents and see if she could find out who owned The Gallery.

But since she’d have about ninety minutes to kill before her meeting, she figured she’d stop first at the Sheriff’s office, followed by the camera shop if she had time.

She searched for the Sheriff’s Department on Waze and plugged that in. Then she drove down the dirt driveway, past the grassy meadow where her father had been murdered.

As she left the property, she mentally added two new things to the odd mosaic surrounding Billy’s death: someone called Charb and a purchase, in cash, at the F-Stop camera store for more than a thousand dollars. Which seemed like a lot of money to spend when you had eleven thousand dollars to your name.
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The Sheriff’s Office was near the port, just a block from the Mobile River, and was housed in a long, two-story brick building. Maria parked the Chevy in a visitor’s slot and left her knife in the glove compartment in case there was a metal detector.

She went through the front doors—there was no metal detector—and the lobby had a handful of people sitting in plastic orange chairs welded to the floor. Diagonally across from Maria was the desk Sergeant, a middle-aged Black woman. She was sitting behind a granite counter and had a police-issue laptop open, which she was typing into.

No one was waiting on line at the counter, and Maria walked up to the Sergeant, who looked busty and maternal for a cop. Her name tag said Rivers and behind her was a lengthy glass partition that displayed the hectic office of the Sheriff’s Department of Mobile County. Maria figured the jail was on the second floor, which would make it harder to escape if you had to jump from a window.

Sergeant Rivers looked up from her computer. “Can I help you?” She had a melodious Southern accent. Maria’s answer was to hand over her California driver’s license and LAPD badge, which the Sergeant picked up and studied.

Maria said, “My father, William Cole, was a recent homicide victim, down in Fair Port. I understand his case has been sent up here and that his alleged killer suicided in your jail this morning and I—”

“I heard about that suicide. Hung himself.” Sergeant Rivers put the badge and the license down on the counter.

“Well, I was hoping to speak to Sheriff Berne about all this, as a kind of professional courtesy.”

The Sergeant wasn’t to be rushed. She said, “I’m sorry about your father. You came in from LA?” She indicated the driver’s license in front of her.

“That’s right.”

“You’re a detective?” She touched the badge, which had Detective embossed across the top of the shield.

“Yes.” Maria didn’t elaborate that she’d only been a detective for one night and had been promptly suspended for killing Felix Sotto on that first night.

“That’s pretty good for a young woman like yourself. Kind of old-school here in Mobile. Hard to move up.”

“I hear you.”

Sergeant Rivers looked at Maria, appraising her: shorn dark hair, yellow-brown skin, eerie blue eyes. She said, “The deceased’s name is William Cole? Fair Port?”

“Yes. Was a shooting. Took place on ten February. Local police handled it.”

The Sergeant jotted all this down on a scratch pad, which was next to a landline phone, equipped with a panel of speed-dial extensions.

“Let me make some calls, see what I can do. Have a seat. And I’ll hold on to these,” she said, indicating the license and badge. Maria crossed the lobby and sat down.

She didn’t have long to wait. After ten minutes, the Sergeant waved her back up. She told Maria that Sheriff Berne and his second-in-command, Chief Deputy Trent, were both out, attending a conference in Birmingham.

“But I went ahead and made an appointment for you tomorrow morning at eight thirty with the two of them,” she said. “Berne and Trent. I know the Sheriff’s secretary and she squeezed you in. Does that work?”

Sergeant Rivers was clearly going out of her way to be helpful, and Maria said, “Yes. Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“I just need your cell in case something comes up.”

Maria gave the Sergeant her number, then decided to push her luck. She said, “I was also hoping to get the coroner’s report. Is that something that can happen today? Might be good to see it before I talk to the Sheriff.”

“That usually takes about a week.” The Sergeant lowered her voice. “But I’ve seen your ID and verified your daddy’s case. Give me your email, and I’ll have it to you in an hour. We always try to help the next of kin in these situations.”

The Sergeant slid a pen and piece of paper across the counter, along with Maria’s license and badge. Maria wrote down her email and said, “I really appreciate all your help with this, Sergeant Rivers. Truly. One last thing: my father had two weapons I’d like to dispose of. A small handgun and a shotgun. Is that something I can do here?”

“You don’t want to sell ’em?”

“No. Too much hassle.”

“Okay. Bring ’em in tomorrow. I’ll make an appointment for you at nine thirty with the Captain who handles that. That gives you an hour with the Sheriff and Chief Deputy.”

“Thank you so much.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss, Detective Cole. Very sorry. I’ll pray for you. And I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Maria thanked her again and left.

Back in her car, wanting to keep her momentum going, she called Willets. He answered right away. “Maria? I’m glad you called. Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. I’m sorry about earlier. I was overwhelmed.”

“Of course. This is all very hard.”

“I wanted to ask you: Did my father have a friend named Charb?”

“Charb? I… I don’t think so. I never met anyone by that name.”

“Right. And had my father expressed any interest lately in photography?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Why?” He sounded confused.

She said, not lying entirely, “I’m just trying to know him, I guess, piece things together.”

“I understand.”

“Thanks, again, for everything, Mr. Willets—”

“Bob, please, and if you want a home-cooked meal, we’re here.”

“Thank you, I’ll let you know. You’re very… kind.”

Then she hung up and put the address of the F-Stop into Waze.
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Maria handed the young Black man the receipt. He was standing behind a smudged glass case filled with expensive cameras. She said, “Can you tell me what this is for? What was purchased?”

They were alone in the dusty store, which was old and small and crowded with equipment. The young man squinted at the tiny piece of paper. He was farsighted and rail thin. He was maybe twenty-five years old.

“Oh, this is for a Kamikaze.” His voice was a little high-pitched, with a strong Alabama twang. “I know. I sold it. A few weeks ago. Only one in a long time.”

“What’s a Kamikaze?”

“Weather-balloon kit, plus a camera, like a GoPro. Actually, it’s called the Hawk Pro Kit, but insiders call it the Kamikaze. Where’d you get this receipt?”

“It’s my father’s. I’m sorting out some of his finances.”

“Checking up on him?”

“Yeah. So you remember selling it to him? Older guy, gray-blond hair?”

“Yeah, I remember him. I’ve maybe sold three Hawks, total, my whole time here, and I’ve been working this counter since before Covid. It’s my uncle’s store. He’s been here since the eighties, but now I’m running it.”

She ignored this—he was trying to impress her, maybe flirt a little—and she asked, “What’s the Hawk Pro for?”

“It’s what storm watchers get. It’s a weather balloon, with a rig for a camera, which transmits what it records back to your computer. But it’s a one-time thing, because you never get the camera or the balloon back, not from a hurricane or a tornado. Or even from good weather. A weather balloon just keeps going. Until it dies. That’s why people call it the Kamikaze.”

“My father said he was into storm watching?”

“No. He said he was a painter and wanted to see the area where he lived from above and I told him he should just get a drone, not waste his money on the Kamikaze, a one-time deal. A drone is a lot cheaper and you can control where it goes.”

“What did he say to that?”

“He said a drone wasn’t his thing. He had heard about this weather balloon setup and it’s what he wanted. Said he saw it listed on our website, and so I sold it to him. Your dad got dementia or something? That’s why you checking up on him?”

“Sort of.” Something snagged Maria’s mind. Then she got it: she hadn’t seen a laptop or a computer at her father’s house. Maybe it was stolen. Or maybe he didn’t have one. She said, “Could the camera on the Kamikaze transmit to a phone?”

“Sure. A phone’s a computer.”

She nodded. Of course it was. “Well, thanks, this has been helpful.”

She made to leave. He said, “Do you want to buy anything? You like photography? I’ve got all sorts of cameras. Even Polaroids.” He waved his hand at the store; he was stuck alone in there and didn’t want her to go. Maria declined, and the little bell over the front door tinkled as she left.

The young man called after her, “See ya—”

She stepped onto the sidewalk. The F-Stop was in an older French neighborhood of Mobile, near the courthouse. Mobile had once been the capital of French Louisiana, and Dauphin Street was made up of nineteenth-century brick buildings, with wrought-iron balconies. It resembled the French quarter of New Orleans, and several buildings contained lawyers and bail bondsmen who serviced the court.

Her father’s lawyer had his office directly across the street from the F-Stop, and was hard to miss. The large second-story window had stenciled gold lettering that advertised: Howard Crilly, Attorney at Law, Second Floor.

The window next to that proclaimed: Claudine Crilly, Realtor and Notary Public, Second Floor.

Maria crossed the street to see Mr. Crilly, and she shrugged off the whole camera store experience. It didn’t seem to be part of any puzzle or mosaic related to the shooting; it was just some strange whim of her father’s, connected to his painting.

Still, Maria thought, it was a little odd that the F-Stop was right across the street from the lawyer who had written up his will. Had he become aware of the camera store because it was across the street from the lawyer or the other way around?
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Mr. Crilly was an older Black man in his early eighties, a Southern gentleman in an elegant three-piece suit, which was midnight blue. He had a purple tie, like a slash of poetry, and there was a Masonic pin in his lapel. He was small and trim, with a bald head the shape of an artillery shell.

They went over the details of the will: she was going to inherit the eleven-thousand-dollar bank account, the 2012 Ford, valued at two thousand dollars, and the house, valued at $110K.

Crilly told her that her father didn’t have a mortgage and had paid cash for the house roughly four and a half years ago.

“So he didn’t get a loan?”

“Doesn’t look that way. He didn’t leave you any debt.”

Maria wondered where Billy got the money for the house so soon after prison; he’d only been out of Raiford for six months at that point. Did he get a loan from the same mysterious college friend who had supposedly set him up at the restaurant?

She said to Crilly, “Did you know my father well?”

“Not really, I’m afraid. We only met twice. He was a walk-in, about a month ago. Don’t get many of those. Everything comes through the internet these days.”

Maria asked Crilly to check his calendar to see specifically when Billy had been there. Crilly opened up his ledger; her father had come in January 24 at around noon.

The receipt from the F-Stop was time-stamped at 11:34 A.M. on January 24.

Maria figured Billy had come out of the F-Stop, seen Crilly’s sign in the window, and decided to walk in. “So he just came in that day and asked about a will?”

“Yes. He hired me right then and there. About a week later he came back—I had it all drawn up and ready—and he signed it.” Crilly looked at his calendar again. “That’s right. He came back February 1, which is the date on the will, of course.”

Maria hadn’t studied the will closely when it was emailed to her; she had been overwhelmed with the aftermath of the shooting of Felix Sotto and dealing with Internal Affairs. All she had really absorbed from the will was that she was inheriting a house, but now she realized that the drawing up of the document was incredibly recent. It was two weeks after the fire, and just nine days before her father was killed. She felt that icy, sick feeling on the back of her neck. Had Billy been aware that his life was in danger? Was that his motivation for going to Crilly?

She said to the lawyer, “Did he say why he wanted a will at this time?”

“No. It was just something along the lines of: ‘I should take care of this for my daughter.’ ”

Maria looked out the window. She could see the F-Stop from here. She said, “Can you find out something for me? I’d like to contact the people who owned the restaurant where my father worked, The Gallery, in Fair Port. It burned down a few weeks ago.”

“My wife’s the expert on these sorts of things,” he said proudly. “Anything public record–wise in Mobile County, she can get it. She’s in the office next door. She’s a notary and a licensed Realtor. Also a naturopath. I haven’t had conventional medicine our whole sixty years together. I’m eighty-two but feel sixty-two.”

He then called his wife on his landline, gave her the information. In the time it took Maria to sign a few documents, the wife called back and said she had sent an email. Mr. Crilly opened his laptop and summarized the gist of the email to Maria.

