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        “An absolute winner! It’s rare that a thriller offers up a tale with such a page-turning, edge-of-the-seat plot that also grips your heart so tightly, but First Chance does just that, and then some!”

        —Jeffery Deaver, internationally bestselling author of The Bone Collector and South of Nowhere

      

        

      
        “First Chance is a remarkable slice of Texas noir. As comfortable as your favorite pair of jeans, as quirky as a box of spiders, and as deadly as a shotgun filled with nails. Kasey Lansdale clearly loves her characters. I enjoyed the hell out of it.”

        —Del Howison, author of The Survival of Margaret Thomas
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        “Chance delivers mojo without the macho. Her compassion and vulnerability keep the reader hooked as the twisty plot unfolds. A full cast of eccentrics makes Hopeful, Texas, a destination I can’t wait to get back to.”
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        For Mom, Dad, and my loving husband, Jonathan.

      

        

      
        And to all the fighters who have looked evil in the eye and watched it blink.
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      It was times like these when I thought my father, who hated guns and had never been to any wars, was the bravest man who ever lived.

      
        
        —Scout Finch

        To Kill a Mockingbird

      

      

      

      Only our memories allow that some people ever existed. That they mattered, or mattered too much.

      
        
        ―Joe R. Lansdale
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      They found her in a patch of brush on a side street at the bottom of a hill near a nice neighborhood not far off from the interstate.

      Even with houses nearby, no one had noticed her right away. She was just far enough off the road in the high grass, and it wasn’t until a lady named Beatrice Kelly was walking her dog that the body was found. Beatrice thought maybe one of the neighborhood dogs had been hit by a car, but when she went to check, she saw the body instead.

      It was the buzzards she saw first. A horde of flying harpies rising up thick from the rotting buffet. The face was bloated and gray. Her body spread stiff with the foul odor of stink and decay.

      She was dressed, but her clothes had been put on rough and her skirt was turned inside out. Her throat was cut and she was missing one shoe, though it was later found in a ditch, giving the impression she had been tossed out of a moving car and had rolled into the weeds, losing that shoe in the process. Bugs and animals had been at her, and Beatrice said later she nearly threw up.

      When the body was identified, it was determined that her name was Patience Milroy (Pat to some), and she was sixteen and had been missing for a couple of weeks. Coroner established who she was through dental records by matching a crown and later confirmed it with DNA.

      Patience had not been raped, and it was uncovered during the autopsy that she was in fact still a virgin, far as the coroner could establish. This was something the police seemed to take great interest in for reasons of motive.

      The sister of the dead girl, one Darla Weaver—married name—was sitting in front of me, now ten months after the fact, mad about how little had been found out about her sister’s murder, and she was turning some of that anger on me. Not that I blamed her. Grief could do that, and I had the feeling I was getting off light.

      I didn’t know her. She had come in through the door like any client. Though, technically she was my first client as a fully licensed private investigator. I had worked cases for my stepmother, Harper Jones, knew my way around the business a little, and I had a kind of blind ambition to do well. Like an oyster that planned to make pearls of every grain of sand in the ocean, but still knew how to have fun if washed up on the shores of Hawaii. Not that I truly thought oysters were giving these things much consideration.

      When I decided I wanted to strike out on my own, no one discouraged me. My dad, John Kirby, husband of said Harper Jones, told me if things went south, I could always come back to Willard and work for them at the agency. He gave me five hundred dollars toward the rent for my office, which doubled as my home, along with a Bulldog revolver I never planned to use. Said anyone acted squirrely, tell him, and he’d come over and “rearrange their shit.”

      I had no doubts he would do it.

      At the start of our father-daughter relationship, which happened in my teen years, him not knowing I existed before that, we spent time just getting to know one another. He’d take me outside, teach me how to work the heavy bag he had hanging in the garage. We’d do that instead of talk at first. I liked it, and I was good at it. We realized pretty quick that genes were stronger than we might have considered at first, and Dad and I were more alike than we were different. It was weird for both of us, until it wasn’t.

      I should also add my dad gave me a set of business cards that said Chance Kirby, Private Eye, as a parting gift. Had in one corner a hound dog on his hind legs wearing a deer-stalker cap, holding a magnifying glass to its face. On the other side was my number and in all caps, the printed phrase, NOSE FORWARD, EARS BACK.

      It was a thing Dad said to me for encouragement, taken from his youthful farming days and stubborn mule dealings. A reminder to keep pushing, no matter how hard things seemed.

      I’m certain those cards were more for him than they were me. That man is pure class. He can’t help himself. Since I was using them, I guess neither could I.

      That’s how I came to open up my own business in Hopeful, Texas, which was about ninety miles away from where I had been living in Willard. It wasn’t like I’d always dreamed of leaving, or of being in Hopeful, but the price was right and the proximity to Houston was appealing. That, and a split from my last boyfriend told me the geographical cure was in order. Didn’t hurt a friend of mine had just moved there as well. It was time.

      I was way past a warm bottle and a monthly allowance. I had a degree in journalism and had been exposed to just enough of that life working at the local paper to know I wanted to try something else. I got my private eye license using the experience hours I’d gained at Harper’s office as my credentials. That and the time I’d spent covering crime news, obituaries, and traffic accidents were all considered field time. For the record, except for Harper, I’m the only one who actually has a license in the family. Dad works freelance, so to speak.

      Darla was nice-looking, if not road-worn. Brunette and in her mid-thirties. She wore a knee-length polka-dot dress and a big black fashion bow that rested on one shoulder like a pet bird. A little fancy, considering the situation. Reminded me a bit of Minnie Mouse.

      Secretly, I thought a case like this one might be too much for me right out of the gate, but seeing as how the rent came every month, I figured I ought to at least consider it.

      “So,” I said, “to confirm. The cops have nothing?”

      I felt dumb soon as I said it.

      “Not really,” Darla said.

      “Not really implies they have something, just not enough.”

      Darla pulled her chair in close. “They think Patience was trafficked, but since she was a virgin, seems unlikely to me.”

      “That’s not absolute. Perhaps whoever took her, their plans maybe didn’t work out, and she was killed in the process. I hate to say it but girls like your sister, blonde, blue-eyed, untouched we’ll call it, they go for big bucks on the black market. Even if she weren’t a virgin, she’d still pull a pretty penny for some trafficker.”

      Darla winced.

      It wasn’t nice for her to hear, but I’d learned from Harper that being direct always paid off in the end. Better to have the client angry at you for telling the truth, than angry because you held something back. Truth they can learn to accept. A lie, even by omission, was asking for trouble. That was also Harper’s policy outside of the office. It might hurt your feelings at times, but you always knew where things stood between you. I liked that about her, and I was certain Dad did too.

      Darla said, “And they may be right, but here’s the thing.” By this point, she was practically in my lap. “My little sister might not be a one-off. Few months ago, another girl named Judy was found in the same way. She was older, with no sign of rape, just her throat cut. Same kind of pattern on her neck as Patience. But no one around here knew about it because it happened in the next town over. Did you know the police don’t share that information across city lines? Not at first, not unless they have to.”

      “You tell the cops?”

      “Did. But they said the similarities were coincidental. Seems more like they aren’t willing to put it together, you ask me. No one wants to yell serial killer, and I get that, but the way they act, it’s like they don’t want to solve nothing if it comes with extra paperwork and an after-hours phone call. Frankly, now that I’m here, see you in person, you look like you might still sleep with a teddy bear and play with dolls while wearing your mom’s makeup. I’m having second thoughts.”

      Me too.

      My mother was dead, so that part about her makeup was out, and I preferred Legos to dolls, but I did have a teddy bear. His name is Lew. Had him for a long time, but as of late, he’s been retired to the top shelf inside my closet. My mom gave him to me before she died, before I knew John Kirby was my father.

      “I’m old enough to vote, and I’m old enough to investigate. I understand if you don’t have confidence in me. But you’d be wrong.”

      I said this trying to put some swagger in my patter, knowing she might not actually be wrong.

      “Truth is,” Darla pushed her chair back a little, suddenly aware how close she’d gotten. “I been to everyone else. I hired one fellow, went and looked a couple of days, charged me for his time in a motel. Can you believe it? Even tried to put a hooker on his bill as a business expense. Seems to me no one has found out nothing because no one has looked too hard. I’ve done what I can but I’m about to lose another job I don’t show up again. The case is old and things have gone cold and I think the Hopeful cops are morons. I want someone who will dig a bit, and I think a female investigator might take the issue more to heart. And I want an itemized bill. How much do you charge?”

      I told her.

      “Damn, kid. I wasn’t expecting to pay you like I hired you to rake leaves, but you’re trying to put the Bonnie and Clyde to me. That’s more than the other one cost me, hooker and all.”

      “I’m charging you my going rate, and I won’t even add a hooker to my bill. I have an assistant who works with me sometimes, expects to get paid, and I have a dog to feed and be taken care of when I’m out. That costs money.”

      “That’s your problem. I shouldn’t be paying for that.”

      “Comes with the deal. You’ll get first-class service and an itemized bill. And if you like, you can meet my dog, Sissy. My assistant might be a little more difficult. She’s going through her teen years and trust me, some days⁠—”

      “She’s a teenager?”

      “It’s not like I’m asking her to blackjack someone, though she would. She does research. You know how kids are with computers these days. Private eye business is mostly just waiting, following leads, and sticking to it.”

      Darla thought on it a moment. I was certain she was adding up not only my potential bill, but the odds of finding anyone else interested in the case. She was desperate and sad and I was the last stop before all she had were memories and the knowledge that her sister’s killer was still out there, probably having lunch and watching TV, killing on weekends to get away from his family at home.

      Darla straightened in her chair.

      “I have not only lost my sister—my obsession with trying to find out who killed her has cost me my marriage and a job I liked well enough. This new job as a motel clerk is hanging on by a thread. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. Point is,” Darla swallowed hard, “this has cost me a lot, Ms. Kirby, but I’d do it again if it helps me find out who did this.”

      I nodded. I understood how death had a way of derailing life.

      “Call me Chance,” I said.

      “Alright, Chance, the job is yours. But don’t think I won’t be checking in on things.”

      Darla pulled a folder from somewhere unseen, placed it atop the desk.

      “I have some contacts here and some of the case files from the cops, though they probably didn’t give me everything, but maybe it will be of some use. I put some notes from the investigator in there too, for what that’s worth. My sister, Patience, she may be just a job to you, but she’s my sister, one of four, the youngest and by a different father, so technically we’re half sisters. I love her, and the only thing I have left to remember her by is that damn dog of hers.”

      “One thing I can assure you,” I said. “I take a job, I take it heart and soul.”

      “Fair enough,” Darla said. “You got a sister?”

      I thought about this a moment, said, “Yes, I do.”

      “Then you know what I’m talking about. I want to know who did this, and I want them to pay.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power.”

      “Then prove it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Next day I was thinking on the exchange between Darla and me. I hadn’t considered my first solo case could be a murder, and while I’d felt ready for such an undertaking in theory, the majority of my private eye experience revolved less around murders and more around petty thefts, cheating spouses, and office paperwork, though not exclusively.

      Being in the midst of my independent streak, I didn’t want to go to Harper or my dad to ask advice on things, let them know my first real job might be over my head. I thought I wouldn’t feel quite as bad talking to Izzy. I’d met Izzy at the house in Willard early on when she, Dad and Harper worked various cases throughout the years and I was getting to know everyone. She was older than me and experienced, but younger than them and removed from their day-to-day. We were both dark-skinned and I think I felt a bit of camaraderie there too. Like she might know some of the struggle of growing up around here. We had just started getting close when she’d taken the job in Hopeful and moved away.

      My mother had been Native American and had what she called Hispanic blood. All I knew was I inherited her darker skin and hair and could say “thank you” and “please” in Caddo language and enough Spanish to dope out a casual conversation. There wasn’t much else to tell. She had been an alcoholic, desperate in desires and situation.

      I was holding down an uncomfortable wooden chair in front of Izzy’s desk as she spoke. She had a nice chair with back support and it was not lost on me this could be by design. I didn’t want to presume and suggest she get a better chair for visitors, but it crossed my mind.

      Instead, I told her about my case.

      “Yeah,” Izzy said. “I knew the case a little before I got here, but not in detail. Heard about it when I was on the job in Willard, but it wasn’t our case.”

      The long, raised scar on the left side of her temple wriggled like a worm as she spoke. She looked like a model that had been in a knife fight.

      “What all did you hear?” I asked.

      “Not much. A teletype dispatch went out, but since no one was after a specific suspect, it sort of died on the vine.”

      “Teletype. What is that?”

      “Think of it like text messaging for law enforcement back in the day. Not used much anymore, but some of these old-timers aren’t interested in learning a new system. There’s a memo here somewhere I’m sure, seeing as the case belongs to Hopeful . . . Just a sec.”

      I watched Izzy shuffle some things on her desk, click a few keys on the keyboard, then rifle through more files in her desk drawers. She then gathered a stack of papers and dropped them on the desk in front of me.

      “You’re not supposed to look at these, but if I were to go make myself a cup of coffee and leave the files on my desk, well . . . You might even have a phone in your pocket and take some photos. Of course, if I found out you did, I would be really mad about it. Especially if you looked at these open images on my computer.”

      Izzy grinned and stood up from her nice chair, fanned the stack of papers my direction with one hand like a magician, then came around the desk.

      “You want a cup? That might take longer.”

      “Pretty please.”

      Izzy went away, and without reading them I took photos of the files, and photos of the photos. She was right: There wasn’t much there. Maybe no more than what Darla had given me. Once finished, I put my phone back in my pocket and counted dust motes spinning around for about five more minutes.

      All in the name of justice, right?

      After a time, Izzy came back without the coffees and sat back down at her desk. I was disappointed, but I kept it to myself.

      She stacked up the files neatly and said, “You want to talk about anything, we talk in private. Not here, not in this office, understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “You know Lemon Street?”

      “No,” I said. “As I too, am newish to the thriving metropolis that is Hopeful.”

      “I live at 204 Lemon. Little blue house with pink flowers in the flowerbed, a mailbox looks as if it might be sneaking off to die. You’re a detective, you can find it.”

      “Address helps.”

      “I won’t be available for a couple days. Lots to do up here. Just call before coming over. I might have a stud in the bedroom.”

      “Good for you.”

      “And I might not. Most likely not. Being a cop and dating don’t go hand in hand.”

      “Seems like being anything and dating don’t go hand in hand.”

      “Bad ending?”

      “You could say that,” I said.

      “How’s Tia doing?”

      “She’s alright, thanks. Trying to beat her home before school lets out. Got a few stops to make, so I don’t have much longer here.”

      “No worries,” Izzy said. “I got my own marching orders. But glad to hear that’s working out.”

      I nodded slightly. Tia wasn’t really my sister as I’d led Darla to believe, or even kin to me, but due to a series of oddball events, she had ended up living with me and we both seemed to like the arrangement. She was fourteen, Black as night, and mean as a snake—and I loved her.

      “And Martin? You seen that old fool lately?” Izzy asked.

      “Not lately.”

      Martin Jackson, who for a long time was the Willard, Texas, police chief, was like an uncle to me, considering how much time we’d spent together when him and Dad worked cases over the years, sometimes with Izzy, not all of those sanctioned through the department.

      Martin was the first Black chief in Willard and had just retired and moved off with his wife Britney to Caddo Lake. He planned to finish out his years with a fishing rod and even threatened to take up golf. Upon departure from the force, he’d recommended Isabella Lopez for his old job, certain she was perfect for it. Isabella, who I knew as Izzy, didn’t get the job, but the department said if she was willing to keep her current position, she should stick around.

      Izzy felt she should have been in line for chief—things she had done, cases she had solved, and she had the chief of police’s personal recommendation—but that didn’t matter. They brought in someone from the outside. Rumor was she was too good-looking for the men to take her seriously in the job. Sometimes you think the world has moved forward when instead, at least in some places, it’s still spinning exactly the same way as before. A boys’ club with jizz-stained trousers and a skid-mark trail to the top.

      Enter Hopeful, Texas.

      A town with a meth problem and a very nice, very hot watermelon festival every year. They needed a new chief, and probably more out of desperation than progressive thinking—or even the fine credentials Izzy had—they hired her.

      “Now I’m the one brought from the outside,” Izzy had said to me, after telling me of her saga to chiefdom.

      She liked being police chief, so the guilt passed pretty quickly. And no one said she was too good-looking here, at least not out loud. I think that sort of hurt her feelings and encouraged her at the same time.

      Izzy also said the reason she got the job was no one else wanted it, due to the town’s reputation with the toothless and ruthless. For a town of twenty-five thousand, there were an inordinate number of crimes and drug busts coming over from across the border. It should also be mentioned that the last police chief had been murdered in a crack house. He wasn’t trying to bust it. He was a user. There was some sort of altercation, a shootout, and the end result was the old police chief ended up with half his head missing and all his life. To rub salt on the wound, the presiding judge was there too, enjoying a pipe with two murderous meth heads. No one was sure who started what, but everyone ended up dead, one of the dealers due to tripping over a chair and falling into the corner of a table that broke off, then plunged into his noggin like a railroad spike.

      If that wasn’t enough, the deputy working under the chief at that time was murdered not long after, shot in the genitals while smoking a joint in his cruiser. The case was still open, though all signs pointed to the wife. Izzy didn’t seem in a hurry to solve that one.

      All that to say, new management was needed at the department, and that management was Izzy Lopez.

      I heard someone cough, then clear their throat. A white cop poked his head through the open door. He was nice-looking, and I have to admit, I liked the way his uniform fit. I’d had my heart broken. I wasn’t dead.

      “You good, Chief?” He then turned to me and said, “You need anything, let me know. I mean, I know where things are in this station. Know where all the bodies are buried.”

      I felt my neck grow warm. Izzy thanked him and sent him on his way.

      When he was gone, Izzy said, “Officer Ken Riley. Pretty sure he thinks he ought to have been chief. Though there’s no reason for it, other than male hubris. He’s a suck-ass.”

      “Handsome suck-ass.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t noticed. But the last thing I need is some sort of scandal. You keep the job the job and your personal life personal. Though in a few dreams, I might have done otherwise. But that was dreaming. Plus, I’m taller in my dreams.”

      “Good luck with the new job,” I said.

      “Same to you. And remember, what looks just right may be just wrong. Cops like to see an easy match and think their gut is telling them something. Usually that’s just the donuts talking.”

      “I hear you.”

      I got up and left.
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      When I’d signed the lease to the office, I had bought myself a gift to celebrate. A fancy Italian coffee machine that brewed all kinds of different drinks, with or without flavors. Had the grinder attached on top. Even had a milk frother lets you choose the kind of milk you wanted. I liked almond milk. It was supposed to be good for you, though I couldn’t be sure. Once upon a time, smoking was considered good for you. It was a splurge and I probably shouldn’t have done it, but I considered the machine an investment of sorts, and a manifestation of the many clients who would need to be caffeinated during their visits here.

      Today was a vanilla latte kind of day, and I was glad Izzy hadn’t brought me a cup at the cop shop after all. This tasted like nectar of the gods, and boy, did I need it. I hadn’t slept well the night before, in part because I’d fallen asleep on the couch and in other part because I was up, worrying about this case. I must have been making more noise than I realized, because Sissy wandered into the kitchen to investigate, claws clicking with every step. When she saw it was just me and there were no snacks to be had, she turned and left the room with a humph.

      When I had enough money saved, more now after buying that coffee machine, I hoped to buy a house. It had been my dream for as long as I could remember. At least two bedrooms, but I was a little ways off from that. Something about owning a house made you feel like you’d made it. Renting made me feel like I was pissing money down a rathole. These days, though, that dream seemed further and further away.

      I went and sat at my desk and felt for a moment like a real private eye, studying a murder file on my phone and sipping my fancy coffee. Even Philip Marlowe would have been impressed. Though Marlowe appreciated a little variety in his choice of refreshment, mostly by way of something from a barrel.

      In the crime scene photos flies hovered over the body like a dark tornado cloud. In another, the flies having cleared a bit, the body lay in a wad on the ground like old clothes. The outfit Patience had on, according to her sister, wasn’t hers. No way to know for sure. Anyone could go to Target for a new wardrobe.

      One thing was obvious, though. Her clothes were put on inside out, just as Darla had said, and you could see where they had ripped, presumably from her roll down the hill. You couldn’t tell what she looked like in life, though I had a photo Darla had given me from school picture day. The face I was looking at was too dead-worn, too bloated, missing too much flesh.

      I was reminded of a girl I’d covered on the traffic beat who’d been ejected from her car after slamming into a semi head-on. As you might guess, she wasn’t wearing her seat belt.

      There were also some nude morgue shots of Patience’s death-darkened body on a metal slab and some grisly up close photographs of the throat wound. The wound itself was peculiar. It was so long and so deep, it nearly succeeded in decapitating her. Seemed excessive, if you asked me. The coroner made a note that the wound was most likely from a three- to four-inch curved blade, the kind most often associated with military special forces in Afghanistan. Truth was, it was all guesswork to a degree.

      The field reports were pretty slim, as if they had been written by a toddler with better things to do, like eat crayons and smear poop against the wall. I got out of it what I could. Again, pretty much what Darla had already told me. The only thing I really got from Izzy were the morgue shots and the crime scene photos.

      Though the investigation was lacking, the cops did talk to Patience’s soccer coach on account of hearing he might be interested in teaching the girls more than soccer. His name was Rutherford Hayes. He was not a former president of the United States.

      I made a mental note to talk to him, but the first thing I did was finish my coffee and drive out to the site where the body had been found. I thought putting myself at the scene might give me a different perspective than the photos had.

      It hadn’t changed much. I didn’t find any hidden clues in the grass, just some broken bottles and jars and a few soda cans and some scraps of paper. It would have been simple enough to roll a body downhill here without being seen, maybe not even have to get out of the vehicle to do it. If that lady had not been walking her dog, Patience might have rotted and been polished off by animals, with the neighbors none the wiser. It was a freak chance she had been discovered at all, though I didn’t get the impression the killer was worried either way.

      I read about Patience in her sister’s notes, the personal stuff she had written for her file. Patience had been a sports person. Played soccer, volleyball, softball, basketball, you name it. She was an okay student except for English, where she excelled. The pictures of her before her demise showed a cute, athletic-looking blonde girl with a nice smile and a small scar above her eyebrow. A note said it came from being hit by a bat a girl tossed wild before she ran for first. Patience’s eyes were bright and blue, unlike the dull, milky ones in the morgue photos. There were also some news clippings, mostly about sporting events, but there were some cutouts from the Houston Chronicle, where her death was mentioned in passing.

      I looked through the folder Darla had given me and the police reports that she’d suggested might be associated with her sister, found her notes detailing as much. It looked like she had done more legwork than the cops. I couldn’t help but wonder how much Darla was reading into all this, trying to connect dots that might not be there. Not that I blamed her.

      Judy June was found just outside of town in the middle of a dirt road that led through the woods and finally ended at a small pond. She was less than three hundred yards from the pond when she was found. Her clothes were on inside out, and her mother didn’t recognize them as having belonged to her. Judy’s throat had been cut, but the wound had been cleaner than the one Patience had. Judy was also Black and married, and the cops felt that, too, made everything different. The clothes being turned inside out, to them, was a coincidence. A murderer in a hurry. Seemed a strong enough connection to me that it was worth looking into a little further.

      I suspected what was really happening was that Judy’s murder fell into a jurisdictional gray area between Newton and Hopeful, which the cops felt gave them something of a pass. That, and their collective tendencies toward laziness, racism, and pipe smoking, none of which seemed conducive to a thorough investigation.

      I didn’t relish the idea, but I thought I might try and speak to Judy’s mother.

      I looked over to Sissy, who was snoozing at my feet, reached down and scratched her behind the ears.

      “Good girl,” I said. “Tia will be home soon.” Sissy sighed as I stood up to leave.

      Latoya June was my next stop.
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      I found a chair and settled in; as I did, dust stirred and lifted into the room like a plume of smoke. Judy’s mother, Latoya June, was seated across from me sipping water from a coffee mug. A white, curly-haired dog nestled in her lap. I felt awkward and small and everywhere I looked were photos of Judy June.

      “Can I get you something to eat?”

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “Won’t be here long. Thank you, though.”

      “Alright,” Latoya said. “I love to cook. We used to have parties here when Judy was a girl. Me and Dion, my ex, we would throw on a pot of gumbo and the whole neighborhood would come by. We’d sing and dance and people would pass out asleep on the floor, that chair, even.” She pointed to where I was sitting. “It was a simpler time, I suppose, but you don’t realize that when it’s happening. You just think about what’s coming next. We planned for a lot of things in life, but never this. Never losing our Judy.”

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      I wanted to keep her talking. Not so much for the investigation, but because I got the feeling we wouldn’t have Latoya June long for this earth if I didn’t.

      “She was a good girl, Judy. Didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      Latoya went silent and we were both just sitting there with our thoughts when the dog let out a sound that wanted to be a bark.

      “Now now, Ted. You hush. Ain’t nothing out there but the weather.”

      “Ted?”

      “Like teddy bear. Cause he’s got that sweet little bear face.”

      Latoya grabbed the dog’s face and made kissing sounds at him. Ted seemed to be enjoying the extra attention and rolled over onto his back, exposing a spotted pink underside.

      “If it weren’t for Ted, I don’t think we would have found her soon as we did.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “Judy hadn’t come home yet from her shift at the beauty shop, she was living here while her and Bobby worked things out.”

      “Bobby?”

      “Her husband, if you can call him that.”

      “Where’s he?”

      “Who knows,” Latoya said. Her voice trailed off and her gaze drifted to the window nearby.

      “You think he⁠—”

      “Oh no, nothing like that. He’s a bad husband, but he ain’t no murderer. They were too young is all. Anyway, I let Ted out the back to go do his business. This ain’t no new routine, so when Ted shot off like a furry rocket I knew something was up. But I thought it was just a deer or a rabbit or something. Our property backs up to the Newton County line so there’s often critters back there in them woods. Ted took off and the way the fuzz told it, he was back there barking and causing a fuss loud enough some hunter looking for wild hogs came over to see what was what. Said he was scaring the pigs away. Though I doubt that. You ever seen one of them wild hogs? Tear you apart with them tusks.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But why do you think Judy was out there in the first place?”

      “Who knows? I sure don’t. I didn’t even know she was done with her shift. Judy was a good girl. Could get sidetracked at times, but she was going to get out of here and go to college. First in our family.” Latoya beamed at the thought.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. Truly. Is there anything else you can think of? Anything that was odd in the days leading up to her⁠—”

      “Death? You can say it, kid, I know she’s dead. There are moments though, when I forget, just for a split second and I want to tell her something. Then I remember and it hurts all over again. Worth it, though, I think, for those few seconds. But no, there’s nothing I didn’t already tell the cops. They think she was out there whoring around with Bobby gone and who knows, maybe she was, but that don’t make her bad.”

      “No, ma’am, it doesn’t.”

      I tried to think of something else to ask but nothing was coming to me. I reached over, set my card down on the armrest of her chair, and stood up. She picked it up and studied it.

      “Thanks for talking with me,” I said. “I’ll leave you and Ted to it. If you think of anything, you’ve got my number.”

      Latoya studied the card for a moment. “There’s a dog in a hat on this card.”

      “Sure is.”

      As I pulled away I felt a familiar tug at my throat. Death was a part of the business, but something about Judy June hurt me extra that night. Maybe it was the inherent understanding that the burden would always fall on the woman. Not just the Judy Junes of the world, but the Latoyas too.

      My mom hadn’t been worth much as far as mothers went, but she’d been born into a system that had failed her from the start. Being half Mexican and half Native American wasn’t doing her any favors neither. There was a lot I didn’t understand about this life, but I was sure of one thing: It was dangerous to be a woman, easy to become a statistic. And unless I kept fighting, I could be next. I reached over, turned on the radio dial. Gladys Knight & the Pips were singing “Midnight Train to Georgia.”

      As I drove, I sang along and let the music carry me away.
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      It was hot and I was feeling it. I was sitting in the bleachers, top row, watching a girls’ softball game. I think one of the teams was hometown, but I was watching from a distance and decided I was for the blue jerseys against the red, wherever they were from.

      I was supposed to meet Joe Dean here and still had some time before Tia would be home. Joe Dean was a longtime friend of my dad’s and a private eye out of Houston. I had called him, told him some of it on the phone, but he said he was coming my way on business, passing through to Central Falls, and we could talk in person. I was beginning to think he had kept on passing.

      I liked watching the blue jerseys’ pitcher hurl the ball. She could throw faster than I could, and I could throw a ball. Most of my experience was from around the neighborhood, but when I was a girl, during a period when my mother had been all right enough and not drunk all the time, she had let me play ball with a mixed team of girls and boys. I discovered I had ability as a thrower and a catcher, and could run like a goddamn gazelle. Even now I could still run well enough, and fast enough. But it was just so hot. East Texas summers were brutal.

      The girl launched the ball, but this time the batter caught the edge and it flew up and back over the backstop and into the stands. A man second row took it on the noggin and fell out of the bleachers and onto the dirt.

      The medical alert crew, who saw mostly skinned knees and black eyes, were on it faster than a pig on a truffle. I saw the injured man sit up and wave a hand at them to go away, but they didn’t.

      “Who you think’s gonna win?”

      I turned to see who was talking. Sitting directly beside me, having arrived as quiet as a falling shadow, was Joe Dean Cartwright with a bag of park peanuts in his hand. I only knew him a little. He was a private eye who operated just out of Houston. He was an obnoxiously charming asshole that could do pretty much what he said he could, and had forgotten more than I’d ever learned about the private eye business.

      My guess was Joe Dean was around sixty, maybe a little younger. He had his eyepatch on over his right eye, something I took to be a necessity more than a fashion statement. His straw cowboy hat was angled in such a way he seemed taller than he really was. He wore a striped, pearl-snap button-down top, jeans, and freshly shined boots made of stingray hide. I knew they were stingray because he said as much when he saw me looking at them. The skin that peeked out from beneath the eyepatch was pocked around the brow like he’d been hit with a chain. There were deep wrinkles around the mouth and that hangdog eye looked tired. But I admit, there was something about that long, lean cowboy made me think his age wouldn’t matter to me if he had an interest. Maybe I had just been too long without a date. Definitely.

      “I’m counting on the blue to bring it through,” I said.

      “Could happen. That gal can pitch, but the girl on first, she seems to have a hole in her glove and her hand. Couldn’t catch her own fingers.”

      We watched as the softball-struck viewer was carried out on a stretcher, still waving his arms in protest. He might as well have been trying to fly.

      Joe Dean didn’t seem interested in the injured spectator. He was still talking baseball.

      “Blue ain’t got any real hitters or runners, either. They got that pitcher, that’s it. Everyone else could have been picked at random from the crowd. Red, they got a solid team. No fancy folks, but solid. Oh, there. Red batter caught that pitch.”

      The batter had indeed. It sailed out to center field and bounced. The centerfielder tried to snatch it off a bounce, but it went over her head, bounced again and rolled toward the chain-link fence. She eventually chased it down. By the time she did, two runs had come in, and the batter had touched home.

      Joe Dean dipped his paw into his peanut bag, took one out and popped it into his mouth, chewed it up and spit out the shell on the ground next to him.

      “That how you eat peanuts?”

      “You want help or you want to micromanage my snacking? If you focus on one good thing, like that pitcher, you can think all things connected to the game are as solid as that one thing. And they might be. Trick is not to focus on one thing, but to see the bigger picture. Once, in Greece⁠—”

      “You been to Greece?”

      “I been a lot of places, darlin’. Does that actually surprise you?”

      “Kind of. You seem like such a Texas kind of guy.”

      “In Greece I was still a Texas kind of guy. Wherever I go, abroad or in the US, I’m a Texas kind of guy. Thing is, people don’t really know that we Texans aren’t all alike. I use that to my advantage. I can out-Texas the best of them when I want to seem folksy, or fit their stereotype. Got to know how to fit in with the everyday folks, you’re going to do this job.”

      “I am an everyday folk.”

      “Sometimes you’re really like those around you, sometimes not, but you learn to fit in, or upset them by not, depending on need. When investigating, never take anything for granted. It was in Greece where I nearly got myself killed by doing that. That’s a long story, so you won’t hear it today. Problem then, was I was focusing too much on one thing, and lost my center. Also, I was really hung up on this Grecian woman I met. She was so good-looking and smart she would have made Aphrodite shit a sack of tacks in envy. She’s the one nearly killed me.”

      What Joe Dean said about focusing on one thing too much was the same advice Izzy gave me. I made a mental note to put that one in my head with neon lights.

      The heat was making me antsy and a bit irritated. I wished he would get to the point.

      “Is that why you agreed to meet here,” I said, “so you could give me some baseball philosophy? Tell me about your Grecian love life? Show me how sneaky you are, creeping up on me way you did? It’s true, Mr. Joe Dean, I may not be worldly, but I know some stuff about stuff.”

      Joe Dean ate a few more peanuts, spit out a few more shells and looked out at the ball field, then back at me.

      “Well, I do think you need to be more alert than you are, if you’re going to be in this business. As for the other, coming here to the game, just seemed like a good meeting place we could both find. I know this town well. Ball field, it’s pretty easy to locate. Most everyone knows where it is. And I’ll catch a ball game anytime I can. Didn’t used to enjoy the sport that much, but over time, I grew to like it. Liked the fact that they’re a team, but they each have an individual position to play. I like that, individual while being team-oriented. I see that as the way life ought to be. Individual, but aware of how you fit into a bigger picture. Of course, I cheat now and then.”

      “And you like to showboat.”

      Joe Dean grinned a thousand-watt smile at me. I swear his green eye twinkled in the sun.

      “This is true. But I’m cool enough to get away with it. I’m the Muhammad Ali of private eyes. Blue, by the way, isn’t your home team.”

      “I’m not at home here yet. And I won’t lie to you. I’m not completely sure I know what I’m doing.”

      “You learn by doing, baby girl. Never let anyone know you’re down, unless it’s close family or friends. And be careful with them too.”

      “That what you do?”

      “Actually, never occurs to me that I might not be able to do something, you want the truth. In the morning, I look in the mirror, think, I want to be that guy. Then I get this warm fuzzy feeling knowing I am that guy, and I’m one lucky son of a bitch.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “Listen, Chance. I got about thirty minutes. I know you didn’t ask any of your family because you don’t want them to think you’re struggling with something.”

      “Well, I’d like to do it on my own, or at least have my own contacts, not running to them for help at every moment.”

      “I get that. But a quick talk with me won’t do you much, even from an ace investigator like myself.”

      “You seem to be lacking some confidence today,” I said.

      “Well, it is a Tuesday.”

      Of course, that was just me being sassy. Joe Dean had any more confidence, there would have to be two of him. With Joe Dean, maybe three.

      I gave him the quick, superficial rundown of the case. More than what I had told him on the phone.

      A bat cracked, and we both looked toward the sound. The teams had switched after the last inning and the blue pitcher was now barreling past second, the ball jetting its way between the legs of the red team’s shortstop.

      “I think Blue may prove you wrong,” I said.

      “That rarely happens. But listening to you, I can throw out a few things. Having to do this on the fly, you can take it with a grain of salt. But those two girls are connected to this killer for sure, Patience and Judy. Any idiot can see that. The shoes being switched could have been done in haste. Or could be part of his signature. His effort at a rearrangement of things.”

      “And the clothes?” I asked. “That takes real planning, forethought.”

      “I think he’s doing a bit of that on purpose for the cops, to fuck with them, to show them he’s smarter than them, to taunt them, but it’s actually a driven behavior, comes from some place deep down.”

      “Like his mother wore her clothes inside out or something?”

      “I doubt that, but, along with other things in his life, probably comes out of his childhood, as the shrinks say. Later, his pathology grew, and it became the clothes. Bottom line, he got fucked up by someone or more than one person, and he somehow associates reversing the clothes with it. He’s stimulated by it. He’s trying to get even, maybe. Can’t say for sure, and no one could unless he was examined by someone carefully, and even then we can’t know what’s happing in someone’s head definitively. Psychiatry, therapy, profiling, they’re as much guesswork as they are a science. Depends on who’s doing the guessing. But really, it’s all the same thing. And all that Freudian shit only goes so far. Likely he acted on impulse at first. Was feeling his passions out. Later, he got more methodical about it. You can be certain he’s been at this a while.”

      “I’ll ask Tia to do some digging, look back at least ten years for anything might be connected.”

      “Good. You’re smart as me then, and that’s something to be proud of. Let me give you some advice. Killer like this guy, and it’s more than a fair guess to figure it’s a male, has to be in my book, and most anyone’s book who deals with this shit. May not be smart in the general use of that word, but he’s crafty. Good chance there’s nothing special about him, probably wouldn’t notice him in a crowd. He’s youngish, and if he does have a job, he could be right under your nose, work in some profession where he can be in places where he’s not suspicious, or unexpected. Perhaps something with a little authority. Not too much, though, because the more he comes under inspection, more observers can notice he doesn’t quite fit in. A square peg in a round hole. He may not be aware of that, but wonders why he never quite gets where he wants to be, job-wise, I mean. If he did do multiple kills, I think it’s because he views the girls as easy to handle. Not to say he doesn’t have some fucked-up attraction to them. But he’s not stuck on that, is my take. Meaning, he might not limit to his victims being a certain age or type. He’s a risk-taker. Tossing a girl from a car in broad daylight is a real risk, but he did it. Left her there in the middle of that neighborhood as a taunt.”

      “It’s been a while since he’s hit,” I said. “Maybe he’s done.”

      “He’s only done if he’s dead or in prison. Not to say he can’t stop for long periods of time. Sometimes, a killer will become satiated for some reason or another, for a while anyway, then start back when there’s stress in life. If they’re smart and willful enough, they maybe can change their MO, though that’s hard for these characters. Sometimes they stop ’cause they’ve gotten too old to act it out, but that don’t mean the compulsion is gone, just the physical ability. That’s why you hear about these killers living out their golden years in a California suburb with their grandchildren.”

      “It does seem they like to retire to the West Coast.”

      “Even serial killers need good healthcare and an ocean breeze, they get old enough. These guys, they’re driven by a compulsion to do something over and over until reality matches the fantasy. But it never does. Normal fellow feels stress, he jerks his johnson, but this guy, he gets off on the pain and death of others. Having the bodies for himself, so he can play with them like dolls.”

      “Sees them as objects.”

      “Right. I know I’m telling you a lot of what you already know, but you asked.”

      My head started to swim. Was it the heat, or did Joe Dean just give me a compliment?

      “Look at the Golden State Killer,” he said. “Started out as a house invader, burglar, rapist, and then he escalated, kept at it for years, and then he disappeared. Aged out. He was a guy could change his MO by a lot, but he was still always that guy and if you looked hard enough, the same patterns were there his whole life. He could have killed a lot of others they don’t know about, don’t identify with him because they’ve got a narrow idea of his methods.”

      “Heard about that on the news a while back. Didn’t he get caught from one of those DNA sites where you spit in a tube and they send you back a list of fourth cousins and such?”

      “More or less. And just goes to show you what a fluke that was. Cops got lucky. Here’s the thing. Guy like that, like the guy you’re chasing, he’ll seem and look like a normal guy, but probably doesn’t have any real friends. Thought of as strange, but harmless. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s in pretty good shape. Attractive maybe in a Ted Bundy kind of way, but somehow, not overly impressive once you interact with him. Probably particular about his clothes, sharp dresser, lines up all his shit and doesn’t like people fucking with it. Hair cut just so. Clothes folded and placed in drawers and in pleasant little stacks. Makes his bed every morning. That kind of shit.”

      “A lot of people do that and aren’t serial killers. You’re talking about most of the military too.”

      “That’s true. And your guy could be military. Probably not, though, or was discharged if he was. But these are the kind of traits fit a guy like this, even if they fit others who are good family men and devote hours to charity. It’s the totality of the guy that should make you curious. The more chaotic the crime scene, the more regimented they are in life. How odd he actually is probably won’t come into focus until he’s caught. If he’s caught.”

      “You think my guy has a family?”

      “Could. Like I say, they can compartmentalize, but he’ll still seem a step off. Eccentric, people will think, but trust me, this guy is more than a half a bubble off the plumb. But again, it’s all guesswork, and based on what you told me, what little I know. I’ll add this. Everything I just told you could be way off. In the end, life and murder are unpredictable. That, little girl, never changes.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said. “And I want to hear it. I know you’ve dealt with their kind personally.”

      “Last piece of advice from ol’ Joe Dean here. Things like this, they can go sideways. Seen it happen. Happened to me. Thank goodness I was me, or it would have turned out really bad. You can think you got the snake by the tail, got it under control, and then the snake twists and bites you. You get into this deep—never get complacent.”

      “Killer has no idea I’m even investigating him.”

      “Keep it that way. But, if you’re really diving into this, and I think you are, that anonymity might not be possible to maintain. He’ll know. He’ll find out. Keep your guard up.”

      “I will.”

      “Good. You’ll do fine. If you don’t get yourself killed.”

      “That’s kind of true of most of us,” I said.

      “There’s that sharp detective eye.”

      He poked the sack of nuts at me.

      “Peanut?”
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      I walked Joe Dean out to his car, a bubblegum-pink Chevy Nova he affectionately referred to as the Panty Dropper, with a license plate to match. His boots crunched gravel all the way.

      Before he got in, I gave him one of my cards, told him to call me when he came back through, he had the time. He studied the dog with the magnifying glass for a moment, said, “I like a dog on a card. Pretty much like a dog on anything.”

      “Dogs are good,” I said.

      He put my card in his wallet, climbed into the convertible, smiled, those white teeth glinting in the sun and waved to me as he drove away, cutting off an old Buick on his passenger side in the process. Only Joe Dean would drive a car that flashy and still say he’s undercover.

      It was too hot to do much else so I went home to the office. Inside, the air was cool. It felt great after the summer heat. Sissy wandered over to me and I petted her head. She was a big, sweet German shepherd. She’d been rescued from a dog abuser and I had ended up with her. She was the kind of dog that could watch a bird out the window for hours, but not much else. I think a hippopotamus in a tutu could have come across the lawn selling Bibles door-to-door, and she would have stayed focused on the birds. They fascinated her. Squirrels too.