“The Gallery is owned by a company called ABC Restaurants, here in Mobile. They bought it about five years ago, and my wife, who’s very thorough, says they also own—oh, lordy—two strip clubs here in Mobile, a strip club in Prichard, a bowling alley in Belle Fontaine, and pizza places in Chickasaw, Daphne, and Saraland. These are all local towns, like Fair Port.”

The wife had also provided the address of the office for ABC Restaurants in Mobile, as well as the name of its CEO, Alan Ducasse.

Maria thanked him for this, and asked him to forward the email, which he did. Their business for today was nearly done, and Crilly told Maria that for a flat fee of seven hundred and fifty dollars, he could take care of the rest of the bureaucracy, everything from dealing with the utility companies to the IRS. Also, if she was interested, his wife could assist with the selling of the house and her father’s car at a fair commission of five percent.

Maria said yes to everything, Zelle’d him seven hundred and fifty dollars, and said she’d be in touch.
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By four thirty, Maria was back in her car, which she had parked down the street from Crilly’s office. She googled Alan Ducasse LinkedIn and got the pertinent information she wanted:

Ducasse graduated from Tulane in 2002, which meant he definitely wasn’t a college friend of her father’s—Billy was in prison then—and, according to his résumé, Ducasse started ABC Restaurants Inc. in 2012. She placed his age, based on his graduation year, at forty-six or forty-seven. Her father, when he died, was fifty-nine.

She did some more googling and discovered that two of Ducasse’s pizza parlors had burned down, one eight years ago and one five years ago. Both news articles indicated that arson had been ruled out.

But Maria was thinking otherwise. Pizza parlors, strip clubs, and bowling alleys were all heavy cash businesses. They would be easy to launder money through, and Mobile was a port town; a lot of players—drug traffickers, stolen goods merchants, other elements of organized crime—would want and need laundries to clean their cash.

Then you throw in three fires in the last eight years, including The Gallery, and the mosaic was starting to make more sense. If you commit one kind of crime—laundering money—it stands to reason you have other bad habits, like insurance fraud.

And she was thinking that somehow her father had gotten hooked up with this Alan Ducasse—maybe through a contact at Raiford—and Billy had helped Ducasse clean money at The Gallery. Billy, after all, was the manager of the restaurant and in charge of the books.

But, after a few years, like with his other places, Ducasse burned down The Gallery for the insurance. Except, he didn’t clue her father in, who was upset about the fire, the loss of his paintings, and maybe Billy had threatened to expose Ducasse.

So Ducasse had him killed him to shut him up.

Which Billy must have worried could happen, she thought, and so he got a will together…

Maria was projecting all this, this narrative, but it was making sense to her, and as she was putting it together in her mind, an email came in from Sergeant Rivers, with the coroner’s report attached as a PDF. Maria read the report on her phone and it confirmed everything Rawlins had said: time of death, angle of shooting, caliber of bullet, Billy’s body being found by the neighbor.

This, she felt, still worked with her theory: Rawlins might have suspected organized crime of some sort—Ducasse—but knew he could never touch him; it was probably a professional hitter who had killed her father, execution style, and a hitter would be long gone.

Nevertheless, Rawlins, out of pride, to save face, would want to solve the case—the first one in his town in fifty years, on his watch—and so he railroaded Dray Forrest, and Forrest, despondent, hanged himself. He was just a kid, but he knew the system and didn’t trust that he could get out of this jam. Except one way.

So Rawlins was a bad cop, the worst kind, but Ducasse was the one to blame for Billy’s death. Or was he? He might just be the front for someone else, a front with a LinkedIn page.

And sitting there in the car, trying to work everything out, she felt no sense of betrayal that her father had lied to her about some “college friend.”

She realized now there was no way he could have told her the truth about who was helping him and why. He wouldn’t have wanted to scare her off, and what were his options, anyway? He was trying to start his life over in his mid-fifties, with no resources, and prison had bent him. Twenty-four hours in his world and she had more empathy, understood better what he had been up against.

She looked at the time on her phone. It wasn’t yet five o’clock, still business hours. Maybe Ducasse was in his office, and she could confront him.

She logged the address for ABC Restaurants into the GPS, but before she put the car into drive, her body involuntarily twitched, like a shudder, like her nerves were glitching, and she suddenly wondered, like waking from a dream, if she was being irrational, deluded.

She thought, What am I trying to prove? This is insane. I’m done as a cop.

She held her hand out and it was trembling slightly.

Am I making everything up, creating a pattern where there is none?

But then she thought, Fuck it, and put the car into drive.

She didn’t care if she was being crazy. It was better to be on the move than feeling her grief. She’d see this thing through, and if she turned something up, she’d bring it all to the Sheriff tomorrow. Because there was also Dray Forrest. If he was innocent, his name should be cleared.

And if she was being crazy, so what.

Everybody was already dead.





7

ABC Restaurants was in a three-story, stucco-fronted office building, ugly when it was first built in the 70s and still ugly fifty years later.

It was near the port, like the Sheriff’s Department, and in the distance, from the parking lot, Maria could see cranes and container ships.

She got the little .22 out of the trunk and put it in her jacket pocket.

The directory in the front lobby of the building was a mix of accountants, shipping companies, billing services, and obscure mail-order firms. There was no receptionist or security in the lobby, the place seemed half dead, and Maria took the elevator to the third floor. ABC was in suite 310.

The hallway was dingy and very quiet. As Maria approached 310, she saw that there was a Ring camera on the wall, next to a regular door buzzer.

On the door itself was a plaque: ABC Restaurants Inc.

Maria sidled up to the camera from the side, put her left hand over it, and pushed the buzzer. She wanted, instinctually, to avoid being recorded if possible. She hadn’t seen any cameras in the lobby or hallway; it was an old building.

She put her right hand on the .22 in her pocket. She didn’t know what to expect from Ducasse.

The door clicked open.

Maria went into a small reception area. Behind a gray metal desk was a beautiful young woman, with flame-red hair. She was wearing a powder-blue hoodie and didn’t look to be more than twenty years old. She was more girl than woman.

“I thought you were FedEx,” the girl said, smiling. “He always covers the camera.” She had a cell phone and a laptop on the desk, and another cell phone was in her hand. “Can I help you?”

Maria looked around the shabby room. There was an old plastic chair for visitors, a filing cabinet, a window with dirty blinds, and in the corner was a door to an interior office. On the door was a plaque: Alan Ducasse.

“Is Mr. Ducasse in? I’d like to speak to him.”

The girl looked a little puzzled. She said, “Mr. Ducasse isn’t here.”

“Is he gone for the day or is he coming back?”

“I’m only a temp. I’m subbing for my girlfriend.”

“You can still answer my question. Is he coming back?”

“Maybe you can come back next week when my girlfriend is here.”

Maria took out her badge, held it out for the girl to see, but didn’t let her look too long. Her hand covered the part that said Los Angeles. All that was visible was Detective. The young woman blanched when she saw it.

Maria asked, “What’s your name?”

“Sarah-Catherine.”

“Sarah-Catherine what?”

“Sara-Catherine Dimon.”

“Let me see your ID.”

The girl fished out her wallet from her purse, which was hanging over the back of her chair. With a shaky hand, she handed over her license. Maria studied it, didn’t return it. “When is Mr. Ducasse due to come back?”

“I’m just a temp,” the girl whined, like a broken record. “I’m not supposed to even be here—”

Maria snapped, loudly, “Where the fuck is Ducasse?!”

This scared the girl. She blurted out, “He’s never here. He works out of New Orleans. I’ve never met him.”

Maria lowered her voice. She had been half playacting, half genuinely pissed. She said, “That’s helpful. Thank you.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“No. I just want to speak with Mr. Ducasse about a police issue. Do you have his cell phone number?”

The girl looked away.

Maria said, “Give me the number. If you don’t answer my questions, I’ll have to bring you to the station. That means getting you into the system, booking you. We’ll be there for hours, and it’ll go on your record.”

The girl was naive and gave out the number, which Maria logged into her phone. Then she pulled the plastic chair over and sat down in front of the desk to put them on a more equal level, which would be less scary for the girl.

“What goes on in this office? What do you do here?”

The girl hesitated. She looked down at her hands. “You just have to be here for FedEx and the mail, and forward everything to Mr. Ducasse in NOLA. And anyone calls, you take a message.” She lifted up the other phone on the desk. Then the girl looked away, hiding something.

“What else do you do? I don’t want to have to bring you to the station, Sarah-Catherine.” She looked at the girl, intently. “Do you really want to spend the night in jail?”

The girl said, in a small voice, “You go on bank runs, every other day.”

“What do you mean bank runs?”

“They send a guard, and we go to like twenty different banks and I make the deposits. It’s my second time subbing for Annie.… I don’t want to talk anymore.”

“You have to. Who’s they? Who sends a guard?”

“Are you really going to arrest me? I’ve only worked here like four days total my whole life. It’s not fair. I just needed some money.”

“I might arrest you. And I know where you live.” She held up the girl’s driver’s license. “You still live with your parents?”

The girl looked down again. “Just my mom.”

Maria repeated her question. “Who sends a guard for these bank runs?”

“The people Mr. Ducasse works for.”

“Who does he work for? What are their names?”

“I don’t know. I told you I don’t work here a lot—”

“Don’t lie to me.”

She looked up at Maria, pleadingly. “I swear. I only met ’em once, like a year ago, and I don’t remember much. It was bad—” She stopped herself.

“What happened?”

The girl went back to staring at her hands; she looked frightened.

Maria said, “I’m sorry if this is scary to talk about. I know what it’s like. I’ve had bad things happen to me.”

The girl looked at Maria, a glimmer of trust in her eyes. “There was a party. I was roofied—” She stopped again.

“You can tell me.”

She held Maria’s eye, weighing her trust. She said, “Me and Annie went out there one night. They wanted to see if I could, you know, strip, like an audition. Annie started off in the clubs, but then they put her in here, working this desk, because she got fat. But… but I’m not really cut out for stripping.” She looked intently at Maria. “I want to go back to school for nursing. Please don’t get me in trouble.”

“You said you went ‘out there.’ Where’s ‘out there’?”

“Fair Port.”

Maria felt the icy shiver on her neck. She was getting close. “You really don’t remember any of their names?”

“I’m telling you. I blacked out. I was there for like ten minutes—that’s all I remember—and then I was gone until morning. It was like I was erased. I don’t want to think about that night.” She was on the verge of tears.

Maria pushed her anyway. “Any chance one of the men was named Charb? Do you remember that name?”

The girl looked surprised; there was recognition in her eyes. “Yeah. He was there in the morning, when I woke up. I think it was his place and someone called him Charb or Mr. Charb. Something like that. He hadn’t been there for the party, and he was yelling at everybody to get the hell out.”

“Do you know where in Fair Port this house was?”

“Not really. We took an Uber all the way out there. It was night. And they gave us like five hundred bucks each, which covered the Uber.”

“Was it your Uber or Annie’s?”

“Mine.”

“Is the address still in your phone?”

“Maybe, I don’t use Uber that much. Can’t afford it usually.”

“Check.”

The girl went into her Uber app, scrolled back, and came up with the address: 2419 Belle Mer Street, Fair Port. Maria typed it into her Waze. She had found Charb.
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It was forty-five minutes back to Fair Port, and Charb’s house was at the end of a two-mile-long finger of land that ran parallel to the Intracoastal. Belle Mer Street was an extension of the main road, which was paved, but Belle Mer was hard-packed dirt, like her father’s street. Except this was a much fancier part of town.