      I had hoped to avoid stepping back out in that heat, but Sissy started nosing at me, letting me know it was time to hit the pavement. I leashed her, took her for a walk. The street was tree-lined, so there was enough shade if we hugged the edge. Next to the sidewalk were patches of grass. We walked for a while, giving Sissy adequate time to sniff and check for dog pee advertisements. There was a lot to consider about the case, and I was wishing that Harper or Dad were around to bounce ideas off of. I still wasn’t ready to call them though, feeling the self-imposed pressure to figure this one out on my own. When Sissy did her business, I scooped it up with a plastic bag and dropped it into another plastic bag I’d brought for any possible blowouts.

      There was a public trash can chained to a metal rod stuck in the ground, and I discarded it there. Sissy watched me. She seemed disappointed to see it go, but was soon interested in two squirrels playing in an oak tree, and I had to pull her away.

      Back at the house, I washed up and started making Tia’s after-school snack.

      When she came home, slamming the door as if it was part of her job description, she said, “You got something to eat?”

      “Don’t I always? And hello to you too.”

      It was nice, just the two of us, even if we spent the time giving each other shit. For a fourteen-year-old, that girl had seen more bad than a prison guard. Some of that bad had been done to her. I tried to keep that in mind when she made me so mad I wanted to kill her, have her head mounted over the fireplace. If I had a fireplace.

      Tia’s own family had mistreated her something awful. Her dad was in prison up at Huntsville, and her mom couldn’t be bothered to do anything remotely resembling mothering, instead preferring the pipe to her daughter. Dad had found Tia wandering the streets of the projects unsupervised while working a case.

      In the course of an afternoon, she had managed to con Dad out of all his cash, two Big Macs, and inadvertently lead him down a path that would reveal the police corruption and blackmail around the killing of a young Black man from her community. The same police that would later beat her to the brink of death. As though that weren’t bad enough, among her neighbors she was seen as a snitch, and therefore, a sitting duck. Tia moved in with us for a place to lay low and heal, but what started as a temporary arrangement had already surpassed the one-year mark. I was glad she decided to join me in Hopeful when the time came, and double glad she’d agreed to help at the agency while it got started. I’d have been happy to have her no matter what, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit having a little support was a bonus. We hadn’t yet sorted out the details of our arrangement officially, but it didn’t matter. It got her away from Willard and all the bad that came with it.

      “I ain’t eating no kale salad.” Tia made a face.

      “Served that once, Tia. Never again. You don’t need to remind me every day. Even I didn’t like it.”

      “It was like eating a dollar bill. I’d rather get me a few more of them dollars and walk over to McDonald’s, buy my ass a hamburger.”

      “Have a seat. There’s too much wrong with that sentence to spend time on it right now.”

      “Could say the same thing about you.”
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      We sat at the table in the cool of the air-conditioning eating some cookies, no kale. Sissy sat on the floor, watching us. I got up and gave Sissy a peanut butter dog treat shaped like a pig’s ear, poured myself and Tia another glass of milk, sipped, and enjoyed the cool.

      Tia had her hair done up in ropes. It looked cute, but I couldn’t help but think of her as a kind of Medusa, way the ropes bounced when her head moved.

      “So, today, in school, you know what I learned?” Tia said.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “That I don’t like summer school any better than regular school. Other kids, they can tell you why X and Y equal this and that, and I can’t figure how X and Y equal dog shit.”

      “They’re representational,” I said.

      “Of what?”

      “Numbers. Ideas. I don’t know, honestly. The Kirbys didn’t get the math gene. You don’t have to become a mathematician, you just have to pass.”

      “I can’t figure why they move the decimal point neither. Why they got to move it around?”

      “What did your tutor say?”

      “Same as always. But I can apply every bit of myself and still, I can’t figure it out.”

      “Tell you what, you get a couple more years in, and we’ll see about getting your GED, and getting you out of school. First, we got to get you caught up.”

      “What then?”

      “Barber college, of course, and part-time math teacher.”

      “You funny. Just soon work for you now.”

      “Law doesn’t allow fourteen-year-olds to have a full-time job, participate in stakeouts, or have a bottle of hooch in their desk drawer. A pistol they would probably let you have, maybe even an AK-47. Here in Texas, pretty soon they’ll be issuing those at birth.”

      “You ain’t got no bottle of hooch.”

      “I don’t have an AK-47, either. Too literal, Tia. It’s an old private eye cliché from books and movies where the private eye always has a bottle of scotch or some such in his desk drawer. And it was always a he back then. We need to watch some of those films, by the way. But, while we’re talking, I do need you to do some work for me.”

      “How come I can’t work for you, but I do work for you? You confusing me.”

      “This is more like a chore you’re doing.”

      “How much I get paid?”

      “You get to eat and live here, and I’ll drop you a bit of coin when I get a bit of coin.”

      I had gotten half of my fee up front from Darla, but that was already slated for bills and food.

      “What kind of shit job is that?”

      “Tia, we’ve talked about cussing. You’re a child.”

      “A child you trying to put to work. I could probably call somebody, and they’d arrest your ass.”

      “It’s not a paying job.”

      “Ain’t that worse? I think them kids overseas pack clothes and shoes and stuff at least make a dollar for their day.”

      “Okay, let’s not say things like that. I know you’re joking, but a lot of people might take offense to that sort of talk.”

      “A lot of people can kiss my ass.” Tia pointed at her backside as though there may have been confusion on the matter. “And who says I’m joking? You think I wake up every morning worried about what a lot of people think?”

      “Listen, I get paid again when this is over, I’ll give you a bit of the loot, and we’ll go to a movie.”

      “Do I get to pick it?”

      “The movie?”

      “Naw, color of my underwear.”

      “That you can pick.” I grinned at her. “Okay, the movie too.”

      “What you want me to do?”

      I told her about the case and didn’t hold anything back. Like I said, before living with me, Tia had been around.

      “So, you wanting me to look and see about past murders might be like ones you’re looking into?”

      “Yes, but even some that are not. Just get on Google, see what you can find. Try the NamUs database too. It’s self-explanatory and designed for the public. Let’s date it back ten years. Don’t know how long this guy has been operating, but he could have started quite early. Changed his methods over time. But I’m looking for some connections. Anything unsolved and suspicious-looking is what I want.”

      “Ain’t murders generally suspicious?”

      “Good point, but I mean really suspicious. Not criminal-on-criminal stuff. Unsolved murders of young people and teenagers would be your primary target. You can do it after your homework.”

      “Ain’t got none.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Would you believe I ain’t got none I want to do?”

      “That, I believe. Anything besides math, I can probably help a little.”

      “Yeah, you a smart motherfucker.”

      “I’m not an MF-er. Tia, you got the mouth of a sailor and a dock worker rolled into one. You’re going to do your homework and get some schooling. After your homework, then you’re going to help me. And you will get paid, because I’ll need your help for a few days. Also, I want you to take Sissy out when you come home from school, and stay here until I get home. I’m home after seven, feed the dog. I may be out a bit because of this case.”

      “Now I’m a dog walker. That’s more money, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “And feeding the dog, that ought to be worth something.”

      “Did I mention the roof over your head?”

      “Alright then, but better not be no five-dollar deal. And some McDonald’s needs to come with it.”

      “You and your McDonald’s. Fine. Deal.”
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      The next morning after taking care of Sissy and making sure Tia got off to school, I decided I’d gleaned all I could from sitting behind a desk and reading paperwork. I called Harper and Dad who had been trying to reach me, but no one answered the call. We were ships in the night, but that wasn’t too unusual when they were working a case. I left them a message, told them Tia and I were doing fine. If I had learned one thing about private eye work, it was to keep the investigation moving. Momentum was everything, and even when you knew nothing would come of it, you did it anyway. You did it because sometimes, something did come of it. You just might not realize it in the moment.

      Seeing as I had the time, I thought I might go visit Darla’s former hire, the hooker-loving private eye. For a man whose job it was to be discreet, he left a heavy paper trail. His agency website had a PO box listed, but after a cursory search and quick perusal of his company Facebook, I thought it likely he was living out of that rattrap motel he’d tried to charge Darla for.

      The Night’s Inn wasn’t new to me, though this particular franchise was. No matter what small East Texas town you passed, you could always find a Night’s Inn. Like the Krispy Kreme of flophouses, they were cheap, nasty, and well-known to law enforcement. I’d stayed at one once on a road trip with a friend before I knew better. Price was right and we needed some place to rest on the drive to New Orleans. We’d gone down for Mardi Gras, and let me assure you that one time in New Orleans during Mardi Gras is one time too many. After a fitful night of tossing and turning due to an abundance of noise next door, we decided that the Night’s Inn would not be receiving our business in the future. Near or otherwise.

      Cops mostly turned a blind eye to the business at the inn unless they were looking to squeeze some folks for answers, or bust someone with warrants when election time rolled around.

      The fact that Darla had hired this guy without due diligence was making me question her judgment. I guess though when you’re desperate enough, anything can seem like a good idea. Plus, she hired me, so maybe I ought not look too hard at things.

      When I pulled into the lot, there were two women standing outside one of the green doors of the first floor, smoking cigarettes and laughing. They looked about my age, maybe a little younger.

      The shorter one was white and heavy, and her gut stuck out of her too-small pink baby tee. Her too-short shorts looked as though they had given up on containment of that waistline a hundred washes ago. I dared not think about where the frayed edges were disappearing to.

      The taller one, whose birth name was probably Dave, was a dark-skinned Black woman wearing a blue-and-white polka-dotted sundress. She seemed to notice me first, because I saw her pointing my direction.

      I got out of the car and walked over to them, casual as I could. I stuck out like a sore thumb. Made me think about what Joe Dean had said about blending in. He might have been right.

      “Ladies. Either of you seen this man before?”

      They shifted nervously as I reached into the back pocket of my jeans, pulled out a paper I’d printed off the PI’s website that contained his headshot.

      I showed them the paper.

      They cut eyes at one another in an unspoken conversation about what they planned to do next. Then it was silent for a long moment. When I realized this tactic wasn’t working, I decided to improvise.

      “This motherfucker owes me twenty dollars, and I come to collect.”

      I tried to say it like I thought Tia would. They exchanged glances again, then the taller one spoke.

      “Good luck, honey. That rat bastard owes me money too. He live up in 212, but he ain’t been here for a minute. Prolly knows he’s looking at a beatdown from Charlie, he comes back without my money.”

      The idea of a beatdown sent the two women into a fit of giggles. The white lady took a drag from her cigarette and dropped it on the ground as if to punctuate the thought.

      Red embers glowed on the grass that peeked out from the squares of the broken concrete walk. I waited for her to snuff it out with her shoe. She did not.

      “You want me to take care of that for you?”

      They broke into another fit of laughter.

      Fire safety had always been of particular importance to me after Smokey Bear had come for a visit at school. Even had a framed photo of us together hanging up at the office. He had not, however, prepared me for this scenario.

      “Oh, honey,” the taller one said. “You get on home before you get yourself twisted up in something you don’t know nothing about. But if you do see him, you tell him Stephanie don’t forget.”

      I nodded and handed them my card. So much for blending in, but I had gotten what I needed. Before I left, I dropped my heel onto the cigarette, snuffed it out for good. Smokey would have been proud.
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      I decided the address listed on the website was my last chance, even though it was a PO box. Though I wasn’t hopeful, I didn’t have much else in terms of leads. The upside of the motel fiasco was I had been right about him living there, which meant my deductive skills had been on point. Sure, I’d embarrassed myself and ruined any chance of future information from the residents of the Night’s Inn, but elections weren’t far off.

      Behind the counter at the post office was a man with a bad comb-over sporting a filthy apron that seemed too long for his trivial height. I did a double take, glanced down at the paper in my hand then back to him, repeated this a few times. Rather than finding the PO box of the man, I had found the man himself. I liked to think it was the unconscious continuation of good deduction on my part, but the truth was I’d gotten lucky. I could live with that. I sauntered up to the counter in an effort to conceal my excitement.

      “This you?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “The investigator Darla hired after you failed to get anything done on her sister’s case. Business must be thriving if you’re moonlighting at the post office.”

      “Oh, her.” His shoulders relaxed. “Even government jobs need part-time workers nowadays. You know, worst part about that whole Darla thing? I didn’t get paid for that hooker. I consider that a job expense. Like food and gas and such. Worse than that, me and the hooker never got down to business. I think she spiked my drink. Her pimp don’t care, though. Expects to get paid. You can see what a predicament that leaves me in. I woke up with my shorts around my knees and she had written something on my willie with a ballpoint pen. I think it said ‘better luck next time.’ But she wrote it B-T-R L-K N-X-T-I-M-E. I tell you, it was cold in that room. On a good day she could’ve written that out full, and added the Gettysburg Address.”

      “You don’t say? It’s unbelievable⁠—”

      “You’re interested, after work, I could show you.”

      “—how much I don’t care.”

      His face fell. I heard the ding of the door behind me, watched a small man with too many tattoos juggling a stack of boxes approach. I stepped aside to make space for him, studying his ink as he dropped them into a pile. The tattoos were a series of number combinations that looked like they’d been done in prison with a Bic pen, some toilet wine, and high hopes.

      “Anything else?” The man behind the counter asked.

      I looked from him to the customer and decided there wasn’t.

      As I pushed open the glass door, I looked back over my shoulder and called out, “Stephanie sends her regards.”

      By the time I got back in my car, it was almost time for Tia’s school to let out. I drove straight home, hoping to beat her there.
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      When I walked into the office, Tia was sitting at the table with her laptop. The keyboard and the cartoon frog shirt she was wearing were covered in cookie crumbs. Without looking up, she said, “Chance, they a whole lot of dead people.”

      “Murdered people is what I’m interested in. What do you mean, a lot?”

      “I mean, a lot a lot. I been in the dead people database since I got home. Found all kinds of stuff.”

      I moved over to the table, pulled a chair up beside her to see what she was looking at.

      “You mind getting up out of my pocket?”

      “Sorry,” I said, and scooted back my chair.

      “Look here.”

      I looked where Tia was pointing on the screen, saw a list she had made during her research of about twenty-two murders. All females, all in the Hopeful and surrounding areas.

      “Searched young boys too, but none of them killings seemed suspicious. Most of them was in a gang or doing something stupid, brought it on theyselves.”

      I didn’t like to think of it that way, but Tia was probably right.

      “Of these twenty-two, anything stand out that matches our girl?”

      “I’m getting to that.” Tia cleared her throat. “As I was saying . . . Of the twenty-two murders, there’s three caught my eye. One is a kidnapping of a twelve-year-old girl, Susan something. Some son of a bitch took her right from her own home. Says here the screen was cut, guy was in and out without anyone seeing or hearing nothing. No DNA, no fingerprints. Girl was never found, but now and again, since then, the parents get a phone call from someone saying Susan’s alive. That he’s taking good care of her, and they can have her back when he gets through indoctrinating her. His words.”

      “How do⁠—”

      “How do I know? ’Cause it’s here in the damn police report. Had to submit an online request, but I got it, word for word. One of the calls was caught live on the home answering machine, even though they are talking to the man. Good thing it was back in the day, or they wouldn’t even have that. He tells them: ‘She won’t ever know you were good parents, not the way I’ve been working on her. You know, you do it right, you can make a child think what you want them to think, threaten them, then reward them. They can be trained like dogs.’

      “But he won’t let them speak to her, mentions a ransom, but then never tells them anything about a drop.”

      I considered this for a moment.

      “Likely some freak,” I said. “Gets off on torturing the family. Made the news far as Houston, I’m sure. Caller could be anyone. Not necessarily the murderer. Hate to say it, but that gal is dead and gone to bones already. Probably within an hour or two of being kidnapped. What makes you think this connects?”

      “It’s true they didn’t find her, but they did find her clothes not long after that first call. They was laid out in the front yard, turned inside out. Shoes placed beneath each pant leg on the wrong side. Ain’t that the same as them others?”

      “Close enough.”

      “There was also a kid,” Tia said. “Maria Valdez, a three-year-old girl stolen from the back seat of a car some years back. She was snoozing with the doors locked while her family slipped inside a Dollar Store in Midnight Creek, about an hour and a half from Hopeful. The parents went in to buy some supplies for the continuation of their trip to Santa Fe before moving on to visit White Sands National Park.”

      “Let me see that,” I said, angled the screen for a better look.

      According to the report, the parents thought their daughter needed the sleep, and they parked right in front of the Dollar Store. Could see the car through the glass door of the store. Safe enough for a quick soda, chips, bread-and-lunch-meat run, and then back on the road.

      The car window had been slightly cracked so the child would be comfortable. It was a narrow slit, and no one could have slipped a hand inside.

      When they came out the child was gone. The door was still locked. Whoever had broken in had snatched the child, bothered to lock the door, and then without a sound or having been seen by anyone, the child snatcher was on their way.

      The family stayed in Midnight Creek while the cops searched, did what investigating they knew how to do. The child wasn’t found. Alive, anyway.

      Two months later a rotting corpse was discovered floating in Lake Midnight, sometimes called Midnight Lake, and there were no signs of foul play, though the body was so far gone it was hard to tell for sure.

      Some suggested Maria Valdez had climbed out of the car and wandered off and ended up in the lake, but that made about as much sense as abduction by aliens. The lake was forty-five minutes away. The child’s shoes were on the wrong feet, suggesting she had been re-dressed. The clothes were not turned about.

      I admit, this one seemed more tenuous. No doubt an evil bastard had taken that kid and disposed of her, but was it the same evil bastard? It seemed a stretch. Had Maria Valdez lived, she would have been the same age as Tia.

      “And the third?” I asked.

      “Teenager found stuffed in a well by the name of Ashley Walden. No clothes on at all, just one shoe. On the wrong foot.”

      “Now that’s weird.”

      “You got that right. They’re close enough on a map to be connected but spaced enough to fall over county lines. Four years ago, shoe didn’t mean anything then. Just some poor kid murdered, but not raped. Another link. Now, that shoe is looking like a piece of this weird-ass puzzle and might be worth checking out. See here?” Tia tapped her finger on a map spread out across the table. “I used my protractor to get the radius on all this shit.”

      “You learn how to use that in summer school?”

      “Maybe. Can I get my money now?”

      I was beaming.

      I pushed my chair back and stood up, patted Tia on the shoulder, then reached into my travel bag and pulled out forty dollars. She snatched it without blinking.

      “You know that’s right.”

      “Don’t blow it all on fried pies and french fries, please.”

      “You tend to yo’ own rat killing, and I’ll tend to mine.”

      “Rat killing?” I asked. “Whatever happened to ‘mind your own beeswax’?”

      “Electricity. Look it up.”

      She grabbed another cookie from the plate, took a bite, then headed down the hall.
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      “Here, I brought coffee.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Good morning to you, too, Chief Lopez. Late night, hot date?”

      Izzy moved back inside from the front door. “Officer Riley.”

      “I knew it! Do tell.”

      I followed her in and shut the door behind me. We sat down at the kitchen table and put our paper cups side by side.

      “Not like that. We had a drunk and disorderly at four this morning.”

      “What’s the chief of police doing handling a D&D call?”

      Izzy leaned back in her chair, took a sip of her drink then rubbed at her eyes with her fists. Pillow creases were still etched across her cheeks like tiny road maps.

      “I could have pawned it off, but I was up there anyway, working late. Need to show them I’m a part of the team and whatnot.”

      “Sure . . . sure . . . Officer Hottie—I’m sorry, Officer Riley—just happened to be there. I mean, what’s a police chief to do?”

      “Did you wake me for something specific or you just come here to bust my lady balls?”

      She looked like she was fighting a grin.

      “Sorry,” I said. “You’re right. Just figured you’d be up.”

      “I figured you’d call first. You know, since I asked you to.”

      “My bad, Izzy. I was excited. Think I’m on to something, just not sure what.”

      I dropped the stack of papers onto the table in front of her and spread them out. She took another long sip of coffee.

      “No donuts?”

      “No donuts,” I said.

      Izzy studied the files, drinking her coffee and thumbing back and forth through the papers until she stopped on the description of the clothes found in the yard.

      “Now that’s odd.”

      “Keep going.”

      “This the only record of someone reaching out to the family like that?”

      “So far. But we’re still looking.”

      “These dates go pretty far back. If this is the same guy, he’s been at it a long time. He’d be getting up in years.”

      “Or he started young,” I said.

      “Might explain how he stayed under the radar back then. No one’d be looking for a kid.”

      “What are the chances you could get me into that evidence room, see those clothes from the yard in person?”

      “Chances are, dear Chance, slim to none. I might be able to touch base with the original detective, see if they held anything close to the vest, but may I remind you, I have my own cases to solve.”

      “Joe Dean said these guys can change their MO they really want to. Evolve if need be. What better way to evolve than to grow up.”

      “Saw Joe Dean, huh? How is that old coot?”

      “Same as always.”

      “Still charming, I assume?”

      “The most charming.”

      “I find that comforting, actually. Ran across him quite a few times in my day. Hard not to, this business. He’s nothing if not dependable. Anyway, makes sense. If these really do tie in together, this could be a good lead, but I’m not so sure I’m ready to connect a pair of pants in the yard with Darla’s sister. Seems a bit all over the place, like you’re reaching.”

      “Let’s run with the kid idea a moment, Maria. That could explain, too,” I said, “why none of the victims were raped. Just hadn’t gotten there yet. Too young to know what to do with it, but he’s escalating. You can see it in the timeline.”

      “If they really are connected, and I admit in totality, there is a familiar, ritualistic feel to all of it. The redressing, the quasi-attempt at modesty for the victims. The fact that no sexual assault has occurred. Guy like this, he might even be religious, or have some kind of belief that stems from Christianity, that being the most common religion in East Texas. I’ll look into it, but I’m going to need a little more than inside-out pants and a hunch before I start poking around in other cops’ case files. Folks around here don’t like to share information with other departments. Especially one run by a woman.”

      “Inside-out pants, Izzy. It’s weird. Just think on it, would you? Try to get me in there?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “One more thing,” I said. “Judy June, y’all check out the husband I assume?”

      “Alibi.”

      “Solid?”

      “As the Rock of Gibraltar. He was in our jail.”

      “Of course he was.”

      Izzy made a tut-tut sound, stood from the table, and began walking toward the front door as a sign this meeting was over.

      “Thanks for stopping by,” she said. “Next time, bring some donuts with you. Galaxy Donuts, chain out on the loop, has a cruller worth killing over. Forget I said that.”

      “Will do.”

      “And Chance.” I stopped just inside the doorframe. “Doesn’t have to be about a murder you wanna drop by and chat. Just call first.”

      “Copy that, Chief. Thanks.”

      Back in my car, I was reaching for the seatbelt when my cell phone rang. True to her word, it was Darla, checking in.

      “What’s the status?”

      “Same as yesterday, really. Got some other cold cases might be a match, but we’re still in the gathering-evidence phase. I told you, it’s going to take some time. I’ll update you when there’s something to update.”

      “I told you, I want to be kept in the loop every step. You’ve gathered anything new, I want to see it. Can I meet you somewhere?”

      “Not much to report, like I say, but sure. How about Galaxy Donuts?”

      When I hung up the phone, I finished buckling myself in, started the car. The air conditioner sputtered a little, then turned into a rhythmic hum. I wanted to solve this case for Darla, but if I’m being honest, I wanted to solve it for me too. Prove to myself that I could. Perhaps I was just scratching the surface of it all, impossible to know, but I had to believe that I was on to something, at least to this point. I backed the car out of Izzy’s drive, careful not to clip her ugly mailbox, headed to Galaxy Donuts without the radio on. Somehow, the moment called for silence.
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      I was surprised to see Officer Riley posted up in the back corner of Galaxy Donuts, reading the day’s Houston Chronicle. He looked tired, but just as good as he had the other day. He was still in uniform. He had clearly not gone home after his and Izzy’s ordeal. I took another step inside, saw the headline above the fold on his paper.

      
        
        Man Finds Jesus at Texas Church. Steals Him.

      

      

      If that ain’t a sign of the times, I thought.

      Riley put the paper down, folded it neatly, then turned his coffee mug up, blocking his face as he swallowed. I saw a dirty plate on the table filled with crumbs. My detective skills told me they had come from a cruller.

      In an effort to avoid small talk, I pretended like I hadn’t noticed him, went over to the counter and studied the blackboard menu. I found myself suddenly quite interested in the jelly donut options.

      Peach. A summery choice.

      Raspberry. A classic.

      Strawberry. Kind of boring.

      Mango. Weird.

      “Mango seems weird for a donut, don’t you think?” I turned to see Riley standing at my side.

      “As a matter of fact.”

      “It’s Chance, right?”

      I nodded. His coffee breath mixed with the musky smell of the sweet, sugar icing in the air. He grinned and his dark brown eyes flashed. He’d snuck up on me like a gremlin. Joe Dean’d said I wasn’t very alert, but I was getting tired of folks creeping up on me with little cat feet. Riley was right though: Mangoes and donuts shouldn’t mix.

      “What are you doing here? Seems you’d be asleep after last night?”

      “Heard about that, did you?”

      “Did.”

      “Couldn’t sleep. Caught my second wind. Hey, how you think they get the jelly in those donuts anyway?”

      Just as I was about to answer, an educated response I might add, due to a four-day stint as a donut salesman in my teens, Darla walked in and eased up beside us. Riley stood there a moment as if waiting for me to make introductions. I didn’t. I was still unsure what his angle was, and the last thing I needed was to bring Darla, who was understandably anxious about it all, into the mix.

      “Nice chatting with you, Riley,” I said. “See you around.”

      “I hope I get the chance, Chance. Try the cruller. You won’t be disappointed.”

      We watched him leave and once he was out of earshot, Darla said, “Honey, that’s a fine-looking man.”

      “He has his qualities. Small talk isn’t one of them. Anyway, let’s grab a bite and I’ll fill you in on things. Though really, it’s not much more than it was before.”

      “That’s alright,” Darla said. “Just tell me what you know.”

      We both ordered a cruller and a cup of coffee and took a seat a ways in the back.
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      It had gone over better with Darla than I had expected, seemingly resigned to a place of acceptance for the moment, and pleased that even though there was no new information, I had at the very least been looking into it as promised. Though she assured me the check-ins would continue, I was certain she had softened some. With Darla caught up on things, as it were, I had time for one more stop before Tia would be home waiting on her afternoon snack. It wasn’t that she couldn’t make it herself, but it had become a sort of ritual the two of us had developed, though never discussed. I liked feeling useful, and I think she liked feeling cared for. Something neither of us had all that much experience with.

      According to the notes in the file, Rutherford Hayes lived in a modest three-bedroom house on the loop, also known as Highway 259, and taught high school from fall to spring. Hayes was in his late thirties and in addition to being Patience’s soccer coach, he and Darla had dated briefly back in high school. Darla said they’d broken up due to, “a difference in ideology.” I didn’t press for details, though I had my guesses.

      Hayes spent his weekdays at the Boys & Girls Club coaching the all-ages soccer team. Seeing as it was on my way, the club was my next stop.

      When I pulled up outside the metal building, the parking lot was full of minivans and kids standing outside of them wrapped in towels, drip-drying from swim class and waiting for their parents to let them inside. There was a memory in there for me, something that stirred familiarity, but I couldn’t pull it to the surface.

      The air-conditioning about knocked me over when I went inside the building, which was fine by me. I felt sticky from the short car ride and welcomed the cool air. Behind the front desk was an old woman with a name tag that read Shirley on it. She couldn’t have been a day over 392 and she smelled like gardenias that had been left too long in standing water. Upon my approach, I saw her eyes were closed, and her chin was nestled into her chest. I cleared my throat.

      Shirley didn’t so much as look up, breathe, or tell me to go to hell. I grabbed the clipboard that had Visitors written on it in black Sharpie, filled out my information and took a seat. Things like that irritated me more than they probably should, but I figured Shirley had made it through the Ice Age and the Civil War and I was the least of her concerns. I wondered if she was battling dinosaurs in her dreams.

      I was the only adult in the lobby and it took great effort to not make eye contact with the kid a few chairs down, swinging his feet, studying me like I had three eyes and a chocolate ice cream cone up for grabs.

      I’d counted about two hundred tiles on the ceiling before Shirley—who I had now convinced myself was dead—called my name to come with her if I wanted to talk to “Coach.”

      We lumbered down the hallway at a glacial pace. The good news, the hall was no longer than the Great Wall of China. I tried to remind myself that I too would be old one day, if I were lucky. Shirley took me to the edge of the awning, pointed at a man standing in a field, and shuffled back from whence she came.

      Predictably, Coach Hayes was looking very coach-like. He had his whistle tucked into the corner of his mouth like a cigar and his stopwatch gripped between a sweaty thumb and forefinger. The sun shone down on his scalp, revealing pink skin beneath that curly red hair. He seemed at ease in those little short-shorts that would have invited an ass-kicking had we been back in grade school. I made my way over to him.

      “Hey, Coach. Got a minute?”

      He checked his watch. Let out two short blasts into the whistle. “I have exactly that.”

      He dropped the whistle from his mouth. It bounced across his chest like a pendulum. “Got to keep these kids on a routine. Only place they get it in some cases, right here on this field. How can I help you, Ms. . . . ?”

      “Chance. Listen, I know the cops already spoke to you, but I need to ask you a few questions about Patience Milroy’s death.”

      “Sad, isn’t it?” He checked his watch, blasted the whistle again. “But she’s with God now.”

      “If you believe that sort of thing,” I said.

      He turned and looked at me like I’d slapped him and told him his mom was ugly. In my experience, men like Hayes didn’t want God. That wasn’t the actual draw. They wanted guns and a pass to do wrong so they could repent on Sundays and feel good about themselves. If he had something to say about it, he chose not to and instead, swallowed hard and said, “What can I do you for, Chance?”

      “Darla hired me⁠—”

      Hayes threw up his hands like a referee had made a bad call.

      “What more does that woman want from me? Still sore I dropped her ass for Betty Ann back in high school? Patience was special. A hell of a soccer player and I’m sure you’ve seen pictures. She was beautiful. No reason anyone would want to hurt that girl. Especially me. State tournaments were last spring and I lost my best player.”

      “That what you’re worried about, Hayes? Team not going to state? The girl’s dead.”

      Hayes pushed his glasses up the bridge of his glistening nose.

      “What I’m saying is, I got no motive. We’d have won, I’d have gotten a bonus. A big one. No reason I’d want Patience gone. That girl was my meal ticket.”

      “You know what folks around here say about you, don’t you, Coach?”

      Hayes closed the distance between us. “Keep your voice down. I know the rumors Darla started. Small town. Once something like that gets around it’s hard to make people forget. Listen, I didn’t hurt that girl or any others, and I don’t appreciate you coming to my place of employment, accusing me of doing so. Now, if that’s all, I think you’d best be on your way.”

      Hayes took a step back, grabbed the whistle and blew three short blasts in succession. This seemed to open the gates of hell, as about twenty kids covered in sweat and mud and bloody scrapes ran toward us like a pack of prepubescent cheetahs.

      Practice, and this meeting, were over.
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      This week for the afternoon snacks we were on a peanut butter and jelly kick, something Tia only recently discovered she enjoyed. To hear her tell it, she hated anything grape-flavored, though grapes themselves were okay. Preferably the green ones over the purple ones, though the purple ones would work in a pinch. She’d told me not to get her started on raisins, so I didn’t.

      Tia claimed there was a big difference between grapes and the flavor purple masquerading as a grape. I decided I would not be the one to tell her that purple was in fact, not a flavor. This had all come about when I’d offered to make her a sandwich and she declined because she didn’t like grape jelly. You should have seen her eyes go wide when I told her I only had orange marmalade anyway.

      Orange marmalade she could get on board with.

      I was spreading out the last of the creamy peanut butter when I suddenly realized Sissy wasn’t at my feet, nosing at my leg for a spoonful like usual. I looked around the kitchen and saw Tia’s backpack on the chair at the table.

      “Tia? Sissy?”

      Nothing.

      I went to Tia’s bedroom and opened the door, was greeted by an empty room. Down the hall near the front door I noticed the leash wasn’t in the basket where we kept it. It couldn’t have been long since Tia had gotten home, so I decided I’d catch up with them on their afternoon walk. I grabbed my keys and my phone, a roll of poop bags just in case, and headed out the door.

      I didn’t get far, because when I stepped outside, Tia was sitting on the curb in front of the house, crying. I couldn’t see her face but her shoulders bounced with every sniffle. I went over to her and sat down, put my arm around her shoulder and waited for her to catch her breath.

      “Tia, what happened? You alright?” She didn’t move. “Talk to me.”

      Finally Tia looked up, her cheeks stained with tears. I reached into my pocket for a tissue, instead found the roll of bags and thrust them at her. “Poop bag? I don’t have any tissues.”

      She glared at me. “You over here making jokes while Sissy’s out there more lost than Amelia Earhart.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said. “Slow down. What happened?”

      “What happened is you trusted me with your dumb old dog and that’s yo’ fault. Now you going to hate me forever.”

      “Okay, Tia, there’s a lot to unpack there and I get the feeling we’re on a time constraint. Take a deep breath. I’m not going to hate you. Talk to me.”

      She chewed at her lip, took a big sniff. “I was taking Sissy out for a walk, like always. And there was this squirrel.”

      “What kind of a squirrel?” I said. “Like a baby squirrel? Or one of them little black squirrels you see now and then? I ever tell you about that time my crazy neighbors battled a rabid squirrel? Now that⁠—”

      “Fuck the squirrel, Chance.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “This squirrel, fat little shit looking for trouble. It locked eyes with Sissy like a threat, you know? So I thought it might be funny to let Sissy off the leash, chase after it a bit. I wanted her to feel like a real dog instead of some horseshit house pup. But that squirrel darted across the street and Sissy took off after it. Then I was chasing Sissy and Sissy was chasing the squirrel. Then they was both in the woods and now she’s gone forever. Squirrel too.” Tia dipped her head and made a sniffling sound. “Chance, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did it. Guess I didn’t like the thought of her being chained up when all she wanted was a little taste of some squirrel ass.”

      It made sense in its own way. I hugged her in tight next to me, tried not to think about the snot and the tears grinding into my shirt.

      “It’s not your fault, Tia. You were working off instinct. Sometimes that don’t turn out as planned. Come on, let’s go.”

      “Go where?”

      “Look for her. She didn’t vanish into thin air. We’ll find her.”

      Tia’s body softened and I think maybe she even hugged me back.

      That, or she was reaching for my wallet.
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      We’d searched for hours that night, knocking on doors in the neighborhood and calling out for Sissy. Truth was, I was devastated. The only thing we’d found was that damn squirrel, flattened in the middle of the road. Tia was sure it was one and the same. If you asked me, way it was smashed, almost looked like it was giving us the middle finger. If that was an omen, it wasn’t a good one.

      I thought about calling Harper, telling her what had happened and letting her pep-talk me for a moment, but instead I reached out to the local animal shelter to see if they had any leads. That’s what Harper would tell me to do anyway, and I had to set an example for Tia. On the phone they told me the only thing that had been brought in during the last twenty-four hours was a pot-bellied pig whose name tag said Brisket. No Sissy. I had more questions about Brisket, but I decided to move on.

      Man I spoke to took down my name, number, and my address. I let him know I would drop by later with a photograph and more details in case someone brought her in. He didn’t seem too keen on this, but I didn’t care. I needed to go down and look for myself. Sissy was a good dog, a beautiful dog, and I wouldn’t put it past someone down there to take her for their very own. Of course, that wouldn’t last long after they got to know her, but my need was precautionary all the same.

      I posted a few photographs of Sissy to the local lost-and-found pages on social media, asked people to share it around to their friends in hopes someone would see it and return her home safe. I’d heard of others who’d found their dogs that way back in Willard, and I figured it didn’t hurt to try anything.

      Tia had lobbied hard to stay home from school that morning, help me look some more, but after a lengthy discussion, acquiesced.

      “WWSD, Tia?” I asked.

      “The hell?”

      “What would Sissy do?”

      “Probably lick her ass and then try to kiss you.”

      “No, she’d get her schooling, then lick her ass.”

      “Sissy don’t know school from that squirrel.”

      Tia was so close to being done with the summer semester. If she kept perfect attendance, the teacher would allow her lowest grade to be bumped up a full letter. Something like that could be the difference of repeating the eighth grade again, or finally moving on to high school. Now that was not a place I’d go back to in a hurry, for any reason. I shuddered at the thought.

      After I dropped Tia off, I ran the roads a few more times, stopped in places where the woods were dense and the grass was high, hollered out Sissy’s name and tried my best not to cry. Eventually, I ended up at the Hopeful Police Department. Via text, Izzy told me to wait in the hall. I sat alone on a long metal bench at the side door where they cuffed newcomers and transfers. Today, it was just me. The air in the room was stale and had a slight essence of vomit and Lysol. Anything but inviting. I supposed they weren’t trying to make this a comfortable stop on the way to booking. They had succeeded.

      As I waited for Izzy to call me back to her office, I thought about all the people who had passed through here, sat in this very spot. I let my mind wander a while, grasping at the meaning of the universe, until I felt a presence next to me. I looked up to see Officer Riley, handsome as ever.

      “Morning, Chance. How are things?”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “Oh boy,” he said. “Trouble?”

      “Big trouble,” I said. “Capital-T trouble.”

      I told him about Sissy.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll keep a lookout on patrol.”

      I thanked him, suddenly aware I had forgotten to brush my hair that morning. He waved a manila folder around, said, “Right this way. Chief’s finishing up the call.”

      We walked down the hall, me a step behind until we reached the break room. He paused and turned to me.

      “Coffee? Tea?”

      “No thanks.”

      “Blunt object? Cyanide?”

      “Closer.”

      Finally, he turned again and headed back down the hall. His gun holster bounced against his backside in perfect rhythm with every step. He seemed happy and energized. I hated him for it. He slowed just before we reached Izzy’s office and looked over his shoulder.

      “This is becoming somewhat of a habit.”

      “So it is.”

      “It’s nice.”

      When he realized I had nothing more to say on the matter, he took another step, rapped lightly on Izzy’s door.

      “Chief?”

      There was a shuffling of papers followed by the slam of a drawer, then Izzy’s voice rang out.

      “Come in.”

      Officer Riley pushed the door open. It was clear from Izzy’s face something bad had just happened. Riley took another step inside, rubbed at his temples.

      “She didn’t make it?”

      “No,” Izzy said. “She did not.”

      Riley made a clicking sound with his mouth and let out a breath.

      “Come on in, Chance,” Izzy said. “Just wrapping up another case.”

      I went over to the visitor chair and took my seat. Riley was still standing there, frozen.

      “Anything else, Officer Riley?”

      He clenched his jaw a time or two. The muscles in his neck tightened.

      “No, Chief,” he said.

      “Good,” Izzy said. “Shut the door on your way out.”

      Officer Riley lingered another moment, then did as he was told. The pep in his step was gone, and the formerly good-natured Officer Riley disappeared into the hall.

      “Rough one?” I asked.

      “Always.” Izzy wrung her hands together. “But this was a kid.”

      “Aw, man. I’m sorry. Accident?”

      “If only.” Izzy smoothed back the hair from her face. “So what’s up? This about Patience?”

      “No, it’s about Sissy.”

      “Who’d she kill?” Izzy grinned, pleased at her own joke. I was grateful she’d made it.

      “She’s missing,” I said. “Tia lost her on a walk. Not that it’s her fault, but she’s sure feeling that way.”

      “Chance, that sucks, really. But this is the police department. We don’t do missing dogs. Not sure why I have to keep telling people that. Had another gal in this morning complaining about her chickens. It’s like an epidemic around here.”

      “Someone’s going around stealing chickens?”

      “That’s just it, they’re not. Sounds like this lady forgot to lock the cages and she’s looking for someone to blame. Chickens didn’t even get out.”

      “Wait,” I said. “So someone complained that their coop wasn’t locked, but nothing was missing?”

      “Exactly. You’d be surprised the things folks call in about. Did you know people really do call the fire department to get their cat out of trees? We get the call too, of course. But we got a new girl down at dispatch. I think she’s putting a stop to all that.”

      “How so?”

      “Started asking if their cat was on fire, or armed. Depends on the situation. We’ve gotten a lot of complaints about her. But the nonsense calls have slowed down, so there’s that.”

      “That’s pretty funny,” I said.

      “I thought so too. I hope she never leaves. Anyway, I hope you find Sissy. I’ll spread the word to patrol.”

      “Thanks. Tia’s torn up about it. You should have seen her. Was like she thought I was going to kick her out or something. Can you imagine, feeling like you’re about to be on the streets ’cause the dog got loose?”

      “You two have gotten pretty close, huh?”

      “Yeah. It’s weird, you know? I went so long without knowing who my dad was. Never had any siblings and Mom was what she was. Tia’s a pain in the ass but she’s consistent. Her and Sissy, they’re like my best friends.”

      “Nothing weird about any of that. Not sure there’s any need deeper for a human being, let alone a child, than to feel like you know who you can count on.”

      “I guess.”

      “No guessing. Your dad and Harper, they love you, but I think you can relate to Tia about some things they may not understand. Know I can.” I studied Izzy’s face to see if she had more to say. She didn’t.

      “I remember once,” I said. “Mom left me in charge of things at home. I was probably eight or nine at the time. Told me to watch the cat and she’d be back soon, no more than a day. Put a ten-dollar bill on the counter underneath a box of mac ’n’ cheese, and left. She was gone four days. I don’t think she intended to be gone that long, but she was. Came back smelling of booze and sweat. Here I was living off a box of raisins I’d found in the back of the cupboard.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “Mom wasn’t always like that, but it didn’t take much for me to know at a certain point, I was on my own. But at least I had her when I was young. I feel like Tia’s been living off a box of raisins her whole life. Metaphorically speaking, of course. That girl’s middle name could be Big Mac.”

      “My point,” Izzy said. “You may not have had it bad as Tia all the time, but things weren’t always roses for you neither. Now you get to be someone she can depend on, and that’s a hell of an honor, you ask me.”

      I nodded. “You know, when I said they were like my best friends, that doesn’t mean that you⁠—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there. You don’t need to qualify a damn thing. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I got something to show you.”

      Izzy glanced at the door then looked around the room as if someone might have been hiding in the corner. When she was satisfied they weren’t, she popped open the gold button of her uniform breast pocket, pulled out a pair of worn, latex gloves and slipped them on. She pulled open the top drawer of her desk.

      “I was going to wait until I knew more, but since you’re here.”

      She reached inside the drawer and grabbed a folded-up piece of paper, put it down on the edge of the desk and smoothed it out a bit, then slid it in my direction. I grabbed a pencil from nearby, used the eraser side to bring it over closer for me to read.

      The text on the note was written in all caps. At first glance it appeared typed.

      
        
        GOD KNOWS YOUR SINS.

      

      

      “After our talk the other morning, I asked Officer Riley to do a check on that coach you told me about, Hayes. Just nose around some, report back if he saw anything suspicious.”

      “And?”

      “And Hayes is gone. Turns out he took a job a few towns over, three days after you saw him at the Boys & Girls Club.”

      “Not exactly evidence, but suspicious for sure.”

      “Agreed. So I went by after work last night, thought I’d see for myself if there were any clues he might have left behind. I didn’t find anything but an empty house and a broken mailbox, worse than mine, but when I was pulling away, guess who showed up?”

      “Who?”

      “Officer Riley. He parked on the opposite side of the street in his personal vehicle.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “At first, I thought he’d come to do the same thing I had. But then he didn’t get out of the car. I don’t think he knows I saw him. I’ve been running every possible scenario. Only thing I can figure is he wasn’t over there to check on Hayes again.”

      “Then what was he doing?”

      “He was following me.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Izzy said, “but when I got to work this morning, I found this note on my desk.”

      “That does not bode well. But it doesn’t mean it’s connected either.”

      “Doesn’t. But coincidence plus coincidence don’t equal up to coincidence, in my experience.”

      “So you think he’s following you? Leaving threatening notes?”

      “I don’t not think it.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Let me know what I can do.”

      “I’m going to bring you into the fold a little, be good to have someone not in the brass on this. Tonight, what do you say to a sleepover at my place? Bring Tia. We can go on a little stakeout.”

      “Sure,” I said. Not mentioning that the idea of learning directly under her tutelage was doubly appealing. “It is a Friday and we could both use the distraction from all this Sissy business.”

      “Right,” Izzy said. “Just one thing. What if Sissy comes back while you’re gone?”

      “What if she doesn’t?”

      Truth was, I had considered Sissy returning as a possibility but was trying not to think about it. I was worried sick about her, but more than that, I needed to be sure Tia was okay. A distraction of sorts was a good start. For both of us. Tia was my priority now, and besides, I had a case to solve. Whether I liked it or not, I’d taken the money and now I had to do the work, even if that work was already proving more strenuous than expected.

      “Fair enough,” Izzy said.

      “I’ll bring Monopoly.”

      “Please don’t. Listen, for now let’s keep this under wraps.” Izzy leaned in and lowered her voice. “Don’t want Riley to know we’re watching him.”

      “What? You think we’re pen pals? Think I’m calling him up, chatting about boys and hair dos and such?”

      “Alright, I get it,” Izzy said. “But I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Watch your six. He could be quite charming if he needed to be.”

      “What do you know about him? Besides what you’ve seen up here?”

      “Dad’s a preacher. Born and raised in Hopeful. Took the police exam a few times before he got in. Nothing different than half these other yokels, but I’ll do some more digging.”

      I looked back at the door. Still closed. Now I was getting paranoid.

      “Alright. Me and Tia will be at your place around seven. I’ll pick us up some McDonald’s on the way. Might cheer her up some. I’m going to go search for Sissy some more. I can’t focus I’m so worried about her.”

      “Which one?”

      “Both,” I said.

      “Don’t forget the McFlurry. Can’t have McDonald’s without a McFlurry.”

      “They never clean those machines, you know.”

      “Good.” Izzy flexed a bicep. “Builds up the immunity. Why I’m never sick. One day, you might even be big and strong as me.”

      I reached across the desk and squeezed her arm muscle.

      “Hope springs eternal.”

      “See you at seven. And Chance?”

      “Yes?”

      “McFlurry. No Monopoly.”
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      It was still light out when we got to Izzy’s and pulled into the drive. Tia was unusually quiet, moping, pulling french fries out of the greasy paper sack in her lap. Every few minutes she’d let out an exaggerated sigh, mumble to herself, then eat another fry.

      Though I was worried about Sissy, I couldn’t help thinking about the case, feeling like I was letting Darla down. Letting Patience down. I wondered if Harper or Dad ever felt like that. I was certain Joe Dean never did.

      Lemon Street was calm in the evenings. No neighbors outside mowing their lawns, no post office workers walking their routes. It was, by and large, a normal street with nice houses and tall trees lined up on both sides. Her street was nicer than the office neighborhood, with better yards and better fences. This was perfect suburbia. We had Izzy beat in the mailbox department, though. She’d been right, hers looked awful. We parked next to Izzy’s truck in the drive. I told Tia to grab the bags of food and I’d grab the drinks. She didn’t argue or talk back. I was starting to worry.

      We walked up the sidewalk like a chain gang, past a row of wilted, fuchsia vincas that looked like they’d grown wild more than by design. I nodded at the flora in a show of respect, then stepped onto the porch, rang the bell, and waited. The curtain in the living room billowed, then Izzy was standing at the door in front of us wearing stretchy clothes and cute animal slippers.

      “Come on in,” she said. “Here, let me help you.”

      Izzy grabbed a bag from Tia and we all headed into the kitchen. Tia and I took our seats at the dining table while Izzy pulled food from the bags and spread it out on paper plates. It was one step up from ripping the bag in half and using it as a placemat.

      “Sorry to hear about Sissy, Tia. I hope you find her. Lost my dog Leo once. Know how bad it can feel.”

      Before Tia could say anything, Izzy’s phone on the counter next to her, rang. She glanced down at the screen, but let it go to voicemail.

      “You on call?” I asked.

      “Technically, yes. But I told them I’d only come in if the station was on fire.” Izzy cupped a hand to her ear and leaned toward the window. “And I don’t hear any sirens. I got something to show you.”

      She disappeared down the hallway and returned a few moments later carrying a stack of papers. She dropped them on the table between me and Tia.

      “After you left this morning, I decided to pull all the Peeping Toms, hot prowls, and suspicious reports in the district within a fifty-mile radius of the area you and Tia pinpointed on your Patience search.” There was a lilt in Izzy’s voice. “And guess what?”

      “What?”

      She nodded at the stack of papers. I took the top one from the pile and studied it.

      
        
        STATE OF TEXAS

        VIOLATOR: KENNETH RILEY

        OFFENSE: LOITERING

        6/24/2004

      

      

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said. “He’d have been what? Seventeen, eighteen?”

      “About.”

      “And he still became a cop? How’s that a thing?”

      “Loitering can mean a lot of things. Could be he was at the wrong place at the wrong time. Could be he was a failed Peeping Tom would have been successful in another ten minutes. Regardless, a misdemeanor like that and the fact that it seems to be his only charge aren’t enough to keep him off the force. You’d be surprised some of the collars these guys have, even after they’re on the job. It’s a boys’ club, Chance. And they look out for one another.”

      “Hold on,” I said, and pulled out my phone. As I typed the address into my maps application, waited for it to load, I replayed the conversation I’d had with Riley earlier at the station about Sissy. He’d seemed so genuinely worried on my behalf. If that was an act, then he had missed his calling.

      I didn’t like thinking I could be fooled so easily, and I liked doubting myself even less. Before I could consider things further, the robotic voice of the maps navigator drew my attention down to the screen. It was not good.

      “You see where this happened?” I asked.

      “I did. Hold that thought,” Izzy said. “Here.”

      She passed me and Tia our plates of food, then joined us at the table.

      “Not many reasons for a young man to be hanging outside a sorority house in the evening,” I said.

      “Exactly. Report says none of the women inside knew him. He claimed he was broke down, going up to the house to use the phone. But that’s just it. I dug around and back then, wasn’t nothing else around there. That’s before they built up that side of the town. Before they put in the Chinese place, or even the bookstore. Riley didn’t even have a car. At least none was mentioned in the report. No reason to be anywhere near there, unless it was a visit to one of the sisters.”

      “Would they add that type of thing? What are the odds the detectives working would take detailed notes like that? Maybe the car was there and it seemed too obvious to mention.”

      “Maybe. Whole thing is thin, but it’s a start. I say we wrap up here in a few, go for a drive. Riley’s off tonight too, unless they called him in. We ought to go by his place, check on things.”

      Tia cleared her throat. For a moment, I had forgotten she was there.

      “You two making me sick over here. Y’all got this white boy you know shady as fuck, and you trying to give him the benefit of the doubt?”

      “Tia! She just said we should go check him out. We can’t just go accusing people of crimes with no real evidence.”

      “Whatever,” Tia said.

      “Now wait a minute, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying he’s white and a man. And ain’t nobody lurking outside nobody’s windows that ain’t up to no good.”

      “There’s due process for these types of things,” Izzy said. I nodded in agreement.

      Tia scoffed. “This bullshit why nothing around here gets done. Y’all worried about getting canceled. Don’t want to step on nobody’s toes. I say we go over there, beat on his damn door and ask him straight up: Is you a creeper? Because I got shit to do. My dog’s still missing and this bullshit is slowing down my search.”

      And with that, Tia tossed down what was left of her hamburger, stood up, and walked away.

      “There’s still a McFlurry,” I called after her.

      Izzy looked at me. “That escalated quickly.”

      “You remember fourteen, don’t you?”

      “Awful,” Izzy said.

      The sounds of Tia’s feet echoed down the hall until she disappeared into another room. I looked back at her place at the table.

      It was the first time I had ever seen her not finish her food.
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      The three of us had loaded into Izzy’s truck and were on the way to Riley’s house. A change of scenery had seemed like a good idea, but so far, it was not a comfortable journey. Tia was in the bucket seat between Izzy and me, still steaming from her hissy fit, and I was staring out the passenger side, thinking about what she’d said.

      Clearly, so was Izzy, because she spoke first.

      “Listen, Tia. I know you don’t need my advice. Shit, you probably seen more of the world than either of us, and I don’t mean the good parts. And I’m not saying you’re wrong or I know more than you do, but you have to understand that life is fragile. Now I know you get that on the surface. You’ve seen a lot of death and destruction, but what I’m talking about is your life. Your living-and-breathing existence. You have to wake up every day and look at yourself in the mirror and ask, Can I live with what I’ve done? And as you get older, and you see the lives around you crumble and the suffering that ripples out from it, you start to slow down and step back before you take action. When I lock somebody up for a crime I know they did, I sleep good at night. Better than good. But that doesn’t mean I don’t see the person they could have been, sometimes just for a moment, but it’s there. The little kid that was innocent, just like you. And just like you, they had life thrust upon them whether they deserved it or not. You have to have strong convictions to survive this world. That’s a good quality, and you got it. But you have to have a little empathy too. I don’t mean for these assholes out there committing crimes, I mean in general. And part of that empathy has to extend to yourself. You’re mad about Sissy and I don’t blame you. But that wasn’t your fault. Sissy is a dog and dogs are going to do what dogs are going to do. You made a mistake, and you can’t punish yourself forever for it.”

      Tia opened her mouth as if to object, but Izzy continued.

      “And another thing,” Izzy said. “My whole purpose in life is to catch the bad guy. That’s my whole gig, whatever that means. Whether it’s him, her, they, them. Black, white, purple or brown. Friend, enemy, doesn’t matter. I got one goal, and it’s to keep people like you safe. People like us. I’m not saying I haven’t failed or I won’t again. That I don’t see the faces of those I’ve let down or hear their cries, but I am saying that we’re all connected here on this big blue marble, whether we like it or not.”

      Tia rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was thinking about what Izzy said. Through the windshield, the haze of the headlamps bounced across the blacktop as we went.

      Just like Tia, I was thinking about my own life and all that had brought me to this moment. I’d started down this career path because it seemed like a natural segue. Now it was starting to feel like there was more to it. Of course I wanted to make Dad and Harper proud. Do some good, carve out a name for myself. But most of all, I wanted Tia to be proud of me.

      I looked straight ahead for the rest of the drive.

      Eventually we rounded the corner and arrived outside Officer Riley’s house. There was nothing that indicated someone in law enforcement lived there, and I thought that might have been a calculated decision.

      Izzy turned off the headlamps and cruised into an open spot at the curb. Riley’s car was in the driveway and the lights were on inside the house. We saw no human movement, but the television flickered through the sheer living room curtains on to the drive, bouncing images against the hood of Riley’s parked car like a makeshift projector.

      “That the house?” I asked. It was a dumb question as I already knew the answer, but I was grateful for an excuse to break the silence.

      “Far as I know,” Izzy said.

      “He live alone?”

      “Hope so.”

      “You didn’t check?”

      “I’m making this up as we go, alright?”

      “Fine. Now what?”

      “Now we wait.”

      “Wait, huh? If only we had something to pass the time. Like a board game.”

      “Alright, alright,” Izzy said. “Yes, we’re in for a long night, but this is strictly observational. Which means we have to observe, not play games.”

      “What are we looking for?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Something. I don’t know. Anything seems suspicious. I want to know his habits.”

      “I think his habit is come home and watch TV.”

      “So far. But patience, young grasshopper. Remember, we could be saving a life anything looks out of place. Things reveal themselves in time.”

      “I got a revelation,” Tia said. At this we both turned toward her, curious as to what possibly could have brought her out of her brooding.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I need to pee.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I opened my eyes it was almost dawn. Tia was asleep in the bucket seat between us. She looked small and peaceful, and it was nice to know that horns hadn’t grown out of her head overnight. I wasn’t sure we’d gained anything from being out here, but it had taken my mind off Sissy for a little while. I hoped the same for Tia, though I doubted it.

      Izzy was still awake, staring at the house. She looked like she hadn’t blinked since we got there.

      I whispered so as not to wake Tia.

      “Anything?”

      “Nothing. Not a damn thing all night.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Early,” Izzy said. “Hadn’t intended to stay this long, but then you two fell asleep and I got to thinking on some things. You’re terrible in a stakeout, by the way.”

      She had me there.

      “Things like what?” I asked.

      “Little things. Stuff he’s said in passing you wouldn’t think much about at first. Like that comment about knowing where the bodies are buried. Or his obsession with cold cases. Most cops hate working those, because the evidence is old or nonexistent. Riley, he can’t get enough of them. Especially when it’s the unsolved murder of a woman. And I should mention, there’s a lot of backlog from the early 2000s. It’s like he’s looking for something.”

      “Aren’t they all unsolved murders of women?”

      “Feels that way sometimes, don’t it?” Izzy said. “No, this is different. He’s too invested, you ask me. That’s why I need you on this, need some outside perspective.”

      “Here’s a crazy thought,” I said, “but maybe he’s just doing his job. Could be he’s a go-getter, eager to please. Wants to prove to the new boss he’s worth his salt.”

      “Would help if he’d actually solve one of those cold cases, then.”

      “Good point,” I said.

      “You sound like you got a crush.”

      I looked over to Tia, still sleeping of course.

      “No,” I said. “I just don’t think we should ruin someone’s life without the full picture. That’s all.”

      “What about him being at Hayes’s place?”

      She had me there. “Like you said before, there’s a process to this.”

      “I said that for Tia.”

      “We should go.”

      As soon as I said it there was movement through the curtains. A moment later, the front door opened and a young, blonde woman stepped out onto the porch, followed moments later by Riley. His hand cupped the small of her back, making it clear this was no roommate. Though I would never admit it, and I was ashamed to think it considering the circumstances, I felt a tiny twinge of jealousy.

      “Get down,” Izzy whispered.

      It had been a dumb idea to take Izzy’s truck, even keeping our distance, but it was too late now. We got small as we could, waited until we heard the doors of a vehicle open and close, followed by the sound of an engine starting. At this, Tia sat up.

      “Get down,” I said.

      “What’d I miss?” Tia asked.

      “He’s leaving.”

      She crunched down in her seat, studied the scene behind us from the rearview mirror.

      “Turned left on Maple. Some chick in the passenger seat.”

      “Shit,” Izzy said. “All night and nothing. Minute I drop my guard . . . Was like he knew.”

      “Probably just taking her home,” I said. “Back to her parents’ house from the looks of her.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Izzy said.

      “We’d better head back,” I said. “I want to call the shelter soon as they open, and my cell is dead.”

      “I’m coming back tonight.”

      “We can’t. Tia has homework, but keep us posted.”

      Izzy started the truck while we buckled ourselves in, then pulled away from the curb. Deep in thought, the three of us rode back to Izzy’s house, ready to begin the day.
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      A quick phone call revealed there was still no news at the shelter about Sissy, and my optimism about her return was starting to wane. I didn’t want Tia to know, so I decided now would be the time to go down there in person. I told her I was running some errands and even asked her to come with me—a little teenage reverse psychology—but she said no as I had hoped.

      I grabbed Sissy’s leash just in case I got lucky, a few photos of Sissy I’d printed from an app on my phone, and headed out the door.

      I pulled up to the shelter about a half hour later. When I got out of the car, the cacophony of dog barks echoed across the parking lot, and I tried to see if I could make out Sissy’s little dog voice among them. Once inside the building, at the far end of the hall, I saw a group of young women all crowded around a large cardboard box. They were oblivious to my arrival. I walked over to them and said, “Excuse me, hi. I’m Chance Kirby. I called, but figured I’d drop by. I’m looking for my dog, Sissy.”

      One of the girls, who couldn’t have been much older than Tia, turned and looked up at me.

      “Would you take a look at this? Couldn’t you just die?”

      I moved in a little closer toward the women and the box, looked over the edge and peered inside. There were about six kittens, waddling around and just-a-fussing. I hadn’t heard them at first over the dog barks, but now their mews were coming in loud and clear. They couldn’t have been more than a week old, because their eyes were still closed. They were indeed, very cute. But they weren’t Sissy.

      “What can I do for you?” another woman asked. She looked younger than the first one.

      “I’m looking for my dog, Sissy. I called the other day, made a report. Spoke to some guy about it.”

      “Oh, had to be Jason. Only two males on staff at the moment and Henry’s been out until today.” She looked over at a man about my age poised behind a computer; the placard in front of him read Henry Thompson. “Wait one minute, I’ll grab Jason for you.”

      Kitten Wrangler disappeared into the back room behind a swinging door as the rest of the observers continued to ooh and ahh. I watched the kittens meander around the cardboard box a while longer, falling over and running into each other, yelling at the tops of their tiny lungs until finally I heard a man’s voice say, “What can I do for you?”

      From the slight lisp and his deep tone, I knew unequivocally it was the same man I had spoken to before.

      His name tag read Jason Scott and he looked to be a few years older than me. He was tall and slim with wiry auburn hair and light eyes. His short, trimmed beard glittered with specks of deep red.

      “I’m looking for my dog, Sissy. I called on the phone the other day, mentioned I would drop by.”

      “Sure, sure. I remember. The shepherd, the squirrel. But I told you, she ain’t here.”

      “I’ll just take a look around, you don’t mind.”

      “If you insist.”

      I put my hand out to him in a go-ahead gesture, then followed behind until we reached a large, metal door that disappeared to somewhere unseen. I looked back over my shoulder at the box of kittens, wondered what their fate would be.

      Through the door we entered a wide, concrete hallway lined with dogs in stacked cages and behind chain fences on either side. Nothing about this place was feel-good.

      “We keep the big dogs down there at the end. No new shepherds have come in. And I would know. I’m the one bringing them in.”

      “I’d feel better I took a look myself.”

      “Whatever. What’d you say your name was?”

      “Chance.”

      He stopped. All at once the wide halls felt narrow and cold.

      “Had a dog named Chance. Little black fur patch over her right eye. Good dog. Knew how to mind.”

      It wasn’t the first time someone had told me they had a dog with my same name. I was never sure what people meant to get out of it by telling me that. I pretended to be distracted by something at the end of the hall, and quickened my pace. The dogs had gone eerily quiet.

      As we approached the end of the hall, a small pit mix came to the edge of the chain-link barrier. For no reason I could figure, Jason faux-lunged at the dog, sending it backward with a fearful yip.

      Stunned, I said, “What’d you do that for?”

      The dog was scooted back into the far corner, its tail between its legs, its ears pressed flat against its skull.

      “Dogs need to know who’s boss.”

      “You don’t think the fence and the cages make that painfully clear? Jesus, man, that’s fucked.”

      “Hey, I know how to handle my bitches. I’m not the one lost mine.”

      Jason took another step toward me. Something about the way he moved, let his eyes roam my body made me shudder.

      “You’re an asshole,” I said.

      He stepped closer, his breath the smell of sweet rot.

      “Lighten up, would you? It was a joke.”

      It was always a joke when a man needed to justify something shitty. Me, I had seen enough. Though it pained me on multiple levels, he was right. Sissy wasn’t there and things were getting a little too tense for my liking. I turned to create space between us, and headed back toward the door at the far end of the hall where we’d entered.

      “Hey,” he called out. “Where you going?”

      I kept walking, quickening my pace until I was almost running. As I reached for the door, I felt the weight of his hand land hard on my shoulder, pinning me in place. In that moment, something primal inside of me emerged like a hippopotamus with a road flare beneath its tail.

      My body quivered, and without thinking, I reached across my chest with my left hand and trapped his hand on my right shoulder. With an open fist, I simultaneously shot my right palm down behind me, slapping his groin with a popping sound.

      Jason’s hot breath covered the back of my neck as the wind was knocked out of him. He doubled over in pain and let out a squealing sound that I thought he might be embarrassed about later. I used this as an opportunity to position myself under him, bent my knees and stuck my butt out for leverage, brought my elbow up to his chin faster than a cobra strike. His teeth rattled and his body went upright. I lifted up one leg high for momentum, like a Rockette, scraped the edge of my shoe down hard across his shin, dropped it into a stomp as if trying to alert the residents of hell. A shot of pain traveled from my heel to my hip. I knew I was going to feel that the next day.

      With his hand still gripped in mine, I looped my right arm behind me, underneath his armpit, and grabbed the back of his collar, hoisted him up and over my back like a Hula-Hoop until he landed with a thud on the concrete floor, knocking the wind out of him again. Instinctively, he sucked in a breath of air like the universe being gulped into itself, hesitated, then tried to get up. It didn’t work out so well. He made it to one knee and wobbled, then lost his footing as if on skis.

      This was getting sad.

      Eventually, Jason managed to all fours, swung the other leg around and worked himself to standing like a drunken monkey. He staggered over to the chain-link fence and propped himself up, tried to speak, but never found the words. He looked like a scarecrow, the way his coveralls fell across him and his body draped over the fence line. I was out of breath and vibrating with adrenaline, but he moved in a way that said we weren’t finished yet. I positioned myself for round two.

      He stepped wide and closed the space between us faster than I expected. I stumbled backward but stayed upright. He reached a hand toward my throat, but I blocked him with a sweep of my arms. This upset his already precarious balance and he faltered, teetered backward, and then all at once it was over. He collapsed onto his back in defeat. A long, wet fart I could have done without echoed throughout the concrete room as he hit the floor and his head rolled to one side. The whites of his eyes fluttered, then his body shook and convulsed. And then he was still.

      I waited to see if he might try to resurrect himself, but he didn’t. Though he was no longer a threat, I felt I needed to somehow punctuate the moment, him having gotten in the fart as a final offense. I walked over and stood above him like a looming oak tree. My shadow cast down across his body.

      “Never touch me.”

      Satisfied, I turned to leave and saw the pit mix from before cautiously approach at the fence. The dog sniffed at the air a few times, then looked up at me.

      “Good dog,” I said.

      The dog’s tail wagged in response, and though I couldn’t be sure, I thought it smiled. I left Jason there to finish his nap.
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      “Get on down to the church,” Izzy said. “We got another body. Female, young.”

      “Which church? This is Hopeful.”

      I pulled the phone away from my ear, yawned, and checked the time.

      8:02 a.m.

      “Church near the station. Right there on the right, as you come in. Bastard’s getting ballsy. You were right about the timeline. He’s escalating.”

      “Any chance the church has surveillance?”

      “What do you think? Hurry up, I need outside eyes on this.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Be right there.”

      I put the phone down and pulled the covers up over my head.
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      From the yellow crime scene tape barrier where I stood, I could see Izzy and Officer Riley in the distance on the grassy hill. I felt funny seeing him there, knowing we had been watching him. From afar, nothing seemed extra suspicious about him, though beyond wearing a sandwich board that read, I’M SUSPICIOUS, I’m not sure I would have noticed anything anyway. He was certainly just as good-looking, even as a possible murderer, and he and Izzy seemed to be chatting away, deep in conversation—presumably about the body nearby. There were a handful of other officers with them I didn’t recognize. They were all huddled around something on the left side of the church, unidentifiable from this vantage point. From where I stood, they could be peeing or they could praying. It was Hopeful, so possibly both.

      The tape barrier was guarded by a short, dark-skinned officer who seemed more than eager to fight with anyone who might take an interest in what was happening up on that hill. There was a trail of orange cones and little orange flags that peppered the grounds marking possible evidence, which indicated to me there had been a struggle. I hoped so.

      I hoped whoever had hurt that girl was feeling it today, tenfold. That she, whoever she was, had given him hell and then some. I dropped my chin in a silent show of respect, put out a thought to the universe, cheap a term as that is. After a moment, I approached the officer, hoping he was friendlier than he looked. I read the name tag on his uniform.

      “Officer Louis,” I said. “Chief asked me to come.”

      Louis studied me like one might study a child covered in chocolate after the birthday cake had gone missing. Louis stepped in closer and said, “No civilians. You’ll have to wait here.”

      “No sir, I’m not a civilian. I mean, I am, but I’m a private investigator. Chief Lop⁠—”

      “Ma’am, step away from the barrier.”

      “Did you just ma’am me? Listen, I just need to⁠—”

      “I said step back.”

      “This is what we’re doing, huh? Alright.” I cupped my hands around my mouth to make a megaphone. “Yo! Izzy!”

      She and everyone around her froze. I could hear her butthole tighten from here. Within seconds, Louis’s walkie squawked. He turned his back toward me, unlatched it from his belt and said, “Go for Louis.”

      “Let her up.”

      She did not sound happy.

      Louis made a sour face, considered things for a moment, then lifted the tape.

      I hop-skipped over and ducked underneath.

      “Thanks, Louis. You’re a peach.”

      From under his breath I heard him say, “Bitch.”

      I stopped, did a dramatic hair flip for no reason other than it was all I had and said, “Sometimes.”

      With a fake curtsy, I continued up the hill, met by Officer Riley, running toward me, his hand pressed to his hip to keep his gun from bouncing up and down as he went. By the time he got to me, little beads of sweat were rolling down from his temples. Riley led the way to where Izzy and the group were waiting.

      “Damn, Kirby,” Izzy said. “Could you be less of an asshole? You’re not even supposed to know about this. Louis is a shit. Type to complain to whoever might listen. My bosses included.”

      “Alright, alright,” I said. “Sorry. He started it.”

      “Did he?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Sometimes,” Izzy said, “there’s no question you are your father’s daughter.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She sighed. “Now listen, we don’t have much. Partial shoe print, couple of candy wrappers that could have been there before all this, some grass that’s been disturbed recently, and a fingernail. That’s it as far as forensics. Flagged a few other things on the lawn for testing, but nothing that looks promising. We’ll know more when the medical examiner takes a look at the body.”

      “When did it happen?” I said.

      “Recent. Had just got here when I called you. Matter of fact, Officer Riley here phoned it in. Saw something on the lawn on his way to work this morning.”

      Izzy looked at me. I was picking up what she was putting down. I glanced over to Riley, who nodded.

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      “Take a step back, boys,” Izzy said. They did. “Anything seem familiar to you?”

      I steeled myself for what I knew was coming, though it did little in the way of good.

      Lying in a puddle of blood, crumpled on the ground in front of me, was a young Hispanic woman. Her lips were swollen, and her once-brown skin was now blotchy, bloated, and purple. The only clothing she had on was a bright green one-piece bathing suit, and it was turned inside out.

      “Goddamnit,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Izzy said. “And I can’t be sure until we get her on the slab, but look at her thighs.”

      My stomach lurched.

      “There’s blood,” I said.

      “Looks like our guy has graduated. What do you want to bet she was raped before she was killed? Silver lining though, if you will, is that we may have more of a chance to get DNA. Look at her nails. She went to town on this guy. They’re broken, and that looks like skin underneath. He’s getting more frantic. And see that?” Izzy said, pointing.

      I followed her finger with my gaze to the dead girl’s earlobes. They were strips of ribboned, bloody flesh.

      “Just yanked them right out,” Officer Riley said.

      I startled, having almost forgotten he was there.

      “We have to get this guy, Chance,” Izzy said. “Meet me back at the station in a half hour. We have some things to discuss.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll make a Starbucks run. You want anything?”

      “Nah,” Izzy said. “I prefer the sludge back at the station. See you in a few.”

      I took a few steps down the hill when Riley stopped me.

      “I’ll walk you back. Make sure Officer Louis doesn’t give you any shit.”

      “Good idea, Officer.” Was I flirting with a possible killer, and over a dead body at that?

      I felt ashamed of myself. Officer Riley escorted me across the lawn, past the police barrier and over to my car. I did not stop to taunt Louis—didn’t even try to make a joke, as nothing seemed funny anymore.

      It was times like these I thought I might never laugh again. I wanted to go home and hug Tia. Tell her I would keep her safe from this world. Promise her that she could finish growing up, the little time she had left to be a kid. Assure her that just because she was female didn’t mean she couldn’t do the things she wanted. Or that being Black had no impact on the way people looked at her. I was doing everything in my power to make it so, but it was too late for all that. Tia knew the way of the world.

      “Hey, Chance,” Riley said, facing me. “I know this isn’t exactly the right time.” He gestured weakly to his colleagues on the hill. His uniform was damp with sweat and humidity. “Can I take you out for a drink sometime? Maybe we could talk about something besides, you know, murder?”

      I opened the car door and turned back to him. “That’d be fine, Officer Riley,” I said.

      As I eased myself into the driver’s seat, he rested both hands atop the open doorframe. Once in my seat he smiled weakly, put one hand on the car’s edge and the other across my body, reached for my seatbelt, then lowered his face next to mine.

      “Call me Ken.”

      “Alright, Ken.”

      The heat seemed to have sucked the air from my lungs, and before either of us could speak again, he handed me the belt buckle, stepped back, and closed the car door.

      Through the window, he mouthed, “Be careful, Chance.”

      The sudden tenderness was jarring, and in a moment when I’d been so lost in my own thoughts, it felt all the more disconcerting. What had he meant by that? Was it possible that Riley was truly worried about me, or was he on to me? Had he seen us that morning, and this was him delivering a warning? I guessed I would find out soon enough.

      The noise of the outside began to disappear, and I was left only with the faint smell of sweat and momentary flashes of the girl on the hill. I idled there a moment as Ken walked away, lost in the purring sounds of the engine and the rhythmic whoosh of air-conditioning blasting across my warm cheeks. I glanced into my rearview then back to the hill. I’d seen brutal, attended crime scenes and accident scenes, but this?

      That girl’s long, dark hair and those almond-shaped eyes—something about it hit different.

      Maybe because I was different.

      I’d meant everything I’d said before, about finding Patience’s killer, but this was no longer a case I’d been hired to solve.

      This was my mission. Nose forward, ears back.
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      “Here’s what I think,” Izzy said. “Patience’s killer, Guadalupe’s killer—they’re the same guy.”

      “Guadalupe?”

      “What I’m calling the girl on the hill until we get an ID.”

      “Can’t you put out a plea to the public?” I asked.

      “I’m keeping it out of the news long as I can. Family doesn’t need to find out that way, but I can’t sit on it forever. The time gap is closing for this guy, Chance.”

      It had been three days since they’d found Guadalupe and Izzy had asked me to stop in to discuss matters. So far, there was nothing new to go on.

      “Let’s say for the sake of argument,” Izzy said, “Patience was his first. I know she wasn’t, but let’s say she was, and now we’ve got another victim and this time a rape. Now let’s say it’s the same guy going all the way back to that kid in Midnight Creek. That’s the case, then he’s really come a long way. No matter how you look at it, the next one will be soon.”

      She looked nervous, kept shuffling things around on her desk.

      “We can’t let that happen, Chance. I’ve been sitting on Riley as much as I can, but I’m losing steam on that, for a variety of reasons. Besides, can’t be there all the time, and you’ve got Tia to worry about.” She paused, took a drink of water from a bottle on her desk. “Last night I was working. He could have done it. Could have done it right under our noses, but I don’t know. He did seem shook up today at the scene.”

      I sat there, picking at my nails.

      “I wanted to talk to you about that,” I said. “I have an idea.”

      “Listening.”

      Izzy leaned in like I was about to reveal the missing Epstein files.

      “Riley asked me out, and I said yes.” Izzy raised an eyebrow. “He caught me in a moment of weakness. I thought it was odd at first, considering, but either way I said yes, and it’s a chance for us to get him out of the house.”

      “If you’re looking for trouble, we can just go on down to the jailhouse, and you can take your pick. This isn’t the time to play dating roulette.”

      “No, Izzy. It’s exactly the time. If I can get him out of the house, you know, distract him, you might be able to drop by, take a look around.”

      Izzy sucked at her teeth. “Chance, we’re looking at him for rape and murder. You sure you want to put yourself out there like that? I can’t sanction it with the department, and I can’t be there to make sure you’re safe and snoop around at the same time. Higher-ups can’t even know I’m looking into Riley, because if it is him, it’ll get covered up immediately. Even if I found something, we couldn’t use it in court. And I can’t be the only female here in a high-up position, start accusing my coworkers of rape and murder before my trial period’s even over. It’s not a good look.”

      “They’re not going to fire you. Who else would take the job?”

      Izzy winced, then seemed to agree.

      “Besides Riley,” Izzy said, “you’re probably right. Not to mention I already got several of them by the short hairs, cheating on their wives and such, but that’s not the point. And that said, I’m not untouchable. I don’t solve this, I’m good as gone, no matter who owes me.”

      The smell of coffee being brewed wafted in from across the hall, a stark reminder of the day ahead. In my mind, there were also fresh donuts.

      “I’m not asking for anything,” I said. “But still, isn’t there anyone you could go to? Share your suspicions? Maybe someone has a bead on Riley could give us some insight not in the files.”

      “Can’t trust them, Chance. You’re the only one I trust right now. You and Tia, and I don’t want her getting too close to this. Think we already made an error in judgment bringing her to the stakeout, but I was caught up in the moment. No point putting a target on that girl’s back. Does that enough her ownself.”

      “Okay. We’ll figure it out on our own. I’ll see if Riley is around this evening.”

      “Long shot. Probably working late now, all this.”

      “Good point. I’ll see what I can do in the meantime. Thanks for calling me, Izzy. I know it could get you into trouble. And sorry about before, with that other officer.”

      “Did I mention the short hairs? Just because I’m new to town doesn’t mean I’m new to all this.” She held her hands up, looked around. “East Texas is only so big.”

      She had a point.

      “Anyway, you let me worry about that. Might be able to get the judge to sign off on having you in a consultancy capacity. I could use the help, and the outside perspective.”

      “Really? How much does it pay?”

      “Nothing. But that way, next time you show up at a crime scene and act like a jackass, at least I got reason for it, officially.”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “We catch this guy, whoever it is, that’s all that will matter in the end. That said, maybe try to blend in a little more in the future. I know that ain’t exactly a Kirby trait, but do your best, would you?”

      “Sins of the father,” I said.
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      When the phone rang the next morning, I was surprised to see Hopeful Animal Shelter flash across the screen.

      A woman’s voice greeted me on the other end of the line.

      “May I speak to Chance?”

      “Speaking.”

      “Hold please.”

      Before I could object, another voice came on the line.

      “This is Henry Thompson over at the Hopeful Animal Shelter. I believe we may have found your dog—” There was a shuffling of papers, then the voice said, “Sissy?”

      I let out a sigh that could rival the Santa Ana winds. “You sure it’s her?”

      “No ma’am, I’m not. No collar, but fits the description. You mind coming down, take a look?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “Let me get dressed, I’ll be right there.”

      I knocked back the last swallow of coffee I’d been nursing, put the cup in the sink and hurried myself dressed. After I’d brushed my teeth, I grabbed my bag—made sure I had Sissy’s leash and her backup collar, which had seen better days—and headed out in hopes of bringing Sissy home.
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      I was greeted by a guy behind a desk who introduced himself as Henry. I remembered seeing him the other day.

      “Chance, I presume?”

      “Where’s the other guy?”

      Henry’s face twitched slightly, as though it pained him to speak. “Jason’s out on a run, but I can take you back, you like.”

      I studied him a moment, trying to get a read on things. He had a nice smile and a soft voice. His desk was tidy, and on the corner, I saw a dog-eared paperback copy of To Kill a Mockingbird. He pushed his chair back and stood up.

      “Heard your last visit was . . . exciting.”

      “You said you might have Sissy?”

      “Right,” he said. “Come with me.”

      This time there were no kittens. Henry seemed to be the only one on staff.

      “Just you?”

      “Tiffany’s on the way.”

      I followed him through the double doors and down the same cold hallway, scanned the barking pups on either side as we walked. The place was just as awful as the last time, though I did notice my pit mix friend was no longer there.

      Henry noticed where I was looking and said, “Adopted. Nice family.”

      Good luck, pup, I thought.

      My phone pinged in my pocket, cutting through the noise. I ignored it. When we finally reached the big dogs at the far end of the hall, there was Sissy, licking her paws and looking annoyed, as though I’d forgotten to pick her up after gym class.

      “Siss!” I ran over to her cage and knelt down. She didn’t budge. I was in bigger trouble than I thought. As if to confirm, Sissy sighed. “Where’d you find her?”

      “Actually, was Jason found her.”

      For a moment I considered a conspiracy at work, but that felt like giving Jason too much credit.

      “I think you lit a fire under his ass, say the least. Everyone’s talking about it. Got it on video up front, you want to see. I’ve sure enjoyed watching it on repeat. Guy’s an ass.”

      I looked up, saw for the first time the small black eyes of cameras staring down at me.

      “I tell you,” Henry continued, “I’ve been wishing and hoping, waiting for something like that to happen for a while now. That Jason’s a real piece of work. Anyway, he brought her in last night from some hoarder house. She came in with twelve others and nine cats if you’re in the market. Found the paperwork on my desk this morning. Wanted to call you first thing.”

      I wasn’t sure what would incriminate me, not that it would matter if there was video evidence, so I opted for silence. Henry took note.

      “I don’t think he’d go to the law with it. Have to admit he got whooped by a girl.” He winked. “If you want to head back up front, I’ll bring her around, get the discharge papers.”

      I reached two fingers through the cage, gave Sissy a scratch on the nose.

      “Good girl, Siss-ter. We’re going home.”

      Sissy sighed again as though tired of all my bullshit, rolled her greasy eyeballs, then went back to licking herself.

      Business as usual.
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      The paperwork was menial, and I was done before Sissy had been brought around to the front. Henry, who would never thrive in a career of espionage, couldn’t seem to take the silence.

      “Where’d you learn to hit like that?”

      “If it’s all the same to you, Henry, I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Right. Sorry . . . We got someone dropping off some donations today. Pet store closed down. Leashes, collars, all kinds of things. You want, I could save you some. Put it behind the desk with your name on it.”

      I thought about Sissy’s fraying collar. “That’d be great.”

      Henry smiled and I returned the gesture. He had a way of holding his mouth that felt familiar. Kind of like Elvis, if Elvis had been shorter with lighter hair and a few too many teeth.

      Mercifully, Kitten Wrangler, who I took to be Tiffany, appeared at the end of the hall, Sissy in tow. It was a good thing she was being led, because other than squirrel chasing, she wasn’t much for dog stuff. Probably couldn’t track me around the corner.

      “Come on, girl.”

      I patted at my thigh, made clicking sounds with my mouth. Sissy was big mad, that was clear. I reached into my pocket, pulled out the peanut butter treat I’d brought just in case. She lifted her nose immediately and sniffed at the air. I dropped my fist to my side with the palm up in an offering gesture.

      Kitten Wrangler let go of Sissy’s leash. A smart move, seeing as how Sissy outweighed her by at least two boxes of kittens. Sissy came barreling toward me like a Shetland pony.

      “Ready, Siss?”

      Her tail wagged furiously as she nosed at my fist. I let her slurp the treat from my palm, wiped my hand on my pant leg, and gave her a pat. Then I gathered the papers and rolled them into a tube shape, stuck them into the back pocket of my jeans, and reached down for the leash. We headed toward the exit, leaving Henry and Kitten Wrangler behind.

      We had a little girl to go see.
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      I decided that busting into Tia’s school with Sissy was actually not the best course of action. Instead, me and Siss would be waiting for Tia at home when she got there. I dropped Sissy off at the office, though I hated to leave her, and headed back into town. If her four-paws-up posture in my bedsheets was any indication, she was okay with the plan.

      The text message I had gotten earlier at the shelter was from Izzy. The judge had approved my presence as a consultant on the case.

      Additionally, Izzy was letting me know that Guadalupe’s mother had come down to the station that morning and filed a missing person report. After a brief chat, it didn’t take long for Izzy to know the woman’s daughter had been found. Guadalupe was in fact, Maribel Ramos, and she was fifteen years old.

      Izzy included a few more details in the text message about the judge’s parameters and how I could find Maribel’s mother. I thought I might give Izzy a call first, see if there was anything new that had come in since she’d sent the message.

      The call went straight to voicemail.

      I’d seen Izzy work for days at a time before, little to no sleep, so she was likely wrapped up in the case and would be in touch if there were anything worth reporting. I decided to pay the mom a visit, catch up with Izzy afterward. Darla had been right when she’d said people will tell things to regular folks they might not tell the cops. With Darla in mind, I shot over a text revealing we had movement, and I would fill her in once I got back to the office.
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      I arrived at the address Izzy had given me and parked my car in the street. I curbed my tires since it was on a slight incline, then made my way up the boulder-lined pathway until I reached the front door. I knocked, and it opened almost immediately. A woman I assumed to be the mother stood waiflike in the doorframe.

      She was a short woman with a paisley pink pattern on her housedress that hung down to her knees. Her hair was long and straight and brown. Just like her daughter’s had been. Her nail polish was chipped from where she had been chewing at her hands. She seemed about thirty. She looked tired.

      “Mrs. Ramos? I’m a private investigator. I am working with Chief Izzy Lopez. She said I might find you here. I’m trying to understand what happened to your daughter.”

      While there are some in my profession who delay letting folks know they’re PIs, it has been my stance, and a stance learned from both Dad and Harper, that it’s usually better to tell someone who you are up front. Same goes for journalists.