On the left side of Belle Mer was lush coastal forest, and on the right side were expensive-looking houses about every fifty yards, set far back from the road with large fields of mown wild grass in front.

Between the houses, dense patches of uncut forest acted as a barrier between the properties, ensuring privacy, and the houses here were fairly new, built in the last ten to fifteen years, with interesting and costly designs. Some had swimming pools, and each house had a dock on the Intracoastal, with a fishing boat or speedboat for going out into the Gulf.

When Maria got to Belle Mer, the sun had just set, and the gloaming had colored the world purple. She drove down the dirt-packed road and Charb’s house was right next to the Dead End sign. There seemed to be a parallel in location to her father’s place: both houses were at the end of their streets and were the most private.

But there the parallel ended; economically they were worlds apart.

Charb’s house had a tall, barred gate, painted black, the kind of gate you might see in Beverly Hills. It was buffeted on both sides by thick forest and had an electronic eye for a clicker, as well as a mounted camera.

Maria stopped in front of the gate, like someone who had driven to the road’s end by mistake before having to turn around. She glanced down the long hard-pack driveway and could see that the house was a large wooden A-frame, made from red cedar. But she could only see the back of it, which was windowless.

Just before the house was an open-air carport with a silver Mercedes jeep, a black Mercedes sedan, and a black Cadillac Escalade. To the right of the house was a swimming pool, which glowed with underwater lights in the purple dusk.

Beyond the pool, the tree line had been cleared the width of the property and Maria was able to see the Intracoastal. At the far edge of the property, on the water, was a large boat dock, which was empty.

Whoever Charb was, he had money.

Bank runs, Maria thought.

She did a U-turn, wondering what her next move might be, and as she drove back down Belle Mer, she clocked that Charb’s closest neighbor had a For Sale sign in its field. On an impulse, she swung the wheel and turned down the neighbor’s long driveway; Charb’s house had been the only one on Belle Mer with a gate.

The house at the end of the drive was Spanish style, white stucco with a tiled roof, and it was clearly unoccupied. The large swimming pool was empty and filled with leaves, there were no lights on, no cars were parked, and there was an overall disheveled quality to the place; the windows looked dirty and the lawn furniture behind the house had toppled over. There was also no boat moored at the dock.

Maria stashed her car behind the house so it couldn’t be seen from the road. She thought if she cut straight through the patch of forest that rested between this house and Charb’s, she could get a better look at his property before it was too dark. She didn’t feel satisfied with her peek through his gate.

She didn’t plan on being seen, but she had the little .22 in her right-hand pocket, just in case. It wasn’t much protection, but taking the shotgun seemed like overkill. She just wanted to gather as much information as possible—whatever she could find—and bring it to the Sheriff tomorrow. She didn’t want a confrontation with Charb or anyone else, especially not on private property. In Alabama, you don’t need a permit to openly carry a gun, and Maria had to assume that everyone was armed.

Keeping the Intracoastal on her right, she cut through the woods, and it was thick but not impassable. Night was coming on fast, but luckily it was a clear evening, no clouds, and some early starlight and moonlight were starting to give everything a silvery, photo-negative quality. The moon, which was low and enormous, was practically full.

It was chilly out, in the low fifties, and after traversing about thirty yards of forest, Maria could see the lights of Charb’s house and the luminous pool.

She could also hear merengue music, pop style, coming from the house, carried on the breeze. She came to the edge of the tree line and crouched behind a large cypress. Peeking out, she had a clear view of the A-frame, which was raised three feet off the ground because of hurricanes and flooding.

There was a lawn of shorn wild grass between the tree line and the house, and the front of the A-frame was now visible to Maria. It was all window, divided in two. The top part was glass, and the bottom half was a long sliding glass door, which must have been open. White curtains billowed out, dancing on the breeze.

In front of the curtains and sliding glass door was a wooden deck with couches, a grill, and two heat lamps, which burned blue at the top.

Light from inside the house as well as a porch light illuminated the deck, like the stage of a play. A slate path, in the spill of light, led from the wooden deck to the glowing pool to the boat dock on the water.

The only other entrance to the house, besides the sliding glass door, was on the side of the A-frame: a wooden door at the top of three steps.

Maria wondered how many people were inside listening to the music—there were three cars in the carport—and she was hoping that the girl in Ducasse’s office, Sarah-Catherine, hadn’t yet raised any alarms that a woman cop had been sniffing around.

Maria had made a point of writing down the girl’s address, emphasizing that she knew where to find her, and she told her sternly not to tell anyone she had been there. But she didn’t think that could hold for too long.

To reassure herself, she put her hand in her pocket and felt the small gun, and she evaluated where she was at in her case building.

It didn’t feel solid.

What exactly would she be bringing to the Sheriff and the Deputy Sheriff tomorrow morning? A bunch of feelings? She had no hard evidence, nothing of substance, but maybe they could be convinced to at least look into things? Or would they write her off as crazy?

Just then two men stepped out of the house, through the white curtains, carrying long-necked bottles of beer. They went down the wooden stairs of the deck and took the slate path that led to the dock. One of the men was Black, hard looking, wearing a thin down jacket. He was tall, maybe early forties, and had a shaved head.

The other man was white, late fifties or early sixties, with dark hair, streaked with silver. He didn’t have a jacket on, just a white button-down shirt with black jeans. He wasn’t quite six feet, but was powerfully built: big shoulders, a bull neck.

They reached the dock and the older man hit a switch on a post. The dock light came on, and they stood there, as if they were waiting for something to happen, while they sipped their beers. Then a woman—tight dress, early thirties, built like a stripper—stepped through the curtains of the house. She called out in a Spanish accent, “Charb, I forgot, should I open white wine or red wine?”

The older man on the dock turned and shouted, “Red wine. We’re having meat.”

The woman went back into the house, and the thick-necked man faced the water again. Maria thought of her father’s to do: Call Charb. So that was him.

A fishing boat appeared in the darkness, lights on, and pulled alongside the dock. Maria could smell gasoline. It was a large boat, at least forty feet long, with a cockpit on the second story.

There was a man in the cockpit, piloting the boat, and a man on the deck, who jumped onto the dock with a rope and began securing the vessel.

Charb and the Black man watched him work, sipping their beers. Then the pilot of the boat came down from the cockpit and tossed two wet-looking bundles onto the dock. They were the size of large suitcases and were wrapped in thick plastic sheeting, secured with tape.

The two men from the boat were white, twenties, tough looking. The pilot had tattoos all over his neck. He stepped onto the dock, and everyone shook hands.

“Everything go smooth?” Charb asked. She could barely hear him with the breeze and music.

“No problem,” said the pilot, the one with the neck tattoos.

“Good,” said Charb. “Let’s get drinks; we’re having steak.”

The two young men picked up the plastic-sheathed bundles, and they all headed for the house. Charb and the Black man went inside, but the two men from the boat continued on to the carport. They stashed the bundles in the back of the Escalade.

After that, they headed into the house and the merengue from inside grew louder. Two new women, dressed similarly to the first woman, stepped through the curtains, and came onto the deck. They stood next to the closest heat lamp and lit cigarettes.

One of the women seemed to look directly at where Maria was hiding behind the cypress tree, thought there was no way she could see her. Still, Maria took this as her cue to leave. She didn’t want to push her luck.

She backed away from the tree line, disappearing into the dark.

As she moved through the woods, she filled out the mosaic a little bit more:

Charb was most likely a drug trafficker. The bundles looked like they had been anchored somewhere offshore, floating, and probably contained drugs from Mexico. She figured that Charb had some kind of business relationship with Ducasse to clean his money at ABC’s restaurants and strip clubs.

Or maybe Charb was the one who owned the establishments and the drugs, controlling the product and the laundry, in which case Ducasse was a total front, like the office itself.

Either way, her father had gotten mixed up with them, and after using The Gallery to clean money for a few years, they burned it down for the insurance, and her theory still held up. Billy, upset by the fire and the loss of his paintings, must have pissed off Charb, who was local, unlike Ducasse who was in New Orleans, and it was Charb who thought Billy was a loose cannon and needed to be silenced. Maybe Charb did it himself.

This was still all conjecture, not much substance, but she’d lay it out for the Sheriff tomorrow and see what he thought.

She didn’t know it then, of course, but some of it was almost right.

She got back to her car and went up the driveway and down the road for a spell with her lights off, before putting them back on. As she drove, she held her hand out; it wasn’t shaking. Her glitchy feeling from earlier had completely lifted. But she was starving. She hadn’t eaten since the morning.

She stopped at a small Cajun fish place in downtown Fair Port, ate some dinner, then headed back to the motel. She had to admit, despite everything, she felt good. It had been one of the strangest, saddest days of her life, but she also felt like a cop again.
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When Maria pulled into the Beachcomber, it was a little after eight o’clock, and the moon was bright in the sky, like a night sun. The motel lot was empty, and she parked in front of her room.

She opened the trunk of the car and removed the lockbox. She was going to read her mother’s letters and look at what she had written herself as a young girl. She felt ready to face it all, and she piled the small watercolors and the Christmas photo on top. She wanted to make a shrine of the paintings and the picture, read the letters, and have her own little funeral service. One that made sense to her.

She would also, after she set up her shrine, make a second trip out to the car for the shotgun, better to have it in the room than in the trunk. It was unlikely anyone would break into the Chevy—the motel was empty—but better to err on the side of caution.

She opened the door to her room with her key. Holding the lockbox and everything on top of it awkwardly with one hand, she went to flip the light on, but it didn’t work for some reason. As the door closed behind her pneumatically, she fumbled with the switch in the darkness, flipping it up and down.

Then she smelled Mills, his cologne, before she fully realized he was in the room.

But it was too late. He rose out of the corner behind her, a monster from the shadows. His powerful arm, the size of one of her legs, went around her neck in a choke hold, and she dropped the lockbox and paintings and photo.

Her first instinct was to grab at his massive forearm to loosen his grip before he choked her out. At the same time, she tried to stomp backward with her Timberlands, against his shins, but then he pressed a damp washcloth to her face with his left hand.

She was forced to breathe in its sweet odor, which she recognized: chloroform. A serial rapist in Hollywood they had caught a few years back had used it on his victims.

Maria felt her body go slack. There was smoke in her eyes, it wasn’t quite vision. She was blinded by the drug.

She also felt a kind of euphoria, like before going under, but she wasn’t yet unconscious. She could feel him drunk-walking her out to her car, and he was digging his hand into her left pocket to get her car keys, but not her right pocket where the little gun was.

Then he was putting her in the front passenger seat. She was blind and couldn’t move her limbs, couldn’t get to the gun, and she thought, No cameras in the parking lot.

The driver’s side door slammed loudly. He was in the front seat next to her, and he put the washcloth against her face again and she was gone.



Ten minutes later, she woke up. Her body was still mostly paralyzed, but her eyes were working, and they were driving somewhere. She was held in place by her seat belt and her head was against the cool glass of the passenger window.

Out the front windshield, she could see, illuminated by the headlights, the dark forms of massive trees. They were on the tunnellike road that led to the beach.

She shifted her head slightly to the left. Mills, wearing a black hoodie, was holding his cell phone in front of his mouth. He was on speakerphone with someone. He was saying, “… Change of plans. Pick me up in an hour at the bridge. Island side.”

“Don’t change shit!” She immediately placed the voice that came through the phone: Rawlins. Mills was talking to his father. “Get rid of the body and nothing else. Charb was clear—”

“One hour, at the bridge,” Mills snapped. “I’ll be on foot, that part’s the same.”