      When talking to families or people you feel have a vested interest in the case, I liked knowing my cards were on the table. That way, I didn’t have to remember storylines that might get twisted and erode trust down the line.

      Mostly though, I thought my being forthcoming with those I was speaking to would allow them to do the same in return. That, and my efforts at blending in thus far haven’t been stellar. Unlike Dad and Harper, Joe Dean, I was still working on that skill set.

      Mrs. Ramos stood there for a moment which seemed to take the last of her energy, then finally gestured me inside.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Please, have a seat.” She pointed toward the sofa in the living room. “She mentioned you might come by.”

      I dropped onto the worn sofa and looked around, tried to casually nudge over the small black dog stretched across two couch cushions that had yet to lift its head. Sissy seemed like a watchdog compared to this mop.

      “Just you?”

      “Maribel’s father is deployed overseas.” Liliana smoothed back her hair for what must have been the tenth time. “Dios mio. He doesn’t know yet. I won’t be able to tell him⁠—”

      “I’m sure the chief and her team will do what they can to get a hold of him. In the meantime, is there anyone you can call, you know, to sit with you?”

      Liliana shook her head from side to side.

      “Mrs. Ramos, I’ll be frank with you. Truth is, we have to move quick on this, and there’s not a whole lot to go on. If there was, I wouldn’t be here. If it’s okay with you, let’s just talk about what happened leading up to things.”

      “I already told the police everything. What I knew, what she was wearing, right down to the bracelet I had given her at her quinceañera. They said she wasn’t wearing a bracelet when they found her, but she never took it off.”

      At this, she started to cry.

      “I know. I know you did. But sometimes, when you take a minute, things come to you that you might not realize are important. Little things. Little details might have seemed odd at the time, but have a little more meaning now.”

      Liliana let out a sigh, stopped crying, and studied me. “You look like her, you know? You have the same eyes.”

      I pulled my cardigan tighter around me. “Yes, ma’am. And that’s why you need to talk to me. Maribel isn’t some blonde, blue-eyed victim’s gonna get a lot of news coverage. Me and the chief, her team, we’re going to find out who did this. But we need your help.”

      Liliana seemed to be considering things as she shifted back and forth in her seat. The mop got up and moved into her lap, made a circle, then collapsed in a heap.

      “We just moved here, three months ago. We were going to enroll her in school in the fall. Maribel and me, we had done a bit of shopping that day⁠—”

      “That day, when?”

      “Four days ago. We had done some shopping, some errands. The vet, the bank, that sort of thing, then I dropped her off at the water park. I’d driven by a few times and there were always a lot of kids there her age. Thought it might give her a jump on making friends. When I went back to pick her up, she was gone . . .”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Is there anything else? Anything at all you can think of?”

      She leaned back in her chair and stroked the length of the mop. Two beady, black eyes rolled in my direction, fluttered, then disappeared. As if stung by a bee, Liliana lurched forward on her seat.

      “There was one thing,” she said. “Not sure it matters, but it seemed odd, I guess?”

      “Anything. May be nothing, but might be something.”

      “After I dropped Maribel off, before I drove away, she ran back to the car before I was out of the parking lot.”

      “For what?”

      “A cover-up. Said the woman behind the counter told her she needed one for when she wasn’t in the pool.”

      “At a water park?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That is weird. Any chance she caught a ride with someone? Thought maybe you were taking too long and she was ready to go? I’m not saying you did anything wrong, I’m just asking the questions need to be asked.”

      “She wouldn’t ride with just anyone. Maribel was peculiar about that. Plus, she didn’t know anyone here. Once, I was late to pick her up from theater practice, back at her old school. My work had kept me late and every parent there, they all offered to take her home. These were folks we trusted. It was a small town, smaller than this, if you can believe it. We had weekend barbecues with these people. She wouldn’t go. Instead, waited for hours by herself on the steps of the school. Knew I was coming eventually. Maribel was like that. I can’t believe I’m talking about her in the past tense.”

      I took my little notebook out of my back pocket, jotted down a few things to check on later. As I did this, Liliana dropped her head into her hands and began a full-body sob. I waited to see if there might be more to the story. There wasn’t.

      The way she held herself, slumped over like this, reminded me somehow of my own mother. I’d come across her sobbing into herself more times than I cared to remember. I tried to shake the feeling of familiarity.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to leave you my card. You think of anything, day or night, you call me.”

      Liliana continued to cry. I went over to her, put a hand on her shoulder. There was so much more I wanted to say to her. I wanted to tell her things would be okay and not to worry. That she would laugh again and smile again one day. But I wasn’t in the habit of lying, and I didn’t want to start now. So instead I just said, “I’m sorry for your loss. I’ll see myself out.”
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      I drove over to the water park to get the lay of the land. There was just enough time to do some recon before Tia got home. I didn’t have a real plan besides my momentum theory. That and knowing I could do things the cops couldn’t, speak to folks who might not feel comfortable talking to the law. These days, that number seemed more and more.

      I’d seen the park from the road before, just like Mrs. Ramos had, but never stopped there. Everyone that passed by could see the tops of the waterslides over the fence, always a line of kids waiting for their turn to go down. It was a hell of an advertisement.

      I tooled around the parking lot, drove over to the back where the dumpsters were, got out, but kept the car running. I popped up onto my tiptoes, peeked inside the bin but nothing jumped out at me. No bodies or bright neon signs that said Clue, look here. I decided to go around to the front and park. There was a smattering of vehicles, most of which were gas-guzzling SUVs with some version of an NRA bumper sticker. From behind the fence I could hear music growing louder with my every step.

      After the turnstiles, I snaked my way through a maze of stanchions until I reached the shaded desk. It was empty, but a big, round camera with red blinking lights caught my attention. It seemed to be staring into my soul.

      Below the camera was a triangular yellow sign that said, Smile, y’all, you’re on camera!

      Below this was another sign in red lettering.

      
        
        SPLASH KINGDOM

        Our mission: To glorify God while providing a safe and wholesome environment for the children of our community.

        1. No tattoos

        2. No two-piece swimwear

        3. No foul language

        4. No running

        5. No lounging in swimwear

        6. Cover-ups required when not in the water

      

      

      The list went on into the high teens. It may as well have said No joy in Mudville and Definitely no outside snacks. Though come to think of it, that last one might have been on there. The no-running rule I could get behind, but everything else seemed weird and extreme. In other words, business as usual.

      Shame was, it was the only water park for miles and if you didn’t adhere to their rules, you’d better hope the garden hose hadn’t been sitting out in the sun all day.

      “Can I help you?”

      The woman behind the ticket counter had appeared from nowhere, like a phantom. Her hair was wet but her clothes were dry and the aroma of strong chlorine drifted off her and settled in my nose. She was young and blonde, with chiseled cheekbones and a Cindy Crawford mole. She had that Jesus-loves-me essence to her, and looking like that, he probably did. You could bet if she went missing, Houston news would be all over it.

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “Just looking. Thought I might bring my, uh, sister sometime.”

      She scanned me up and down incredulously, then after a moment, smiled said, “Well we’d appreciate that. We love all kinds here. Thing to note, starting in three weeks, it’s weekends only. School’s back, so we close up, but you can always go to the website you need more information.”

      “You the lifeguard here?”

      “One of several. Can’t be too diligent when you’re looking after God’s children.”

      I wondered who’d been looking after Maribel.

      Someone behind me coughed and when I looked back, I realized a family of four was waiting to go inside. I gave a sympathetic nod to the woman juggling the children’s many toys, thanked the girl behind the counter, and headed off for home.
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      When Tia walked in and saw Sissy waiting for her at the door, it took a full ten seconds for Tia’s mouth to catch up to her brain.

      A definite record.

      Tia dropped to her knees, flung her arms around Sissy’s neck and said, “You bitch. You done scared the mess outta me. Don’t ever pull that shit again or I’m gonna feed you to a mountain lion.”

      “Know many mountain lions?”

      “You don’t know who I know,” Tia said, and buried her face in Sissy’s side. She held her for a moment, then sucked in a sharp breath. Through fur, she said, “Where was she?”

      “Shelter. They called this morning. I picked her up without incident.”

      “You trying to say you didn’t see that motherfucker, what’s his name, again?”

      “Jason.”

      “Right. Jason. You didn’t see that motherfucker Jason?”

      “Did not.”

      “He lucky. I got his number, Chance. I see that asshole out on the street, it’s anyone’s game. He got a dog? I like dogs, but I’ll kick his dog in the head out of spite.”

      “Well, unless you’re planning to go around asking every man on the street if they’re named Jason, and do they work at the animal shelter, and do they have a dog, you might want a new plan. Besides, wouldn’t be the dog’s fault.”

      “Don’t matter. It’s the principle.”

      “He said he had a dog named Chance, once.”

      “Case in point.”

      “Hey!”

      “Just kidding, Chance. But you want, I could call some of the homies from the old hood. I got a few folks still got my back, tell them⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary, Tia. I’m just glad Sissy’s back home. Let’s chalk this up as a win.”

      “Fine. But I swear to God, Chance. Sissy tells me that white dude hurt her, even her fucking feelings, all bets are off. I’ma throw hands.”

      “Keep your hands to yourself, Tia. Everything is okay. Sissy’s home, and we have bigger things to worry about.”

      “You one to talk, Mike Tyson.”

      “I’m not proud of that.”

      “You not ashamed, neither.”

      “Maybe.”
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      Once Tia was asleep, I took Sissy out for our evening walk. It was dark out and the streetlights, the few that remained, seemed to be struggling. I made a mental note to call the city in the morning and let them know.

      Oftentimes it was bright enough outside from the moonlight I didn’t bother with a flashlight. But that night, the moon was concealed by sable clouds that threatened hard rains, and the spaces between the trees seemed to have grown tighter and blacker, like a wall of interwoven pine giants.

      I felt the breeze shift, heard the swirling noise of nature being picked up by the winds, then the harsh, snapping sounds of a tree branch breaking off nearby.

      “Hurry up, Siss.”

      The stench of wet, muddy earth rose up into my nostrils and held there. We needed to get home: It was going to be a big one.

      Sissy, however, seemed perfectly fine with taking her sweet time. This would change of course, the minute she heard thunder and realized what was happening. Then, she wouldn’t step outside if her life depended on it. She could hold it longer than any creature I’d ever known. That, or she had found a secret pee spot I’d yet to uncover. Both options seemed not so great.

      As we strolled up and down the sidewalk at a slightly faster clip, Sissy kept tugging at the leash in defiance. She’d sit, insist on sniffing every grass patch and mulched flower bed. I felt another shift in the wind, then the sudden sense that we weren’t alone. There was a rustling sound, so I turned, shined my flashlight into the blackness.

      “Tia, that you?”

      No answer.

      I choked up on Sissy’s leash. “Come on, Siss, we gotta go.”

      As I moved my light back and forth, I saw the shadow of a figure pass in the corner of my right eye. I turned quickly and swept the light where I had seen the shape, but there was nothing there. Another tree branch?

      Then the thunder roared and echoed across the sky. There was a spark of lightning that tore through the blackness, lit up the heavens and all the earth for us to see.

      “Run, Sissy!”

      This, she understood.

      We tore down the sidewalk toward the office, arriving on our doorstep just as the cold, harsh rain began pouring down in sheets.

      It carried on throughout the night.
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      Me and Tia spent the day catching up on things. We called Dad and Harper, who had been trying to reach us, filled them in on Tia’s increasing math skills, and told them about the Sissy saga, minus a few details. They were happy to hear things were going well, not that I would have said otherwise. It was hard not to talk to them about the case, but with Sissy back home, I felt I could now put some theories in front of Tia, get her take on this new murder. Tia’s ability to see things others couldn’t had played a large part in her staying alive during her time on the streets.

      “So, what do you think?” I asked.

      “I think no one was sitting on that copper man’s house.”

      “Doesn’t look good, does it?”

      “No. And now you got a date with him.” Tia huffed and wrapped her arms across her chest.

      “It’s not a real date,” I said.

      “And what about this water park? You going back there? Look for clues and shit?”

      “Yes, I plan to go back there. Look for clues and shit.”

      “Keep mocking me, I’ma have Sissy leave a turd in yo’ house shoes.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Be better. Anyway, you think that dead girl’s moms is right? She wouldn’t go off with no stranger?”

      “Hard to say. Hear Mama tell it, probably doesn’t jaywalk, neither. Parents don’t always know what’s going on with their kids. I think she’s telling the truth, though. As she knows it.”

      “Need more than that.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “It were me, I wouldn’t be going nowhere with no body. Not unless I felt there weren’t no choice in the matter.”

      “She could have left on her own, though,” I said, “got abducted on the walk home.”

      “Why leave if her moms was coming back? Ain’t no teenage girl going walking down the side of the road in a swimsuit. Embarrassing enough wearing those things underwater.”

      “What are you embarrassed about, Tia?” The question seemed to catch her off guard.

      “Didn’t say I was embarrassed. I said for some people of a particular age, swimwear might cause some, let’s say, consternation. Don’t look at me like that. I know how to read.”

      “That’s not why I’m looking at you. I’m thinking.”

      “Well, think facing that way. I don’t like the way you looking while you thinking.”

      “Okay, just stay focused here . . . You’re right. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “We need to go back,” Tia said, “check this water park out together.”

      “You trying to ask me if you can go to the water park?”

      “No. I’m trying to ask you to do your job. Be a detective. Can’t help it if your job happens to be at Splash Kingdom. And that I happen to have a new swimsuit ready for styling.”

      Tia stood up, struck a few exaggerated model poses. We laughed.

      “We can go,” I said. “But be warned. They’ve got a lot of rules. It’s a religious establishment.”

      “Touting Jesus or not, I could use the pool. It’s hotter than two rats fucking in a wool sock.”

      “Tia! Watch your mouth. Where’d you learn something like that?”

      “Your daddy.”

      “That does sound like him.”

      “Because it is.”

      “Harper’s a saint.”

      “True dat.”

      “A dip in the pool might be nice.”

      “Might,” Tia said. “And I bet the pee gets washed out by the chlorine pretty quick.”

      I slapped playfully at her arm. “Eeew. Why’d you have to go and say that?”

      “Does it really matter?”

      “It doesn’t. Still don’t need to hear it out loud.”

      “You awful delicate for someone in your line of work. Hell, for that matter, someone of your lineage.”

      “I’m not delicate.”

      “You keep telling yourself that,” Tia said. She glanced over at Sissy, who chewed at her paw in agreement.
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      The water park was even bigger than it seemed from the road, and it looked huge from there. Dozens of plastic loungers and covered cabanas were arranged in a semicircle around the pool. A big, wooden placard hung on a chain over the signage for rentals with the words SOLD OUT in bright yellow text. Lucky for us, Tia’d had the foresight to book a cabana online and save us a spot.

      “Told you,” Tia said, pointing at the sign.

      We made our way to cabana number twelve, Flamingo’s Paradise, and put down our things. The cushions on the chaise lounges were covered in hot pink flamingos with upturned beaks, sporting dark sunglasses. I wondered if I might be able to get some for back at the office.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Tia said.

      “About what?”

      “I see you eyeing them flamingos.”

      “I’m not eyeing nothing.”

      “Sure.”

      I hated when she was right.

      On the other side of the pool, away from the covered cabanas, was another row of white, plastic chairs with no cushions on them, flamingo or otherwise. Behind the row of exposed chairs was a snack kiosk, formerly a storage space, made to look like a tiki hut flanked by tiki torches. A small line was forming at the window.

      “You want a snack?” I asked.

      “What you think?”

      “Can you see the menu from here?”

      “Yes. But you still got to get in line to order.”

      “No cabana boy?” I flipped my hair and made a show of crossing and uncrossing my legs.

      “No what?” Tia said.

      “Never mind. Any requests?”

      “Grab me some of them Holy Spirit Fruit Gummies. And a box of Peanut Butter Bible Bites.”

      “That all?”

      “Maybe some Water Into Wine Grape Juice. Unless it’s in a box—then just a water.”

      “Alright. Be right back.”

      Tia stayed behind, slathering herself with sunscreen while I waited in line to place our order. Once at the counter, I got Tia what she’d asked for and picked myself up some Noah’s Ark Animal Crackers. I liked animal crackers, Noah’s or otherwise. It was a thing me and Dad shared right away. I mean, a lot of people liked animal crackers, that was why they came in such a big bear container. But it made me happy to think about and add to the invisible tally of things we had in common. Dad wasn’t like Harper. He would share his cookies. Though admittedly, he was slow about it.

      Tia nibbled at her Peanut Butter Bible Bites and I took my turn with the sunscreen. The sun was warm and comforting on my skin. The cabana smelled like coconuts and peanut butter. I thought for a moment this might be what heaven was actually like. It had an appeal. Just as I was starting to settle in, a loud blast like a bullhorn came through the giant overhead speakers. It was teen hour.

      I saw Tia glance toward me, trying to get a read on things.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “Have fun. I’m going to lay here and observe my surroundings for a while. Do some Sam Spade stuff.”

      “You gonna take a nap?”

      “Maybe.”

      Tia left me there with my flamingo friends and dreams of faraway places and headed over to the water where the other kids were. I watched her for a few minutes, clocked the security cameras aimed at the pool, and made a mental note to find out if Izzy could get me a copy of any footage.

      Though I was worried about the state of things, and time was of the essence, I didn’t want Tia to feel that from me. She deserved not to think about all the cruelties of the world, even if for an afternoon. Maybe every human being is allotted only so much suffering for one lifetime, and then you’re done. If that were the case, then Tia, having done the heavy lifting early on, should never have to worry again.

      Enough time had passed now that the sun was no longer a comforting warmth. Instead, Splash Kingdom had become the ninth circle of hell. Even in the shade, it was brutal. I tried my best not to move any more than I had to as I nibbled on my animal crackers and fiddled around with the book I’d brought. Flood, by Andrew Vachss. When the pages started sticking together from the humidity, I wrapped it inside a towel I didn’t intend to use, then put the book safely inside my bag. I fought the urge to pee for a little bit, then finally got up and used the facilities.

      Once done, I wandered over to the closest guard tower. The blonde lifeguard from the other day was nowhere to be seen; instead, there was a young man perched about ten feet above. He had a bright orange buoy stationed across his lap. His skin was pink from the sun save a white streak of sunscreen smeared from cheekbone to cheekbone. It was not a great look.

      I shouted up to him. “Hi there!”

      “How-dee, ma’am.” He didn’t look down.

      “How ya doing?”

      “Doing okay. Doing alright. Can I help you with something?”

      “Few questions, you don’t mind.”

      “Don’t mind at all. Can’t leave my post, though. Have to stay diligent.”

      As though to prove this, he blasted into his whistle directed at a group of kids congregating at the top of one of the tall, twisting slides. I looked over to where the commotion was, saw Tia holding court and clogging the flow of traffic.

      “She’s quite the raconteur, I tell you.”

      “Yours? She’s holding up the line.”

      For the first time he let his gaze meet mine, lingered just long enough I could see something moving behind his eyes, taking shape until he finally said, “I see.”

      As though that explained everything. Around here, it usually meant one thing: What’s that dark-skinned girl doing with that brown woman?

      As if reading my thoughts, he said, “Well, I ain’t like some of the others around here.” He lowered his voice as if we were trading secrets. I had to strain my ear up at him. “God loves all his children.”

      His eyebrows danced and his chest swelled as though he’d just solved Archimedes’s Stomachion.

      “Very Christian of you, sir,” I said, my voice flat.

      I wasn’t in the habit of being sensitive, and Tia had never been PC in her whole life. And while these days it seemed like no matter what you said, it could be considered offensive or hurt somebody’s feelings, there were some folks like Zeke here, and I was sure of it, who used religion to get away with an awful lot. I thought it best to move on before things spiraled into a place we couldn’t come back from. That, or I held his head underwater and drowned him in front of the children.

      I went with a classic segue.

      “Anyway . . . You here the other day? When that girl went missing?”

      His voice had returned to its normal timbre. “Yeah, I was here. Cops said I was the last person to see her.” He grabbed the rim of his sunglasses, slid them down his nose, revealing his eyes. “Besides the killer of course. She was cute, hard to miss. Looked a bit like you.”

      He pushed the glasses back to their resting place.

      “You remember anything else? Anything out of the ordinary?”

      “Why you asking? Y’all kin or something?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m a private investigator. Been hired to look into the case. Well, not this case exactly, but another case might be connected. Doesn’t matter. You don’t remember anything? What about them?” I pointed to the other two towers. “You know if they were here?”

      “Nah, not them. They’re new. Was me and the twins. Lindsey and Lesley. They’re off today.”

      I wondered which twin I had come across the other day.

      “Sorry, what’s your name?” he asked.

      “Chance.”

      “I’m Zeke, like in the Bible.” He was on brand at least. “And I hate to say it, but I don’t know nothing could be helpful I’m afraid. God rest her soul.”

      He blasted the whistle again. He had too much power with that thing.

      I said, “Ezekiel ruffled a lot of feathers in the Good Book, no?”

      “Only those resistant to the message.”

      Zeke grinned at me, but the smile didn’t reach behind his eyes. He then moved to put the whistle back in his mouth, but before he did, said, “When I say unto the wicked⁠—”

      But I stopped him before he could finish. Having grown up in the Deep South, I knew how it ended.

      “How about I leave my card with my number on it, and you call me if you think of something.”

      “Please do,” he said.

      I put it on the small table at the bottom of the lifeguard tower, thanked him even though I didn’t mean it, but before I left, I called up to him again. “And you, where’d you go that night, after you left here?”

      “Church, of course.”

      Of course.

      I went back to the flamingos and tried to read again. I was three pages in before I felt a wet hand on my shoulder.

      “How’s your book?” Water was dripping off Tia, drying as fast as it hit the ground.

      “Don’t know yet. Just started.”

      “Then you won’t mind putting it down and coming in the water with me. These kids, they’re too easy. Don’t know nothing ’bout nothing. Already made thirty-seven dollars off these fools.”

      “I saw you holding up the line.”

      “I was telling them about this time down in the projects, some man stole a shower cap off this kid’s head in broad daylight. But then I had to explain what the projects were, why someone would wear a shower cap outside the shower and, well, let’s just say it ain’t worth it. Come on, Chance. Come swim.”

      I dropped my book back into the bag, made sure it was safe from any possible water damage, placed two folded towels on the end of the chaise for our return.

      Tia led the way and I followed her over to the concrete steps to the deep end. She did a cannonball, splashing everyone within a thirty-mile radius. She could be a real shit. The splash elicited multiple whistles and violated at least two numbers on the posted rules. I raised my hand in a sheepish apology gesture, then eased into the water after her.

      Even when I was mad at her, embarrassed or annoyed by her, I was so proud. She knew exactly who she was. Izzy had been right about all of it, but especially that. I could only hope that one day I too, would be as sure-footed as they both were. It was a nice thought.

      As I descended the remaining steps, I tried not to think about the mixture of kid pee and chlorine washing over me.
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      We splashed around in the water for a bit, pretended to be mermaids until the air turned fresh and the sun started to dip behind the trees, fading into a bubblegum-pink sky.

      The pool would close soon, and all things considered, it had been a pretty good day. It was nice seeing Tia acting like a kid for a change. I was about to ask if she was ready to close up shop when I looked up and saw Officer Riley talking to Zeke at the lifeguard stand.

      Tia saw him too, waded over to the edge of the pool near the concrete stairs at the shallow end, and dropped both elbows on the edge. I followed in tow like a little baby duck, watched as she emerged from the water, and droplets trickled down her long, lean legs. She shook her head from side to side to let the water from her ears, her dense ropes of twisted hair flying in all directions. She had some serious Yemaya vibes happening—the ocean goddess of Santeria.

      We grabbed the towels that were waiting for us, lest we offend Jesus with our lady parts, slipped on our cover-ups, and the two of us walked over to the tower.

      “Chance,” Officer Riley said.

      I was suddenly very aware that I didn’t have on any pants.

      “Didn’t come to swim, I take it?” I asked.

      “Not in this outfit,” Riley said, then looked to Tia and nodded. “Here talking to . . . Zeke, that right?”

      “Yes, sir. Zeke Murray.”

      With the place now almost empty, Lifeguard Zeke crawled down from his post.

      “He was the last to see Guadalupe,” Riley said. “Just doing a follow-up. Alibi checks out. Zeke tells me you were asking questions too.”

      “Great minds,” I said, and tapped at my temple.

      “But I’m a police officer. You’re not. Chance, you have to be⁠—”

      “You work that out on your own, Mr. Officer? You got some serious detective skills,” Tia said.

      “Shouldn’t you be in school?” Officer Riley asked.

      “It’s dinnertime . . . Like I’se saying, skills.”

      Officer Riley’s face turned sour.

      “Don’t mind her,” I said. “Just means she likes you. Otherwise, she would have bitten you by now. You guys carry on. Riley, let’s grab that drink soon, yes?”

      Riley’s face softened. “Yes. I would like that. I’ll give you a call.”

      “Great,” I said. “Zeke Murray, keep up the good work. Saving lives, bringing Jesus and equality to all of Hopeful.”

      Zeke nodded, unaware of the joke, and Officer Riley smiled again, the moment with Tia now far from his mind.

      “Come on, Tia,” I said. “Let’s get home. Sissy’s waiting on us.”

      “Fuck you all very much,” she said, and held up a middle finger as we walked away. The color drained from Zeke’s face.
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      “Your whole mission in life is making friends, isn’t it, Tia?”

      My back was to Tia as I poured some of Sissy’s kibble into her puzzle bowl.

      “I try and do my part. Why you being so nice to that white man, anyway? You just got through telling me he could still be the guy.”

      “Yes. And that’s why we can’t let him think we are watching him. I told you. I’m going out with him so Izzy can go to his place and look around. That’s never going to happen if certain parties, who may or may not be present, are mean to him.”

      “Well, if he that damn sensitive, you two won’t never work.”

      “It’s not a real date, Tia.”

      “Says you.”

      “Alright, well, this has been fun, but I need to call Izzy. You think you can handle dinner for yourself tonight?”

      “You offering to buy me McDonald’s?”

      “No. I am offering you the opportunity to heat up your own mac ’n’ cheese.”

      “Fine. But I’m adding this to the list.”

      “What list?”

      “My you-owe-me list.”

      “You think I owe you for not giving you McDonald’s? What about today? The pool?”

      “I think you owe me for what you said. That I would have bitten that white boy.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yes, that.”

      “It was kind of funny though, wasn’t it?” I asked.

      “Funnier I’d done it.”

      “Maybe. Alright. Add it to the list.”

      “What list?” Tia asked.

      “Your list, the one you just said you had.”

      “Ain’t no actual list, Chance. It’s a figure of speech.”

      “I knew that.”

      “I bet.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was evening now, and Tia and Sissy were getting ready for bed, a process more involved as of late for Tia, having only recently realized she was a teenage girl. I stepped out onto the porch to call Izzy so as not to disturb them.

      The temperature was no longer Dante’s Inferno and instead was more like wading through soup. I sat down in the glider on the porch, pulled out my phone and located Izzy’s contact card. As I went to dial, I heard my name being called from the end of the driveway.

      It was dark, and unclear who the voice belonged to. I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck. I got up and reached into my pocket, slipped the ring of my car keys over my middle finger so they landed like Wolverine claws. I kept my hand there and waited.

      From the black, my nemesis Jason emerged. He was trotting down the drive, picking up speed as he got closer. I gripped my keys tighter and sidestepped over to the center of the porch, closer to the light beam.

      “Just relax,” Jason said.

      “Women love hearing that. You should tell me to calm down next, or to smile.”

      “Listen, I know things went sideways the other day. Why I’m here.”

      “That’s far enough,” I said.

      He held up his hands, which revealed a collar in one and a leash in the other.

      “Henry set these aside for you. He’s been busy, and I felt bad about the way things went down at the shelter. I was having a bad day and I took it out on you and that dog. Thought I’d bring these over as a peace offering.”

      “How do you know where I live?”

      “Got your address from the outtake forms. I just got off work or I’d have come sooner. Didn’t mean to scare you. Come on now, I’m here to apologize.”

      In that moment I heard a low, rumbling sound from behind. When I looked back, Tia was standing on the porch, holding onto the scruff of Sissy’s neck. The moonlight reflected off her teeth as she snarled. Sissy too.

      “This him?”

      “Go back inside, Tia. We’re fine.”

      “Don’t seem fine.”

      Sissy let out a guttural sound I didn’t know she had in her. Jason took a step back, laid the collar and the leash down in the driveway. “Hey. I was just leaving.”

      “That’d be best,” I said. “Sissy, I can control. The teenager, there’s no guarantees.”

      At the sound of her name, Sissy began to bark and snap and growl, spit flying in all directions from the edges of her sharp, glistening fangs. I figured this was mostly for show on Sissy’s part, something to keep her guard dog credentials, but it was enough to send Jason back down the drive in a hurry.

      “Good girl, Sissy,” Tia said, stroking her behind the ears.

      Jason wasted no time, because after a moment we saw a pair of headlights flick on, heard the hum of a motor, and watched his vehicle pull away as the lights disappeared into the distance. Then it was just the three of us again on the porch, as if nothing had even happened. I went down the steps and to the drive where he’d dropped the collar and the leash, scooped them up and headed back to the porch.

      “You gonna keep them?”

      “They’re nice,” I said. “And just because he sucks, doesn’t mean I’m made of money.”

      “Speaking of . . .” Tia said. “Forgot to tell you. Some lady called looking to hire someone about something.”

      “That so?” I asked. “What’d you say?”

      “That you was tied up for the foreseeable future.”

      “You take a number?” Tia looked down, suddenly interested in the peeling paint of the porch rail.

      “Got it,” I said. “What are you still doing up, anyway?”

      Tia grinned.

      “Saving your ass, apparently.”

      “I was doing just fine, thank you.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      “Okay,” I said. “Add it to the list.”
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      Neither of us could sleep after that, so we sat at the table and played Monopoly. Sissy was draped across both of our feet, snoozing without a care in the world. I was the car and Tia was the dog and so far, she was kicking my ass.

      Around midnight I felt my eyes get heavy. Tia looked as though she might fall over at the table. She was winning and didn’t want to give it up. It took some convincing, but we decided to pin the game for the night and put ourselves to bed. It was my secret hope that she’d forget where we left off and I wouldn’t have to count this as yet another loss against a child.

      Tia took Sissy into her bedroom and shut the door. I grabbed the bag we had brought to the water park earlier, went over to the couch and made myself comfortable. Flood was still waiting for me. It wasn’t long before the light from under the crack of Tia’s door disappeared, and the only sound was the hum of her ceiling fan and crickets outside.

      In spite of Jason’s impromptu visit, today had been a nice day. Seeing Tia so happy, having fun—those moments mattered more and more here lately. I let myself enjoy the memory, let the outside sounds of crickets and cicadas fill the room, and though I couldn’t explain it, I was pretty sure things would be alright.

      I must have fallen asleep because a creaking sound woke me up. It took a few more seconds before I realized what I was hearing, and then it happened again. I moved the book from my chest onto the couch quietly, ninja-rolled my way to the floor, then crawled on all fours to the kitchen. I stopped just underneath the stove, rose up like a shadow and grabbed the stainless steel pot Tia had used for mac ’n’ cheese earlier but had neglected to clean. If I lived through this, whatever it was, I’d have to remind her how bugs worked.

      Now on my feet, I held up the pot like a samurai sword, felt a noodle bounce off the top of my head then plop onto the floor. I inched my way around the wall toward the light switch.

      As I flipped the switch, a dark figure lunged at me.
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      “What the hell, Tia!”

      Tia dropped the chair leg she was holding just in time to keep from knocking my head off.

      “Damn, Chance. Almost clocked the shit outta you.” She looked down at the pot in my hands, started to laugh and wheeze. “You should have grabbed a frying pan, or a rolling pin. You like a cartoon.”

      “Jesus, Tia! Do you mind? It was dark and I heard a noise. It’s called improvising.”

      “How’d that work out for you?”

      “Still alive, ain’t we? Anyway, what are you doing? Where’s Sissy?”

      “Sleeping. Useless dog. I came out, thought I heard something.”

      “Thought I did too. But it’s just you, lurking around in the kitchen with a chair leg, scaring the daylights out of me. Where’d you get that anyway?”

      “Bedroom.”

      “You had time to unscrew a chair leg before you came out? I could have been abducted and you’re busy in there with an Allen wrench. Thank goodness this was nothing, or we’d be in trouble.”

      Just then Sissy appeared, looked around sleepily. She wandered over to me and I thought for a moment it might be in a show of comfort, but instead she slurped up the noodle that had hit the ground, let out a fart with enough methane to bring down a fleet of 747s, then wandered out of the room. Before I could escape, Tia spoke.

      “Chance.” I saw her tremble a bit, point a finger down the hall. “Not nothing.”

      There in the hallway on the floor, turned inside out, was a pair of my jeans and a T-shirt.

      Whoever it was had been in my bedroom while me and Tia slept.
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      “I think this was a warning,” Izzy said.

      Blue and red lights flashed in succession behind us. We were out on the front porch now: me, Tia, Sissy and Izzy. The same group of cops from the church scene was inside, dusting for prints and taking photographs, bagging what used to be my favorite jeans and an old Snoopy shirt I’d probably never see again.

      “Why warn?” I asked. “He clearly had the upper hand here. Could have taken me easy while I was asleep.”

      “Might have had that idea initially, but you weren’t in your bed. Maybe heard Tia. Then again, he may be taunting you because he gets off on it. One thing’s for certain: You’re on his radar.”

      “Officer Riley?” I said. “He with you all night?”

      “All night. Can’t be in two places at once.”

      “Guess not. You get my text about Jason last night?”

      “Did. He’s my first stop in the morning when it’s light out. It’s good you called us, Chance, officially. This is some scary shit.”

      “You’re telling me. Joe Dean said he’d know. He warned me.”

      “Old bastard knows everything.”

      “Izzy, don’t tell my family, okay? Don’t want them to worry.”

      “Legally, I can’t. Tia’s underage and the victim of a crime.”

      I looked over at Tia standing next to the handrail, an alert Sissy dog pressed into the side of her leg. Better late than never, I guess. I wondered what Tia would do if something happened to me. She had just started moving her life forward. I couldn’t let her end up back where she’d started.

      “Tia,” I said. “You alright?”

      “What you think?”

      “Excuse me, Chief?”

      Several of the officers had stepped out onto the porch. It was my good friend Officer Louis who spoke first.

      “We need you inside.”

      “That’s my cue,” Izzy said. “I won’t leave without talking to you both again.” Izzy gestured to a barrel-shaped man in front of us. “This is Officer Klaw. He’ll go over the paperwork with you.”

      “No sweat, Izzy. Go. We’re good here.”

      Izzy disappeared from the porch and went inside the office.

      “You’re some brave ladies,” Officer Klaw said.

      “That’s one interpretation,” I said.

      “How long you two been living here?”

      “Not long. And here we are, talking to you at three in the morning. We’re known for good impressions.”

      Klaw attempted a smile. “I see that. I need a better pen. You two alright I go back inside a minute?”

      “What?” Tia asked. “You think we fragile? Think this the worst shit to ever happen to us? You got yo’self twisted. We good, Officer Klan.”

      “Klaw.”

      “Potato, po-tah-toh,” Tia said. She walked over to the far side of the porch and sat down.

      I nodded to Klaw, who seemed to understand this had nothing to do with him, went over and sat down next to Tia.

      “I know tonight was scary,” I said. “And we don’t need to sit here and have a cry session and talk about our feelings, but you need to know I’ll always do everything in my power to keep you safe. I dropped the ball tonight, I see that now. I knew this work would be dangerous, but I never thought about the fact that I was putting you in danger too. Not really, and I’m sorry, Tia. That’s not fair. And I can’t even say it won’t happen again because we’re in this now. But I want you to know I’m going to be here for you until I can’t be. But you have to let me. You have to let all of us.”

      Tia tugged at her fingertips and looked at the ground. I waited for her to say something, but Izzy stepped out onto the porch, breaking the moment.

      “You giving Klaw trouble, Tia?”

      “Am not,” Tia said.

      “Okay if you are, he’s a pain in the ass.” Izzy winked. “He means well, though.”

      Tia managed a half smile that looked more like the baring of fangs. She got up and walked over to the glider.

      “That’s the spirit,” I said.

      “Alright,” Izzy said. “We’ve collected everything we’re going to. The whole team is up to speed on everything from tonight. Jason, your visit to the pool⁠—”

      “Officer Riley mentioned that, huh?”

      “He did.”

      “I tried to lay low.”

      “Clearly,” Izzy said. “I’m going to post a black-and-white outside for the next few days. Don’t think our guy will be back anytime soon, but just in case. What are you doing on your phone over there, Tia?”

      “Playing solitaire.”

      “I’ll bet,” Izzy said. “Anyway, I need to talk to you both, but not here. Not now. Chance, you come by the station tomorrow when you feel up to it, put a cap on this paperwork. I’ll have my phone on all night. You even think you hear something, call me. Boys outside will be at the ready too. Good news, we got a few possible samples from the clothes. Gonna try and expedite those at the lab. That said, we got one tech out on family leave, the other’s so new he’s still got the tags on. I’m not expecting results anytime soon. Joys of being in a small town.”

      “What do you mean, samples?” I asked. “Like, you found a hair or something?”

      Izzy looked around, leaned in and lowered her voice.

      “There’s no nice way to say this, other than you’re not going to want those clothes back, ever.”

      Tia chimed in at full volume. “You saying he jerked it on Snoopy? That is one sick fuck.”

      “It’s true,” Izzy said. “But it means DNA. If he’s in the system, we’ll get a match. At the very least, we may be able to match him to some priors. This is good news.”

      “I doubt Snoopy thinks so,” I said. “Good grief.”

      “That was Charlie Brown’s line,” Tia said.

      “You just can’t help it, can you?”

      “Alright, you two,” Izzy said. “As much as I’d love to stand here and debate Peanuts in the wee hours of the morning, I need to go. I’ll get the team out of here and we’ll get to work on this. It’s personal now.”

      “It’s been personal,” Tia said.
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      “You think they gonna catch him?” Tia asked.

      We were back inside now and the house was empty, but it looked like a tower of giraffes had come through and pulled things from every shelf.

      “I think they’re motivated,” I said.

      “You think Officer Riley’s in the clear, that fucking weirdo?”

      It was the right question, but seeing as how Izzy had already alibied him, there wasn’t much else to go on. I’d try to get more details from her in the morning, just to be sure.

      “I don’t see how he could have done it. I guess what happened tonight could be a result of all the friends we’ve been making, but I’m not really one for coincidences. What are you doing over there?”

      Tia was doing her best to wedge a chair under the doorknob of the front door. She stood back and admired her work.

      “Just in case.”

      “I’m going out on a limb that this chair only has three legs because it’s the one you were using earlier for a weapon.”

      “Sherlock Holmes, look out,” Tia said. “Brand-new desk chair. Thirty-nine dollars and fifty-five cents that chair cost me. Used my allowance and the dough I got off them pool kids. I’d caught him, I’d have hit him with it.”

      “I wish you’d had the opportunity. Then again, maybe better you didn’t.”

      A sliver of light was peeking in beneath the curtains of the living room windows. I went over, pulled back a section to examine the front yard. The cop car was still there and I could make out two dark shapes in the front seats. School was in a few hours, but this time I wasn’t sure Tia should go.

      “Did you lock the door last night after Sissy’s walk?” Tia asked.

      “I think so,” I said. “Sort of do it by habit now, so I didn’t clock it.”

      Tia opened the door and studied it from the outside. She was squatted down with her butt on top of her heels like a yoga master, her nose an inch from the doorknob.

      “Come look here,” she said.

      I joined her in the squatting position, though it didn’t come as naturally to me, held up my cell phone for better light.

      “Look at these scratches next to the lock plate. This was picked. No doubt.”

      I looked to where she was pointing. “Shit. You’re right.”

      We both stood and went back inside, made our way over to the couch. Tia was staring into space.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I said.

      “I’se just thinking,” Tia said. “That one chair leg cost me nine dollars and eighty-eight cents. You believe that? That’s like, two Big Macs.”

      “Tia, are you voluntarily doing math in your head?”

      “Guess so. Reckon math class isn’t a waste after all.”

      I was very proud.
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      Tia decided after everything to take a personal day and stay home from school. We got it approved through the principal, who assured me it wouldn’t count against her attendance bonus, given the extenuating circumstances. A handwritten letter from the chief of police didn’t hurt things either.

      “So,” I said. “If Officer Riley’s not our guy, we’re back to square one again.”

      I poured Sissy’s food into her puzzle bowl, shook it side to side to disperse the kibble, then set it down on the gray paw-print place mat for her to enjoy. Sissy, having heard the sounds, lumbered over and began investigating the bowl. She nosed at it a few times, then turned around and went back to her bed.

      “That’s the good stuff,” I said after her. I looked over to Tia, her nose an inch away from the glass of her computer screen. “Shall I make lunch?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Alright . . . I thought. I can read a room.

      Before the commotion the night before, I’d thawed some hamburger meat, expecting to meal-prep some while Tia was away at school. Much as she ate, I’d make a week’s worth of food anytime I cooked, if time allowed. The term “cooking” being used loosely, of course.

      I ran a stick of butter on the inside of the warm pan, then went to browning the meat. Little pops of grease spattered the stove top and threatened the back of my hand as I stirred. I let that sit a moment, then went to the cupboard, pulled out the pinto beans, a can of whole-kernel corn and some taco seasoning mix. I called it Mom’s Mess after my own mother had passed on the recipe from hers.

      It seemed Grandma, if I could call her that, seeing as we’d never met, ended every family recipe with, “and toss in some beef.” She was Texan through and through. Some stereotypes exist for a reason.

      Focusing on the recipe made it easier not to think about what I didn’t know about the murders, but mostly it helped me not think about the killer having been in my apartment. Had I been asleep in my bedroom, maybe it would have gone bad for me, for Tia, for both of us. And maybe, maybe the bastard was just getting started.

      “Not square one,” Tia said. I’d forgotten she was there. “Look at your notes, girlfriend.” She tapped the small, spiral notepad on the desk. I stirred the contents in the pan as she continued. “You got that lifeguard written down. I think it’s funny way he said his whole name that day. All casual-like. You the last one to see someone alive, wouldn’t you be nervous about that shit? I walk out the dollar store and see security I get nervous, like I stole something. Don’t matter I did nothing wrong or not. Plus, I didn’t like the way he was lookin’ at you, or me.”

      “I didn’t notice,” I said. “And looking at someone funny doesn’t make you guilty of anything. Neither does shopping while Black.”

      “You say.”

      “Besides,” I said. “Riley said Zeke’s alibi checked out.”

      “Well if Officer Riley said it, it must be true.”

      She had a point.

      “Anyway,” Tia said. “How I grew up, you notice shit. I looked Aquaman up last night and⁠—”

      “I knew you weren’t playing solitaire.”

      “No shit.” Tia grinned. “While Izzy was spinning her wheels with you on the porch, I found out Zeke just sort of showed up here when he was eighteen. He twenty-eight now, say it right here on the computer.”

      “Okay. And?”

      “Wasn’t no Zeke Murray ’til then. Must have had a name change.”

      “From what?”

      “That needs more looking into. And after I eat that lunch you cooking, you got to go over to McDonald’s, get me one of them fried pies. I got a pie, it fill me up. Make me strong enough to look more shit up.”

      “You are a blackmailer.”

      “Kinda am.”
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      Tia spent the next few hours looking up Zeke on the strength of fried pies, searching his social media platforms and scanning public records on the internet. She was right, though. Zeke Murray had appeared from nowhere ten years ago. There was no public record that listed anything else about him before the age of eighteen.

      “He either in witness protection,” Tia said, “or that man is hiding something. Irregardless⁠—”

      “I hate when people say that.”

      “You hate when people say what?”

      “Irregardless. It sounds made-up.”

      “You got to get some culture in you, Chance. It most certainly is a real word.”

      “I beg to differ. And you’re telling me about culture? I got culture. I got culture coming out of my ears. I don’t like it. Sounds pretentious.”

      Tia lifted up her pinky, mimed sipping tea from a teacup and said, “That’s yo’ problem. Bottom line is this: Something about Zeke Murray ain’t right, but I ain’t got the skill to dig no deeper. You going to have to find someone else, and what you want to bet they don’t want to be paid in fried pies and broken promises?”

      “Damn,” I said.

      “You got that right.”

      “You thinking Joe Dean?”

      “I’m thinking he may know someone if it ain’t him. That, or you can call your daddy. Tell him what happened here.”

      “I think I’ll reach out to Joe Dean first. Not sure I’m ready to subject Hopeful to John Kirby just yet. Come on. Let’s clean up here and go get you another fried pie.”

      “You still feeling guilty ’cause we could have died?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Then you can buy me two, just in case.”

      “In case of what?”

      “In case he come back to finish us off.”
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      “You woke my ass up,” Joe Dean said.

      “What about the rest of you?” I checked my watch. “It’s three thirty in the afternoon.”

      “Really? Damn, sure is.”

      “Up watching a movie marathon last night?”

      “I was detecting.”

      “Detect anything?”

      “Of course. I’m all finished. And I know a motherfucker’s going to jail. But what do you want, waking me up?”

      “Again, three thirty in the afternoon.”

      “Spill it.”

      “I need someone with strong computer skills. Need to look up someone may have changed their name. Probably did. You have any tips?”

      “I know someone. You might have crossed paths before. Knows your pops. Used to be Bill. Now they’re Billie Jean. Like the song, you know. By the little guy.”

      “Michael Jackson?”

      “That’s him.”

      “You don’t know Michael Jackson?”

      “Not personally.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “Even more reason not to know him. I can send Billie Jean over next few days, you want. Or give her your number.”

      “You don’t know where I live.”

      “Oh yes, I do. I got a few computer skills myself. Though, admittedly, a koala could look you up and find you.”
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      The next day, Tia was back in school and I was busy updating our security with new digital locks from the local hardware store. They weren’t hard to install, which didn’t provide me with great confidence either way. The black-and-white was still outside, but they were only scheduled to stay through the next day, last I’d heard. There hadn’t been a chance to go to the cop shop to see Izzy, and from the amount of voicemail messages I’d left, she hadn’t had time for me either. I guess since things had been quiet here since that night, the assault on Snoopy was not priority numero uno.

      I had just sat down to link my new door locks to an app on my phone when the doorbell rang. I grabbed my coffee mug from the entry table, held it by the handle like a weapon, tiptoed over to the door and peered through the peephole.

      On the other side stood a tall woman with chestnut skin and wild, fire-red hair in nice-fitting jeans and a midriff-exposing top. Cautiously, I opened the door a crack.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Billie Jean,” said the woman. I let the mug drop down to my side, glanced at the hand holding a blue file folder at her thigh.

      “Oh.”

      “You expecting a butch woman in overalls with a purple crew cut?”

      “Of course not.” I pushed the door open all the way.

      “Let’s clear this out, right now. Some of us look like that, and some of us don’t. And some of you look like that, and some of you don’t. But expectations usually just run one way, don’t they?”

      “Some of you?”

      “Straight folks.”

      “How do you know I am?”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t know any more about me than I do about you. We just met.”

      “Joe Dean told me about you. Said you needed help. That’s really all I care about. Can I come in, or do I need to keep holding down these steps?”

      I gave the cop car a wave and let Billie Jean inside.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked.

      “I’ll have some coffee. Oat milk if you’ve got it.”

      “I do.”

      “What’s up with the Shamu outside?”

      “Shamu?”

      “The cruiser, honey, keep up. The cops, why are they posted outside your door like they’re here to sell Girl Scout cookies? Got any of that pink stuff?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s poison wrapped up in a pretty package. How about raw sugar?”

      “Not as good, but okay.” Billie Jean made a face of disapproval.

      “I wasn’t expecting guests. And even if I were, like I said: poison.”

      “You running a business out of here and you’re not expecting guests? That’s sad.”

      She had a point.

      “I’ve had calls, offers, but I’ve been busy.”

      Billie Jean sat at the kitchen table and waited for me to get her coffee. I used the fancy machine so she could have her oat milk, then made myself a chai latte to enjoy. I, too, was feeling fancy.

      As I was bringing our drinks over to the table, my ever-alert guard dog, Sissy, appeared from the other room.

      “Nice of you to join us, Siss,” I said.

      Sissy yawned, then wandered over to the table and put her head in Billie Jean’s lap. Billie Jean smiled and stroked Sissy’s nose.

      “She likes you,” I said.

      “What’s not to like?”

      “How do you know Joe Dean?”

      “Sometimes we date. But I wouldn’t call it a romance. Needs are satisfied and he hires me for my computer skills sometimes. The other skills I have come free if I’m so inclined.”

      “Really?”

      “That some skills are free?”

      “That you and Joe Dean date. Or are friends with benefits. Whatever it is.”

      “That surprise you, honey? Joe Dean’s not as redneck as he seems. Now listen, from what you told Joe Dean, I was able to find what you wanted to know. What your helper couldn’t get on her own.”

      “Tia.”

      “Like the Japanese pop singer?”

      “Maybe?”

      “Funny. I like Tia’s music. Prefer country more, though. Like me some Wynonna and some Reba. The early stuff, when there was a saxophone on everything. These days, country music is just hip-hop for white folks still scared of us Black folks. Bro country, they call it. It’s a brotherhood, alright. Just another name for dog shit, you ask me. But I digress. Zeke is his first name, but his last name isn’t Murray. It’s James.”

      “Okay.”

      “Zeke got into some trouble when he was really young. Little pyro. Burned down a neighbor’s barn. Tied up a four-year-old and put matches between her toes, and lit them. Thought to have nailed some kittens to a tree, set those on fire. Not proved, though.”

      “Damn. He didn’t seem like that kind of person at all. A little misguided maybe, but a killer?”

      “I’d love to pull the switch on that motherfucker,” Billie Jean said. “I’d have done it when he was twelve, then went to dinner and slept all night through, had a hearty breakfast the next morning.”

      “Well, he was a kid.”

      “Weren’t we all?”

      Billie Jean stared at me, poised for a challenge. I didn’t dare. After a moment, she kept going.

      “He had some reasons, but no excuses. Bad parents and a rough upbringing. As they say, he was jerked up, didn’t grow up. But I don’t care. Older brother took care of him. Brother doesn’t have a criminal past I’ve found. We’ve all got demons to face.”

      “Some more than others,” I said. “So that’s why Zeke changed his name?”

      “Criminal record was sealed. Juvenile. And he spent a little reform time, had to work at a cattle barn, scooping out shit day in and day out. He satisfied everyone that he had outgrown his youthful proclivities. Me, I don’t think someone changes all that much, just learns how to hide it better. He’s had a few different jobs here and there. Older than he looks, by the way. Shaves three years off his age.”

      “So do I,” I said. “What sort of jobs did he have?”

      “High school janitor. Drove a van for a day care center. Now he’s a lifeguard.”

      “That’s more than interesting. Wonder if any children from the day care where he worked came up missing? Anything suspicious from the high school?”

      “No. Thought of that. Didn’t come up with anything.”

      “Could he actually have reformed?” I asked.

      “Like I said, I’m not a big believer in change that radical, but I could be wrong. I’ll leave the research I did here. All printed out.”

      Billie Jean tossed the papers on the table in front of me, sipped at her coffee while I studied over them. Zeke’s brother would be worth talking to, but way the file read, seemed he’d changed his name too. Billie Jean could probably find him if I asked, but I didn’t want to wear out my welcome just yet.

      Zeke’s mom was listed in the paperwork to an address just outside of Pine Hill. Could make it there and back in a day, easy. Plus, it would give me an excuse to go see my family if the timing worked out. I missed them, and this whole thing had scared me more than I liked to admit. Tia would be done with summer school in just a few more days, and this excursion might do us both some good. Once the cops left their post outside, I wasn’t sure I wanted Tia at the office for a while, new locks or not.

      “Billie Jean, thanks for getting this all together for me.”

      “My pleasure, honey. I did it for Joe Dean anyway, but you seem like an alright kid.”

      “Okay I call you, should I need more information?”

      “You can call me anytime. But this one was a freebie. I’m generous like that. Next one won’t be.”

      Billie Jean stood, knocked back the last of her coffee like a shot of whiskey and tossed her business card down on the pile of papers. She then floated toward the front door like a shadow, her hips swaying in rhythm with the click of her boots, and then she was gone.

      I could see why Joe Dean liked her.
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      In spite of everything, Tia finished summer school with a B-minus and was given the go-ahead to advance into high school for the fall semester. Of course, we went to McDonald’s to celebrate.

      Once we were done, we dropped by the office, scooped up Sissy and our bags, then called ahead to Harper to let her know we were on our way. Earlier in the week I’d made sure she wouldn’t mind our visit, ended up telling her what had happened at the office. Harper offered to look after the mutt and the kid for a while, give me time to figure out some things for which I was grateful. Though I’d left out a few specifics, it was enough she knew things were serious. I begged her not to tell Dad who was away on business. She said she’d think on it.

      With the killer still on the loose and our place being targeted, I was more than happy to get out of town. Tia seemed excited to get away too and was looking forward to spending time with Dad and Harper. It was hard to believe that things had spiraled as much as they had since I took this case just a few months ago. One thing was certain. Like Joe Dean said, “You learn by doing.”

      What had started as one cold case had transpired into two, followed by a fresh murder and a very uncomfortable break-in. Not to mention the possible leads Tia had found that we hadn’t been able to connect yet.

      What bothered me most was it felt like we hadn’t accomplished a thing. Though I knew that was the nature of this work, it was wearing on me. It’s nothing, nothing, more nothing, then something. At least that’s how Dad always described it. He was right.

      And another thing was this Riley business. Now that we knew he wasn’t the killer, it bothered me he hadn’t called yet. Was Izzy keeping him tied up at the station? Or was all of this hitting too close to home. From his perspective, maybe going out on a date with someone that a killer has their eye on isn’t the most prudent of choices. Then again, maybe I was trying to score a date with a Peeping Tom, which would still be a step up from my last relationship. Was there more to it? We never did get one-hundred-percent absolution regarding Riley. Just that he wasn’t our late-night caller. It was a lot to consider, and my thoughts were ever winding.

      We drove on to Willard via Highway 59 making good time, stopping only once for a snack for Tia. That girl could eat, and even Sissy seemed appalled at the things she would put in her mouth. The thought of a Red Bull and a gas station coconut Sno Ball was enough to make me gag, but Tia had an iron stomach.

      Harper greeted us at the door in jeans, her long, strawberry hair gleaming bright in the sun. She put a hand up to shield her eyes and smiled, ushered us in. It was good to see her. She made iced tea and put out animal crackers, which Tia and I ate without hesitation. Tia palmed a few and slipped them to Sissy under the table. Harper and I pretended not to notice.

      “Dad’s out of town, huh? Too bad,” I said. “I was hoping to see him. How long’s he out for?”

      “Oh, you know,” Harper said. “Until the job is done.”

      “I know,” I said. “On that note, I’m not sure how long I’ll need you to look after them. Tia starts school in a few weeks, so it can’t be too long.”

      “High school,” Tia said. She was beaming.

      “That’s great, Tia,” Harper said.

      Tia patted Sissy on the head and gave her another animal cracker. Sometimes, she was just a regular kid. It was nice.

      “Everything going okay here?” I asked.

      “Okay as things go,” Harper said. “It’ll be nice to have the company with your dad gone. You do what you got to do, Chance. Things get too sticky, you call me. We’ll get this taken care of once and for all.”

      She leaned back against the chair. I studied her, the curves of her body, the slight lift of her nose. There was no question why Dad found her attractive.

      “Thanks, Harper,” I said. “Kind of need to do this one on my own, at least for now. Everybody wants the honey, but nobody wants to get sticky.”

      “Where on earth did you hear that?” Harper asked.

      “Stripper.”

      She raised an eyebrow in response.

      “Technically, it was told to a friend of mine at a bachelor party. Sean’s a riot. Been waiting for the right moment to share that nugget of wisdom.”

      “He sounds . . . interesting.”

      “You have no idea,” I said. “Anyway, thanks again, Harper.” I turned to Tia. “You good?”

      “You ain’t got to worry ’bout me. Me and Siss, we good. We can chill with Ms. Harper a minute. Sound like she need us.”

      “I need all of you,” Harper said. “So stay safe.”
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      I drove on a ways, considered seriously about turning around and asking Harper to call Dad, tell him to come home and that I needed help. That this whole thing was too much for me. I wanted to curl into a ball and weep. If this was their case, what would they do?

      I already knew the answer.

      Invest, and I don’t mean financially.

      Interview, notate, verify, examine, surveil, and if needed, and if you got lucky enough, testify.

      Seemed like Dad and Harper got lucky a lot.

      But I was doing all that and something was still missing, and that had all been in theory. This was real. The threat was tangible and looming over me like an eclipse blotting out the sun, waiting for me to make a misstep. Hell, for all I knew I already had. And what did it say about me that secretly, while I should be focused on the case at hand, my feelings were hurt that Officer Riley never followed up on our date.

      With Tia gone, some of the things I’d let pass through me on the drive over were bubbling back up to the surface. I’m trying to keep Tia safe, take her away from all this, but at the same time let her grow into who she is. Truth is, she’s already grown. Now it’s just the details. But the details matter.

      When I stopped crying—and it took a while—I pulled the car back onto the highway and drove on down the road to Zeke’s mama’s house in Pine Hill, not too far from Willard, parked in the gravel drive of a mobile home that had seen better days. It sat next to a rusted-out washing machine buried at an angle in the yard, as if left there on purpose for ambiance. It wasn’t too bad, if I closed my eyes. Beyond the washing machine was a refrigerator of equal quality and a sprinkling of broken concrete blocks that created a walkway of sorts to the front steps. When I made it onto the sagging porch, I had to watch my footing to avoid falling through one of the gaps in the rotted wooden planks.

      I beat on the door, which seemed to rattle the trailer to its bones. I glanced at my watch and waited. It was just past five o’clock and the sun had started to shift, but the temperature was still stifling. With Tia and Sissy back at Harper’s house and my emotional breakdown behind me, I felt more focused and at ease. They seemed happy with this arrangement, and Harper had promised to take Tia to McDonald’s that evening to celebrate finishing summer school. Harper didn’t know we’d already been there that day and I wasn’t going to tell her. Tia neither.

      After another round of banging on the trailer door, a scrawny woman in a food-stained, flower-speckled muumuu appeared and rubbed at her eyes. She looked about as friendly as a rattlesnake on bath day. It was clear this woman hadn’t had company for a long time now.

      “The hell do you want?”

      She had no teeth and stringy hair. Her lit cigarette danced in her mouth like a firefly as she spoke. I looked down to her hand, which clutched a can of Keystone beer. The woman burped. I waited to see if more Keystone would follow.

      “Are you the mother of Zeke Murray?”

      The woman closed her beady eyes as though she needed to think on it.

      “Wasn’t Zeke Murray when I was his mother.”

      “Aren’t you still his mother?”

      “Nope.”

      I leaned against the rotting frame of the trailer door. “I want to talk to you about your boys.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Having anticipated such a reaction, I was ready.

      “I’ll give you twenty dollars you tell me what I want to know.”

      “Show me.”

      I reached into my backpack, pulled the cash out of the inside zipper pocket and flashed it at the woman.

      “Alright,” she said, “but I’m going to grab another beer. You can’t come in. House ain’t fit for company, but we can talk there.”

      The woman pointed to two rusty metal rocking chairs sinking into the yard, then turned away and went inside. I left the porch and went into the yard, took a seat and waited. She returned quicker than I expected.

      “Money first,” she said.

      I handed it to her. “What’s your name?”

      “Susie.”

      “Alright, Susie. Where’s Zeke’s father?”

      That was all it took for the floodgates to open. Susie told me about the boys and their father, formerly her husband, who was in prison for murdering a neighbor over a property line at their former trailer park. As she spoke, Susie plowed through can after can of beer, her dead eyes growing more wet and bloodshot with every sip.

      The decay of the drink had found its way into Susie’s soul, and the rot had trickled out to everyone and everything around her. Same thing had happened to my mama, but she’d died before it had gotten to this. Me, I’d been lucky so far, though I’d never given it the chance to do otherwise. Everything about Susie’s stories was revolting, but a part of me still felt sorry for her.

      “Killing that neighbor was dumb. Too many witnesses. I tried to tell him, to talk him down, but he wasn’t having it.” She took another drink, pointed to a raised scar across her left eyebrow. “He pushed me. I fell over a rock and bam! Blood everywhere. When I came to, he was in handcuffs and I was on a stretcher. Never saw him again except in court. After that, I just gave up. The boys, well, they was already on the devil’s path. Not much I could do about that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “After Teddy—that’s their father—after Teddy went to prison, it came out there was proof of another murder. It never held up in court, but there was a Polaroid of a dead body, and in that picture was someone’s shoe. Now, everyone knew Teddy had himself a limp, had special orthopedic shoes made to accommodate for it. Since they couldn’t see who was wearing the shoes in the picture, they couldn’t prove it was him. But I knew, and so did everyone else. By then I was hooked on ice and the boys was pretty much on their own. The big one looking after the little one. Why I ain’t got no teeth.”

      She gave me a gummy smile in case I hadn’t noticed. “The younger one, he was always in trouble.”

      “How so?”

      “Had a thing for fire. He was a kid, so I thought he’d outgrow it, but then there was an incident at a barn and, well, they took my boys from me after that. I fucked up a lot, but that hurt worse than anything before or since.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Losing your children, that must have been awful.”

      “Was.” Susie took another drink. “But nothing I could do. But you didn’t come here to listen to me complain. Ask your questions.”

      “What about the older one?”

      “Sam? He was the smarter of the two. Gets his brains from this side of the gene pool.” She held her thumbs toward her chest.

      “I have no doubt,” I said. “He stay out of trouble?”

      “There was a rape allegation when Sam was young, around twelve, might have been fifteen. Got swept under the rug. I don’t know if he was guilty or not, but I wouldn’t doubt it. Sam went on to change his name too. I don’t know who he is now, or where he is. I lost track of those boys and they ain’t been back once. Not that I blame them too much. It ain’t nothing to look at.” Susie gestured to the land and the trailer. “But it’s mine.”

      “You been here a long time?”

      “Too long,” Susie said. “Had to do laundry for rich folks just to make ends meet after Teddy went up. Machine-washed laundry, not dry cleaning. Had my own service back in the day, if you can call it that.”

      “What happened?”

      “Body said no. Too much folding and turning and lugging wet laundry.” She wiggled a hand at me. “Fingers are warped with the arthritis⁠—”

      “I may know where Zeke is.”

      Susie paused and slammed back the last of her beer, studied the can for a moment like it was the key to the universe.

      “You can keep it to yourself,” she said. Then she crunched the can in her fist and tossed it on the ground. “We made our choices a long time ago. I done put that part of my life behind me. Help me up, would you?”

      I got up and put my arm underneath hers, hoisting Susie to her feet. We shuffle-walked over to the trailer steps together, and I left her propped up on the handrail like a yard ornament.

      “You leaving?” she asked. “Just going to grab me another beer. I’ll even share.”

      “Thanks, but I better get on before it gets too late.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said.

      I watched her stumble up the stairs and disappear inside the trailer, closing the door behind her.

      Susie was right. We’d all made our choices. I left out of there and headed back toward Hopeful, feeling anything but.
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      Back in the office I ignored yet another call from Darla, no doubt wanting an update on her sister that I didn’t have. My head hurt and my body ached from sleeping on the couch again. I was still too afraid to return to my room.

      Despite being on my second cup of coffee, I wasn’t awake so much as jittery. Outside I could hear one of the neighbors getting an early start mowing the lawn. Smart. Today was supposed to be a hot one. Weren’t they all.

      Without the girls puttering about—the clicking of Sissy’s nails on the tile floor, the way Tia sucked at her teeth when she was thinking hard about something—the house was unfamiliarly quiet. I missed them, but sitting here alone I realized just how much energy putting on a fearless front all the time was taking out of me. I was grateful for the reprieve.

      I’d come a long way from being an angry kid with an alcoholic mother into a quasi-mother my ownself. A big sister at the very least. Not to say I’d forgiven my mom for everything, but I wasn’t still mad about things, either. In the end I think I was just so grateful she’d told me about my dad before she died, that I channeled all that rage-energy from my childhood into something else entirely. Into hope. Into love for him and Harper. Now it was all trickling over to Tia and Sissy and I felt full for once, but I knew that also made me vulnerable. I had something to lose. Several somethings.

      Truth told, I hadn’t thought Tia would stay put after we moved to Hopeful. She didn’t have a record of hanging around places and I hadn’t expected her to start with me.

      On the drive home from Pine Hill, I’d caught up with Izzy about things. She’d told me that even though there wasn’t a patrol car out front anymore, she and Officer Riley were driving by whenever they got the chance, on and off the clock. It was little comfort and about effective a plan as a restraining order. An asinine system by the way. Someone comes to hurt you, that order would only stop them if you fanned it sideways and attempted death by a thousand cuts. Maybe added some harsh language. More likely, you were dead with a crumpled paper ball on top of you. Still, I thanked her.

      Izzy said, “I told Riley we couldn’t approve OT, but he said he wasn’t doing it for the overtime. Here lately, in my eyes, he’s definitely gaining some brownie points.”

      “And Zeke, anything new?”

      Izzy went on to tell me the department still had eyes on Zeke, but not for much longer. Higher-ups were nudging her to squash the surveillance due to further budget constraints.

      “We got nothing,” Izzy said. “This Zeke kid goes to work, church, then back home. That’s it. Either he knows he’s being watched, or he’s boring as shit. Sorry, wish I had more.”

      We hung up the line and I considered a third cup of coffee, decided against it just as my cell phone chirped. I checked the number, stiffened.

      “Hi, Harper. Everything okay?”

      “You sound tired. You get any sleep?”

      “Enough. What’s up?”

      “Just calling.” I relaxed some. “Tia wanted to check on you.” There was a scuffling sound followed by hushed whispers. “We all wanted to check on you,” Harper said.

      “Sissy too?”

      “Sissy most.”

      “Sounds right,” I said. “You can tell Tia I miss her too.”

      Harper laughed, and then her voice seemed far away, and Tia came on the line.

      “I ain’t say I missed you,” Tia said. “But I’m glad you not dead. Keep it that way.”

      “Your concern warms my heart. I’ll do my best, Tia. You take care of Sissy now. We both know she’s lacking in dog survival skills.”

      “You know that’s right. Here, Ms. Harper.”

      Another shuffling sound, then Harper was back.

      “Heard from John,” Harper said. “He sends his love.”

      “You tell him what happened?” I asked.

      “Not yet. He sounded up to his eyeballs already. No need to distract him.”

      “Thanks, Harper.”

      “Eventually I’ll need to say something. I don’t like keeping secrets, Chance, from anybody.”

      “I know.” I tried to say it like the idea of secrecy itself was unheard of to my delicate ears. We said our goodbyes and when we hung up, I felt reinvigorated. I decided to conduct some cursory searching on the computer for Sam James, but got no hits. If Zeke had moved and changed his name, his brother Sam it seemed, had vanished entirely. I was getting nowhere and it was making me agitated.

      I looked at the time on my cell phone and decided it was still early enough to get in a run before the temperature rose from stifling to oppressive. I went to my bedroom for the first time since the intruder had made himself at home, grabbed my running shoes, and got changed quickly.

      Before Tia had come to live with me, I’d run every morning. Not always far, but always something. Lately though, by the time I’d gotten her and Sissy going in the mornings, it was already time to get moving on the day. I missed my routine, but there was something satisfying about the other, even if I had to lay down to button up my jeans. These days, I was leaning hard on that trademark Kirby charm.

      Point being, I was screwed.

      I left my headphones behind to stay alert, managed around the block without incident, but I was jumpy. When I got back to the office, there was a small package sitting propped up against the front doorframe with a note laid up against it.

      I looked around, panicked, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. I approached the package as if there might be a bomb inside, nudging it with my foot like Sissy might investigate a gopher hole. I grabbed a tissue from my pocket, used it to pick up the note in case of prints.

      
        
        Go for the throat, Chancie.

        —Joe Dean

      

      

      I smiled and slipped the note into the zipper pocket of my running pants, dabbed at the sweat pooled in the corner of my eyes with the tissue, then bent down and pulled a small velvet drawstring sack out of the box. I held the sack up to the light as though I had x-ray vision, then had an internal debate about what superpower I would prefer if a genie came to me with three wishes. Teleportation would be my first pick, more than x-ray vision. Just seemed more practical. I decided to take the debate and the package inside, seeing as how the weather had progressed to burn-in-hell status.

      Once at the kitchen table, I fished around for the cord on the velvet bag a moment, found the release on the plastic tie allowing the sack to fall open like a blooming flower. Inside there was a small, metal ink pen.

      I studied it a moment, wondering why Joe Dean would be creeping around my porch with writing utensils when I noticed an etched groove in the center of the grip shaft. I rolled my thumb and forefinger around it, triggering an unseen latch that launched an aluminum tube a foot in length from my grip.

      Joe Dean had sent me an expandable ASP disguised as a pen. Just then my phone was ringing on the desk where I’d left it.

      I didn’t recognize the number.

      “You get my gift?”

      “Joe Dean, that you?”

      “Who else would it be? Someone else leave you a present on the front porch in the last ten minutes?”

      “Guess not. Are you watching me? That’s a little creepy, you know. You still close? We could grab breakfast somewhere, my treat. Want to pick your brain on some things.”

      “Just passing through, kid. Billie Jean came by last night. Said them boys you were looking into were bad news. Thought I’d take it upon myself to give you a gift, just in case you might need it.”

      “Thanks, but do you really think it could come to that?”

      “You don’t? Even after someone broke into your office while you slept?”

      I was already scared, more so than I’d ever been, but Joe Dean was sending me into another dimension with this line of questioning. I tried to steady my voice.

      “How do you know about that?”

      “I got eyes and ears everywhere,” Joe Dean said. “I know all kinds of things. Even know some math. Most of all, I know you’re not taking this serious enough. Saw you got some new locks installed. That’s good. I tried to crack the system with all the usual codes when I was there. 1-1-1-1. 1-2-3-4. 0-0-0-0. You know, the usuals. Good job not being that dumb, but you need some cameras too. I’ll try to work on that next time I come through. Your daddy’d be madder than a wet hen, he knew I left you out there like a sitting duck.”

      “That’s a lot of bird references,” I said.

      “Don’t be fowl.” Joe Dean laughed at his own joke. “Never mind. You just keep your eyes peeled, stay alert. Take that baton with you when you go places, you hear? I don’t care if it’s to the shitter. Never know when you might need a little protection. Go on now, I got some detecting to do. I’ll check up on you later this week. And give Billie Jean a call, would you? I think she may have found something for you.”

      I thanked him and hung up the phone. I was already scared, but Joe Dean dropping by like that, giving me a weapon, it was a lot. And we were already working with a lot, and now somehow, a lot had turned into even more. Maybe I should have chosen another profession. Something that wouldn’t result in murder or the threat of harm to your loved ones. Barista? No, that still seemed dangerous. Mess up someone’s morning coffee, might get you on the wrong end of things. Maybe a mailman? Mailperson? Do they let women deliver the mail? Come to think of it, I don’t think I’d ever seen a woman mail person. I take that back, yes I have. Even so, it was hot and there were the dogs to consider. I liked dogs. I’d think on it.

      I went to the kitchen and found the business card Billie Jean had left behind with her phone number on it. I took the ASP with me, afraid Joe Dean might somehow be watching me and testing my listening skills. I did feel better having it with me.

      “I wondered when you might call,” Billie Jean said. “Real shitbags, this family. Been doing some more digging on the older brother, Sam. If he’s changed his name, he didn’t do it legally. But I got a line on someone might be him. You talk to the mother?”

      “You could say that. She talked, but wasn’t anything useful.”

      “Can’t say I’m surprised. Anyway, there is a lead, but before I spend the time chasing it, you need to sign off. Remember, first one’s free. This one, it’s going to cost you.”

      “How much?”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Billie Jean said, “but I may have to go down and pull court records, and you’ll have to pay for them. They don’t make copies for free unless you’re carrying a badge.”

      “Again, how much?”

      “If there’s something to this lead, and there’s a file on this jerk-off, it’s seventy-five cents a page.”

      “Jeez.”

      “I don’t set the prices, baby doll. It’s twenty-five cents for digital, but I’m old-school. I like having the papers in front of me.”

      “Well I’m broke-school,” I said, “so digital works just fine.”

      “Alright. I’ll get back to you.”
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      Izzy was standing at the window behind her desk, peeking through a crack in the blinds she had made with her thumb and forefinger.

      “Hey, Izzy,” I said.

      She turned, let the blinds snap back together. “Chance. How you holding up?”

      “As expected. Anything new?”

      “Since our call last night? No.”

      I looked around the office. There was a new chair sitting across from Izzy’s side of the desk.

      “Finally sprung for a nicer guest chair, huh?”

      “Had to. Last one broke right underneath a woman. She was small, so I didn’t see it coming. Lucky she wasn’t the litigious sort. What’s up, Chance? You got something?”

      “Not exactly.”

      I slid into the new chair. It felt good on my lower back. Izzy’s knees crackled as she took the seat opposite me.

      “Feeling a bit lost, I’m being honest. Trying to do the right thing here. Keep Tia safe while I’m at it, but not sure I know how.”

      “None of us do, Chance. Nothing’s that simple. We do our best and learn from our mistakes. Try not to repeat them over and over again like most people.”

      “Just don’t want my mistakes to get Tia hurt.”

      “Course not. Majority of folks that come through these halls are the same. Over and over. Then their kids start to show up. Then it’s their kids’ kids. I’ve been doing this job for some time, and I can tell you. Doesn’t matter where you are, it’s the same in every town. You’re a good influence on that girl. You can’t forget that.”

      “Don’t you want to give up sometimes?”

      “Yeah, sometimes. Lot of times. Most folks will never break that cycle. Don’t know shit from wild honey even if you gave them a diagram on digestion to follow. But you’re giving that girl a shot, and that’s worth something.”

      “That’s comforting,” I said.

      “Is or it isn’t. That’s the way of it. Stop worrying so much. I don’t have kids, obviously, but anyone can see you’re trying with that girl. It’s a wonder she’s as adjusted as she is, things been done to her.”

      “I just feel like I took her from one danger to another. I’m afraid to sleep, Izzy. Afraid he’s coming back.”

      “You put those new locks on like I asked?”

      “Did. And Joe Dean dropped off this a few hours ago.”

      I lifted up the corner of my shirt, revealing the baton tucked into my waistband.

      “Good man,” Izzy said. “Wish I had something to tell you, but the truth is we got every resource on Guadalupe right now. Figure we solve that, we catch Peanuts while we’re at it.”

      “Peanuts? Guadalupe? What is this, a skit?”

      “Got to keep some distance from the victims, Chance. Guadalupe is Maribel, and Peanuts is what we’re calling your guy. For obvious reasons.”

      “Great,” I said. “You’ve just ruined what was left of my childhood.”

      “Do what I can.”

      “You ever hear of Billie Jean, Joe Dean’s friend?”

      “Heard of her. Never met her. Knows her shit. She working with you on this?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Never used her skill set personally, but I’ve heard from others, not just Joe Dean, that she’s a regular Houdini, it comes to getting ungettable information.”

      “She’s running down something on the lifeguard’s brother for me.”

      “Good. Let me know anything comes of it.”

      “Of course.” I said, and leaned back in the new chair, stared at the ceiling tiles above.

      “Something else, Chance?”

      “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “Can I stay with you tonight? Could use the company.”

      “Why sure,” Izzy said. “We can braid each other’s hair and tell ghost stories.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “I’m just kidding, Chance. Truth be told, I wouldn’t mind the company myself. You can even bring Monopoly.”
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      Izzy tossed the pork chops onto the skillet. They sizzled and hissed, and smoke filled the kitchen with an amber haze, encasing us in a tomb of seasonings and grease fat. Fumes settled into my hair and atop my skin, giving me a line cook’s glow.

      “I have to admit,” I said. “It’s nice to have a home-cooked meal for a change. Getting worn out with McDonald’s.”

      “Thought you might,” Izzy said. “Was Harper showed me how to cook meat, you know?”

      “Really?”

      “She showed me how to beat out the flames with the spatula.”

      “That’s the same.”

      It was hard to believe how long I’d known Izzy. About half my life. Even though our relationship was evolving, it seemed to me like she’d always been there. It was nice too, that she knew my family, the good and the bad, and I didn’t have to explain who I was to her. We just were, and it was comfortable and easy.

      I tossed my head back, slipped a neon green scrunchie over my dark hair, and twisted until all the loose strands were tight against my skull.

      “Can you believe scrunchies are back in style? I’m officially getting old—fashion has started to recycle. Even saw a girl in bell-bottoms the other day. My mama wasn’t right about much, but she was right about this. Told me once you live long enough, everything comes back around, and here we are.”

      Izzy flipped the pork chops, sending a new wave of smoke and grease into the air. She took a step back from the stove and turned her body toward me at the table.

      “If you’re old, I’m ancient.”

      I grinned.

      “You should know, Chance, I had to call patrol off Zeke’s house. I hate it, but this is coming from the top. Only so many resources to go around. That and we don’t have any solid proof of anything.”

      “This why you let me bring Monopoly?” I asked. “’Cause you feel guilty?”

      “A little. I told you it was coming.”

      “You did. What about Jason?”

      “Nothing. No one has seen him since that night he came by your place. Not work, not family. He’s a ghost.”

      I sighed. Time drug on like a salted snail.
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      We ate our pork chops in silence. Izzy’s face had a worried look about it. I was thinking she probably had the same concerns I did. Would we ever catch this guy? Who was next? How would we stay safe? The thoughts went on and on and on. Wasn’t your first case supposed to be something easy, like a cheating spouse? Those are pretty cut-and-dry. You know who wants to kill you and why. It’s not always the husband, by the way; the women are just better at hiding it. Maybe I could move into Izzy’s place, live on her couch. I could close up the business and never answer the phone when Darla called. Hell, Tia could fend for herself. Harper wouldn’t leave her out in the cold.

      These were good ideas.

      I was settling into the thought of it when my phone rang. For a moment I feared a disturbance in the cosmos had alerted Darla to my plan. I was relieved to see Billie Jean’s name flash across the screen.

      “You mind?”

      Izzy shook her head no and gestured to her own cell phone hooked on her belt. Then she mouthed the word work to me and went into the other room.

      “You busy? Doesn’t matter. I got news.”

      “Hey, Billie Jean. What’s up?”

      “Sam. He’s Walter now. Works at a place called Poppy’s Pizza over in Midnight Creek. Manages the place, you can believe it.”

      “How’d you figure it out?”

      “Get this. I go down to the courthouse because I’m getting ready to pull some files. Woman behind the counter started asking me all these questions, wouldn’t go get the files. First, I was irritated. Thought she was just a busybody, but then, she said something that caught my attention.”

      “Billie Jean, you’re killing me, just say it.”

      Izzy appeared from somewhere else, holding both hands at her sides like she was carrying trays of fajitas. I put the phone on speaker.

      “Alright, alright,” Billie Jean said. “And Joe Dean says I’m impatient. This woman I asked to pull the juvie file on Sam James, when she did, his picture came up on her screen. Old driver’s license. Now, normally this is where they hit print and walk away, leave you standing there with your dick in your hands. But this time, she doesn’t move. In fact, she’s staring at the screen so hard, I’m thinking she’s smelling toast. Finally, I say to her, ‘Ma’am, are you okay? Do you smell toast?’ Then she tells me she and her family just went to Midnight Creek for a staycation of sorts. Fishing, hiking, that sort of thing. Sounded nice, actually.”

      It did sound nice. “And?”

      “And, this woman tells me they were there last weekend, just before the campgrounds closed for the end of the summer season. They weren’t camping in a tent, they were glamping. You know, where you got a bed and a stove, that sort of thing. Anyway, on the last night, their fish haul was pretty light, so they decided to go over to Poppy’s Pizza and grab a bite. And you’ll never believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “She tells me this is the kid that served it to her. Seemed shook up about the whole thing. Can you believe it? I need to go check it out for myself, but she seemed pretty convinced. I made a call, and whoever he is, he’s working tonight.”

      “You’re kidding?” I said. “That mean I don’t have to pay you for copies?”

      “Matter of fact. Still going to charge you for the gas and the time, though. You want to come along?”

      I looked over to Izzy and muted the phone. “You up for a ride?”

      Izzy shrugged. I clicked the unmute button.

      “We’ll meet you there. Text me the address.”

      I hung up, and Izzy popped the last bite of her pork chop into her mouth.

      “And here I was, afraid we were going to have to play Monopoly.”
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      Billie Jean took a bite of her pizza, then brought the bottle of Dr. Brown’s Root Beer to her lips. I leaned forward in the booth and Izzy followed suit.

      “What’s the play here?”

      “First,” Izzy said, “we remember that in Midnight Creek, we’re private citizens. This is recon only. We are just seeing if that could, in fact, be Sam, a.k.a. Walter. Unless we see him in the act of committing a crime, we do nothing.”

      “Then you need to arrest him immediately, because this pizza he served me is criminal, I’ll tell you that.” Billie Jean dabbed at her mouth with a paper napkin. “Sun-dried tomato basil pesto, whatever-whatever my ass.” Billie Jean took another bite, used the pizza crust to point in Walter’s direction. “Does look like him, though. But this—that look like sun-dried anything to you?”

      I studied Billie Jean’s pizza as the trail of grease pooled across the plate.

      “It does not,” I said.

      “Stop eating it then,” Izzy said.

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t good.”

      Billie Jean took another bite. Today, her hair was short and blonde and cut in a pixie style. It suited her.

      “Ladies,” I said. “I didn’t drive here to talk recipes. Tell me, Billie Jean, what else did you find out?”

      Billie Jean rubbed her palms together, took another sip of her soda and leaned in across the table. “Once I had a handle on who this peckerhead Walter was in real life—and he is a shit, I’ll tell you—I was able to track down this.”

      Billie Jean reached into her purse and pulled out a folded-up piece of newspaper. She spread it out across the table gently, then slid it in our direction. Under the fold was an article about dangerous youth, with three mug shots at its center.

      “Look at these pricks,” Billie Jean said. “Like carbon copies of one another. I couldn’t tell them apart you asked me to pin a tail on one.”

      “Are you saying all white people look the same?” Izzy asked.

      “Maybe.” Billie Jean pointed at one of the mug shots. “This we know for sure is the real Sam. Probably sixteen there.”

      Billie Jean held the newspaper up to her eyeline, positioned it in the air against the man behind the pizza counter. He didn’t notice and in fact, looked bored—kept checking the clock on the wall behind him.

      “The real Sam was accused of rape as a teen. It’s all here in the article. A third guy helped set it up, but he ended up flipping on them in the end and got a lighter sentence.”

      “Them?” Izzy said.

      “Brothers,” Billie Jean said. “Started out as a joke on Halloween—a joke to them. Thought it’d be funny to scare some Girl Scout, then drop her off back at home. Turns out Dick Cheese and his brother Douche Nozzle abducted her, then raped her, but were all charged as minors.”

      “The mother mentioned something about a rape being swept under the rug.”

      “If under the rug means out there for anyone to find, sure. Friend who turned them in even has a quote in this paper. Look.” Billie Jean tapped a long, purple acrylic nail on the newsprint.

      He seemed alright, until you were around him a while. Then you could see the quirks.

      —Vince Leary

      “Quirks?” Izzy pulled the paper closer to her. “Nice way of saying your friend is a rapist.”

      “Exactly,” Billie Jean said. “Sounds a little too sympathetic, you ask me.”

      “You know where this Vince guy is?” I asked.

      “Funny you should ask,” Billie Jean said. She shifted in her seat. “Would you believe he is a proud resident of Hopeful, Texas?”

      Billie Jean sat back in the booth and crossed her arms, letting it all sink in.

      “Let me see that,” I said.

      I pulled out my cell phone and activated the magnifying glass application, studied the newspaper a while as Izzy and Billie Jean sat in silence. I looked across the room to the man who could be Walter. They favored. More than favored. It could definitely be him, but something seemed off. As if reading my thoughts, Izzy said, “What is it? You don’t seem convinced.”

      “Just working it all out. We know that Sam is the brother. His mom said as much. And we know the guy behind the counter who looks a hell of a lot like Sam is named Walter. But we never really got the actual records, just the county clerk’s witness statement. I can’t say why, but I don’t think that’s him. Too easy, you know? Almost like that clerk knew we’d be asking after Sam.”

      Izzy leaned in closer. “How would she know?”