“Mills, you fucking ass! I should have sent your brother—”

“Yeah, but you didn’t. You know he can’t handle it. One hour—”

“Mills! Don’t mark her! Charb told you—”

“Fuck Charb. Bye, Daddy.”

He hung up, pleased with himself, and turned the phone off completely. He glanced at Maria and saw that her eyes were open. “Somebody’s up,” he said, smiling, and he pulled to the side of the road.

They were all alone; no cars were coming in either direction. Mills ran his hand over her buzzed head. He murmured, “Been wanting to see what that felt like.”

She was too weak to push him away. She said, barely a whisper, “Don’t touch me.”

He withdrew his hand and opened his window. He took a deep breath of fresh air, then removed the washcloth and a brown glass bottle from the pocket of his hoodie. He unscrewed the top of the bottle and pressed the washcloth against the opening.

When the cloth was damp, he smothered her face with it. She thought, as she went under, I don’t want to die, not like this.



She came to as Mills was carrying her somewhere, draped over his shoulder. Her head, already pounding from the chloroform, was banging against his back.

The moon was silver bright, and she could smell the Gulf. He was walking on sand, a path cut through a dune, and she knew where they were. The beach. Where no one could hear her scream.

She felt some meager strength returning; she was able to flex her hands a little. The chloroform, a paralyzing drug, was starting to wear off, and she tried to suck in as much air as possible to detoxify her blood.

They came to the end of the path. Mills carried her a few yards to the right and lowered her gently onto the sand at the edge of the dune. They were twenty yards from the shoreline and the sea was glinting with moonlight. He stood over her. “Why are you breathing so hard? Don’t be scared.”

He knelt beside her and stroked her face with the back of his hand. He stared at her, fascinated. His blond hair looked white in the moonlight, and his dented nose and cauliflower ears were horrifying.

She kept hyperventilating, hoping to will her body back to life.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said, and she tried to reach into her pocket, but her arm still wasn’t working, just the fingers. Then Mills stopped stroking her face and draped himself on top of her, spreading her legs apart with his massive knee.

She immediately felt crushed and suffocated. His body was gargantuan, two hundred and seventy pounds pressing down on her one hundred and thirty pounds.

He slavishly kissed her neck and face, and rubbed against her, moaning. His breath was rank with beer and onions, and it mixed with the cloying smell of his cologne. He tried to kiss her lips, and she managed to move her head slightly, but not enough. He kissed her and murmured, “You’re beautiful.”

If possible, she was even more horrified—he thought this was tenderness—and then he began to violently thrust against her, like a dog, pistoning his hips and his groin.

There was no resisting but she could feel her strength slowly coming back, like a battery recharging. So she just took it, his body pounding her, but then suddenly he stopped his rabid thrusting and slid down between her legs to take her shoes off—so he could take her jeans off—and she gulped air, desperately feeding her body oxygen.

He was fumbling with the laces of her shoes, and she sent a message to her arm. This time it worked. She dug her hand into her right pocket and came out with the small gun.

He looked up, surprised to see it in her shaking hand.

He hadn’t thought to check her for weapons.

“Don’t—” he started to say.

She fired and blew off his left ear.

He fell to the ground, shrieking, blood spurting from the trench where his ear had been. Maria, adrenalized, managed to get to her feet, while Mills thrashed around in the sand in agony, still screaming, his hand covering his wound.

She watched him, then staggered to the water. She had to clean herself.

She realized she had been screaming inside her mind, but that had stopped. The world, even with the ocean breeze, felt so quiet now, and everything was bright in the moonlight. The water was a silver mirror, almost no swell, and she knelt in the cold, shallow surf and dunked her head in.

Using her hands, she washed her neck and face and lips. Anywhere he had kissed her, she scrubbed herself with sea water and mud.

Eventually, she stood up, feeling at almost fifty percent strength. The frigid water and the adrenaline were acting on her like an amphetamine. Her clothing and shoes were wet and cold, but she didn’t notice.

She walked back to Mills. He was curled up now, one hand pressed against the hole where his ear had been. He was mewling and rocking like a wounded child. He was massively concussed—he had been shot in the head—and was still bleeding heavily.

She thought, Do I kill him?

She flashed to Felix Sotto. That look in his eyes before he died. His heartbreak.

Could she kill again?

Maria reached into Mills’s hoodie pockets and came out with her car keys and his phone. He didn’t try to stop her. He was in his own agonized world.

She threw the phone into the dune—he wouldn’t be needing it anymore—and she pocketed the keys. She felt oddly calm. Life was simple now. She had made a decision.

She took out the gun and pointed it at his head. This time she wouldn’t miss.

Mills looked up at her from the sand. His face was a mask of sand and blood. “Don’t kill me,” he said, begging, a whisper. “Please.”

There was a glint of something in his moonlit green eyes. She was horrified but saw the child within. The innocent child he had once been.

She didn’t want to feel mercy.

“Please,” he repeated.

In frustration, she fired the gun into the sand right next to his head and he howled. Then he realized he hadn’t been shot, but he started rocking again, groveling at her feet.

“Mills,” she said, and he looked up at her.

She kicked him hard in the mouth with the steel tip of her Timberland, exploding his lips and shattering his teeth. He shrieked, and she kicked him very hard in the temple. He stopped shrieking and went to sleep.

Maybe he would die, but she didn’t think so. He was a coward but very strong. If nothing else, he would never be the same.



She walked back along the path through the dune and out to her car. It was in a small parking lot, with broken pavement. She was somewhere on the five-mile-long barrier island. This was another public lot with access to the beach.

She got in the car and went to get her cell phone, which should have been in the front chest pocket of her jacket, but it was gone. It must have fallen out when Mills had carried her through the dune. She went back along the path but couldn’t find it. The moonlight was strong, but not strong enough.

She went all the way back to Mills. He was unconscious in the sand, a heap of flesh, like something unthinkable washed up from the Gulf. She searched around his body, even managed to move him enough to look beneath him, but she couldn’t find her phone.

Fuck!

She walked back up the path looking for it again in the sand, but still no luck, and she got in her car. She needed to get out of here. She needed to get out of Fair Port.

She made a guess and turned right out of the parking lot. She didn’t know which end of the island he had taken her to, but two miles down the dark road and she was at the T. She had guessed correctly. If she made a left here, it would lead to the bridge.

Only one problem. Would Rawlins be there?

Mills had told him to meet him in an hour. It hadn’t been quite that long. Still, Rawlins might be waiting, and the bridge was the only way off the island.

She pulled the car over and removed the shotgun from the trunk. She put it next to her on the front seat and lowered both windows, like gun portals.

Then she floored the car down the tunnellike road. She arrived at the bridge and Rawlins wasn’t there. So she kept going. She was on the lookout the whole time for a Fair Port police cruiser, but made it safely back to the motel and no one was there waiting for her.

She hadn’t come back for dry clothes or her suitcase, though she grabbed them. She had risked returning for the lockbox, the Christmas photo, and the watercolors.

She left the room key on the bed, got all her things in the car, and drove out of Fair Port. She felt blind without Waze, but was able to find the highway that would take her to Mobile.

It was no longer safe in Fair Port, but she knew she’d be coming back.

She wanted to come back.

She just needed to find a place to rest and recalibrate. She had shown mercy to Mills, but that was over now. Mills had been a weapon, a blunt, stupid weapon. She wanted the one who had pointed the weapon at her: Charb.

And maybe she could get Rawlins too. That would be a bonus.

She wasn’t aware that she was no longer fully sane.

The assault had regressed her, and as she drove, everything felt very clear and logical. It was like the day after the boys had attacked her at the foster home in Echo Park. She had stolen the paring knife and was disconnected from her body for hours, in anticipation of what was to come.

It had been a dissociative state but was also a place without pain, imbued with a singleness of purpose. At the time, she was only thirteen years old, still a child, but she had become like the knife she had stolen: a sharp blade eager to express itself and know relief.

Twenty years later, it was happening again.
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Maria stopped at a cheap motel on the outskirts of Mobile; the kind of place that rents by the hour and you don’t have to give your real name. She didn’t want to risk Rawlins calling every motel in a large radius around Fair Port looking for her.

The room was disgusting, but she had her sleeping bag, so it didn’t matter much. She filled the tub with hot water and shampoo, drained it, then refilled it and took a long soak with the lights out.

Her body was crashing from the chloroform and the adrenaline, but she recapped everything in her mind and updated her mosaic with what she thought had happened:

Sarah-Catherine had made a call up the food chain, which revealed that Rawlins worked for Charb. This was a connection she hadn’t put together, but it made horrible sense now. Charb had been calling the shots all along, and it was Charb who had given Rawlins orders to have her killed but to make it look like a suicide.

“Don’t mark her. Charb said—”

The plan must have been for Mills to drug her, take her to the beach, and drown her. Then he was to leave her car there in the parking lot, and Rawlins, being the Chief of Police, would spin the story and nobody would question it: Young woman, grieving her father, walks into the ocean…

Except Mills had gone rogue.

He hadn’t wanted to just kill her. That would have come after.

And Rawlins, she now understood, hadn’t been trying to clear a murder case when he railroaded Dray Forrest; he had been making sure the real killer was protected. Because Rawlins worked, in some capacity, for Charb. But who was the real killer? Didn’t seem like Charb did his own dirty work, so was it Mills? Someone else?

She was also certain now that Dray Forrest had been executed in the jail. Her presence in town had escalated their need to make him a foolproof scapegoat. If she hadn’t given Rawlins a hard time in his office, questioning things, maybe Forrest would still be alive…

Or maybe they would have taken him out anyway, she reasoned, because once a lawyer got to him, the thread on their cover-up would start to be pulled, and that’s what they most wanted to avoid. Because if you investigated Billy’s murder that would lead, eventually, to Ducasse, Charb, drugs, money laundering, insurance fraud, and anything else illicit they were up to.

So they took Dray to the Sheriff’s department to be murdered. They felt safer doing it there, which meant someone in that department had also been corrupted and compromised, maybe even the Sheriff himself. No reason then to keep her morning appointment, and there were no other authorities she could turn to for help. They might have also bought off the local FBI and other agencies.

But all this was good in a sense. Meant she could go back to Fair Port and take care of things her own way. Like she had with the boys when she was thirteen. And before that at school, when she would fight to defend her father’s honor.

A fight that still wasn’t over, it turned out.



She added more hot water to the tub and a semblance of a plan began to take shape in her mind: she’d rest and detox all day tomorrow, regain her full strength. Then she’d get a new rental car—they would know her white Chevy in Fair Port—and late at night, she’d go to the neighbor’s house on Belle Mer and cross through the woods.

She’d wait till Charb and anyone in the house was asleep, just like the boys all those years ago, and she’d break in and put the shotgun on Charb and get answers: Who killed my father and why?

When he told her, she’d kill Charb and whoever had pulled the trigger. Or it might be enough to just kill Charb, the one who had given the order. That might be simplest. Because after that she’d have to get out of town, cover her tracks, return to LA.

She wondered what they—Rawlins and Charb—were thinking. At some point, they’d find Mills, maybe they already had, and they would know she was on the loose. They’d be expecting her to go to some kind of law enforcement. Maybe they were even counting on that if it was someone they had already sewn up.

Either way, she figured, they wouldn’t be expecting a solo attack. Their guard would be raised, but not for that. They wouldn’t think she could be that crazy.
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Maria spent the next morning and afternoon in and out of the tub. It was a day of ablutions. For long stretches she stood under cold water from the shower, steeling herself. She was in a dissociative state. In charge but not in charge. Not fully. If she stopped to think, she wouldn’t act. She would flee.

The past twelve days had snapped her. Felix Sotto. Her father murdered. His body in the casket. Her mother’s handwriting. The buried past no longer buried. Mills attacking her at the beach.

She had prided herself for years on not needing anyone. On never asking for help. But now it was her undoing. She was dissociated and regressed. She was the little girl who had been given permission by her mother to fight back.

Except now she was a little girl with a shotgun.



At four o’clock, she went out and swapped rental cars, got a blue Acura. Nothing was easy without a cell phone, but the front desk of the motel actually had a phone book with real live Yellow Pages, and she had found a Hertz location just a few miles away.

On the way back to the motel, she stopped at an IHOP. All she could stomach was some scrambled eggs and coffee. Near the IHOP, she spotted a hardware store and picked up a small Maglite and needle-nose pliers.

After that, for several hours, she sat in her room in darkness, not moving.

At eleven P.M., she headed back to Fair Port. Driving through the small town, she felt anxious, exposed, but didn’t see any police cruisers.

By eleven forty, she was on Belle Mer Street. She killed her headlights and drove down the neighbor’s driveway. She parked the car where she had the night before and headed into the woods.

She carried the shotgun and had extra shells in her pockets.

The little .22 was also in her pocket.

She had the Maglite, but the moon was still very full, and she didn’t need it.

She quickly got to the tree line. The pool glowed with its underwater lights, and the A-frame was all lit up. The deck light was on and light spilled out of the big front window. But the sliding glass door was closed tonight: no billowing curtains.

There were two cars in the carport, the black Mercedes sedan and a Fair Port police cruiser. On the dirt driveway were two more vehicles, another Fair Port police car and a Sheriff’s Department cruiser, which confirmed what she’d been thinking: they had somebody on the inside there. Somebody who made sure Dray Forrest took the fall for her father’s murder.

Based on the cars, she figured there was a minimum of four men in the house, and they had gathered, she imagined, because of her; they had to be wondering where she was and what she was going to do next.

But she couldn’t take them all on. She was going to have to wait till the police cars were gone and just the Mercedes was in the carport. Then she’d sneak up to the house. With the needle-nose pliers she could get through most any door.

She crouched by the cypress tree, the shotgun loose in her hands, and settled in for a long wait. There was a wintry breeze, which was picking up, but her Carhartt kept her warm. The moon glimmered on the Intracoastal and the pool shimmered in the wind like a liquid jewel. A baby owl began to cry for its mother, a strange plaintive wail.

Fifteen minutes passed. Then Rawlins, in uniform with a gun on his hip, came out of the house and stood by the heat lamp closest to the sliding glass door. The curtain, on cue, billowed out. Maria figured there must be a ceiling fan inside that sent the curtain out the opening, where it met the night breeze, causing it to dance.

Rawlins lit a cigarette and looked out toward the water. Bastard, she thought.

Then the hard looking Black man from the night before came out, except tonight he was dressed in a tan policeman’s uniform: he was the inside man in the Sheriff’s office. The cruiser on the driveway must be his. Was it Berne himself? She didn’t think a Black man would be the Sheriff, but he might be. She didn’t have her phone to check.

Whoever he was, he shook hands goodnight with Rawlins, got in his cruiser, and left. Maria couldn’t see to the far end of the property, but the metal gate must have swung open. Was his leaving a sign that things would be breaking up soon and Charb would be alone?

Then another cop in uniform, someone who looked almost as big as Mills, came onto the deck and stood next to the chief. He had two beers, one for himself and one for Rawlins. She figured this was Rawlins’s other son.

She wondered where Mills was. The hospital?

Pop merengue, the same music as the night before, started to come from the house, but even louder. Rawlins and his son were talking but she couldn’t hear at all what they were saying between the music, the wind, and the crying owl.

Charb stepped out and stood next to Rawlins and his son by the heat lamp. He was wearing a silky blue shirt and lit a cigar. They were all talking with one another, about five minutes passed, but she couldn’t make out any of the conversation.

Then she thought she heard something behind her and glanced back, but it was the wind, messing with her, and the music was too loud to be sure of anything.

She shifted her position and she thought she heard the noise again, but before she could turn, a deep voice shouted, “Put the gun down!”

They had played her!

The music was cover, and somehow they had known she was there. She started to swing around with the shotgun and caught a glimpse of the Black cop, but he was too fast. He stepped forward and chopped her on the forehead with the butt of his own shotgun.

There was a white explosion in her skull, and she crumpled to the ground.

A rushing darkness came for her. She had one last thought, I’m dead.
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Someone seemed to be clapping far away, but then it grew closer. She came to, and the clapping was her own face being slapped. She opened her eyes, and Charb was leaning over her and backhanding her.

She was lying on a couch, her head on a pillow. Charb was on a chair pulled close to the couch, and when he saw her eyes were open, he stopped hitting her, which he had been doing to wake her up.

The pain in her head was cruel, a relentless pounding, but she was conscious and even feeling a little blithe, which was the strangest thing.

I’ve been knocked silly, she thought.

Charb reached down to the wooden coffee table by the couch and picked up the little .22 and pointed it at her. He was very muscular and nearly handsome up close, with black eyes and long black eyelashes. But his looks were marred by an ugly, weltlike scar that stretched across his neck: someone had tried once to slit his throat.

He said with a sharp Southern accent, “Who have you been talking to? ATF? FBI? Mobile PD?”

Maria felt her forehead. On the right, there was a huge, pulpy lump where she had been cracked. Her hand came away with blood on it, and she said, playing the blithe comedian, “Give me a second. I need to get my brains back.”

She lifted herself onto an elbow—it took effort to do so—and looked around.

The couch was in the high-ceilinged front room of the A-frame, and she was across from the sliding glass door, which was open. The white curtains were dancing.

A fan was at the apex of the pointed ceiling and the room was furnished like a boat. Everything was wood.

And standing around her in a semicircle behind Charb were four men:

Rawlins, whose hand was resting on the butt of his gun; the Black man, who had a nameplate that said Trent, the name of the Deputy Sheriff she was supposed to have met with; Rawlins’s other son, a big country boy in his mid-twenties, who, mimicking his father, had his hand on his gun, like a cowboy; and, finally, there was Mills, dressed as a civilian. He was in a fresh hoodie and jeans, but his badge was on his belt loop.

“I feel like Dorothy,” she said, looking at them all, and sat up fully. The blow to her head had really loosened her up. She was cracking jokes, something she almost never did, but the men didn’t laugh. She said, still playing the clown, “Hello, Mills. How are you feeling?”

“Fuck you,” he slurred.

The left side of his head, filled with fluid, had doubled in size grotesquely and was a blood-tinged purple. It was like a head on top of his head, and his left eye was completely shut. There was a bulging white bandage, brown with seepage, where his ear had been and his swollen lips were hideous, crisscrossed with black stitches. Most of his teeth were gone. He glared at her with his cycloptic eye. “I’m going to kill you.”

Charb turned and said, sharply, “Shut the fuck up.”

Then he turned back to Maria. “DEA? FBI? Who?”

“No one.”

He lunged at her fast, a lethal man. He grabbed the back of her head with his left hand to hold it in place and pressed the nose of the .22 against the pulpy lump on her forehead, grinding into it. “Don’t lie to me! I have no problem killing you!”

She screamed out in pain. She couldn’t help it, and he pulled the gun away.

She caught her breath and snarled. “I’m not lying. I’m on my own. I don’t trust cops. Look at these four scumbags.”

Trent said with malice, “Watch your mouth, girl.”

“I’m told you’re a cop,” said Charb.

“Yeah. I know what I’m talking about.” She saw her father’s shotgun leaning against the far wall. No way she could get to it. She didn’t like her odds. Five on one.

Charb read her mind. He said, “You were stupid coming here. Very stupid.”

“How’d you know I was here?” She was trying to buy time; fresh blood from her wound trickled down into her eye.

“Neighbor’s Ring camera spotted a car on its driveway two nights in a row. They called me from Miami half an hour ago, asked me to check on their property. We thought it might be you.”

Suddenly, sadistically, he cupped the back of her head with his left hand again and shoved the nose of the gun deep into her pulpy bruise. “Who did you talk to?” he demanded, screaming into her face.

She shrieked with pain. “No one!”

He pulled the gun away and looked at her. He could tell when people lied; it had enabled him to survive a long time. He said, “What the fuck are you trying to do then? Why were you at the office yesterday?”

“I was looking for you.”

“Why?”

“I want to know who killed my father.”

Rawlins said, “I told you who killed your father.”

“Shut up. She knows that’s bullshit,” said Charb, and he made a dismissive gesture at Rawlins with his left hand. When he did this, Maria saw that on the inside of his wrist was a tattoo of a thick black cross, just like Billy’s. The cross that had replaced the swastika.

“You were at Raiford with my father.”

“That’s right.”

“And you set him up at the restaurant?”

“That’s right. I took care of him.”

“So why’d you kill him? He cleaned your money for you. Or was it one of these goons who pulled the trigger?”

“We don’t know who fucking killed him,” said Charb, angry.

“You did and you burned down the restaurant!”

Charb shook his head, like he was disgusted. He said, “I’m glad you never came here to see Billy. He would have been disappointed in you.” Then he stood up and said to the four men, “I’ve heard enough. Have your fun, Mills. We’ll watch. Bitch came here to kill me.”

Charb stepped away from the couch, pulling his chair with him, and Mills, like a dog let off its leash, charged Maria before she could brace herself. He drove her down onto the couch, his body on top of hers, and put his hands around her throat.

She couldn’t breathe. His fingers were like steel, choking the life out of her, crushing her windpipe. But there was space between their bodies because of his extended arms, and Maria pulled her right leg up and shoved her knee into his chest to ease some of the pressure and create a little more room, a basic jiu-jitsu move.

It also brought her right ankle closer to her right hand, which darted down.

She lifted the cuff of her jeans and yanked her steel blade from its sheath.

She jabbed Mills three times hard and fast in his left kidney, the razor-sharp blade going right through the hoodie and into his flesh. He screamed and stopped choking her.

The other men didn’t understand what was happening—she was hidden beneath his massive body—and she jabbed the knife into the side of his neck, once, twice—

He stood up fully from the couch, his hand over his wound, blood spraying out from between his fingers. Stunned, he turned and faced the other men, almost as if to say goodbye as he died, and Maria slid off the couch, fast. She was behind him now and there was a .45 tucked into the back of his pants, which she grabbed.

The four men, finally realizing what was going on, all pulled out their guns and started firing at Maria, but they were lighting up Mills, who was blocking them from getting at her. The top of his head was blown off by his brother.

As Mills fell, she raced for the white curtains, blindly firing the .45 at the men.

She caught the brother in the neck, tearing a hole in his throat, and someone winged her left arm, but she was through the curtains and onto the deck.

She grabbed the nearest heat lamp with all her strength and threw it behind her to stop anyone who might be chasing her, and the lamp hit the curtains, which burst immediately into flame, just as Rawlins was coming through to get at Maria.

She had killed both his sons! He was enraged.

But the flaming curtain enveloped Rawlins. He was tangled in it. On fire! He screamed, and she ran to the driveway.

She ducked behind Trent’s cruiser. No one was pursuing her. They couldn’t pass through the flaming curtain and get by the shrieking Rawlins, who had sprawled across the threshold, and then there was an explosion, a popping sound.

The A-frame was designed like a chimney flue—the heat went straight up—and the inside, completely made of wood, was already catching. There was no way they could get onto the deck now, which was also starting to catch.

So she braced herself behind the hood of Trent’s cruiser, got the .45 in a two-handed police grip, and aimed the gun at the side door, just ten yards away.

It was their only exit.