      “Not sure,” I said. “Maybe she really wanted to help. But my gut says something’s off.”

      Billie Jean took another pull from the bottle of root beer. Izzy leaned back against the chair thinking, and I continued to study the newspaper clipping, also thinking, but was interrupted from my reverie by Izzy.

      “You going to eat that?”

      Billie Jean pushed the remaining slice in Izzy’s direction.

      “All you.”

      Izzy took a bite, wiping at the corner of her mouth with the heel of her hand. The three of us sat there while Izzy finished what was left of Billie Jean’s pizza.

      I must have had on my pouting face because Billie Jean said, “Now hold on, hold on. Don’t get your panties in a twist. Maybe you’re right.” She raised her hand to her chin, like Rodin’s The Thinker. “I can get information from the web like nobody’s business, but this all happened so quick I didn’t take the time to double-check it. Called you both first thing.”

      “Okay,” Izzy said. “I know how to fix this. Sit back and learn from the master.”

      “Your humility is your finest quality,” I said.

      We watched Izzy get up from the table and walk toward the man behind the counter. Her hips swayed as she walked, as though there was music only she could hear. Her pace slowed before she reached the counter, making sure he had time to notice her. When he did, she ran a hand through her hair like she had only just now realized it was there, looked back at us from over her shoulder and winked. She pressed her hips against the Formica bar, leaned in and put her elbows on the counter.

      “I’ll be damned,” Billie Jean said.

      “Just wait.”

      We watched Izzy lean in closer and closer to the man, her feet lifting slightly from the floor as she pawed at his arm, stroking it like a cat. His gaze traveled down the front of her chest.

      Billie Jean and I snickered to one another. Lard wasn’t this thick. Just as I thought the scene could not get any more ridiculous, she reached over and plucked some hair from the top of his head.

      “What the hell, lady?”

      The love affair was over before it began. Izzy’s feet dropped back down to the floor and she turned and scurried toward us, passing us quickly.

      “Meet you in the car.”

      I looked over my shoulder, back at Sam, a.k.a. Walter. His face was flushed and he was giving me and Billie Jean the hairy eyeball.

      We hurried outside and went to our respective rides. I got in the car with Izzy just as she was depositing the strands of hair into a Ziploc baggie. She kept them on hand for just such an occasion, though it was unclear how often an occasion like this might occur. I decided not to ask.

      Once the evidence was secured, she put the car in drive and off we went. When we had gotten about five miles away from the restaurant and were sure we weren’t being followed by a crazy pizza man, I finally turned to her and said, “What happened to recon only?”

      She shifted her face away so I couldn’t see her smiling.

      “Girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do.”

      She pushed her foot down harder on the pedal, and we drove along in silence back to Hopeful.
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      The loud banging against the front door brought me swiftly into consciousness. My dreams the night before had been filled with darkness and questions about Walter. It seemed that throughout the night, my mind had journeyed through every scenario of who he could be, and the possibilities remained endless.

      I squinted against the sunlight as I opened the front door.

      “Wake up, Chance. You were right.”

      I rubbed at my eyes. “I’m waking up. I thought we had rules about calling ahead. And right about what?”

      “It wasn’t Sam,” Izzy said. “Pizza Walter isn’t our guy.”

      “How on earth did you get the results back so fast?” I asked. “I haven’t even had coffee yet.”

      “Were you not there last night? I can be pretty persuasive, I need to be. That and I brought it over to the lab in Willard, had my old partner run it up the chain.”

      “Smart,” I said. “Speaking of, what’s the news on the DNA from Snoopy?”

      Izzy sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Unfortunately,” she said. “Lab hit a snag on yours and Maribel’s case.”

      “What do you mean by ‘snag’?”

      Izzy paused just long enough I could hear the hum of the lights overhead. “Thermal damage.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Means the new tech didn’t seal the freezer door properly. Tried to blame it on allelic dropout, said we didn’t collect enough sample to retest, but this was user error. I went back and pulled the security footage. Genius stored his Push Pops right next to the samples.”

      “Shit, Izzy.”

      “I know, I know. But there’s nothing to be done at this point. Can’t fire him. Then we’d really be in a bind. Sorry, Chance. And I wasn’t hiding it from you, just been busy, is all. Jumping from one thing to the next.”

      I let that sit for a moment.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “But I’m mad. Not at you, but this is bullshit and I want it on the record. And who eats Push Pops nowadays?”

      Izzy shrugged.

      I was mad and wanted to stay mad but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. The one shot we’d had at closing in on this guy was gone because some idiot wanted a snacky-snack.

      I asked, “No chance this was intentional, right?”

      “To what end? Guy’s a rube. I’ll be happy when Jerry gets back. That guy’s a wizard. Why did his dad have to go and die right in the middle of a big case?” I assumed she wasn’t actually asking, so I stayed quiet. “So I brought the hair over to Willard. And before you ask, unfortunately, due to the chain of custody, I can’t take it there now, seeing as how it’s already been submitted here in Hopeful.”

      I felt dizzy from the news.

      “I know you’re scared Chance, and with good reason. You got under this guy’s skin. He’s making sure you know he’s watching. Can’t imagine what that feels like. Anyone who does something like that rather than hightail it out of town, that’s a true sociopath.”

      “Not helping,” I said.

      “Sorry, but you keep asking around and you’re asking for trouble. Not saying you should stop, not at all, but that’s the logic here, to scare you into backing down.”

      “Not the worst idea.”

      “It is not, but I know you, and I know that’s not happening.”

      I feigned offense, but we both knew she was right.

      “Well, thanks for telling me,” I said. “But was that really worth coming over for?”

      “No,” Izzy said. “But this is.” She stabbed a finger into the newspaper clipping in her hand. “You know Vince, the friend from the article? I’ve got him down at the station for questioning, right now.”

      “Jesus Christ, how have you already put in a full day? Did you sleep at all last night?”

      “What do you think? Billie Jean already knows too. She’s gone back to digging, see what there is to find. Told me to tell you that she’ll need to charge you for the copies after all.” Izzy grinned. “Anyway, get dressed and meet me out at the car. I want you there for this. Maybe that gut of yours is onto something after all.”

      Izzy turned and headed back down the porch steps toward her squad car. Before she got inside she tapped two fingers against the face of her watch.

      “Chop-chop.”
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      At the station in the interrogation room, I watched from behind the one-way mirror as Izzy unfolded the newspaper Billie Jean had given her the night before, laid it across the metal table next to Vince. He was dressed in nice slacks and a nice button-down shirt with pictures of little cats scattered across the front of it, in no pattern I could figure. He looked like he was there for a job interview rather than a sit-down with the police chief. His eyes looked glassy and he held a Styrofoam cup filled with black coffee in one hand. I figured Izzy had woken him up, same as me.

      “How can I help you, Officer . . . ?”

      “Chief. Chief Lopez.”

      “Oh, sorry. What’s this all about, Chief?” He looked at the newspaper, then back to Izzy. “I don’t run with the James boys anymore. I’ve stayed out of trouble.”

      He said this with pride, as though it were a true accomplishment.

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “It’s the truth. That whole thing got blown up. It was never supposed to happen that way.”

      “I see,” Izzy said, scooting her chair closer. “So you’re the victim?”

      “You’re twisting my words, ma’am.”

      “Then tell me. How’s a child kidnapping supposed to go?”

      “It was a prank, at least it was when it started. I didn’t know they were going to do what they did. Honest.”

      “I’m sure that brings great comfort to that girl.”

      Vince darted his eyes around the room, and when he was satisfied it was just the two of them said, “I hate to say it, but that girl was a liar. Made stuff up.”

      “That why you helped them abduct her?”

      “No, course not. I know this doesn’t sound good, but we were just going to scare her. Then Sam got all weird and started talking about other stuff they could do to her. I thought it was all just talk. By the time I realized it wasn’t, it was too late.”

      “Sounds like some grade A bullshit, you ask me. Not to mention, none of you spent real time behind bars. You, least of all. How’d you manage that, Vince?”

      Vince slammed his fist down on the table, shot to his feet in a flash. Izzy, without missing a beat, was just as quick. I could see in her eyes she was begging for Vince to make a move. I hadn’t expected that, but Izzy seemed unfazed. It was the first time I’d seen her in the box with a suspect, and she was damn scary. I believed she’d have him cuffed up he so much as broke wind.

      More importantly, so did he.

      “Sit down, asshole,” Izzy said, pushing Vince down into his seat by the shoulder. He melted like a pudding pop in August.

      “I just meant, ma’am⁠—”

      “Chief.”

      “Chief.” He smoothed out his shirt where it had wrinkled from Izzy’s . . . encouragement. “I just meant,” he said, “it wasn’t supposed to happen like that. Every day, I regret the part I played in things. I’ve had to live with it. I’m the one turned them in, you know?”

      “The hardship is clear. That Armani?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Your daddy was a judge, huh? Told you things could go easier on you if you turned the brothers over?”

      Vince dropped his head as Izzy started to clap, loud and slow. It echoed against the concrete walls, nearly drowning out her next words.

      “Well, kudos to Daddy. He was right.”

      “Should I call my lawyer?” Vince asked.

      “Should you?” Izzy said. “I don’t know. Where were you the night of August 6?”

      I glanced down at my notebook, confirmed Maribel’s disappearance from Splash Kingdom had been the evening of August 6.

      “Really?”

      Izzy didn’t move. Vince pulled out his cell phone from his pocket, opened the calendar application. As he scrolled, Izzy cut her eyes toward me behind the glass. I gestured back even though I knew she couldn’t see me.

      “Here!” Vince said. “The sixth, the sixth. I was at a ’Stros game. Astros versus Dodgers. Astros lost by two.”

      Vince beamed like it was his birthday and Christmas rolled into one.

      “You got any proof?” Izzy asked. I could tell she was disappointed by his answer. I think she wanted to shoot him.

      Vince tapped a moment on his phone, then held it up again for Izzy to see. There was a screen grab of Vince on the jumbotron, holding up a hot dog in one hand and a giant foam finger on the other.

      “Buddy sent it to me. Even made the local news.”

      “I’ll be checking that.”

      “You do that. Listen, Chief. I want to be helpful, but I have to get to work. The office won’t run itself.” Vince stretched out in his chair. “And another thing. My dad’s retired now, but you know this place. Few calls about harassment and you’re riding a desk.”

      “That a threat?” Izzy said.

      “Not at all.”

      “Better not be.” Izzy stared into Vince’s eyes a long moment. “Get out of here.”

      Vince stood up and glanced in my direction behind the glass, then left the room.

      Once he was gone, Izzy waved me inside. I walked around to the small door that led me down the hall and into the interrogation room. I took a seat opposite where Vince had been. I’d never been in a room like this before.

      “Shit,” Izzy said, and collapsed in the chair next to me. “Not sure how I thought that was going to go.”

      “Let me guess. That wasn’t it?”

      “Not exactly, no. Confession would have been good. He’s been keeping their secrets a long time. This whole case is⁠—”

      “Bizarre?”

      “Yeah. It’s like, there’s all these players, but everyone’s playing a different game. Truth is, I pulled his file this morning and asked around. He hasn’t been in trouble since that whole incident.”

      “That we know of.”

      “That we know of is the problem. I don’t know who his dad is. It was before my time, but he had the juice to make it all go away. I hate that little fucker, but he’s right. I have to tread lightly here or I’m off this case, maybe the force. Then we’re really fucked.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Two steps forward.”

      “Three steps back.”
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      I started my car and backed it out of the station parking lot just as the rising sun burst above the towering pines. Inscrutable voices chattered from the radio through my car speakers. I reached, turned the dial to the left until I felt the click of the knob, and drove. I thought about everything we had uncovered in the last few days. How nothing seemed to fit, but everything felt connected.

      By the time I arrived at the office, the foggy haze of morning had begun to lift.

      The rattle of keys sang out as I set them down in a bowl on the small foyer table just inside the front door. Before I could make it to the couch, my phone buzzed.

      “Hello?”

      “Chance,” Darla said. “What’s the update? I saw that girl on the news. The Mexican? Mercedes something?”

      I guess the news finally broke.

      “Maribel,” I said.

      “Right. Maribel. She’s got to be connected to the case, right?”

      “Seems like it.”

      “You should have called. What can you tell me?”

      I told Darla what I knew about the break-in and our theory around Riley having changed, poured myself a cup of coffee in my favorite mug, and waited for her to respond.

      “I looked him up, you know? That morning after Galaxy Donuts. His folks still live around these parts. Even found pictures of him with his granny at his high school graduation.”

      “Yeah, but like I say, I don’t think he’s our guy anymore. It was all making sense with him, but after what happened to me, it couldn’t have been Riley.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’s innocent. Just means he may not be the jerker. Sounds to me every time something happens, there he is.”

      She had a point, and Izzy had already mentioned his insistence at being a part of certain cases, but I wasn’t so sure. Being honest, I didn’t feel sure of anything right now.

      “I’m not devoid of feelings,” Darla said, “so hear me when I say I’m glad you’re safe. But remember, I paid you to do a—” Darla was interrupted by the sounds of barking dogs. “Damnit, Pepper. I have to go. Pepper here is acting like an asshole.”

      “Who’s Pepper?”

      “Patience’s dog. My dog now. Listen, Chance, call me when you find something. When, not if. I don’t like hearing about another murder on the news when you’re getting paid to keep me informed.”

      “I understand. But Darla, where did Patience get⁠—”

      Darla hung up the phone before I had a chance to finish.
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      I pulled up to the animal shelter and parked my car out front, listened to the clicking sounds of my overworked radiator. The sky was clear and bright and the sun shone down against my paint-chipped hood. Once the engine settled, I got out and went toward the building. A ringing sound jingled down the hallway as I opened the door and made my way to the front counter. Henry, the same man from my previous visit, was seated behind the desk as though he’d never left.

      “Jason here?”

      “Not today.”

      “Never mind,” I said. “You remember me? I’m working on a murder case as a private detective.”

      “Yeah, I remember. You’re a legend around here.”

      That didn’t sound like a good thing.

      “I’ve got a question. Do you have records of the dogs that people adopt?”

      “Yes. But they’re not available to the public.”

      “But you have phone numbers, addresses for follow-ups to see how the pets are doing . . . that sort of thing?”

      “We don’t follow up much. Now and again maybe, but yes, we have the addresses. Again, can’t share that.”

      Henry smiled and started digging through his desk drawers.

      “Did you ever stop by for that leash and collar? I don’t see it here in my desk.”

      “I got it, alright.”

      “Good,” Henry said without looking up. “A private detective, huh? Like Nancy Drew? I’d never have guessed. You seem my age.”

      “Yep. You know much about Nancy Drew?”

      “More of a Hardy Boy myself, but yeah, I’m familiar with Ms. Drew.”

      A moment of awkward silence passed between us.

      “When was Jason last here?” I asked.

      “You two make friendly?”

      Henry closed his desk drawer with a clonk, pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. The way he said it made me feel uneasy.

      Finally, Henry said, “Been a few days, I guess. Said he was going to visit family out of town. You’re not investigating him, are you?”

      I smoothed back my hair, ignoring the curious look etched on his face.

      “No, just asking. Keep your enemies close and all that. Thanks for the information, Henry.” I turned to leave, heard the wheels of his rolling chair glide across the concrete floor.

      “You have a good day now, ya hear?”

      My shoes echoed down the hallway as I headed out the door.
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      Izzy answered my call on the first ring. “Any news on Jason or Zeke?”

      “Not yet. You sound out of breath. What’s up?”

      “Just left the shelter. Jason told his job he was leaving town to see family.”

      “We got the same story when we went by to question him. You shouldn’t go by there alone while the investigation is still active. Could hurt your credibility if we go to court.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Prosecutor could argue Jason was no real threat, or you wouldn’t go by his workplace alone.”

      “Prosecutor can kiss my ass. That dude’s a menace.”

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

      “Just as well. I think it’s him,” I said. “Zeke isn’t exactly a model citizen, but think about it. There’s one thing most of these girls have in common from way back.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A dog.”

      Izzy made a clucking sound with her tongue. “Interesting.”

      “I know it’s thin, but it’s something. And if we can prove that the animals of our victims came from the shelter, or are somehow connected to it, we can prove that Jason had access to their addresses, just like he had mine.”

      Izzy whistled over the phone. “That’s good, Chance. Real good.”

      “It makes sense. He drives a truck no one would notice as out of the ordinary. He gets caught snooping, he can always just say he’s just checking on the pet. He’s got a victim roster right at his fingertips. Who’s going to argue with him? Pet people are crazy.”

      “You speaking from personal experience?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you remember that morning you came in about Sissy, and I told you some lady’s chicken coop was being raided after dark?”

      “Vaguely,” I said.

      “The locks were being picked at night after she’d gone to bed. To be honest, I thought she was crazier than a shithouse rat, because who would pick locks and then leave the chickens? But then she came back a few days ago and left a package for me at the front. I took my time getting around to it, figuring it was more nonsense, but you’ll never guess what was inside.”

      “Do I want to know? Way you’re saying this, I don’t think I do.”

      “You don’t, but I’m going to tell you anyway. There was a video inside. An actual VHS, if you can believe it. This woman rigged up a security setup to catch whoever was breaking into her chicken coops. And guess who was on the video?”

      “Do I have to?”

      “The footage is dark and grainy, but I’m pretty sure of what I saw. I sent it off to the tech lab in Tyler to see if it can be cleaned up some.”

      “Alright, I’ll bite. What did you see?”

      “I saw Jason, or Jason’s doppelgänger if it ain’t him, going to town on one of them chickens.”

      “Jesus Christ, Izzy. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “You need me to spell it out for you?”

      “Please don’t. I beg of y⁠—”

      “He’s a chicken fucker.”

      I considered this new information a moment, decided I was off omelets forever.

      “Makes sense, if you think about it. He’d know how to break into places if there were a trapped animal. Would have the tools on him at all times, and it wouldn’t seem out of the ordinary. Maybe after the kid in Midnight Creek, if that’s connected, he realized how valuable a skill lock-picking could be. Izzy, this makes sense, indeed.”

      “It does. But last week, Officer Riley made sense. So let’s move on this, but cautiously. We go looking for him, go poking around his workplace, he might get wind and not come back.”

      I ran a hand through my hair, felt the burn of excitement travel across my chest at this new revelation.

      “Okay,” Izzy said. “Go home and lock your doors. Try to take it easy. There’s an assault just kicked over from the twelfth precinct in Willard. Still got some friends on the job there, so when I make the call, I’ll see if anyone’s heard anything on our guy as well. I’ll start with my friend Ricky.”

      I was lucky to have Izzy in my corner on this. Typically, private detectives kept the law on the outside of the cases they were working and vice versa. The professional goodwill Harper and Dad had created with Izzy years ago was benefiting me now in a lot of ways, friendship included. It was a good reminder that everything I did could help or hurt Tia in the future. This also made me wonder if Izzy really thought I’d go home or if she just felt it was her duty to say it. Either way, I did the other thing, which was to not go home.

      Instead, I went to the address Billie Jean texted me as Jason’s. Billie Jean had no trouble tracking him down.

      Usually, I was a law-abiding citizen, but that only went so far when my and Tia’s lives were being threatened. Izzy had had my back here lately, but I doubted she could do much when it came to breaking and entering, should I get caught. It wasn’t like I wanted to break the law. Didn’t feel good about it, but I felt worse about the idea of being dead, so I got over it pretty quickly.

      My hope was that I’d go inside Jason’s place and he would have packed up everything for donation, hung himself on the shower rod next to a note that said Guilty, and saved me the trouble of further involvement.

      That’d be great. Nice and tidy-like. Not to mention it would initiate the rest of my payday with Darla. Funds were running low and I was wishing I could wrap this case up and move on already. But I was wishing for a lot of things, and as it goes, you can wish in one hand and shit in the other—see which one fills up first.
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      Once in Jason’s neighborhood, I parked my car a few blocks from the house at a bend in the road next to some overgrown bushes. Unless you knew I was there, you wouldn’t see the vehicle until you had already passed by.

      The sky had darkened some, so I knew a storm was coming, but I was still sweating like a pig at a taco party who’d just seen pulled pork on the menu. I traced along the fencing of his backyard like a ninja and patted the dog leash draped over my shoulder with one hand, the ASP in my waistband with the other. I’d grabbed the leash in case I needed to explain why I was prowling around in the bushes. I can be so clever sometimes.

      When I reached the gate to Jason’s backyard, I glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then flipped the latch. It let go with a rusty grind. The wood was swelling from the heat and I had to use my shoulder to push it open. Inside, I was pleased to find only overgrown grass and a bistro set that had been there since before the French Revolution. I waited a beat, just in case there was a yard dog with a pumpkin head and a bad attitude that had been praying for this day to come.

      When I was sure it was safe, I scurried up the broken concrete steps to the back door, navigated my way around an ill-placed pot of black-eyed Susans that had seen better days, and checked under it for a key.

      No luck.

      I checked a few more of the old standards like under the doormat and above the door ledge, but I was still coming up empty. Finally, using the bottom of my shirt, I reached for the knob and turned, and to my surprise, the latch gave way. The hinges groaned as the door cracked open like a greeting card. I glanced around for the last time, then slipped inside.

      I was pleased with myself and my first foray into breaking and entering. Weirdly, Dad would have been proud.
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      The air had the stale smell of a wet dog. I wasn’t sure which was the lesser of two evils—breathing through my nose and smelling it, or breathing through my mouth and effectively chewing it. I squeezed my eyes together and tried to adjust them to the darkness, pulled my phone out of my pocket and clicked on the flashlight application. It was still daylight outside and a thin veil of light still shone through the windows, but the dark sky had grown darker still.

      As I swept the light around, a thin flurry of dust motes danced in the air through the beams. The place had a tidy, military feel that left me on edge. The breaking and entering wasn’t doing much to calm my nerves either. What had seemed like an excellent idea only moments before was starting to feel less so.

      I tried not to dwell. Instead, I moved to the edge of the kitchen and faced the door where I’d entered. Above it was a metal sign that read Cucina. The rest of the decor was sparse, save a few small rooster statues on a shelf next to a wall of clean, stacked dishes. At second glance, those roosters might have been oversized salt and pepper shakers. I had a friend once with a pet rooster named Foghorn. Lived in the bathtub most of the time but would roam free throughout the house on occasion, though Foghorn wasn’t what you’d call free-range. I might not know much, but I did know you don’t have to be around a rooster long to realize he doesn’t belong in your kitchen. Nor your bathtub.

      I was still taking in the space, the stark white walls, the empty dog bowl in the corner, when my gaze landed on the lacquered rolling island covered in stacks of unopened mail and grocery store circulars. Dozens of hooks on either side were draped with different colored nylon dog leashes just like the one I was carrying. It was clear someone had been collecting the mail and leaving it on the counter. That would explain the unlocked back door, at least.

      As I moved from the kitchen through the living room, down the hall across the hardwood floor, my eyes started to adjust. There were various pictures of Jason that stood out to me. His sixth birthday party, apparent from the party hat and number 6 candle on the large confetti cake in front of him, Jason next to a mechanical knockoff Mickey Mouse from the children’s casino. Jason and who I assumed to be his parents next to a large Christmas tree, each holding up matching footy pajamas for the photo. The fireplace behind them, same as the one from the living room.

      My favorite picture, if you could call it that, was Jason, nonplussed, dressed in a small black suit, holding a single white rose at what appeared to be a wedding. He seemed so tiny and innocent. Cute even. When I stepped in closer to study it, I took in more of the background, realized it was actually a funeral. Had that been it? The moment that changed him from a sweet kid to a bully—maybe even a killer?

      I thought about my own life. About the photos that lined my hallway growing up. Could someone look at them and pinpoint the moment things changed for me? I hadn’t become a killer, but I was standing in someone else’s living room uninvited. Most shrinks would have something to say about that. Most shrinks would have something to say about most things, but it was a fair enough question. I continued examining the photographs, thought about that day at the office when Jason had come by with the leash and collar. It was hard to believe this child was one and the same.

      I stepped away from the photos and looked around, suddenly reminded of my mission. Nose forward, ears back. At the end of the hall were three doors. I studied each of them for a long moment, like a Choose Your Own Adventure story.

      What’s the plan, Chance?

      I walked to the end of the hall and stopped in front of the farthest door. A charge went through me as I put my hand on the knob, turned, and pushed my way inside.

      The room was empty save for a neatly made bed and an old wooden chest of drawers in the far corner. My whole life I’d thought they were “Chester drawers,” having only recently been let in by Harper on what everyone else had already known. Maybe not everyone. Some folks I knew still called weenie dogs “dash-hounds.” I may or may not be some folks.

      The room had the feel of a guest space, and I could see the empty closet and a row of metal hangers from where I stood at the room’s entrance. I walked through the room toward the closet, slid my hand over the hanger’s bends and popped onto my toes to peer atop the makeshift shelf. It was empty. Unsure of where to go from there, I moved over to the bed, knelt down, and slid my hand beneath the mattress.

      Nothing.

      I spent a few more minutes looking around the room, lightly rummaging through the linens in the drawers and shaking the few books piled on the nightstand to see if anything was tucked away inside the pages. As I stood up to leave, I thought I heard something coming from the next room. I placed my hand on my hip where the ASP sat snug between my flesh and the elastic band on my yoga pants (ones that had seen more weaponry than yoga) and cautiously eased my way back into the hall. I left the bedroom door open in case of a hasty return, tiptoed over to what had to be the bathroom, leaned my ear against the door, and waited. It was quiet. I took in a deep breath, steadied myself, and went inside.

      I stepped into the room and quickly slapped the shower curtain back from the small, tiled shower. It was empty. A long, slow drip echoed across the porcelain.

      Shit.

      I relaxed again, reached over and turned the knob closed to seal the drip, relieved to find no one had been hunched over waiting for me in the bathtub. I rummaged through the medicine cabinet like a drug addict. Still nothing. I backed out of the room just as my phone buzzed in my pocket. I let the call go to voicemail as I made my way down the hall to the final room. I needed to get moving.

      This door, unlike the others, was propped open by a weighted crocheted bunny. Usually, I would find such a thing cute, but its black-button eyes gazed up at me like a little yarn demon. I didn’t like the way it was looking at me, all judgy. With ASP at the ready and for no other reason than to be an asshole, I kicked the rabbit from its perch like a soccer ball and stepped inside. The door moved forward about a foot, then stilled, and the bunny landed upside down with a plop. A triumphant moment, having taken the bunny down.

      The room was empty and the bed made just as the other had been, but these sheets appeared more threadbare. A standing iron lamp that looked like it belonged outside on the street towered in the far corner. In front of it, like a cage, was a large, steel desk. I wasn’t sure what surprised me more. That he kept the place so tidy, or that there weren’t weird sex dolls lining the corners of all the rooms. I crossed over to the window facing the backyard, propped my elbows on the sill, and looked out across the dead lawn. The rain had started to fall.

      From behind me, I heard the cycle of the air conditioner kick on, then the hinges of the door suddenly squeak as the airstream pushed it forward. I turned just as the door slammed shut and the click of the latch fell into place, immediately saw that the handle on the inside was missing. The bunny, his purpose as a doorstop now painfully obvious, stared up at me from his toppled stance, ears in disarray. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he might have been giving me the finger. I hurried to the door and threw myself against it to no avail.

      I squatted down to study the latch when there came a rustling sound followed by a low, guttural growl. The vibration reverberated down my spine, made the hair on the back of my neck stand at attention. Fear burrowed through me like worms turning soil in my veins and when I looked back, a pair of yellow eyes revealed themselves from beneath the bed.

      Maybe I could lay down and play dead. Did that work for dogs, or just bears? Did it really work for bears? I tried not to blink or breathe in a way that might offend as I considered my next move. The creature snorted and snarled, shook its head from side to side like a bull about to charge. Sixty pounds of muscle inched toward me as I crab-walked backward, keeping eye contact with the beast while kill noises slipped through its mouth. My hand fumbled behind me for the crocheted bunny until it eventually landed on the soft mass. I grabbed it by the ear and tossed it toward the animal.

      The dog cut its eyes at the rabbit arcing toward him as it landed in front of his paws.

      “Go ahead,” I said. Unimpressed, he took another step toward me.

      “Whoa, pup, whoa now.”

      I let my bunny hand trace toward my hip, reached for the ASP, when the sudden slam of a car door outside caught my attention. Instinctively, I turned my head toward the window, breaking eye contact with the brute.

      By the time I realized what I’d done, the dog was already in the air.

      I closed my eyes.
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      Drool rolled from my cheek onto my T-shirt.

      “Gross!”

      I wiped my face with my shirt sleeve, smoothed down the hair licked upright with the back of my hand.

      Dog, as I had named him, watched me, pleased with himself but seemingly embarrassed on my behalf as I kicked and squirmed like an overturned June bug. Eventually I hoisted myself up, rolled back to all fours to match Dog’s stance. We pushed our foreheads back and forth into one another, playing. He was a good boy. And from my vantage point, a very proud boy. You could have housed a tent community under there.

      We continued like this a moment, growling and grunting at one another. Dog seemed to enjoy it. Any question of my being a threat seemingly dissolved in his eyes. Aware of the time and the noise outside, I stood and went back to the sealed door. Dog stood at my feet.

      I pushed my body against the door again, but there was still no give. I put my back against it, slid down until my butt landed on the floor with a thud. I heard another sound outside, followed by two voices, one of which I recognized as Jason’s. A pain stabbed at my belly then settled inside my chest: sharp, probing, and unforgiving. I looked over to Dog.

      “You’re a good boy, Dog. Will you visit me in prison?”

      Dog cocked his head and I took that for a solid maybe. I peeled myself up from the floor and went over to the window. Like a furry contortionist, Dog squeezed into the small space between the bed and the wall. Out the window I saw Jason and an old woman, presumably a neighbor and not the mummified remains of Nefertiti, chatting at the gate, her frail body blocking his from entering. From the little bits I could overhear, mostly from Jason’s side of the conversation, I took her to be the mail gatherer.

      My heartbeat quickened as I stepped back slowly from view, then glanced from Dog to the outside. I could jump from here if I had to. It was raining and slick outside but there were two rolling garbage cans that might soften the blow. It wasn’t that we were all that high up, but it was still a drop I wasn’t looking forward to. I’d have to time it right, leap just as Jason went inside, but I could make it.

      I kept the lower half of my body planted, leaned slowly from the waist to look back out the window. Jason was still outside, blocked by the mummy, albeit closer. He shifted back and forth from foot to foot, seemed to be glancing in my direction. I dropped down from view, banged my elbow on the nightstand as I did and wadded myself up next to Dog.

      Dog gazed up at me adoringly.

      “Don’t suppose you have a better plan?” Dog licked my face. “Didn’t think so.”

      We knelt there a while longer like we were huddling to keep warm until eventually, I heard Jason thank the woman, then say goodbye. I popped back up in time to watch as he slipped past her and crossed the length of the yard toward the back door. Once on the back porch steps, he disappeared from my view. It was now or never.

      I popped the window locks open with my thumbs, slid the glass up and poked my head out. Once I was sure things were clear, I lifted my leg up and hoisted it over the edge. In that moment, Dog began to bark.

      “You traitor!”

      Dog grinned back at me from over his shoulder, pleased with himself, then started barking again. From down the hall I heard Jason call out: “Here, boy, come on now.”

      I flung my other leg over the sill, my butt now seated on the edge, scooted my body until my feet hung directly above the rolling trash cans, the upper half of my body still inside at an angle. I was getting a core workout, and boy was I overdue. I clung to the lip of the wood on the windowsill, fluttered my feet in an effort to find purchase with my heels against the brick siding. It was too slick.

      “Where are you, boy? What are you doing back there?”

      Dog continued to bark, faster and louder. The door to the room rattled as Jason tugged at it from the other side. The rattling stopped just as I tried to leap forward, instead catching my forehead against the inside metal trim of the window.

      It took everything I had not to call out in pain. That was going to leave a mark.

      I tried again, this time ducking far enough to clear the edge, then dropped down to the garbage cans, slipped off the lid like a chipmunk after too many fermented pears. I knocked them both over as I flailed, landed in the center of the spilled debris. Had this been an old cartoon, I’d have had a banana peel in my hair. Instead, it was mostly coffee grounds. At least that’s what I told myself. I got up quickly, stumbled a few times on the wet earth, then ran to the nearest shrubbery and hid.

      From my hiding place, I saw Jason appear at the open window a few seconds later. He and Dog were standing there, taking in the mess of the garbage below. Would he believe it was really big raccoons? Raccoons with size nine shoe prints? Raccoons that could open windows? Dog had sold me out, and I’ll admit it hurt my feelings more than it ought to.

      It felt like a long time before finally, Jason turned to leave and disappeared from view. Dog remained dutifully behind, watching me quietly from the window as I scurried from my hiding place to an opening in the fence line where a rotten board had just enough give for me to slip through. Before I disappeared to the other side, I glanced back at the window.

      Dog was still there, watching.

      I placed the blades of my first two fingers against my forehead, pulled them away in salute. Dog barked in response.
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      Izzy was waiting for me at my car. Turned out she had tapped into the car’s GPS system and loaded my last entered address. Didn’t take her long to put two and two together.

      “I called to warn you that Jason was back in town. Thanks for picking up, by the way.”

      “I was in the middle of things.”

      “Clearly. You mud wrestling now? And what happened to your head?”

      I reached up, winced from the welt that had formed across my forehead.

      “Don’t ask,” I said.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Izzy said. “Now, while you were out playing, I stopped by the shelter to poke around some more. Jason was there checking his work schedule. I knew you couldn’t leave this alone, so I tracked your ass. Are you wearing a dog leash as a bracelet?”

      “Maybe.”

      “For someone who didn’t meet their father until later in life, you guys sure have a lot in common.”

      I debated a witty response but decided not to pursue with any follow-ups. We drove downtown in our separate cars through the rain and eventually found ourselves seated in Izzy’s office.

      “Here’s the scoop,” Izzy said. “I think you’re right about more than you’re not. I’m going to tell Riley to keep pushing on Maribel’s case. With Jason back, I got a bad feeling our time is about to be up. You and me, we’re going for a ride.”

      “Can I drive?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Keep pushing, you’ll have to ride in the back.”

      “The back! Are you arresting me, Officer?”

      “Cut the shit, Chance. It’s Chief.”

      “Where we going?”

      “I spoke to Martin Jackson this morning. Thought I’d check in, pick his brain on a few other cases I’ve been neglecting. He said to come on up.”

      “He doing alright?”

      “He’s doing alright. Him and Britney are opening up a flower shop on Caddo Lake. Just bought a place out there, fixing it up as we speak.”

      “That’s nice,” I said.

      “Yeah. He sounded happy, I think. You know he can be hard to read at times.”

      “I remember.”

      “I thought we might pay him a visit. Get some fishing in.”

      “I thought you hated fishing,” I said.

      “I do.” Izzy reached into a drawer of her desk, pulled out a small Band-Aid, and slid it over to me. “Put something on that cut, would you? I don’t like looking at it.”

      “Your compassion knows no bounds.”
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      Izzy and I took the squad car even though technically that was not allowed since we were leaving Hopeful jurisdiction. We could get ourselves in a bind over it, but Izzy’s truck was in the shop at the moment and she claimed she didn’t want to put the miles on my vehicle. Reality was, Izzy wanted to drive—this way, she had a built-in excuse for why I couldn’t.

      You could tell we were getting closer to the lake because the scenery was changing. The trees had become thicker and more interwoven, the road smaller, down to a single lane. I kept my eyes peeled for critters, specifically deer. Rule of thumb was if you saw one, pay attention, because odds were high there were more in tow. You might could dodge one deer, but dodging seven or eight of them would prove more difficult. And if you thought the grille of your car was enough to stop a deer, let me assure you, you’d be wrong.

      Jackson’s house was nestled in the center of a patch of land surrounded by trees at the end of a long drive across from the lake. The lake was large and seemed to span for miles, which surprised me for some reason. Its shadowy water sloshed against the banks in constant rhythm as we passed. Caddo Lake was the only lake in Texas that wasn’t man-made. In the distance there were a few boats I figured to be Jackson’s, tied to a long slab of wood that looked like it had been recently put in, and not far from that was Jackson’s place, covered with siding, but the nice kind.

      As we rolled on down the drive and closer to the house, the trees surrounded us on all sides. There was a carport made for two cars, currently holding one, and an outbuilding made with the same material as the house. From our vantage point you could tell the outbuilding needed work, but the house seemed to be in good shape.

      “I guess I’d pictured it differently,” I said. “Like the house would be hanging off the edge of a cliff, shrouded in darkness. Only way in would be to ride an alligator across the moat and to know the secret password.”

      Izzy nodded in agreement.

      We got out of the car and walked to the front door. I hated to show up to someone’s new house empty-handed, but I got over the idea pretty quick. Izzy knocked a few times on the storm door and when nobody answered, we walked around the side of the house toward the outbuilding we’d seen on the drive in. Small twigs snapped beneath our feet, and crunchy leaves folded into themselves from our weight as we went along the walking path, blanketed with rows of thick ivy.

      We found Jackson standing just inside the outbuilding, Black skin slick with sweat from the humidity. He had a pencil in his mouth and a tape measure in both hands. Looked like he might put an eye out, we left him there alone long enough.

      Jackson wasn’t one of those guys that got better as he got older, but he didn’t seem to get worse either. It was like his age had finally caught up with the rest of him, and now it all seemed to make sense. I’d always liked Jackson. He was a straightforward kind of guy. Wasn’t always right, the way I saw it, but he’d always been fair. He looked up, saw us and grinned, clipped the tape measure on his belt loop and tucked the pencil behind his ear.

      “Your Dad still an asshole?”

      Izzy looked at me. “That one’s for you.”

      “What do you think?”

      We all laughed.

      “Where’s Britney?” Izzy asked. “She let you out here with tools, unsupervised?”

      “She’s a brave woman,” Jackson said. “She’s in town running errands. I’ll tell her you both came by. Will be sorry to have missed you. She’s anxious to get this place finished so we can move in all the way.”

      “What’s this going to be?” I asked. “Guest house for when we all come visit?”

      “Heavens no. The plan is to make it a flower shop. Needs some work, though.”

      We nodded in agreement.

      “What’s that boy into at the moment?” Jackson asked.

      Izzy raised an eyebrow. “Also for you.”

      “Oh you know,” I said. “Little of this, little of that.”

      “Sounds right. Best I don’t know. It’s good to see you, kid. You too, Izzy. Come on. Let’s go on up to the house and put on a pot of coffee. At least I got that machine hooked up. I don’t get paid to give answers anymore, but maybe we can come up with something. I got the feeling on the phone this one has some urgency behind it.”

      Eventually, Martin Jackson got himself seated with his feet up on a cardboard box that served as an ottoman, a steaming cup of coffee clutched tight in both hands. We told him everything we knew up to that point.

      “Seems y’all got a real mess on your hands.”

      Jackson shifted his body toward Izzy and took a cookie from the Chips Ahoy! bag placed strategically in his favor.

      “You left some of this out on our call the other day.”

      “Thought the details were more of an in-person kind of thing. These aren’t the usual peckerhead-on-peckerhead crimes.”

      “Guess not.” Jackson wiped at his mouth. “And you two are pretty sure Officer Riley’s in the clear now, right?”

      “Think so,” I said. “Every time I feel like I’ve got it figured out, something else pops up makes me question everything all over again.”

      “Chance was supposed to go on a date with him⁠—”

      Jackson stiffened.

      “Not like that,” I said. “It was a sting, but the moment has passed.”

      I didn’t dare admit my ego had been wounded by a possible peeper, or that he had in fact, not called.

      “Happens,” he said. “Sometimes you have to follow the wrong roads to get to the right one. Sounds to me like that Jason kid is your best lead. Izzy, you’re going to have to lean on him hard. I still got a few friends on the force, could make some calls to see if anyone else knows anything, but we already know he’s a piece of shit. So unless I’m asking them something specific, it won’t be too much help.”

      “What about Midnight Creek?” Izzy said. “You got eyes on the force there?”

      “Might know a few folks I can reach out to. What’s in Midnight Creek?”

      “It would need to be an old-timer,” Izzy said. “Little girl got snatched a long time ago. Could be connected—maybe not, though.”

      “I’ll make some calls,” Jackson said. “Maybe tomorrow if Britney comes back here soon. She doesn’t like me meddling in things since I retired. Says it’s bad for my well-being or some such.”

      “She’s probably right,” I said.

      “Usually is. And Tia?” He asked. “Surprised she’s not here with you. I heard through the grapevine she’s thriving with you.”

      This took me by surprise.

      “Excuse me, Martin Jackson. You checking up on us?”

      Jackson cleared his throat. Even with his dark skin, I could tell he was blushing.

      “Got to make sure you’re doing different than your daddy. Izzy here knows what I’m talking about.” Martin looked over at Izzy for confirmation, who nodded. “Don’t get me wrong, that man is great at what he does. Harper too, no question. But they tend to put themselves in the middle of things like a bear in a beehive, and trust me, it’s just a matter of time before someone gets stung.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I said. “Dad isn’t one to back down from a fight, figuratively or literally. I try to keep it in mind, keep my temper in check.”

      “Forget your daddy,” Martin said. “Harper’s the one takes no prisoners.” At this, Izzy again nodded. “I guess I sound preachy right now.” Martin ran a hand over his balding fade. “Just want you to take care, is all. Learn from an old man’s mistakes.”

      “We still talking about Dad?” I asked.

      “Just don’t go barging in on things until you got the full picture, all I’m saying. I know you can take care of yourself, but once you go down certain roads, there’s no going back.”

      “You sound like him,” I said.

      “Then he’s smarter than I thought.” Martin took a pull from his mug, considering what to say next. I decided to let him off the hook.

      “As for Tia,” I said. “She’s with Harper right now. Wants to help out something bad, could probably do it from afar, but we got Billie Jean we need anything. Tia, I just want her to be a kid, long as she can.”

      Izzy made a clicking sound with her mouth as if to confirm. She often grew quieter around Martin. I assumed it was because she still considered him in some ways, her boss. It was a sign of respect to let him take the lead.

      Sitting there with the two of them felt good and familiar, made me think of when I was first getting to know Dad. When Izzy and Martin worked together and would stop by the house to see Dad and Harper about a case. I missed days like this. Missed Dad and Harper and our easy rhythm together when I’d lived at home. When we’d all sit around and bullshit with one another. The times had grown more and more infrequent as of late. I tried to savor the moment. As if sensing my nostalgia, Martin said, “Nice, isn’t it? Sometimes life gets so heavy we forget to stop and enjoy the little things.” He brought the coffee cup to his lips and took a long, lingering sip. “Ah, what do I know? I’m just an old man.”

      Martin put the cup down and pushed the bag of cookies toward us.

      “Chocolate chip?”
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      We stayed with Martin Jackson for another hour or so, but eventually drifted away from shop talk to more mundane things. The flower shop, his and Britney’s five-year plan. Even touched on his new boats. Though he didn’t seem to mind us picking his brain about the case, he also didn’t seem to mind talking about anything else. He hadn’t retired and moved to the middle of nowhere so we could go over there, eat his cookies, and discuss murder.

      Back at the station, Izzy and I kicked theories around for a bit, but hadn’t come up with anything new. Like Martin, we considered Jason our best lead.

      “Jason filed a breaking and entering report yesterday. Meant to tell you. Riley took it. He went over there but didn’t find anything missing.”

      “Why would he?” I asked. “Just because I broke in doesn’t mean I’m a real criminal.”

      “Splitting hairs a bit, but yeah, I know. And keep it down, would you? At least give me some sort of plausible deniability.”

      “Fine, fine,” I said.

      Izzy was right. It was a thin line what I was doing, but one I was willing to cross if it got us the answers we needed. Did that make me just as bad? I didn’t think so.

      “What are you thinking?” Izzy asked.

      “I got an idea from something Jackson said. Guy at the shelter wouldn’t give me the records for the dogs, but he might give them to you without a fuss. It’s the only lead we’ve got, and it’s not really a lead. Might just be good business practice, but I still want to know what Jason had access to.”

      “And there was nothing in the house that struck you as odd, or out of place? Nothing I could use for⁠—”

      “Blackmail? Not really. Unless you find his having a door that locks from the outside like a bank vault odd, or the fact that a guy like that didn’t have anything damning or out of place laying around. In its own way, that’s something.”

      “The door is weird, but not uncommon for an older house. Riley said the place felt pretty sterile to him too. Like a military bunker. Clean. Beds made. Few personal effects. But it’s not a crime to be tidy.”

      I looked at Izzy’s desk. “Then you’re screwed.”

      “Ha-ha. Come on. Let’s go back to the shelter. Better than sitting here talking in circles. I’ll let Riley know. Ask him to sit on Jason’s place tonight. Never know, Jason thinks someone’s on to him for something, he might try to get rid of evidence. Officer Riley said he seemed pretty shaken by the whole thing.”

      Now we were taking Riley’s word for everything. This case just kept getting weirder and weirder.

      “Good,” I said. “I should have peed on his bed. Repaid him for the gift he left me and Snoopy.”

      “Allegedly.”

      “My ass.”
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      The front counter at the animal shelter was covered in cardboard boxes. They were stacked high and deep, overflowing with clothes and various home goods. Black Sharpie was scribbled across each side so you could identify the contents no matter which way you approached them. Next to one of the boxes was a small, handwritten note scrawled on torn paper that read, HELP YOURSELF.

      So we did.

      “That dress on top looks pretty good,” I said. “Tags are still on it. Looks like it would fit you.”

      Izzy, ever incredulous, said, “For all the dress-wearing activity I’m involved in? When have you ever seen me wear a dress?”

      She had a point.

      We looked around a bit, felt our way through the items at the tops of the boxes, eventually tapped the small metal bell with a Ring for help index card Scotch-taped to its side. I felt they ought to invest in a label maker, or at the very least, a pack of Post-its.

      “Can I help you?”

      From the far corner, boxes shifted like a lion stalking prey in the grass, then a man we hadn’t noticed emerged from the wreckage.

      “Oh,” he said. “You again.”

      “Me again,” I said.

      “And you brought a friend.”

      “This is Izzy.”

      “Pleasure,” Henry said.

      “I’m sure,” Izzy said.

      “What happened?” I asked. “JCPenney’s have an explosion in the last few hours?”

      This made Henry smile, and I felt pleased with my lame joke.

      “We have a used clothes drive every few months to help pay shelter expenses. Drop-off started this afternoon. Idea is to have a no-kill shelter, eventually. We take aluminum cans and plastic bottles as well. Get a recycle fee for them, goes to the animals. You mind grabbing a box? Help me load it into the van?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Izzy crossed her arms. “I’ll wait here.”

      The van was small and gray and shaped like an ambulance. I set the small box on the pile of larger boxes all neatly arranged and looked around. Tufts of fur were lodged into every crevice, far as the eye could see. Henry saw me studying things and said, “Traveling van, for grooming.”

      I noticed a worn paperback cracked open, turned face down, hanging from the steering wheel.

      “You do used books too?”

      “No, that’s for me.”

      “To Kill a Mockingbird? Animal donations? You one of them do-gooders?” I asked.

      “I’m no Atticus Finch, but the animals are a good start.”

      “It’s nice. I saw it on your desk before.”

      “Full confession,” Henry said, holding up both hands, “I got it from Jason, but that’s not the book’s fault.”

      I turned my head to see Henry smiling at me, felt my cheeks go warm. His green eyes glistened like rain on fresh clover, and all at once, I was very aware that Izzy was probably watching us through the open doors at the back of the van.

      She was.

      She was outside with arms crossed, looking unfriendly as ever in her fitted suit and her shiny badge.

      “You working here now?” Her voice carried across the lot.

      “Some people would call it volunteering,” I shouted back.

      “Some people, indeed. Let’s move this along, kids. I need the records of the adoptees. Who went out, who came in, that sort of thing. I’ll take as far back as you’ve got them. I have to get a court order, then expect to see me here every day, hanging over your shoulder, going through the files. Hell, we might become best friends, but I doubt it. Handing those files over going to be a problem for you?”

      “Of course not,” Henry said. “I was just following the law, ma’am. Give me a minute, I’ll get everything for you.”

      Henry climbed out of the back of the van and I followed. When we reached Izzy, her stance hadn’t changed.

      “Lot of privacy involved for animal adoption?”

      “More than you might think. People are funny about being surveilled in any way. You’re police, that’s different. She’s a private citizen, you see? A private detective asks for files and I just hand them over, people could lose confidence in the system. The law, though, well that’s a different matter altogether.”

      “The system, huh? People are stupid,” Izzy said. “Most of them carry around a tracker in their pockets twenty-four seven. Their homes are on Google Earth. Privacy is an illusion.”

      Henry looked like he might say something but thought better of it, turned, and disappeared into the back office. When he was out of sight, Izzy gave me a disapproving glance.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” I said, emulating Henry from before. I thought I saw her move a hand toward her gun.

      It took some time, but eventually Henry came out from the office with a stack of Banker’s Boxes filled with files dated back about eight years, if the information written on the side was to be believed. I moved slowly in silent rebellion.

      “You got a number I can reach you on, should anything else come up?”

      “Yeah,” Izzy said. “It’s nine-one-one. I’ll send someone by to pick up these boxes.”

      Henry laughed. “How about you, miss? Mind if I give you a call sometime? About the case, of course.”

      I didn’t dare look at Izzy. I wrote my cell number down on the back of my business card, dropped it on the counter for him, then headed toward the door. As we went, he called after us.

      “You be safe out there.”

      When we got to the car, Izzy turned to me and laughed.

      “That was painful. But I enjoyed being bad cop.”

      “Painful how?”

      “Like two pandas trying to embrace.”

      “What’s that even mean?” I asked.

      “Think about it. They’ve got short little arms, center of balance is all off, they fall a lot. Mean little buggers, I hear. Listen, the metaphor doesn’t matter, just trust me. That was uncomfortable.” She drew out the “un” part for emphasis.

      “You’re uncomfortable.”

      “Good one.”
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      At Izzy’s house, we sat down and started going through the records, beginning with the most recent first. She let Riley know she wouldn’t be back at the station for the rest of the day unless they needed her, and to please not need her.

      “Hand me that stack again, would you?”

      Izzy tossed me a stack I had studied before, this time separated out by our local victims. I was trying every combination to uncover alternative patterns.

      “No matter which way I slice it,” I said, “things keep coming back to Jason. Even our out-of-towners got their pets at the Hopeful shelter. It’s all here. Except the Lake Midnight kid, but that’s a long shot anyway.”

      “I do think you’re on to something, and I told you as much, but you have to approach everything with an open mind, methodically. Correlation is not causation.”

      “Joe Dean said something similar, and I get it, but I’m telling you, there’s something here. Maybe we should call Darla and⁠—”

      “Not yet. I know your instinct is to update her along the way. That’s what she’s paying you for, after all. But take it from me,” Izzy said. “Families don’t want updates. They want answers.”

      I nodded and went back to studying the files. Izzy seemed to be considering things. I could tell by the way her eyebrows scrunched together. She got up and put on a pot of coffee. I checked my watch, surprised to see it was already seven thirty in the evening.

      “You don’t make coffee at night unless you’re planning on being up, so what gives?” I had learned this about Izzy years ago, and never seen her alter that.

      Izzy jerked her chin toward the files. “I do think there’s enough here to warrant bringing Jason down to the station.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, no. But yes.”

      “Thanks for clearing that up.”

      “What I’m trying to say is, I think there’s enough. The law won’t, but I plan to invite him down of his own accord. Discuss the break-in at his home. Even without full proof, we can’t ignore the fact he could strike again at any time. He’s here with us, he can’t be out there looking for his next victim.”

      I was glad Izzy wanted to move on Jason, though I worried my enthusiasm could be for nefarious reasons. He seemed like our guy alright, but it was also possible I had a vendetta, and while both things could be true, I was aware of the need to tread carefully. Not because Jason deserved it, but because Patience did.

      “What if he won’t go?” I asked.

      “I thought you knew me better than that by now.”
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      We got to the station two hours later and Izzy set me up in the observation room behind the one-way mirror. It was the same place I’d watched her conduct the interview with Vince. I settled in for what I knew could be a very long night while she went to her office to finish a few things in preparation.

      Jason was set to arrive at ten that night, come the end of his shift. Officer Riley was pulling a double and seemed to like my being there. I think he viewed me as a sort of emotional support animal for Izzy, kept her calm and less bitey. I’d need to remember to get my official support tags so I could fly for free in the future.

      The plan was for Officer Riley to escort Jason in since they’d met on the scene at the break-in. He was to get Jason comfortable, then have Izzy do the actual questioning. Izzy had started to let Riley in the circle of trust a little more. Partially because he no longer seemed like our guy, but mostly because she needed help from someone with a badge. Like Izzy, my trust in Riley had also grown, and I had a feeling he too understood the greater good that was at play. But until we knew his peeper status for sure, I would trust, but as the old saying goes, verify.

      As I worked out the nature of the universe in my spare time, I saw Riley through the one-way mirror. He entered the interrogation room and taped something underneath the metal desk, presumably a recording device. He held it there for a beat, then turned and left the room.

      Riley might not have known for sure it was me who’d done the break-in, but if he were any kind of law at all, he was starting to put the pieces together.

      Surprisingly, the night air had cooled off some, but that didn’t keep the cop shop from blasting the air-conditioning at arctic temperatures. I was fidgeting, pulling my knees up to my chest, trying to keep my heart rate above that of a corpse when finally, Jason entered the room. Riley followed at his heels and sat at the metal table I’d been staring at for the last few hours.

      “Just make yourself comfortable,” Officer Riley said. “Be back with you in a minute. Can I get you something? Coffee? Soda?”

      “That’s alright. You got a smoke?”

      “They don’t like people smoking in here. Sorry.”

      Jason made a face like a child forced to go to church, and Officer Riley disappeared from the room, leaving Jason alone at the table. I knew Jason couldn’t see me, but something about the way he shifted his eyes toward the glass told me he was aware he was being watched.

      The minutes ticked by slowly, and Jason began to shake his legs and look at his phone more frequently. Izzy had warned me she was going to let him stew a while, that I shouldn’t be in any hurry. I was wishing I’d taken her up on that coffee back at the house.

      “An innocent man,” she told me, “a victim of a crime no less, would stick around to prove it.”

      Eventually, Officer Riley returned to check on him. He let him know the chief was finishing up and would be there shortly.

      “We take this sort of thing very seriously,” Officer Riley said. “We’ve got our top man on this. Our top man just happens to be a woman.”

      “Appreciate that, Officer. I’m doing just fine. Thank you.”

      Jason’s legs had stopped dancing. I noticed Officer Riley shift his eyes to the top corner of the room where a small red camera light had started to glow. It was almost showtime. Most likely Izzy had a live feed going directly to her office. I’d have to ask her about that at some point. Izzy was right. There really was no privacy anymore.

      After another ten minutes, the interrogation room door opened again, and this time it was Izzy who entered. She had a pack of smokes in one hand and a small black machine that looked like a vacuum cleaner mated with a fan in the other.

      “I’m Chief Lopez.” Izzy stuck out her hand to shake. “How you doing tonight, Mr. Scott?”

      “Jason’s fine, Chief. I’m alright. Was starting to wonder if you had forgotten about me.”

      “Not at all. Just wanted to follow up on a few more pieces of information before we got down to it.”

      “Diligence. I like that. In a cop, I mean. It’s a good quality. Explains the chief part.”

      Izzy set the vacuum fan down next to a wall socket and said, “Smoke? Officer Riley told me you were asking. They don’t like we let folks smoke in here, but you’re not under arrest. You’re here as our guest.”

      Izzy poked the open pack of Newports at him, jerked her hand in such a way a cigarette came sliding out of the pack in his direction. Smooth, I thought. Jason reached for it.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Got a light?”

      She reached into the breast pocket of her jacket and slid a lighter across the table to him. It rumbled loud against the metal surface, causing me to stiffen.

      “What’s that you’re plugging in?”

      “Supposedly,” Izzy said, “it cleans the smoke out. Like an air filter and a Shop-Vac in one. I’m not sure it does much really, I’m being honest with you. Thanks for coming down—I know it’s been a long day for you. Officer Riley told me about the break-in, said nothing came up as missing?”

      “So far,” Jason said. “Was weird, you know? My dog was locked in the back room and the window was open. He could have kicked the door shut, which would have been odd, but he could have done it. But he couldn’t have unlatched the window and pushed it up. I’ve been meaning to fix that old door for a while. Swap out that lock for one with a passage handle, but you know it’s just me, and things get put off until the last minute. Been like that for as long as I can remember. Lesson learned, I guess. Anyway, that part made sense. But like I say, the window, the fact that the trash cans below were knocked over, my garbage spread all to hell like the aftermath of a possum dance party. There’s more to it.”

      Izzy’s voice was calm.

      “Who do you think it is? Your gut, what’s it telling you?”

      “I have some theories,” he said. “But really, I think it’s better I keep those to myself. Wouldn’t want to influence the investigation.”

      “Any information you have could be helpful.”

      Jason gestured toward the observation room with his cigarette. “Who you got in there?” He looked toward the glass and winked.

      Instinctively I ducked, then remembered he couldn’t see me.

      “Why’s that matter?” Izzy asked.

      “Just curious.”

      “There something you’re not saying, Mr. Scott?”

      “No. I think I’m saying everything. Loud and clear, actually.”

      “Is that a threat, sir?”

      “I would never. It’s a small town and people talk, is all I’m saying.”

      Izzy leaned in tight toward Jason and whispered something I couldn’t hear. Jason’s face went white and his grin melted from his lips.

      “That they do, Mr. Scott. That they do. Let’s cut the shit, shall we?” Izzy said. “You filed a report and we are looking into that. Way I feel about you don’t matter. But here’s what else I know about you. You try to intimidate little girls. Don’t like feeling powerless, think pushing around little animals makes you a big man. There’s a reason you’re driving that truck and a reason why wherever you go, trouble follows. It’s you. Everywhere you go, there you are. You get me?”

      Jason seemed confused, but Izzy kept going.

      “I’ve seen your employment history and I’ve researched your family. You’re a piece of shit born of other, more developed shits, and it wouldn’t hurt my feelings to lock you up and throw away the key. And yeah, it’s personal to me. So you’d better remember that from here on out. That’s to my benefit, not yours. Because I will stop at nothing to take you down if you fuck up, you hear me? You think you’ve got the bluff in? I’ll bury you beneath this jail and pave the parking lot. Like the song. You know it? Except this ain’t no fucking paradise. Especially not for someone like you.”

      Izzy stood up, sent her chair scooting backward. It hit the concrete with a clatter and I felt the rumble vibrate through my soul.

      “Now get the fuck out.”

      Jason stood, glanced at the glass one last time, then left the room.
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      When Izzy appeared at the door I broke into a long, slow clap.

      “Goddamn, you’re scary,” I said. “The hell’d ya whisper to him?”

      “I bluffed. But based on his reaction, I don’t think I was far off.”

      “About what? Are you allowed to do that?”

      “Sure, you can lie to a suspect all you want. I try not to do it a lot, as it could bite you in the ass in court, but this was an educated guess, so I went for it. You ever hear that joke, the one about Liam the pier builder?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “Actually, no. And I’m strangely comforted by this fact.”

      “Why? And what’s a joke have to do with anything?”

      “Never mind,” Izzy said. “You might recall the chicken-coop caper I mentioned a few weeks back? We haven’t gotten results on the footage, but I know it’s him. Told him he thinks it’s a small town now, wait until everyone gets wind of what I caught him doing.”

      “Isabella Lopez. Did you threaten the victim of a crime?” I knitted my eyebrows together in faux surprise.

      “I plead the Fifth.”

      “Would have been nice had he just confessed.”

      “It would have,” Izzy said. “But here we are.”

      “Here we are,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Let’s go to the office. We can talk in there.”

      Once inside, Izzy gestured for me to take a seat. I was starting to feel real ownership over that chair. Considered carving my initials on the armrest. She took the stack of papers she’d been carrying around and set them on the desk in front of me. I could see a bunch of notes scribbled on the pages. They looked freshly printed, but Izzy had already gone through them line by line.

      “This is what I was doing,” Izzy said. “Jason’s work history. A real gas, I might add. But there’s something’s been bothering me. I just wasn’t sure what.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Jason’s a piece of shit. No doubt. A criminal, absolutely. A chicken fucker, one-hundred-percent. Thing is, every time I talk to him he reveals how simple he really is. I don’t think Jason could do much besides drive that truck and romance poultry. This”—Izzy motioned to the papers—“this is his work history. It goes all the way back to his first job at fourteen, working at a pizza place.”

      “So?”

      “So, my gut says something doesn’t fit.”

      “You and Joe Dean and your guts. Maybe I should get you both a bottle of Pepto Bismol, family size. It’s Jason. Got to be. He showed up at my place, threatened me, then a few hours later there’s a break-in and the desecration of Snoopy. What more do you need?”

      “First, you listen to your elders,” Izzy said, a slight smile on her lips. “There’s a reason Joe Dean and myself are good at what we do. Second, it just doesn’t fit. These crimes, most of them, took real planning. Meticulous calculation. Now there’s no doubt they’re connected to your break-in, and no doubt that the timing is of interest, but Jason is no mastermind. Either he has some help out there, which isn’t impossible, or he’s just not our guy.”

      We sat that way for what felt like the turning of several seasons while I thumbed through Izzy’s notes in bright red. I zoned in on the comments from previous employers she had underlined.

      Odd.

      Quiet.

      Dumber than a box of nails.

      Solid employee, so long as he’s not dealing with the public.

      Bent over the papers, I continued paging through, tried to keep an open mind like Joe Dean would tell me to, but all the while I was wondering if there was a paper like this on me somewhere. I hoped not. I’d done some odd jobs with Dad and Harper I wouldn’t want showing up for public consumption. Not that we’d known certain things going in. Sometimes you think you’re picking up a dead weenie dog for someone, then it turns out to be a human corpse… But that’s neither here nor there, and compared to what we were dealing with, I would have welcomed a case like that.

      “Alright,” I said. “Let’s take Jason off the table for argument’s sake, though I’m not convinced. But let’s mark him off for a moment. Who does that leave?”

      Before Izzy could answer, there was a knock at her door.

      “Come on in, Riley,” Izzy said. Riley shuffled inside the room. From his face, we knew things were serious.

      “Well, what is it?”

      “We got another one.”

      “You going to make me guess? Keep talking,” Izzy said.

      “A teen,” Riley said. “Freshman at the university in Willard, lives in Hopeful with her parents. Went out to get some fast food with her college buddies, never came back. Body was discovered lying on the hood of her car in the middle of a back road. It’s a fresh murder. Happened within the last hour or so. Cars were traveling that road and people live around there, so plenty of witnesses in theory.”

      “We sure it’s our guy?” Izzy asked.

      “Body’s displayed, clothes turned inside out. It’s him.”

      “Who’s on scene?”

      “Bit of a turf war and I fought for it, believe me, but Willard won out. Their kid, their case. And she was definitely in Willard when it happened. Too much blood at the scene to have been moved after the fact.”

      Izzy slammed both fists down hard on her desk, dropped her chin. The shadow of her hair shrouded her face and made her look much older than she was. She sucked in a breath and I saw her hand tremble, then still. She lifted her gaze to match mine. My insides tightened.

      “Alright,” she said, cleared her throat. “I got a buddy over there, Richard, goes by Ricky. My partner when I was working Willard PD. I’ll see if he can help us out.”

      Riley looked from me to Izzy. A thick sadness filled the room like a bloom of summer algae.

      “Sorry, Chief,” he said. “Really sorry.”

      I studied him, searched his face for any sign of insincerity. If it was there, I couldn’t see it.

      “Riley,” Izzy said. Her voice showed no emotion. “Get Willard on the line. Let me know when you have Detective Richard Stout on the phone.”

      “Will do, ma’am.”

      “And shut the door on your way out.”

      But Officer Riley was already gone.

      Izzy shook her head like a pony battling a fly, started rubbing her palm against the breadth of her forehead. I took this as my cue to go. I stood, zipped up the hoodie I was wearing and walked over to the door.

      Another dead girl, another reminder of the darkness in this world. Every time, it takes just a little more out of me. Makes me wonder how much I have left to give.

      I felt ill and the world felt heavy.

      And I knew it wouldn’t be for the last time.
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      From outside Izzy’s office I heard her say, “Alright, Rick. Thanks again. You let me know anything changes, hear?”

      I stepped inside the room as she hung up the phone. She was using the station’s landline, and I realized how much I missed the sound of a phone receiver hitting the cradle. There was something so final about it. I was just old enough to know how good it felt to slam down a phone when you were angry, and I felt bad for Tia’s generation that they never would.

      “Well?” I said.

      “It’s our guy, alright. I filled Richard in on what we know, made sure he was aware of the pattern.”

      “He mention anything else?” I asked.

      “Not really. I wrote it all down, what he did have. Nothing stands out at the moment, but you know how it works. They’ve still got a team at the scene. They’re on their way to do the notification for the family right now. I ought to join them in solidarity since they’ll be in Hopeful.”

      “Obviously I’m not invited to that outing, nor do I want to be.”

      “No, you don’t. Can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to make that notification. And every time, the parents all say the same thing. That it’s not supposed to happen like this. That it’s against the laws of nature for the child to go first. Death, it’s never easy. Ever. It can be expected, planned for, even. But telling a parent their child is gone, damn. It tears your soul out, piece by piece by piece.”

      “This is not on you, Izzy.”

      “No, it’s not. Not directly, as I’m not out killing little girls. But it’s on me to catch him. To stop him.”

      “Us. It’s on us to catch him.”

      “You get on home now,” Izzy said. “I’ll see that Officer Riley drives by your place every couple of hours.”

      Had the circumstances been different, it might have felt awkward having Riley check on me, but in light of things, that seemed a silly thing to think about. Who better than a possible Peeping Tom?

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Keep me posted.”
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      Back home on the couch, cozied up in my footy pajamas and flipping through television stations to pass the time, I stopped when the news splashed across my screen.

      The anchorwoman was dressed in a bright green pantsuit, standing in the middle of a winding dirt road. The camera lights highlighted her delicate features. She looked directly into the lens as she spoke.

      “Difficult news coming out of Willard early this morning, where a seventeen-year-old Willard University student was brutally attacked and murdered after grabbing dinner with friends. Her body was found a few miles from the main road, and several witnesses were said to have seen the car en route to its final location, where it was eventually abandoned. There are no reports of a sexual assault at this time, but further details are being kept private due to the victim being a minor.”

      I clicked off the TV and set the remote down on the arm of the couch. While most of the world was still sleeping, that girl’s family would never sleep again.

      I considered going for a walk or calling Tia, but it was too late for all that. Instead, I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water. I nursed at the glass and passed the time by dipping my finger inside, running the dampness along the edges to make a humming sound. Once I decided I was finished making orchestra-quality music, I wiped my finger on my sleeve and took another pull.

      Death brings up funny thoughts in a person. Murder even more so. I was thinking about my mom a lot lately. The closer I got to Tia, the more I wanted my mom around to talk to. I missed the simplicity of being young. I was realizing “the good old days” people talked about were just the days when their responsibilities were less and their dreams were more. I think my mom shielded me as best she could. Tried not to let me know the world could suck at times. I’d wanted to be grown so bad. She’d always tell me, “Mija, enjoy being young. Don’t grow up too fast.” I didn’t get it then. Wasn’t supposed to. Wasn’t supposed to know people did these kinds of things to one another.

      I found myself all the time going back and forth, feeling mad at her for some things, and grateful to her for others. I wasn’t sure I’d ever sort it out on the inside, but I was trying. Trying for me and trying for Tia. She deserved that, at least. I did too.

      At Dad’s house, being older, we’d sometimes both get up early, long before Harper or the rest of the world was awake. We’d sit at the table outside and drink a cup of coffee from Harper’s little machine, the kind with the planet-killing pods.

      Fast and efficient. Not as fancy as the one I had now, but it did the job. We wouldn’t say much. Wasn’t much to say anyway. Just sort of exist in the same space and it was nice. I was young enough to still feel excited about things, but old enough to know the reality of most. I wasn’t as tired then either. I also wasn’t sleeping on the couch afraid.

      I missed Dad too. Unlike Mom, he was still trying. To be fair, she was dead, so he had the upper hand. In spite of all our differences, I still wished she was here.

      I missed the way she’d brush my hair and pet my head when I laid in her lap. Call me her living doll. It was a weird thing to say, but she meant it sweet. I missed Harper. Tia and Sissy. Hell, I missed my life. This case had taken over everything. I wanted to close up and give Darla and the other families some peace. Everyone should have peace when it comes to their loved ones. Even the shitty ones. That might make me a Pollyanna, and maybe I am, but that was how I felt.

      There was a wave of a deep, dark sadness hovering over me like a black rain cloud threatening to burst. I tried to change the path my brain was going down. Started breathing, taking in the air deep into my belly, counting the breaths in and out.

      In and out.

      I took a final swig from the glass, stood, and placed it in the sink. I gripped the edge of the rim and looked outside through the window at the moon peeking through the tops of the trees. A storm was coming. Had I done that? Weather to match my mood?

      I told myself it was all okay, even if I didn’t believe it.
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      A few hours later, it was raining outside.

      A fierce, gray rain that fell in heavy sheets and pooled at the dips of the earth and my waterlogged feet. I tried to tuck my pant legs inside my boots to shield them, but it wasn’t going so well. I tugged tight at the drawstrings of my hoodie, let my face peek out like a prairie dog checking for predators. Admittedly, it wasn’t a great look, and with my hair tied up on the top of my head, I was giving off some serious Conehead vibes. But it wasn’t the time for vanity.

      Mostly.

      I sloshed my way through the mud and the muck until I reached my car, slid into the driver’s side, and locked the door behind me. I began mashing the climate control to raise the temperature to eighty instead of sixty-two, where it had been left yesterday. Texas born and bred, but this weather was something you never quite got used to.

      Now seemed as good a time as any to take a drive over to Zeke’s place and look around before most of the world was awake. Better even, since fewer people would be out to see what I was up to.

      Once there, I parked just up the street where I had a good view of everything, so long as Zeke went in and out the front door and the weather didn’t get worse. The air inside the vehicle was still blowing cool despite the number telling me otherwise. I wished I’d brought a blanket to snuggle up in, but there I was wishing again.

      My stomach was tingly, full of nerves and excitement, but I tried not to focus on it, instead studying the outside of Zeke’s house for anything suspicious.

      There was a white truck parked in the drive, and to the left of the house was a row of rolling trash bins stacked high with black plastic bags. Someone had once told me you could tell the political leanings of a place by how many white trucks were around. I never knew if that was true or not, but we weren’t lacking for white trucks, so maybe there was something to it.

      As my eyes settled more in the light of the dawn, I saw a big, fat raccoon traipsing across the tops of the trash bins like he was first in line at a wedding buffet. I was waiting for him—I assumed it was a him, the way he strutted his little raccoon self—to pull out a knife and fork with his paws.

      Sissy’d had a run-in with a raccoon once. Thought she’d chase it, bully it around like she did some stray cats and the random squirrel. That proved to be a grave error in judgment on her part. She’d come back home after a while, tail between her legs, whining and whimpering with scratches all over her head and chest. I didn’t want my dog hurt, of course, but sometimes lessons had to be hard learned. She’d done a lot of kicking and growling that night in her sleep.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      I jumped in my seat, turned and saw it was Izzy at my driver’s side window. I rolled the window down and said, “Jesus, Izzy. You scared the shit out of me.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” I asked. “Why are you sneaking up on people like a fucking ninja?”

      “Sneaking up? I’m doing my job. And clearly you’re getting a bit lazy if you didn’t see me here. You got to check in with me on stuff like this. Right now it’s just me and Riley, but had the whole team been out here, it could have put me in a tight spot.”

      “You didn’t tell me to come here.”

      “I know that, but if just one person thinks I did, that I tipped the investigation in some way, it could be my ass. I got protocols to follow, and I can’t give you nothing on the case I get stuck riding a desk. Bringing you in isn’t the same as bringing you in.”

      “What? Never mind. Sorry.”

      “No point. I know you won’t listen, but I have to say it. Come on. Roll the window up and hop in the car with us. Four back, blue sedan.”
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      We sat around a while, waiting for something to happen and perfecting our thumb-twiddling until Officer Riley finally spoke.

      “I’ve been needing to say something to the both of you, and wasn’t sure when the right time was. But now seems like as good a time as any.”

      “What are you talking about, Riley?” Izzy said. She put one hand on the back of the passenger seat, angled her body toward him.

      Riley shifted uncomfortably. So did I.

      “You remember that note you found on your desk a while back? About God remembering your sins?”

      “I do.”

      “It was me. I left it there.”

      “What? Why would you do that?” Izzy asked. She looked genuinely hurt.

      His answer had better be good, because I was feeling violent right about then.

      “I didn’t write it, but I left it there.”

      “Again,” she said, her voice measured. “Why would you do that?”

      “Back when we thought Coach Hayes was good for this, I was doing a little investigating on the side. Hayes had my baby sister on his team a few years ago, and I just thought . . . Well, I thought he was covering his tracks, but was guilty, and the thought he could have hurt her . . . You can see where this is going. I did some things I’m not proud of.”

      “Damnit, Riley. What is it?”

      Izzy glanced at me in the rearview. I stayed quiet.

      “I went over to his house after he’d cleared out. It was before I knew he was gone for good, and we didn’t have enough for a warrant. The house was already empty, but I found that letter in the garbage out back. He’d left a few bags back there, like he’d intended to burn them. Instead, he left in a hurry after we’d come around with questions. Anyway, I figured there’d be prints on the note and eventually you’d put it together that Hayes was getting threatening notes from someone else. Thought he must be guilty of something. Otherwise, why get a note like that? Explains why he left town. I was just the conduit to make sure it reached you. But then the investigation took a turn and the letter got held up at the lab, so I just let it go and hoped that would be the end of it.”

      “So you did see me there that day?” Izzy said. “I knew it.”

      “I did. And it’s been killing me, waiting for you to say something. I’m eating Tums by the handful. Then it just got further and further away and harder and harder to bring up. I can’t live with the stress of it. It’s giving me an ulcer. I just needed you both to hear it from me. Before it eventually got out.”

      “Jerry’s back, huh?”

      “He is. And he assures me the rest of his family is in perfect health.” Izzy let out a long breath.

      “And somehow,” Riley said, “even though I thought I’d done everything I could, my DNA showed up too. I knew you’d have to ask and⁠—”

      “Good Lord, Riley.” She jerked her head like she was batting away a fly. “Well, first, you’re an idiot. You’re trained in this, so how you managed to leave your DNA behind is a problem unto itself.”

      “I know, Chief. I’m sorry. I’ll turn in my badge and gun when we get back to the station.”

      “Now you’re really an idiot,” Izzy said. “I’m not going to fire you, but you better not pull anything like this again.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. While I wish you’d come to me sooner, the fact that you did at all is worth something, I guess. Though about to be caught doesn’t exactly instill confidence in your moral center, but what’s done is done. One more time, hear me? Something like this happens again, you’re done. And I get to shoot you. And it goes without saying you’re working weekends here on until we get to the bottom of things.”

      Riley nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” Riley cast his gaze to the floorboard. “Sorry to you too, Chance.”

      “You are absolved,” I said, making the sign of the cross to drive the point home. “But I get to kick you in the shins.”

      Officer Riley hung his head and stared outside at the sidewalk. I believed him. Felt sorry for him, actually. But like Izzy said, he could have handled that better. Either way, I couldn’t worry about it right now. It was starting to become obvious that not much was happening at Zeke’s house that morning, and since they weren’t officially authorized to sit on his place, Izzy and Officer Riley would have to close up shop soon and get back to the station for shift change. Me, I had to go home and respond to some of those calls from Darla I’d been dodging. Or I could keep ignoring them. That seemed like a better idea.

      “I can stay,” I said. “Keep an eye on things, if you want.”

      “No, Chance, that’s alright. You shouldn’t be out here in the first place. We don’t have anything on him. Not really.”

      I looked up at her and nodded.

      No sooner had I done so, I heard the sound of a truck engine. I watched as Zeke backed out of the drive and onto the street.

      “Shit,” Izzy said. “He’s on the move.”

      She reached down and turned the key, started the car and pulled out after him. I thought I saw Riley offering up a prayer from the passenger seat.

      We hadn’t gone far before the truck suddenly slammed on the brakes. In one hard fluid motion the truck whipped around in a one-eighty and took off in the opposite direction, like a greyhound facing the sharp end of a hypodermic. Izzy flipped the lights and sirens, gave it the juice. The truck immediately signaled and eased over to the side of the street.

      I was a little disappointed.

      Izzy and Officer Riley got out of the car and approached Zeke’s vehicle from either side. Izzy had one hand over her gun, the other on the walkie clipped to her shoulder. I couldn’t make out what was being said, but I saw Zeke’s cab light come on, then a moment later he was handing Izzy something through the driver’s side window. Officer Riley was poised at the passenger side, but I could only see him from the chest up. Inside the car the radio squawked, then dispatch came over the line.

      “Traffic stop, suspicious vehicle. White male, late twenties to mid-thirties, possible runner. Checking warrants on one Zeke Murray. Unit en route, ETA twenty minutes. Get the box ready—over.”

      We were all heading back to the station now.
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      “I told you,” Zeke said, “I forgot my cell phone on the charger and turned back to go get it. I didn’t even know you were there. I wasn’t trying to run. I haven’t had coffee yet. You think I’m trying to start a police chase? Why are you even outside my house in the first place?”

      “I’m sorry, are you in charge here?” Izzy asked. “Or am I, the chief of police?”

      “You, ma’am. I’m just trying to⁠—”

      “To what?” Izzy said.

      She was standing over him, the heels of her hands white from pushing against the table as if at any moment she might flip it upside down and start a brawl. I was starting to feel at home behind the one-way mirror, and by happy accident had even left some mints behind earlier. It was like finding a twenty-dollar bill in your winter jacket at the start of the season. I popped a handful of mints in my mouth like popcorn while keeping my eyes glued to the scene.

      “Nothing, ma’am. Just seems like ever since that girl from the pool got murdered, you people seem to think I had something to do with it.”

      “Did you?” Izzy asked.

      “Of course not.”

      “What about the night before, around ten thirty? Where were you?”

      “Home. Watching television.”

      “Can anyone vouch for that?”

      “No, I don’t know. Neighbor, maybe? I don’t go making announcements when I’m planning on being home alone.”

      “We’ll be checking on all this, you know. Your cell phone pings somewhere else, it’s your ass.”

      “I’m telling you,” Zeke said. He looked like he might cry.

      Izzy walked around to the other side of the table and took a seat for the first time. She was changing tactics. I felt my cell phone buzz in my pocket, but there was nothing that could pull me away from this show.

      “You see why you might look good for this, right? Considering your history and all?”

      Zeke cleared his throat, worked his mouth a little, then made a face. His top lip lifted into a slight snarl. He no longer looked like a scared little boy.

      “That’s what all this is about, huh? I changed my name for a reason, to get away from all that. I haven’t spoken to anyone from my past in years. Besides, my record is clean.”

      Riley, who had been sitting there about as useful as a hood ornament, finally spoke. “But it’s not clean, is it? It’s expunged. Committing crimes in your youth and getting them scrubbed from the record is not the same thing as being clean.”

      Izzy startled as though she’d forgotten he was there.

      “You would know, wouldn’t you, Officer Riley?”

      Riley’s face turned a rich shade of violet. Zeke had him there.

      Almost imperceptible, Izzy glanced toward me through the glass. Though I knew she couldn’t see me, I was certain we were thinking the same thing: Riley should have kept his mouth shut.

      “That’s right,” Zeke said. “It’s a small town and people still talk. Don’t sit there acting like you’re better than me. You had your own run-ins with the law back in the day. That make you a killer?”

      Izzy snapped her fingers, bringing focus back to her. It had been a fair question.

      “What about your brother, huh?” Izzy asked. “What’s his story?”

      “I don’t know,” Zeke said, throwing up his hands. “We lost touch over the years. I’ve spent my whole life trying to get away from my past, my family, and I’ve done that. Now, suddenly I’m back where I started. I can’t believe this.”

      Zeke sighed and looked like he was deep in thought.

      “I told you, I wasn’t running,” he said. “I forgot my cell phone and was going back for it.”

      As far as I knew, he hadn’t had one on him, but it wasn’t like they’d spoken freely about things on the ride back. I’d been put in the passenger seat, and Officer Riley had ridden next to Zeke on the drive in, and no one was talking.

      “You have to admit,” Izzy said. “Things don’t look good for you right now.”

      “It’s never going to end, is it?”

      “What?” Izzy said.

      “Every time something goes wrong, I’ll always be a suspect. I’ll never escape it, my past.”

      “If you’re innocent, that will always come out.”

      “Will it?”

      “It will with me.”

      Zeke stared blankly at the wall. “So are we done here?”

      “For now,” Izzy said. “Front desk has your property, and you need to fill out some forms. Don’t leave town for a while.”

      She looked to Riley to be sure he had nothing further to add, then the three of them got up and left with their thoughts.

      I wasn’t sure why she quit questioning him. Legally, she could have held him a while longer, but I knew better than to second-guess her. At least out loud.
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      I quickly realized why Izzy had let Zeke go. Her office phone had been blowing up after some blogger got wind of this most recent murder and blasted the department and her personally on social media for not doing enough to find the killer.

      “Been fielding calls all morning from every outlet here to Brownsville. Now I got to contend with a bunch of loons calling in tips that will just slow us down. Only saving grace is that girl’s name isn’t out yet, but it’s just a matter of time before someone talks.”

      “You think they know the cases are connected?” I asked.

      “Not yet. Way the media is asking questions, they’re fishing, hoping I’ll slip up and reveal something. As if I didn’t have enough pressure up my ass on this.” Izzy sighed, looked around like the answer might be in the room somewhere. “I dread the headlines tomorrow.”

      “That bad?”

      “That bad. And another thing,” she said. “Jason’s in the clear, officially. He alibied out on this last one. Got him on camera, if you know what I mean.”

      “Are you telling me his alibi for not murdering someone is that he was⁠—”

      Izzy held up a hand. “Don’t say it. But yes.”

      “What do you even say?”

      “Nothing. For the love of all that is holy, please nothing. Now get on out of here. Ask Riley to take you home. Save yourself.”

      No sooner had the words escaped her mouth, the phone rang. I patted the corner of her desk and stood up to go. And go I did.
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      I took a sip of my vanilla latte. It was okay, but I couldn’t help but resent paying five dollars for something I could make just as well with the machine in my office. Better, actually. But on the upside, it wasn’t my five dollars, so that took out the sting a bit.

      Henry and I made awkward small talk until the barista called out our names, letting us know our pastries were ready at the counter. It had been Henry texting me that morning, and a few hours later, here we were. At first it had been about the case and if there was any news. But by the time Riley had dropped me off at home early that morning, the conversation with Henry had evolved into an offer of breakfast, and I was hungry. We met at the coffee shop on Main Street, but I was late due to an altercation with a downed limb in the driveway.

      “I’ll get it,” Henry said.

      When he approached the barista, he said something I couldn’t hear that made her laugh, grabbed the plates, and brought them back to our table.

      “Chocolate chip scone for you, warmed, and a blueberry muffin for me. Also warm. Unless you want to do half-and-half?”

      “I do not,” I said. “Don’t go having buyer’s remorse on me now you see this scone next to that puny muffin.”

      Henry tossed a wadded-up napkin at me, smiled as I made a show of cutting my scone into bite-size pieces.

      “Alright,” I said. “Fine. One piece.”

      He mimed wiping sweat from his brow then reached onto my plate, took a small piece and popped it into his mouth.

      “I fucked up,” he said. “This is delicious.”

      We went to work on our breakfast, sitting in comfortable silence until finally he said, “I have to get to the shelter here soon. Since I didn’t hear from you right away, I didn’t think⁠—”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that. Busy.”

      “Break in the case?” He lifted his eyebrows and leaned in closer.

      “You could say that,” I said.

      Henry looked at me, concern creased across his face. “Do I need to worry about you?”

      Just then, my phone, which was face up on the table, buzzed. Cutie Cop, the name I had saved for Riley in my phone, flashed across the screen. I snatched the phone from the table and placed it upside down in my lap.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Henry, without missing a beat, smiled and said, “Do I need to be jealous?” and took a playful bite from his muffin. “I thought I had you all to myself? At least for—” He checked his watch. “Another half hour.”

      “Hardly,” I said. “It’s a long story.” Even though it wasn’t. Officer Riley was, in fact, a cutie cop.