She broke her grip to wipe the blood out of her eyes, but quickly resumed her position. The whole house was going fast, whipped by the wind. The roof had already caught and the driveway was lit like a bonfire. She could feel the heat, the flames were shooting into the air, and Rawlins, burning to death, was still screaming.

Then Trent burst through the side door, firing his weapon blindly, not knowing where she was, and she blew a hole in his chest.

He fell down the three wooden stairs, and Charb, hoping to use Trent as cover, came out right behind him, also firing blindly. He had grabbed a .38, and at the bottom of the stairs, he stumbled and nearly tripped over Trent, which caused her to miss.

But then she fired again and got Charb in the stomach.

He dropped and his gun fell from his hand.

He started crawling away and she shot him in the neck. She ran over to him, rolled him onto his back, and his eyes were open. He wasn’t dead yet. His face was bathed in the flaming light. He said, “Why did you do this to me?”

She thought of shooting him in the face, but then he died, and she didn’t have to.
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Maria lay low in the motel for four days, getting over her concussion and bullet wound. To close the wound, which was a deep furrow on her left shoulder, she had used Krazy Glue, first having scorched it and cleaned it with hydrogen peroxide.

She also needed stitches on her forehead, where Trent had hit her with his shotgun, but she let that scab over and heal on its own. It would leave a nasty scar, but she simply couldn’t risk going to a hospital. She had killed five men.

The morning after everything went down, the local news started covering the incident. It played steadily on the TV in her motel room and even had a moment on the national news: An entire small-town police force wiped out, a father and two sons.

Most of the emphasis in the news reports had been on the four dead cops, which included a high-ranking member of the Mobile County Sheriff’s Department, Deputy Sheriff Henry Trent, but a suspected drug trafficker and convicted felon, Frank Charbon, had also been found dead at the scene.

None of the authorities interviewed were sure what had happened—the investigation had just begun—but corruption and gang violence were indicated.

On several local stations, Maria saw live-camera footage of the burnt down A-frame. One reporter talked about the grisly scene inside the structure: the father and the two sons were burned beyond recognition and had only been identified because of the badges attached to their corpses.

Twice, in police briefings on the news, there were mentions of a dark blue vehicle that had been caught on a neighbor’s Ring camera and was of interest to the authorities, but the license plates, supposedly, were not visible in the grainy video.

Maria wondered if this was a lie, that in fact they were onto her. She also wondered if they had gotten the plate off her other rental car from the previous night, and she berated herself for not clocking the Ring camera, for being so reckless and foolish.

By the third day, the story was fading fast. There was a final press conference with a DEA official, which Maria paid close attention to. The official said that for some time, they had been monitoring Frank Charbon and the Fair Port PD. It was believed that Charbon had enlisted the Fair Port police as drug mules, to transport product.

The idea behind the scheme, according to the official, was that other law enforcement entities would be unlikely to pull over a police vehicle, and the DEA believed that the deaths of the five men were due to an internecine fight. Nevertheless, the investigation would be ongoing.

By the fourth day, there was no more coverage. The powers that be, Maria thought, wanted it swept under the rug, especially the Sheriff’s Department because of Trent’s involvement.

Still, she kept waiting for a knock at the motel door. She was no longer in a regressed, dissociative state of vengeance. She was rational and frightened. Her mind roiled. Had she been at all justified in her actions? Was she a vigilante? A murderer? In the last two weeks, she had killed, including Felix Sotto, six men.

As best she could, she pushed these thoughts down and focused on surviving.

She didn’t want to give herself up. In time, she would be her own judge and jury.

For now, she just wanted to get back to LA, but she was worried that enhanced imaging of the neighbor’s Ring camera footage would reveal the license plates on both her rental cars and, in doing so, reveal her identity.

The other loose thread was Sarah-Catherine. If they got to her, she might tell them about the woman cop who had flashed a badge and posed as Mobile PD. That could lead to her as well.

But the knock at the motel door never came. The case was buried, or they hadn’t yet linked her to the scene of the crime. Maybe it was a little bit of both.

On the fifth day, she risked having her ID scanned and flew back to LA.

There she continued to wait for the knock at the door.

It still didn’t come.



She purchased a new phone and was in touch with Crilly, the lawyer, back in Mobile. He and his wife would take care of everything. She mailed him the keys to the house and sent him more money.

She put the Christmas photo, watercolors, and packet of letters in a box in her closet and put another box on top of that. Someday, maybe, she’d read the letters.

Her father’s ashes arrived in a sealed plastic container, and she hid that in the closet as well.

She was cleared of the shooting of Felix Sotto but resigned from the LAPD and turned in her badge. No way she could be a cop anymore. That part of her life was over.

She had been home a month and rarely left her apartment. She had relentless insomnia every night and kept thinking about Charb saying they didn’t know who killed her father. Like Charb, she could tell when people lied and Charb hadn’t been lying. She couldn’t get it out of her head.

We don’t know who fucking killed him.

She didn’t want to use her phone or laptop to search anything related to what had happened in Fair Port, didn’t want to risk it, but, finally, haunted by Charb’s denial, she went to the public library in Los Feliz.

She didn’t need a card to enter and was able to access the internet there without leaving an IP address associated with her name. She wore a baseball cap to hide her face from any cameras, and searched the web to see if there were updates on the case and maybe some clue that would explain what had happened to Billy.

Because if Charb didn’t have him killed, had she wiped out five men for nothing?

Incredibly, as she searched, there were no follow-up news stories on the dead cops in Fair Port. The whole thing was buried deep. She googled Frank Charbon but only the articles from four weeks earlier popped up. She felt like the answer lay with Charb—he was at the center of this—and she wanted to know more about him.

Except he didn’t seem to exist before a month ago. He wasn’t on any cursory searches of those people-finder websites and whatever Charb had done to land in Raiford must have happened too far in the past. It was beyond the reach of the internet or, at least, beyond her limited internet skills.

Stymied, Maria left the library and called her old precinct in Hollywood. She asked the desk sergeant for Jim Connolly, a lieutenant who had always been kind to her when she was a beat cop. Later, when she made detective, she had been transferred to Rampart Division.

The sergeant connected Maria to the bullpen; Connolly was in, working the day shift.

“Maria, nice to hear from you,” he said, answering his desk phone. “What’s going on?” Connolly was in his mid-fifties, gravelly voiced, nearing retirement.

“Can I come see you, Jim? There’s something I want to ask you, but I want to do it in person.”

Connolly hesitated, then said, “Sure, I’ll be here till six, unless I get called out.”

An hour later, they met at the back of the precinct, in the parking lot. Connolly was ruddy faced, as always, but his ginger-colored hair was mostly white now. He went to hug her, and she stuck out her hand.

“Same old Maria,” he said, smiling, as they shook hands but didn’t hug. Then he noticed the fresh scar on her forehead. He gestured at it, concerned. “What happened?”

“An accident,” she said, not lying entirely. “How are you?”

“I’m okay. Going to put in another year. Make it to thirty. Then bye-bye.” He made a little waving motion at the precinct.

“Thirty years. That’ll be a nice pension.”

“Yeah. Not bad. Enough to live on, just about. I heard you turned in your badge. I’m sorry about what happened in Franklin Hills.”

“I never should have been a cop in the first place.”

“That’s bullshit, Maria. You were a good cop. You are a good cop. You could come back.”

“I don’t think so.”

Connolly wanted to push it some more, then decided not to. He saw it wouldn’t make a difference. She had always been stubborn. “So what’s going on, Maria? Why the hush-hush?”

“I need a favor. I need you to pull paper on a dead felon.”

Connolly’s face registered surprise. This was against protocol and not allowed, not if he wasn’t working a case related to the search. “Why?”

“My father, who I probably never told you about, was murdered down in Alabama. They don’t know who did it, but this guy—his name was Frank Charbon—is connected somehow and I want to know more about him. Educate myself.”

Connolly was taken aback. “Jesus, Maria. I’m sorry. When did this happen?”

“About a month ago.”

“God, you’ve been through a lot.”

“Yeah. Can you pull the paper?”

Connelly eyeballed her. Same old Maria. No BS. He said, “What’s the dead man’s name again?”

“Frank Charbon.” She spelled it out for him. “He did time at Raiford Penitentiary in Florida. Near Gainesville.”

“Wait here,” Connelly said, and he went into the precinct.

Ten minutes later, he was back outside and slipped her an envelope. He didn’t seem happy about it, but he had done her the favor. “Take care,” he said.



In her car, a block from the precinct, she read Charb’s sheet.

He was born in ’65 in Jacksonville. His mother was a junkie, father unknown. In 1978, he was picked up for assault and battery—a violent mugging of an elderly couple—and sent to juvenile prison. At age thirteen. The same age as Maria when she was sent away.

When Charb was seventeen, he received his first sentence as an adult—for narcotics—and he spent ten out of the next thirteen years behind bars. Then, at age thirty, he was convicted of shooting a cop during a drug raid. His sentence was twenty-eight years, his longest bit. The cop had been paralyzed.

After his trial, he was incarcerated at Raiford, where he quickly rose to the top of a white nationalist gang called the Unforgiven, which he had been a member of during his earlier stints in other jails and prisons.

By ’97, he was the Shot Caller—the head of the gang—and he lasted twenty years in charge, unheard of by violent prison standards. In 2017, at age fifty-two, he was paroled, several years early, and that’s where his rap sheet ended. From 2017 to his death in 2025, he had accumulated no more paper.

This meant that Charb’s and Billy’s sentences, by Maria’s calculation, had overlapped for nineteen years, ’98 to 2017, and she figured it had played out like this: Charb was paroled first, got set up in Fair Port, and when Billy was released in 2020, three years later, he followed Charb there. Charb was the “college friend,” and she imagined there was some kind of bond between them, a gang loyalty of some sort.

Then she thought about what Rawlins had said about her father, implying that he was a homosexual, and a new question came to mind: Had Billy and Charb been together? Were they lovers? Was it rape? Maybe in Raiford? Maybe after Raiford?

And you set him up at the restaurant?

That’s right. I took care of him.

This was a new piece for the mosaic, but it still didn’t explain who killed Billy. And she believed now that she had wiped out five men for the murder of her father, but of this crime they were innocent.

Of this crime.

They had killed Dray Forrest and certainly they had killed others.

And Mills had attempted to rape her. If he had lived, he would have tried again with someone else. And he had probably done it before and gotten away with it. So maybe it was all a kind of perverse justice, and she could live with their deaths. But not Felix Sotto’s. From that, she would never be the same, never at peace, and she accepted this. It was her sentence.

She put Charb’s rap sheet back in its envelope and drove home to Glendale.

She lived on a quiet street with a few individual homes, but mostly there were apartment buildings with six to eight units. She could walk to a market from her building, and she cloistered herself in her apartment for another month, living off her father’s bank account, which Crilly had switched to her name. During this time, João texted her, wondering why he hadn’t seen her at the dojo for so long, but she didn’t write back.

She was in a hideous limbo, with no idea how to move forward. The events in Fair Port played on a loop in her mind, the violence and the riddle she couldn’t solve: Who had murdered her father? Charb’s rap sheet had pushed Maria closer to an overall truth, but she couldn’t see it.

Then two months after she had returned to LA, she solved the mystery.

Every week in her email, she received a true crime newsletter that was popular with the cops she used to work with. It was penned by a former homicide detective, with numerous links to articles, and somebody had put her on the mailing list years ago.

She rarely looked at the thing, but this time she opened it in her email on her phone. She was lying in bed in the middle of the day, curtains drawn, hiding from the world, still half waiting for the knock at her door. In the newsletter that week, there was a clickbait link that said: The Ten Strangest Homicides of the Last Ten Years.

She didn’t click on it, but it sparked something. Suddenly, she thought of the Hawk Pro kit her father had bought. It had been niggling the back of her mind for a while, the strangeness of the purchase, and she wondered if it was somehow involved in his murder. He had bought the weather balloon and camera rig the week before he had died. Was that significant? And did the killer know about the Kamikaze—so it was someone close to Billy? And maybe the killer had attached the gun to the balloon and fired it, then let the balloon take the gun away, to dispose of the evidence?

Then she thought, I’m crazy, that’s not possible. But for the hell of it, she googled a string of three words, anyway: weather balloon murder.

Immediately an article popped up: Tourist, Using Weather Balloon, Faked His Suicide to Look Like a Murder. Holding her breath in disbelief but knowing this was it—that this would explain everything—she clicked on the link, which was from The Charlotte Observer in North Carolina.

It was an article from May of 2022, and the tourist in the headline was a man who had killed himself in a very unusual way while on vacation in Cape Hatteras. Wanting to spare his family the shame of a suicide, he had attached a gun to a weather balloon, held it out front of himself and fired.

The balloon then took the gun out to sea, and sure enough, the cops investigated it as a homicide, but, later, a thorough search of the man’s computer turned up his MO; he had researched how to do this. It was rare, but it wasn’t the first time someone had killed themself this way.

Maria read the piece in awe. She knew deep down that Billy must have seen the same article or some other story about the man, and that her father’s death wasn’t a murder, but a copycat suicide.

She pictured it in her mind:


It’s five A.M. and Billy steps outside his house and checks the wind, making sure it’s blowing out to the Gulf. Then, in the predawn light, when no one on his street might be around, he walks out to his small pasture with the weather balloon. But instead of having attached a camera to the rig, he has attached a gun, a .38.

He kneels down in the grass.

The large balloon above him is straining to leave.

He holds the .38 out in front of himself, his thumb on the trigger. The gun is pointing at his heart at a slightly elevated angle that later will be construed as “execution style” in the coroner’s autopsy report.

Which is a logical conclusion for the coroner to make, if he isn’t considering suicide, and the coroner doesn’t consider suicide because there’s no weapon found by the body….

Her father pulls the trigger and topples over.

The gun, set free from his lifeless hand, is carried away by the balloon into the bruised, early morning sky.

But Billy doesn’t get to see that.

He’s already dead.





Suicide she could understand.

He had killed that young boy all those years ago, then killed a man in prison. His life had been destroyed that drunken day in Gainesville and could never be repaired.

But why had he done it like this? Why try to make it look like a murder? To protect her from the shame of a suicide? Maybe that was the story he had told himself: that he was protecting her. But every suicide, she knew, even a convoluted one like her father’s, was on some level an act of rage. She had learned this at the Academy, a class with a psychologist, and often it was rage, unconscious or not, directed at another person and meant to hurt the survivor.

So he probably wanted to hurt me, she thought. Even if he wasn’t conscious of it. And maybe someone else too. Charb?

That made sense to her. But what was between them? She couldn’t know for certain. Had they been together? Regardless, if he wanted to hurt Charb with his suicide, why like this? Why a faked murder?

Then it hit her: it was a way to die and to kill at the same time.

He must have blamed Charb for the fire and the loss of his paintings, even though she realized now that the fire probably was an accident; they wouldn’t have wanted an insurance fraud investigation for the same reason they didn’t want a murder investigation. They didn’t want people looking into their business and discovering the truth: the money laundering, the drugs, the trafficking. Additionally, they wouldn’t throw away a good laundry, if they didn’t have to.

Yet her father must not have believed this. He must have blamed Charb for the fire, but didn’t have it in him to go after Charb; he was too scared.

So he had sent her, his daughter. He had pointed her at Charb, like a loaded gun.

He knew no one else would truly investigate, that Rawlins would find a way to shut it down. But she would look into it. She was a cop. It was her training. He had a picture of her as a cop on his fridge. And she felt that sick feeling on her neck. The to do on his calendar, the Call Charb, she was sure now, in her gut, that it had been written later. It was a planted clue. He knew that day, January 15, would stick out to her—it was the last time he had texted her—and, like a fool, she had followed the breadcrumb he had laid out and she’d gone looking for a man named Charb.

Billy had also made up a will. Dangled money, so she would come, and had left behind plans for a funeral. All to draw her to Fair Port. The end play of his long game.

And she took the bait. Took all of it.

He had reached from the grave to hurt her and hurt Charb.

It was a murder-suicide, with the suicide coming first.

But he hadn’t foreseen that they would grab Dray Forrest and kill him. As screwed up as Billy was, she figured, he wouldn’t have wanted that. But he had caused it. He also didn’t know that the receipt to the camera shop was stuck in a bag at the bottom of the recycling bin and that she would find it and would come to know the truth.

The truth being that she had been manipulated into committing murder, and that along the way, she had been assaulted and nearly killed.

She felt the scar on her forehead. She would have it for life.

She closed the article about the North Carolina man and put the phone on the bedside table. She swung her feet out of bed.

She went to the window and rolled up the blinds. As she stared out the window at the quiet, sun-blinded street, a hummingbird, like a red bullet, flew by.



Maria had gotten so much of the story right.

What she got wrong was that Billy didn’t want to hurt her, not at all, not even unconsciously, but he had wanted vengeance on Charb, though not just for the paintings. It was also for the nearly twenty years of servitude in Raiford and because he loved Charb.

The poisoned, Stockholmed love of a slave for its master.

As for Charb, he didn’t think of himself as homosexual, but he had spent most of his life behind bars, and he had felt something for Billy. It may have even been love, and so he took care of Billy when he was released, though he never, out of pride, touched him again.

Then the restaurant burned down, and Billy wanted to obliterate Charb, a cancerous rage that had been building for years. But Billy couldn’t rise up against Charb; all the courage had been whipped out of him long ago.

So he came up with a plan, inspired by the story of the man in North Carolina, to have his daughter, the cop, take down Charb. Except in his fantasy, it didn’t end in death, it ended with Charb being put away again, the thing Charb dreaded the most.

Billy also didn’t think—and this was something else Maria had gotten wrong—that she would actually come. She hadn’t come to him in life, so why would she come to him now in death? But he went through with it anyway. He had lost his mind.



Maria waited for the red hummingbird to come back, and it did.

She noticed this time that it had a band of iridescent green, like a collar, around its neck, and she thought, You’re beautiful.

Then she stepped away from the window and got dressed, knife in place.

She left the apartment with nowhere to go but thought she might stop by the dojo and see if João was there. It had been a long time.
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The old Spanish mansion was half-gutted, a gorgeous ruin.

There were arched windows, balconies for love-affairs, and enough ceramic tile for a rocket ship to the moon. There was also a pool, a tennis court, and a guesthouse. All of it in slightly better shape than the Roman Coliseum.

It was built in the 1920s, back when people were taking a break between the two hideous wars, and one hundred years later, I was sitting in the driveway of this charming relic, off-and-on fantasizing about what might have gone on inside. I was thinking gin-flavored kisses and snappy banter. Men who looked like Douglas Fairbanks and women who looked like Mary Pickford.

But these were reveries detached from reality, based as they were on old movies and old books. Dreams built off of dreams.



It was after midnight, and the stucco façade of the mansion glowed in the moonlight.

I was in my car, a black 2008 Mercury Marquis, which in a previous life had been with the LAPD. This was something we shared in common, except the Marquis was a retired detective-class vehicle and I never made it out of uniform. I put in ten years in the Hollywood division, had a nervous collapse, then hung a shingle as a licensed P.I.

This was twenty-plus years ago, and I still have the license, but these days, I’m more of a night-watchman than an investigator, which is the Willy Loman equivalent of a traveling salesman going on commission. It’s like hospice but professionally.

The house, a few months into a remodeling, didn’t have any electricity, so there were no lights on inside the gutted structure, nor was there any spotlight on the driveway.

I was supposed to have my headlights on—to act as a security deterrent—but that meant running the engine, which felt wasteful, and if I didn’t run the engine, I’d drain my battery, which was half-dead and needed to be replaced.

My boss, the contractor who had hired me to guard the property—copper wiring was the big-ticket item for thieves—wouldn’t have liked me sitting there in the dark, but I had been working for him for two years at different construction sites and there had never been a problem. I’d had a good run, like in cards, and this meant my guard was down and my lights were off.

My dog, George, a Chihuahua-Terrier lovechild, was next to me on the front seat, his head on my thigh. He’s a sleek bantamweight with a mostly tan coat, and the dear boy was snoring lightly, the sound of which made my heart ache. It’s always on my mind that his mortal hourglass is most likely spilling out faster than my own, so even the sound of his breathing fills me with love and its shadow: my fear of the coming loss.

But I have to remind myself that George, despite getting up there, is far from the grave and that I shouldn’t get ahead of myself, morbidly.

Life is now.

As George slept, I was reading by the overhead light and smoking a joint, with the window cracked. The mansion was high up in the hills above Los Feliz Boulevard, surrounded by a gigantic twenty-food hedge. At the front of the longish drive was a green-tarp construction gate, padlocked with a thick chain. I had begun my shift at ten and would finish at six in the morning.

I had an extendable baton in my jacket pocket, along with a small belly gun: a dark little pistol with a nasty two-inch barrel. It was unlikely I could kill anyone with the thing, but I could slow them down, and that’s all I wanted.

The book I was reading was the second in Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series, which I had loved as a kid and was loving anew at age fifty-six. A parable about Rome and every other great society, it tells the story of the collapse of a vast galactic empire, and it comes with plenty of robots, spaceships, and gizmos, plus mutant telepaths and a smattering of libidinal interludes.

The stuff went down easy, and Asimov had cooked it all up decades ago. That night I hit a sentence he wrote in 1952 about the year 24,000, but it could have been about February of 2026, which is when I was re-reading the series and sitting in front of that old mansion.

The line went: “It was falling apart, that world, and if history speaks truly, it was falling apart of the triple disease of inertia, despotism, and maldistribution of the goods of the universe.”

I thought this was such a perfect distillation of what was going on in America—inertia, despotism, and the maldistribution of goods—and I wanted to share it with someone. But I had no one to call or even text, especially at that hour.

So I said to George, “Listen to this.”

I read the line to him, with no response, but said, “Isn’t it perfect for what’s happening right now and what’s been happening for a long time?”

He kept snoring lightly, and I put the book down, smoked my joint, and thought about things. It was like a math equation. The despotism and the maldistribution went hand in hand. The greedy despot, a profoundly aberrant and venal personality, a freak of nature—genus: Mad King by way of Richie Rich—was looting the U.S. and other countries for the feudal, oligarchic class, of which he was a member.

Still, the system of despotism—the iron fist and the subversion of law—is always dependent on the inertia of the culture and its institutions, as well as the inertia of the people.

Thus, the despot’s regime was working very hard to accelerate the inertia, the decay, through terror and nonstop propaganda, which together delivered the same basic message:

You are powerless and there’s nothing you can do to stop us.

It was like a psychic boot on the throat, and it was certainly working on me. There were ICE raids all over the city, with real boots on real throats, and I wasn’t doing anything about it. I kept telling myself, though, that I was going to join one of the groups that monitored ICE and blew whistles and at least tried to do something. Lives and families were being destroyed.

Yet I persisted in not taking action, blaming it on my upside-down hours working nights.

What was really stopping me, though, was the inertia: this sense of a dark ugliness hanging over everything, paralyzing me and most everyone else into submission and complicity.

Which made me feel like a coward. They were rounding people up all over the country. A network of gigantic camps was being built—they were converting goods warehouses into human warehouses—and everywhere people were in hiding, afraid of jackboots wearing masks. It was Anne Frank all over again, and to turn a blind eye was no better, really, than “I was just following orders.”

But that’s just what I was doing. Turning a blind eye.

And I could almost get away with it. Be in cowardly denial. In many ways life was still going on, but that’s because I wasn’t on the lists. At least not yet.

I woke George up and took him for a little walk around the driveway, more for myself than him. I wanted to clear my mind of doom-laden thoughts, and I was feeling drowsy from the Asimov and the weed. The one requirement of the job was to not fall asleep, which I had been guilty of more than once over the last two years, and so I needed the fresh air.

I took deep breaths and filled my lungs, and the smell of night-blooming jasmine was overwhelming and glorious, a heady perfume. The flowers, as usual, were unconcerned about the state of the world—they are able to take the long-view—and it was that time of year, mid-winter, when every night in Los Angeles, despite the pollution, smells, for lack of a better word, uplifting. Life-affirming, even.

From the driveway, we detoured to the large moribund fountain at the front of the house. George sniffed it and marked it—his favorite thing to do in life—and in the empty fountain, glowing in the moonlight, were three life-sized sculptures of small-breasted nymphs with marcelled hair. They were half-naked and entwined with each other, reaching for the sky and waiting for the water to be turned back on. Sadly, they’d been waiting a long time.

It was brisk out, in the low fifties, but the girls didn’t seem to notice, and when we came back to the car after our stroll, I grabbed a Mexican blanket off the back seat and covered myself and George with it. I then put the radio on, which wouldn’t drain the battery too much, and I was hoping the music would keep me awake. I also had the window half-open to keep it chilly.

Naturally, I fell asleep almost immediately, and slept for two hours. The smell of jasmine coming through the window had worked on me like Dorothy’s poppy field.

I only woke up because George, standing with his paws against the dashboard, was barking like a dervish and sounding the alarm. Three men, darkly dressed, had just cut the padlock on the gate and were entering the drive.

My run of good luck as a nightwatchman had come to an end.



I had recently switched to a flip-phone—in an attempt to further detach from the world—and I grabbed it to call the cops, but I had stupidly let the battery die down. I couldn’t believe it, and I cursed myself, and George kept barking.

The intruders stopped moving once they came through the gate and were staring now at the Marquis. They wouldn’t have been able to see the car through the tarp of the construction gate, but now they could see it—we were less than twenty yards away, with a bright moon—and they could probably make out our silhouettes in the front seat.

More importantly, they could hear George going nuts, which was throwing them off and had stopped their forward movement. With no lights coming from the property, they had probably thought the place was unguarded and an easy target.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other, not with George yapping hysterically, but they were making excited gestures and pointing at us.

Each man held an empty duffel bag, and I was hoping they would turn around and high tail it out of there, but suddenly, instead of beating it, they decided, as one, to run at the Marquis and extinguish the old-fashioned alarm of a barking dog.

I threw my headlights on, blinding them, and stepped out of the car. My little gun was in my hand, and I shouted, “Stop right there! Get down on the fucking ground!”

They were less than ten yards from me now, and they all stopped, each of them raising their hands up to their eyes to shield against the headlights. One of the men dropped his duffel bag and came out with a .38, a much larger gun than my own, and shouted, with a Slavic accent, “You get on the fucking ground, asshole! What is that? A toy?”

“At this distance, it’ll do the job,” I shouted, which was a lie.

One of the other men—he had the bolt-cutters, along with a duffel bag—took a few steps toward me. He was acting peaceful and conciliatory. “Hey, friend, we don’t need a shoot-out. We don’t want cops here. We’ll just go—”

He threw the bolt-cutters at me, like someone throwing an axe, and he got first-time lucky. The heavy tool struck me in the chest, staggering me, and I dropped my little gun, and quick as hell, he was on me, trying to get me in a headlock.

The other two swarmed in, punching me. They were all good-sized men, Slavs of some kind, and I was holding onto the first one, my head buried in his chest. We were dancing around, and I was using him as best I could as a shield from the other two.

Then I managed to toss him to the ground, freeing my hands. I whipped out my steel baton and snapped it to its full sixteen inches. On the upswing, I hit my dance partner, who was on his knees in front of me, and sliced open his face.

He collapsed, shrieking, his cheek half-peeled. At the same time, the one with the gun went to shoot me, and I chopped down on his wrist, cutting him to the bone. He screamed in pain and dropped the gun, but the third man blindsided me. He tackled me to the ground in front of the Marquis, and the steel baton went flying out of my hand.

He was the biggest of the trio, a good two-hundred-fifty pounds to my one-ninety, and he clambered up my body and started strangling me, his hands vicious around my neck.

In the car, George was barking like crazy, losing his mind seeing me in danger, and I was trying to pry one of the man’s pinkies off my throat and break it, but it was sunk too deep into my flesh. I had about ten seconds before I was choked out or killed, and I looked to my right, hoping to find my baton or the belly gun.

Instead, I saw the bolt-cutters, which I grabbed, and I smacked the thief hard on the side of his head. He toppled off, dead or unconscious. Then the one with the wrist gushing blood picked up his .38 with his left hand and was shakily going to try shoot me again.

I sat up fast and took out his knees with the bolt cutter.

As he fell, he fired the .38, but missed.

When he hit the ground, I brought the bolt-cutters down on his forehead and there was a sickening thud. I stood up and the one with the sliced face was trying to crawl away. I kicked him behind the ear, and he stopped moving. My ankle boots have a hard leather toe.

I stood there a moment, shocked, and realized that the world was very quiet now. I turned around and looked at the Marquis. George, still standing with his paws on the dashboard, had stopped barking and was staring at me with such intensity. His large brown eyes were full of fear and bravery. He would have gladly joined the fray.

I got back in the car, held him close to ease his trembling, and thanked him for saving my ass. Then I pressed down on the horn for about a minute.

Between that and the gunshot, some neighbor would be sure to call the police.
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The cops arrived fairly quickly and were impressed by my handiwork. The three Slavs were badly injured, but would live, and after I gave my statement, my boss, Dave Fernandez, showed up. Luckily, I’d had his card in my wallet and the cops had given him a call, since my phone was dead.

Dave spoke to the cops, then came over to where I was standing by the Marquis.

Dave, late thirties, is a short guy built like a small fridge. A fridge that only wears cowboy boots. He’s got a thick black mustache and gold-flecked hazel eyes that his wife must love. I happen to like them myself. In my opinion, he’s fairly honest for someone in the construction business, even if his boots have lifts.

He reached out his hand to shake and slipped me five hundred bucks. My usual two hundred a night, plus a three-hundred-dollar tip. It was a little embarrassing taking such a large tip from a man considerably younger than myself, but I wasn’t so prideful that it kept me from pocketing the cash.

“Thanks, Dave, I appreciate it.”

“You did a good job, Hap. I knew you were tough.”

“George helped,” I said. George was at my feet, on his leash. I didn’t mention that my headlights had been off.

Dave gestured at the ambulances. “Poor bastards, but they got theirs.” The EMT’s were loading the Slavs into the backs of two boxy emergency vehicles; their wrists were handcuffed to the stretchers. “How did you take out three of them?”

“Luck. And this.” I took out the baton and snapped it open. “It cuts to the bone.”



We got home around six-thirty, and when I opened the front door to my little cottage, I was hit by the old-person camphor smell that still permeates the place and which I find comforting. But even better than the camphor smell, George and I were greeted by the third in our domestic menage, Walter.

On principle, Walter, an all-white cat, doesn’t overly show his emotions, though I could tell by the bounce in his step he was happy we were home. He could probably smell on us that there had been a crisis of some kind, and he and George kissed hello.

Then George sniffed Walter’s rectum, checking for messages.

After that, Walter switched his attention to me and curled through my legs, purring.

Walter is completely deaf, a genetic trait often associated with all-white cats, but he’s not albino. He has luminous green eyes, the color of museum-quality jade, and I adopted him in Mexico during the COVID years.

I bent down, picked him up, and held him soothingly against my neck.

“I love you, Walter,” I said, and he couldn’t hear me, but I was sure from the susurration of my breath and whatever hormones I was releasing that he understood my meaning.

We went into the kitchen, and I set him down. My house has five rooms total: on the first floor, you have the kitchen and a small parlor. On the second floor, there are two tiny bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. One of the bedrooms, I use for watching television and as a home office.

All my furnishings are threadbare. They either came with the house—it had been previously owned by a very old lady—or I had found them on the street. It’s amazing what people throw out. Mostly, the place is overrun and infested with books. I never went to college, but I’ve been a reader and book-hoarder since I was a kid. It’s just about my only hobby, other than snorkeling, smoking marijuana, drinking coffee, and studying Buddhist philosophy.

I also like patronizing Russian bathhouses, where I sit in saunas with extremely high temperatures and have out-of-body experiences.

I opened a tin of cat food for Walter, and George also had some breakfast. Instead of his usual dry food, I gave him a can of Newman’s as a reward for his heroism back at the mansion.

While they ate, I went upstairs and took an Epsom salt bath. I had a few bruises from my skirmish with the thieves, like on my sternum where the bolt-cutters had hit me, and my neck was sore from having been strangled, but none of it was too bad, nothing to write home about, and I was already home, anyway.

As I lulled in the tub, I replayed the fight. I was lucky as hell I had come out as unscathed as I had, but the even better luck was that I hadn’t killed anyone.

All three men were badly concussed and probably would never be good at math again, but thankfully, they weren’t added to the gruesome tally of men whose lives I had taken, which had been holding steady at nine since January of ‘23.

Which made it a kind of sobriety. I had gone three years without taking a life.

I didn’t know it then, of course, lollygagging in the tub, but very soon, I’d be falling off the killing wagon, and my gruesome tally would grow to a blood-soaked baker’s dozen.

Unlucky thirteen.



After my bath, I crawled into bed and put on my eye-mask to block the sunlight that was sneaking in, like fire, around the edges of the curtains. George and Walter, aware of my every move, raced up the stairs and leaped into bed with me, but once they hit the bed, they separated.

Walter climbed onto my pillow, positioning himself between the top of my head and the wall, while George, snuggled against my torso, playing the little spoon to my big spoon.

I lifted my eye mask, and the back of George’s head was sticking out of the blankets, an inch from my face. His head, like most of his body, is khaki-colored, but his neck is white, like a turtleneck. Also, his chest has a white crest, and his paws are as white as opera gloves. When he sits up straight, he looks like a little Lord Fauntleroy wearing a tan suit.

But his civilized exterior is misleading. He’s a tough guy with a Napoleon complex who can actually back it up. He’s also the greatest person I know and the love of my life, which Walter is very understanding about. As a cat, he’s extremely wise when it comes to the heart and its intricacies.

So I kissed George’s white neck—it was right there in front of me—and breathed in his loamy dog smell. I was overcome with giddy affection and squeezed him to my chest.

A childlike squeal of delight escaped from me from unbidden.

I felt so lucky and grateful that this animal, both these animals, didn’t detest me and wanted to be near me, but then, almost immediately, I was extremely anxious, as if punishment for such feelings—happiness, love—would be imminent and brutal.

But, using tonglen, a Buddhist practice, I tried my best to shake that feeling off. Apprehensions of persecution aren’t the most conducive for sleep, and I said, “Goodnight, George, goodnight, Walter,” even though it was seven-thirty in the morning.

I then relowered my eye mask, and we all shifted about, getting ready for our slumbers; three dear pals in a troubled world.
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