      I set down my coffee. “And, work, how’s it going? Tired from saving all the lost animals?”

      “Exhausted. This fundraiser is turning into an all-hands-on-deck situation, but we’re going to make our goal, so that’s good.”

      “That is good.”

      “You okay?” Henry asked. “You seem tense.”

      He looked up at me through his eyelashes. A practiced move, I was sure.

      “I’m good,” I said, “just a lot going on right now. This case is, well . . .”

      “How about dinner Saturday night? Take your mind off things. I know I’ll be more than ready to unwind—and in the meantime, if you miss me, you can come by the shelter. Check out the fundraiser. Say hello to me, of course.”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Which? Dinner or the fundraiser?”

      “Both.”

      “I see.” Henry swatted at me playfully. “Okay. I can respect that. Take all the time you need. Just know I’ll be devastated if you don’t show. Absolutely gutted.”

      “Noted,” I said.

      Henry smiled and we stayed a while longer, sitting in the comfortable silence and enjoying the last of our breakfast. I felt lighter, with not a care in this world or otherwise.
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      Back at the office, still floating from my impromptu breakfast, I decided to do some light Googling on Henry. This was something I hated about the modern age of dating, but took part in nonetheless. It could be dangerous to know too much about someone before they tell you themselves, but going in blind didn’t make much sense either. There was a reason cops looked at the partner first when someone’s been murdered.

      Henry’s social media accounts showed mostly pictures of him with different animals up for adoption. This dog is great with kids. This cat is a family’s dream, that kind of thing. I scrolled a while longer, passing pictures that featured different employees as they came and went and different animals as they did the same. Dogs and cats and rabbits and even a pot-bellied pig and three guinea pigs made an appearance. I was about two years into the feed when a photo of Jason appeared on the screen next to a red-nosed pit bull I recognized. It was Dog, and he looked good as ever.

      Kneeling down on one knee next to Dog was Jason. His arm around the dog’s neck. The caption said, Welcome to your forever home, buddy.

      I put down the phone.

      Seeing Jason’s picture frustrated me. He may not have killed that college girl, but he was a waste of air for sure. Enough time had passed since breakfast that I was starting to get hungry again. I couldn’t believe it was already afternoon. I could use a nap. I went into the kitchen and made myself a snack, then came back to the couch to lie down. I just needed a few minutes, then I’d be back at it.
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      Darla answered on the first ring. The hope in her voice made me want to throw myself in front of traffic. I told her what we had, which was still a lot of nothing, but that Jason couldn’t be our guy after all. I explained things to her, then waited as she digested the information.

      “So now we don’t think it’s him?” Darla asked.

      “We know it’s not,” I said. “And he’s not smart enough to pull off a copycat job. I’m sorry, Darla. I wish I had better news.”

      Darla cleared her throat, then the sound of her swallowing came over the line.

      “Did I catch you at a bad time?” I said.

      “There’s never a good time to tell someone their sister’s murderer is still out there. Patience wanted to write, to teach literature one day. All that sports stuff was just to get her through college. They’ll pay for a hell of a lot more you can throw or kick a ball than they will if you can write or teach something. You got to stay on this, Chance.”

      The statement hung in the air. She knew. Knew this call was my quiet effort of letting it all go, and she wasn’t going to let me.

      Truth was, even if Darla did release me, told me it was okay to let it go, I knew I never would. Not really.

      “Alright then,” I said. My way of ending the call.

      I hung up the phone and thought about Patience and her youthful dreams—of my own dreams, long since shelved and forgotten, morphed by responsibilities and time. A familiar ache thrummed in my chest. I knew what it felt like when someone gave up on you. Somewhere out there was the man who’d done it. Who would keep doing it if I didn’t find him.

      What did it say about me if I threw in the towel on my very first case?

      What would Tia think?

      There were dangers that awaited me if I stayed on this, but this was bigger than me. In that moment, it was decided. I got up from the couch, unlatched and opened the window so I could enjoy the fresh air.

      I would not give up, no matter what.

      Not now, not ever.
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      It was early morning on Saturday, and Henry had reached out a few times that week to remind me of the rummage sale at the shelter that day and, of course, the invitation to dinner that evening. I’d countered his invite to dinner by asking him over to my place instead. It had been a long week, and I wasn’t in the mood to go out. Plus, with Tia and Sissy gone, the place was feeling quite empty. I didn’t want Henry getting the wrong idea by my inviting him over. Didn’t want him to think I could actually cook, but I decided to risk it.

      I’d asked Izzy to come along with me to the shelter as a wingwoman, but she was chained to her desk for the foreseeable future or until there was a break in the case. The higher-ups weren’t happy with her lack of progress, and there were rumors that a retired judge had placed a call regarding her treatment of a suspect. She assumed that judge was Vince Leary’s father.

      In the meantime, she and Riley were following up with Martin Jackson, running down any leads, no matter how small. Before getting out of the car to go inside the shelter, I called her to check in. She answered on the first ring.

      “Married yet?”

      “Funny,” I said. “Any news on the pizza brother? Sam, a.k.a. Walter?”

      “Nothing new. Still the stuff from his past. Seems he’s keeping his nose clean, or just better at hiding things, more likely.”

      Billie Jean had said something similar.

      “Damn. I was hoping the case was solved. Jackson’s contacts able to give you anything about the little girl was nabbed?”

      “Not really. Jackson told me there was a partial palm print in the file. That bit was new information.”

      “Why didn’t they tell you before?”

      “Jackson said the in-house rumor was that it was the parents. They’d hired someone to snatch the kid, and it was open-and-shut, as far as most of them were concerned.”

      “But they still have it? The print?”

      “They dusted the doorframe and pulled it with tape. Keep in mind this was all before DNA and long before they kept palm prints on file in a separate database.”

      “Could be of good use now, though, right? Match the print to someone?”

      “Fingerprint might be a different story, but a palm print? May as well ask everyone you meet to hold out their hands for you. Palm prints are only on file if you’re a known criminal.”

      “Shit. That it? Jackson didn’t get anything else?”

      “Nope. A lot of paperwork and no one was going the extra mile. I did get a list of kiddie diddlers in the area, going back a ways.”

      “But most of the victims are young women. Don’t fit the profile of a child molester, per se.”

      “You’re right. But we can cross-reference the list with the palm print.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “We will have the palm prints on file for anyone we have record of as an offender. We check those prints against the palm print. They don’t match, we know it wasn’t connected to any of the freaks that we’re aware of. We get a match, then we know the kid was a one-off, and nothing to do with our guy.”

      “You don’t think they would have done that by now?”

      “No, Chance, I don’t. If you saw how many rape kits were sitting backed up in federal evidence . . . Hell, the evidence backed up in our own office⁠—”

      “That’s depressing,” I said.

      “You have no idea. Maybe it was the parents. They were young and exhausted. I’m not saying it’s okay, heavens no, but I’m saying I see how it could happen. How they might have arranged it, maybe had second thoughts that came too late.”

      “Something I can do?”

      “Not on this. Got to be someone with a badge, I’m afraid. Don’t worry, me and Officer Riley got it. We shall divide and conquer.”

      I heard a grunt over the line that I took as Riley’s official agreement.

      “You don’t just wake up one day and start killing,” I said. “I don’t think. I haven’t so far. Thought about it. Maybe there’s a way to run all this in your program. Check against Peeping Toms, women’s missing underwear, that kind of thing.”

      “Here,” Izzy said, putting the phone on speaker. “I’ll ask an expert. Yo, Riley, when you were creeping outside those sorority girls’ windows, did you ever go inside while no one was looking? Steal some panties? Weird shit like that you never got caught for?”

      “Jesus, Izzy,” I said. “I guess we’re not holding that one close to the vest anymore?”

      “Nah.” Izzy laughed. “Already talked to him about it. We cleared the air on everything now.”

      “I resent the accusation,” Riley said.

      “You know I’m fucking with you, Riley.”

      “Sorry, Riley,” I said.

      “Turns out with Riley here, one of the sorority girls was his girlfriend. Told him to stop by after everyone went to sleep. Weren’t supposed to be dating, due to all that Jesus stuff at home. When he got caught, he pretended not to know anyone.” Izzy raised her voice to be sure Riley was forced into the conversation. “Rather be made out as a creep than tell Preacher Dad he was banging some college chick.”

      Izzy laughed hard into the phone, and even though the whole thing was awkward, it was nice to hear her make jokes for a change. I heard Officer Riley groan again, followed by a shuffling of feet.

      “And just so you know, Chance. I double-checked Riley’s story with the girl. She still lives in town. Two-story house, white picket fucking fence, the whole bit.”

      “That’s comforting, I think.”

      “Seriously, though,” Izzy said. “We’ll search the reports, and if anything seems odd, we’ll pull it and run it down.”

      “There a program for that?” I asked.

      “Faster to do it by hand. Not everything in the book ends up in the digital file. Especially from years back. No, that’s just old-fashioned police work. Should keep him busy a while.”

      “Heard that,” Officer Riley said.

      “Meant for you to,” Izzy said.

      “Alright. Sounds like you both have your hands full. In the meantime, I better get this casserole going. I have a date.”

      I heard Riley cough, clear his throat.

      “Well, I’ll be, Ms. Kirby,” Izzy said. “You’re all grown up now, aren’t you?”

      I waited to see if Riley had anything to add. After a long pause followed by silence, I said, “That’s enough. Let me know what you find, if anything.”

      “I could say the same,” Izzy said, then hung up the line.
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      “You came!”

      Henry bounced toward me like a shelter dog on adoption day, disheveled and sweaty, and gave me a hug. “It’s really busy, check it out.”

      I followed his hand as he gestured around the room. The place was packed.

      “I’d kill to get out of here,” he said. “So ready for tonight. Officer Cutie Cop won’t be joining, right?”

      I gave a halfhearted smile.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “It was just a joke. Poor taste, my apologies.”

      We made small talk a little longer before he resumed his post and I wandered through the rows of tables filled with knickknacks and clothes. Towers of dishware and old CDs stood like pillars throughout the space.

      As I snaked my way along the path, I reached the book counter in the back corner, squeezed in between an older woman holding up a Paul Newman biography and the mother of a small boy thumbing through a stack of Daniel Pinkwater books.

      Doodle Flute, a classic, was at the top of the pile.

      I moved on to a handful of old paperbacks inside a cardboard box and paged through the stack of mostly reissued classics. Eventually, I reached the one on the bottom, pulled it out, and was surprised to see a dog-eared copy of To Kill a Mockingbird staring back at me. I studied it a moment, decided it was the same copy I had seen Henry with before on his desk, then later hanging from the wheel of the shelter van. I wondered why he’d given his book away.

      But I realized he could have finished it, wanted to see if he could sell it and get money for the dogs. To each his own, but to me, it was like selling your favorite pair of used underwear. It bothered me more than I liked.

      I thumbed the book open to the first page where praise was typed out column after column. On the left inside cover was a black Sharpie scribble over what was once a name. As I studied it, a small shimmer of light picked up on something beneath the ink. Before I could examine it further, I felt someone watching me. It was Henry, who gestured me to the counter.

      Like a tour guide with an umbrella, I held up the book in response and headed toward him.

      As the line finally cleared and I arrived at the register, Henry seemed pleased I had found something to take with me.

      “Will that be all, ma’am?”

      “That’s it,” I said.

      “Good choice.”

      Henry winked, put the book in a brown paper bag and rolled it up at the top, handed it to me like I was taking it to school for lunch.

      “Hey,” he said, and reached out to put a hand on my arm. “I really am sorry about before. It was in poor taste. It’s been a stressful day. I really am looking forward to tonight.”

      I looked at his hand on my arm, then surveyed the mess in the room, remembering how organized his desk had been. How methodically he’d loaded the boxes into the van. This was probably driving him crazy.

      “Me too,” I said.

      He flashed me that big smile, and all at once, I felt myself soften.

      “See you later tonight,” he said.

      “You will.”

      And once again, I was flying high.
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      Before heading home, I decided to follow up on one thing that had been bothering me for a while. Already on the west side of town, which cut off over a half hour of my drive, I got in the car and headed toward Pine Hill in search of Susie, Zeke’s mother.

      I kept the radio off, rode in silence a while, letting everything turn over in my head until I was just outside of Pine Hill. I pulled over at a gas station to fill up, knowing I’d be more than ready to get the hell out after speaking to Ms. James.

      While I waited in the car for the gas to pump, I pulled out my cell phone and called Billie Jean.

      “Hello, darlin’.”

      “Hey, Billie Jean. How’s things?”

      “Things is good. And I will let it go that you did not acknowledge my Conway Twitty greeting.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      At this, I heard Billie Jean sigh.

      “Never mind. Haven’t heard from you since you paid a visit to that Jason character. I thought maybe you got put in jail after our last conversation.”

      “Oh, yeah. That. It turned out to be a bust. Thanks for getting me that address, though.”

      “What I do,” she said.

      “Can you do something else for me?” I asked.

      “For a price. What you need? You back on that Sam fella? ’Cause I haven’t found much else since the last time, but I can cast a wider net.”

      “No, not right now. Something else has come up.”

      “Listening.”

      “I need you to look up someone named Henry Thompson. A real deep dive, not just social media stuff. Can you do that?”

      “Does it take grease to make a turd? Send me a photo of him. Screenshot is fine.”

      I filled Billie Jean in on things up to this point, told her where I was heading.

      “Another murder? This one just keeps on twisting, don’t it? Honey, you alright?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “I get that.”

      Before I could say anything else, the gasoline nozzle started making a clicking sound. We were done anyway.

      “I got to go. Look into Henry for me?”

      “Sure will. Call you back when I know something.”

      “Thanks, Billie Jean.”

      “Of course. Us ladies need to stick together. Be careful out there, Chance. You wade out far enough, you’ll find yourself underwater.”

      Before I could answer, a muffled voice came on the line.

      “Is that⁠—”

      “Good Lord,” Billie Jean said. “Is nothing sacred anymore? Yes, that’s Joe Dean. He wants you to know we are just a phone call away from delivering some whoop-ass.”

      “Thanks, guys. No whoop-ass required at the moment.”

      “Good,” she said. “We’re busy anyway.”

      I put the phone down in the console between the seats, wrapped up at the station, and got back on the road to Susie’s.

      It wasn’t long before I was putting the car in park again, and Susie was peeking through the curtains at the front window of the trailer, closest to the door. A moment later, she appeared on the lawn, cold beer in hand, and like old friends, we took our respective seats in the broken-down chairs where we’d sat before.

      “Look,” Susie said, “I got shit to do, so make it short.”

      Something told me that that was a lie, but I kept that thought to myself.

      “I will,” I said. “Now this may be a weird question, but you said you did laundry, and one word you said struck me as a little odd.”

      “Odd, huh? You come back here for one word? Talk about odd.”

      “I got a twenty for your time.”

      “Got thirty?”

      “I got thirty.”

      I reached into my back pocket, pulled out the change from the gas station and pressed it into her pudgy hand. She licked her thumb, took her time counting out fives and ones before sticking them between her sagging, sweaty breasts. If we were all lucky, that money would never be handled again by the public.

      “What’s the word?” she asked.

      “Turning. How do you turn laundry?”

      “Means pull it inside out,” she said. “All the sweat, germs and shit is worse on the inside. Mean, hell, your ass and your hoo-ha or wiener are putting shit and wee and so on in there. Turn them inside out, they wash cleaner. Used to be everyone knew that. That’s the truly dirty side, the inside. I taught my boys that. Made them help me. Even when they was kids. Had them turn all those clothes inside out. Knew I couldn’t stand a stain. Didn’t do it right, tried to skimp a sock or pant leg, I’d grab a shoe and put it upside their head. They was even younger, I’d use one of them clothespins on them. Pinch them hard whenever they forgot. On their arms and bellies, sometimes even on their little penises. The bruises would fade, but they started to remember the lesson, I tell you that. I ain’t got a lot and ain’t done a lot, but back then, I could wash clothes cleaner than if they was bought fresh off the goddamn rack.”

      I made a mental note about the wee comment for my own laundry, let her finish her beer, which didn’t take long, then thanked her and loaded up in the car to get home in time for my date with Henry.

      “Come by anytime,” Susie said.

      What a shit show, I thought. Susie seemed proud of what she’d done. Like the abuse she’d inflicted on those boys was warranted. Necessary even. Made my mom seem like mother of the year. Made me wonder what her mother had been like. Why do some of us break loose and others repeat the pattern?

      I hauled out of there, disgusted and saddened by all of it. Kept the window rolled up so the air-conditioning would have a fighting chance. I waved my hand in acknowledgment toward the rearview mirror, but Susie had already started back inside. I pulled the car out of the drive and headed toward the highway.

      None of this proved anything, but it sure had my attention. I was listening to my The Dock of the Bay album as I drove, wanting to forget what I’d been told, singing along to Otis Redding’s song of the same name. It was good driving music. The only number one Otis ever had, and even that happened after he was already dead. Plane crash, twenty-six years old. Around my age.

      I thought about that. About how some people’s lives and dreams get cut short, no matter who they were. How the culture and the world has changed since then. How it’s stayed the same.

      I thought about the music he would have made had he lived, and about all the things he could have accomplished given the opportunity of more time.

      Just like these murdered women. Just like Darla’s sister, Patience.

      I owed it to all of them to get this guy. Somehow, I thought I might even owe it to Otis. He’d given me a lot with his music: He loved women and wrote some good songs about it. He’d probably be just as happy as anyone else when I eventually solved this case. While the thought entertained me for a moment, I really just wanted it to all be over.

      I reached for the knob, turned up the volume, and drove.
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      I put my paper bag with the book on the kitchen table, made myself a snack—some raisin toast with peanut butter on top—then sat there making a list of everyone involved in the case. I tried not to be annoyed with myself for having no solid answers, but I could feel in my bones that I was moving in the right direction. I wrote down the names of everyone from Izzy to the suspects, the parents of the victims, and even myself in a sort of Venn diagram.

      Thought maybe if I saw everything down on paper in this way, I might find a connection I hadn’t noticed before. Kind of like in all those crime shows where they wheel in a whiteboard with three-by-five index cards taped all over it.

      If nothing else, it gave me a to-do list of names to go back and reinterview. Crimes like this, enough time passes, sometimes you get a different piece of the story. I learned that from my journalism days. Loyalties had a way of shifting. It was worth a shot.

      Thing was, Hopeful was small and so were the surrounding towns. It wouldn’t be hard to make a case for everyone knowing everyone, I really wanted to. As I continued going over the list, my third entry called me on my cell.

      “Okay,” Billie Jean said. “This guy, Henry, he has a whole life. He’s charted out from birth to now, so he’s not hard to find. But the more I look at old high school annuals, old newspaper clippings, even a playbill from a community theater presentation of The Music Man, things of that nature, the photo isn’t him. Henry was there, but he wasn’t there.”

      “Whoa, slow down. What do you mean? How can he be there and not be there? Makes no sense.”

      “The photo is of someone of the same name, and though they look a lot alike, it’s not the same person. That person had no relatives, and the word was that he moved off to Texas from Oklahoma, the original Henry, let’s call him, and then this guy, this new Henry pops up. He stole OG Henry’s life, and that person seems to have just been lost, and this new guy becomes him. Knows all about him, but they’re not the same guy. I’m sure of it.”

      I felt my butthole pucker.

      “How can you be sure? Wouldn’t that be easy enough for someone to uncover?”

      “Not if there was no one looking. And remember, this would have all gone into place years ago, before the internet was in everyone’s pocket. Even ten years ago, access to information was very different from what it is now. In a way, the system failed both Henrys. Just worked to the advantage of New Henry.”

      “Hard to think about,” I said.

      “You’ve heard Izzy. There’s stacks of cases in warehouses waiting to be solved or tracked down. But that’s beside the point.”

      “Maybe there was a cross up somewhere with the paperwork. New state, new address, that kind of thing. People change as they get older.”

      “Well, unless New Henry decided to carve a dimple into his chin when he moved, it’s not the same guy. That’s like an earlobe or a fingerprint, you get what you get. I guess anything’s possible. I read about some woman dreamed of being a flight attendant, had her legs medically broken and inserted screws so she could be tall enough to put bags in overhead bins, but I’m telling you, it’s not the same guy. New Henry, your Henry, may have murdered and taken OG Henry’s identity. Probably met him somewhere by chance, discovered what he could about him, then lured him to his death. Easy enough to get papers worked up, IDs, birth certificates.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I’d bet the farm on it. If I had a farm, that is. I’d bet Joe Dean’s farm on it, for sure.”

      “Even the little piggies?”

      “Especially the little piggies.”

      “Shit,” I said. “Alright, just a minute, stay with me. Gonna put you on speaker, check something.”

      “I’m here.”

      I went to the bathroom and pulled down a bottle of old nail polish remover, brought it back with me to the table.

      “Okay, I’m going to video call you, so answer.”

      I heard Joe Dean mutter something in the background I was glad I couldn’t hear. When Billie Jean answered the call, it was just her seated at a long wooden table.

      “What are we looking at?” she asked.

      Just then, the image of Billie Jean moved, and the phone fell from whatever she had propped it up against with a thud. The image blurred and swung wide, flashing quickly to Joe Dean, who had been seated next to her off-screen. Thank goodness the table was an eight-seater.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Jesus Christ, Joe Dean. Can you put some clothes on?”

      “This is how we work, little girl. Not like you can see my junk through the table. But I’d hate to ruin it for every man you meet here on. I’ll be back.”

      Billie Jean giggled, then came back on the screen. I took a moment to gather myself after the trauma of seeing Joe Dean’s hairy chest, then continued.

      “Anyway, something’s been nagging at me all day. I wasn’t sure what until right now.”

      I grabbed the bottle of nail polish remover, opened it, and held it up to the camera.

      “So you decided it was time to take a break? Spa day, just us girls?”

      “No,” I said. “I need to check something, and I want to be sure of what I’m seeing. Want extra eyes for confirmation.”

      I stood up and pulled some paper towels off the roll on the counter, unfurled the paper bag I’d brought home. I took out the copy of To Kill a Mockingbird nestled inside of it, placed it on the table in front of me. I’d seen Tia do this once when she’d stolen something and tried to pass it off as her own. For the record, all items have since been returned.

      I wadded up the paper towels and touched them to the open nail polish remover, dabbed lightly at the Sharpie patch on the inside cover of the book.

      “What am I looking at?” Billie Jean said.

      I kept at it.

      “I got this book today at the animal shelter. Something wasn’t sitting well with me, but I didn’t figure out why until you called. I mean, it’s clearly a well-loved book. Why get rid of it? Here, look at this.”

      I pulled back the cover of the book, cracked what was left of the spine, and said an apology to the book gods for doing so. I held the book up to the screen and showed her the Sharpie patch I’d been working at.

      “There, you see it?”

      “Well, I’ll be,” Joe Dean said, coming back into the room. Thankfully, he was wearing pants and what people in Texas still called a wifebeater.

      “Is that . . . ?” Billie Jean said.

      “It is,” I said.

      I felt a cold ball of ice settle in my stomach. The name rolled off my tongue like honey on the vine.

      “Patience.”
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      “Maybe Darla donated it,” I said, “and Jason read it, passed it on to New Henry. We don’t actually know how it got to the shelter and rummage sale in the first place.”

      “Anything’s possible,” Billie Jean said. “And let’s just from here on assume if we’re talking about Henry, it’s New Henry unless otherwise noted.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “No, it ain’t,” Joe Dean said. “You women are always trying to find the good in people. Sometimes there just ain’t none. No such thing as coincidence either, unless it’s actually a coincidence.”

      “You know that doesn’t make sense, right?” I asked.

      “Don’t go back to that shelter now,” Billie Jean said. “No point tempting fate and all that.”

      “Nothing fate about it,” Joe Dean said. “You called Billie Jean for a reason, girl. Listen to your gut. Stay away from there. The book is beside the point. You already know Henry is bad business. Whether it’s this bad business, I couldn’t say yet for sure, but he could have lied to you about where he got the book. Hell, maybe he wanted you to have it. A taunt, but you see him coming, don’t hesitate. Go for the eyes, the throat.”

      “I have a date with him. Tonight.”

      “That just might be the worst date ever,” Joe Dean said. “You could only make it worse if you met in the deep woods and wore handcuffs and drew a line on your throat that said, Cut here.”

      “I’ll warn Izzy,” I said.
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      It was all a lot to take in, and we didn’t know anything for sure. We still had Zeke and the clothes being turned inside out. The name in the book, which could have come from anywhere, even before Jason or Henry had it. We didn’t even know if it was our Patience. There was also the fact that a nice-looking, well-spoken man like Henry decided to work as a counterman at the animal shelter. Why would someone like that work a job with no growth prospects? Did he assume the identity of a nice person and had to keep up the act? Isn’t that what Joe Dean had said, they could move around in society undetected? None of it sat right, and I was trying too hard to listen to my gut, which was trying to tell me dinnertime was around the corner.

      It didn’t help my gut that there was a team of officers perched in and around the outside of the house, watching my every move. Izzy had deployed the whole shift, and she was with me inside, ready to hide the moment Henry arrived.

      “Bosses are going to be pissed,” she said. “But they’d be more pissed if we end up on the news again with a fresh murder.”

      I looked at her, not happy.

      “Please,” I said. “Don’t temper your thoughts. Maybe this was a little premature, sending out the whole team. I don’t want to be the cause of you getting in trouble.”

      “Fuck that,” Izzy said. “I always thought the guys in charge, and it’s mostly guys, did shit like this for their friends were abusing the system . . . I guess we all use the juice we got.”

      “Maybe you have to sometimes. And this is a good lead. There’s no denying what Billie Jean found. I’ve been running it in my mind all evening, and I don’t see any explanation that makes sense, other than Henry did something bad. Maybe he’s not our killer, but he’s killed someone. At the very least, he’s broken the law in several states.”

      “He’s bad news bears, no doubt.”

      “Did you just make a Billy Bob Thornton reference?”

      “Good God, am I that old?” Izzy hung her head, laughed a little. “I was actually making a Walter Matthau reference. But we can go with the remake if that’s all you can relate to. When this is all over, we need to have a movie marathon. I have a feeling you’re missing a lot of good stuff.”

      “I’m so ready for all of this to be over.”

      “Me too,” Izzy said. “But in the meantime, here’s what I’m thinking.”

      Izzy laid out her plan for me, how she expected the evening to go, and what I was to do once Henry arrived. I’d need to get him in the kitchen, seated at the table with his back to the living room. That was it. Izzy would do the rest.

      Of course, if that somehow became impossible, we had a plan B. I would excuse myself to the restroom, and Izzy would send the team in, guns drawn. If there was ever a moment I felt compromised, I was to use the phrase, “bad news bears,” which Izzy insisted on, and the squad would swoop in.

      Plan C, if it got to that, and we hoped it wouldn’t, of course, was to start screaming and take off running. Izzy would never be more than ten feet away, and she, along with the rest of the team, had their vests on if things went sideways.

      And they often went sideways.

      I didn’t love the idea of my being bait, but I agreed with her that it made the most sense.

      We stayed in the kitchen as we were, talking, while the rest of the squad manned their posts. A few radio calls went back and forth between teams until eventually things got quiet. As the hours passed, the air began to cool in that sticky East Texas way, and as it got later and later, I started to get worried. The darkness was all around now, and the only light outside was from that of the crescent moon, which hung overhead. That and the porch light I’d left on so I could see him through the door when he arrived.

      It had started to mist a bit, and I could hear the groans of the trees as they shifted in the building wind. The hands on the clock read almost midnight now, and it was clear that Henry was not coming. I pulled the ASP from my waistband, left it on the kitchen counter next to the casserole I had made, and pulled out a fork.

      Bad juju or not, a girl had to eat.

      Izzy joined me at the table, grabbed a fork from the drawer, and we went at it, two soldiers, fighting the good fight. Izzy showed true bravery as we polished off every bite.

      “You’re not a cook,” Izzy said.

      “You ate it.”

      “Pity eat.”

      “I’d argue, but I believe you. What about them?” I gestured outside.

      “They’re fine. Snacked before they got here, I’m sure.”

      “No,” I said. “We going to leave them out there all night, in the rain?”

      “I’ll call them off here in a few,” Izzy said. “He must have figured it out. Knew we were coming for him.”

      “He saw me looking at the book,” I said. “He started putting it together that I was figuring out who he was.”

      “Hasn’t survived this long without the ability to read people. He gets away, in a short time, he’ll manage to be someone else, somewhere else.”

      “Let me call him,” I said. “It’s perfectly normal to call someone who no-shows. Maybe there’s another explanation. Flat tire?”

      “God, I want to be you,” Izzy said. “Sure, call him.”

      Izzy grabbed her phone and started scrolling while I walked to the other room to grab my cell phone off the charger. I checked for missed calls or messages and dialed the number I had for Henry. It rang twice, followed by a twinkling sound, then an announcement that cycled on repeat. I clicked the speaker button on so Izzy could hear and set the phone down on the table between us.

      Your call cannot be completed as dialed. Please check the number and try again.

      Your call cannot be completed as dialed. Please check the number and try again.

      “Hang it up,” Izzy said.

      “Can you go over to his place, try to find him?” I asked.

      “I fucked up,” Izzy said. “I was so sure he’d be here, I didn’t put anyone at his place. I sent a squad car by there a half hour ago. Just got word it was empty. They looked through the window and the place was cleared out. Nothing but a few chairs and a table left. Lived simple. I’m sorry, Chance. This is on me.”

      “You’re not breaking the law, stealing identities and hurting women, are you?”

      “I get it.”

      Though I was certainly disturbed by the whole situation, my fear had quickly morphed into anger. Somewhere out there, Henry was free, plotting his next moves. The son of a bitch had gotten the drop on us. A tight, low buzz of adrenaline pulled me into a razor-sharp focus.

      “So what’s next?” I asked.

      “Once we clear out of here, I’ll go back to the station and write up the report, try to explain why I used every resource to sit around all night and do nothing but jerk our dicks. Metaphorically, in my case. Tomorrow, in the daylight, we’ll search his place. I’ll need time to write up the search warrant anyway. Take it to the judge, prove probable cause. Shouldn’t be a problem, but need to get the paperwork right in case we end up in court down the line. Pipe dream, maybe, but it’s all I got left.”

      Izzy pushed the crumbs around on her plate. She looked sadder than I’d ever seen her. I reached up and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “We’ll get him,” I said. “He’s going down.”
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      I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but a few hours later I woke to the sounds of knocking on my door. I got up, grabbed the ASP from the counter where I’d left it, and crept over to the window to peek through the curtains.

      A shadowy figure was waiting on the other side.

      “Open up.”

      At the voice, I felt myself relax. I yawned, shuffled over, and flipped the dead bolt. I pulled open the door to see Joe Dean smiling at me.

      “You sleeping?”

      “Was. Come on in, Joe Dean. Thanks for wearing clothes.”

      I could tell he wanted to make a joke, but decided against it. A rare moment of restraint for ol’ Joe Dean.

      We sat at the table, and I recapped the previous evening for him, telling him as many details as I could remember. It was too early for breakfast and too late for dinner, so I decided to order myself a pizza for delivery.

      There was a twenty-four-hour joint on Main Street, and since Joe Dean was “watching his figure,” and Tia was gone, I could order what I wanted. A small thing no one tells you about when you have a ward is that they always get to pick what toppings go on the pizza. The delivery arrived quickly, and I was thrilled to get the casserole taste out of my mouth.

      Joe Dean studied it a moment and said, “Is that pineapple? Are you one of those people?”

      I made a clucking sound. “You going to judge me now? The first date I’ve had in ages, and he stood me up.”

      “And he’s a murderer.”

      “That too. Let me have my pizza. I need to eat my feelings right now.”

      I tried to offer him some, but he wasn’t having it.

      “I’m good,” he said. “Think I saw some roadkill when I turned onto your street.”

      “Very funny,” I said, mouth full. “Ha-ha.”

      “Chew it, don’t spew it. Chance, I tell you. Play it safe. Guy like this, he doesn’t forgive and forget. You’re on his shit list with two marks by your name, in red.”

      “I deduced as much when he stood me up for our date.”

      “Well, you’re lucky he did. Tell me, what’s bothering you more: that he’s a murderer or that he stood you up?”

      “Do I have to answer that?”
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      Me and Joe Dean kept talking about things until Izzy came over later that afternoon. I got the feeling he was there to protect me but wouldn’t just come out and say it. Izzy had probably called him after I’d declined her offer for a unit to be stationed outside. The three of us sat there at the table, me with a cup of coffee, even though I’d had too many already, while Izzy laid out what she and her team had found over at Henry’s place that morning.

      “Pretty positive he’s our guy,” she said.

      “Does no one listen to me at all? I’m outnumbered by all you women.”

      Izzy and I cut our eyes at him. He actually looked a bit nervous.

      “He vanished into thin air, far as we can tell,” Izzy said. “His place was cleared out, but the K-9 Unit was going nuts, so we kept looking around. Finally opened up the air-conditioning vents and bam! Jackpot. There it was, Maribel’s missing bracelet.”

      “How could we not have known? He seemed so . . . normal.”

      “So did Ted Bundy,” Joe Dean said.

      “We were all focused on Riley, Jason . . . Zeke.”

      “Everyone but our guy. Some detective I am.”

      “Nobody knew anything for sure, Chance,” Izzy said. “And there’s more.”

      Izzy wiggled her mouth from side to side.

      “Just say it already,” I said.

      “Zeke’s dead.”
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      “What do you mean, Zeke’s dead?” I asked.

      “I mean, he’s dead. Got a call from a neighbor about a smell. Sent a couple of my guys over to check things out and they found him, what was left of him, slumped over the kitchen table, lifeguard whistle still hanging from his neck. He was pretty obliterated from the blast, shotgun under the chin, but there was a note. I had a bad feeling about things when we’d brought him in that last time, but I never thought this would happen. Seemed too much of an arrogant prick to take his own life—God rest his soul.”

      Izzy tapped three fingers in the motion of a cross, then dropped her head.

      “What did it say, the note?”

      “Are you happy now? —Z”

      “That it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit.”

      “Indeed. Don’t feel good about it,” Izzy said. “But we were all just doing our jobs.”

      “You tell the mom?”

      “Sort of. Called the station in Pine Hill. They made the notification this morning.”

      “I feel weird,” I said. “Like it’s kind of my fault. Maybe I should go talk to her, the mother. Say something nice about her boy.” Izzy raised an eyebrow at me. “At least bring her a six-pack?”

      “Knock that shit off,” Joe Dean said. “That Zeke kid was an asshole. Now he’s a dead asshole. Probably did it thinking he’d get back at you for having the audacity to question him. That’s what narcissists do, they make you feel like shit’s your fault. You ever heard the term gaslighting? All the kids are saying it. You didn’t fuck him all up—he came that way, maybe through no fault of his own, but it sure wasn’t yours.”

      Joe Dean leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms to drive the point home.

      “I guess,” I said.

      “Nothing to guess. You can’t help people who don’t want it. It’s an age-old story. Some people, they’re just not meant to be saved.”

      “That’s cynical, Joe Dean,” Izzy said.

      “Facts of life. Can’t heal people without their consent, can’t save people don’t want to be saved. Sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be.” Joe Dean started to get up from his chair, but kept talking as he did so. “Chance, fire me up a cappuccino for the road. I need to get back to Houston. Got a case down there, and money talks. You’re in good hands now.”

      He nodded toward Izzy, and I went over to the coffee machine, got the brew going, and waited.

      “Thanks for coming all this way, Joe Dean.”

      “Passing through,” he said.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Don’t ignore what I’m telling you,” he said. “This ain’t over. Not by a long shot.”

      Joe Dean leaned forward and took the cup of coffee from my hands, reached over and patted me on the shoulder.

      I knew what he was saying.
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      Enough time had passed that things had cooled from surface of the sun to the depths of hell, and with no sightings of Henry, and therefore no more murders, everything seemed all right for the most part, though now and then I had a streak of paranoia. Something out of the corner of my eye. A cruising car nearby.

      Tia and Sissy were back home with me now, too, and that meant school was in session. Though it was hard to believe, things on the home front were back to normal, whatever that meant. No one was talking about the case anymore, which also meant I’d made no further progress. I tried giving Darla back the initial payment, but she wouldn’t accept it. Kept saying she believed in me and that the time would come. Desperation makes you say all kinds of crazy shit.

      If I were being honest, I didn’t fight her too hard on it. I didn’t have the cash to spare, and the holidays were around the corner, and Santa liked to spend my money. There had been other cases in the meantime—small, two-bit stuff that kept the lights on. A cheating husband, a helicopter mom keeping too close an eye on her teenage son—that kind of thing. But all the while, Patience was the one calling to me. The one I couldn’t answer.

      I hadn’t seen Dad since I’d picked up the girls, though we had been able to chat from time to time. He was busy with a new case, and it sounded like it was going to take a while. Harper would stick around and run things while he was away.

      I hadn’t seen much of Izzy lately either, though it wasn’t for lack of trying. Between her caseload and mine, and Tia and Sissy, it seemed almost impossible to schedule an evening to just hang out. Not to mention the judge’s son had run off, and Izzy was pulling extra shifts answering the tip line for sightings. A step down for sure, but not the worst punishment she could have received, all things considered. She was being blamed for being too tough on him, bringing up “traumatic memories,” as it were, and, if the rumors were to be believed, causing him to hightail it out of town.

      I hated to admit it, but the whole deal with Henry had been good for mine and Izzy’s friendship, had kept us in regular contact.

      “Yo, Chance. You in there?” Tia clapped her hands together, pulling me from my thoughts. “I said we gonna be late.”

      “Sorry, Tia, yeah, let’s go. You got lunch money?”

      “You offering?”

      I grabbed my wallet from the counter, pulled out ten dollars, and pressed it into her palm.

      “Here,” I said. “Buy yourself something pretty.”

      “With ten dollars?”

      “Fine. Just buy yourself something.”

      Tia studied the cash then looked around as if Sissy wasn’t the only one watching us, tucked the money inside the heel of her tennis shoe, and nodded. I gathered my things and we headed to the car.

      As was my habit these days, on the way out, I grabbed the ASP, my car keys, cell phone, and my wallet, tossed them in a reusable shopping bag, and headed toward the door. I checked to make sure the woman-child and my dog companion were in tow.

      Sissy loved going on rides, especially when she got to go inside places. And she knew the difference. Even though I was on a tight budget and had a perfectly good coffee maker at home, every now and then I’d drop by the local coffee shop to get some adult human interaction for me, and a pup cup for her.

      I’d just settled in behind the community table on the patio with Sissy at my feet when my phone buzzed. I took a sip, then answered the call.

      “Chance, you got a minute?”

      “Sure, Harper. I got a lot of minutes. Things are slow right now.”

      “Then I’m sorry to ruin that for you.”

      “Don’t be,” I said. I sat up, curious what was coming. “What’s up?”

      “Law just left my door. They were here looking for Tia.”

      “Oh no. What’d she do now?”

      “No, nothing like that. She did really good when she was here. I wasn’t kidding about that.”

      “Then what’d the cops want?”

      “That’s just it. They want her. Somehow her family got wind of how well she’s doing, and they want her back.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I wish it was.”

      “What family? Not her mom, I’m sure of it.”

      “Someone named Bumblebee, I think. A cousin on her mom’s side?”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say Bumblebee,” I said. “Tia goes back there, they’ll have her slinging dope again in no time. How’d they know where to find her, anyway?”

      “Not sure, since no one seemed to pay a damn bit of attention to her before, but someone found out she was staying here and sent for her by way of the police. Now, I didn’t tell them anything. Just said she wasn’t here, and they’d have to come back another time. She’s still a minor, Chance, in the eyes of the law. Until she turns eighteen and is seen as an adult by the state, or gets emancipated prior to that, then, unfortunately, her family has the final say. And from the sounds of it, they’re not asking.”

      “Okay, Harper. Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “You betcha. I’ll do what I can while I can.”

      “I know you will.”

      When I hung up, I glanced over to Sissy who was snoozing, snout propped up on her dainty paws. I reached down and scratched her behind the ears. Cars rattled by until the sounds became one satisfying hum. I wondered if Henry was really gone from our lives. Joe Dean had said he wouldn’t forget, but could he have? Could he have just moved on, figuring it wasn’t worth the possible discovery?

      It was impossible to know, at least for now.

      I let my thoughts of Henry drift a while longer. Eventually, the dark memories began to morph until the only thing on my mind was Tia.

      I took comfort in that.
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      In the parking lot, Sissy and I laced through the cars like contortionists to keep from getting burned against the hot steel of the hoods. When we got to ours, I reached for the door and climbed in, used my leg strength to keep from putting the full weight of my thighs on the hot pleather. It was not uncommon for me to wear shorts up to the holidays. I mashed the power button down to start the car and Sissy climbed over me, settled in the passenger seat like a proper copilot. All she needed was a little hat. Maybe a pipe. Possibly a cape.

      I turned on the air full blast, then adjusted my rearview that had started to slip and melt, something I’d been meaning to get fixed all summer, and now it was technically fall. As I did this, something in my peripheral vision moved. I turned my body fully to get a better look. There was nothing but a row of hedges, blooming and blowing in the stale breeze.

      “What do you think, Siss?” She groaned. “Yeah, me too.”

      As I pulled out of the parking space, my submarine light, or check engine light, depending on who you asked, dinged on.

      I was halfway to Fix-Em-Up car service when the frame started to rattle and the wheel jerked hard to my left. I’d known the car was getting older, but I thought it had a few more years in it.

      I managed to wrestle it into a gas station just up the road and glide into a parking spot between two lifted pickup trucks. Standing at the driver’s side door of one of them was a petite blonde woman with her hair tied up tight on the top of her head.

      I cracked the windows, killed the engine, and waited. I did this in part to see how she planned to hoist herself up there. Considering how high the truck was and how tiny she was, I was invested. Before I could work out the physics, she opened her door and revealed a small stepstool, placed it on the ground next to her, and with great effort, climbed inside like she was scaling Everest.

      Now I had more questions, one being how many stepstools did she have? Before I could solve that little mystery, a piece of twine with a hanger on it appeared. She fed the line down to the stepstool, which I could still see the top of, and like a great bass fisher, caught the underside and jerked up the stool in one swift motion. It clapped shut, and she reached out and grabbed it, looked over at me, and winked. Then she closed her truck door and disappeared behind tinted windows.

      It was dumb, but it was genius.

      When she drove off, I got out and went around to all my tires, kicked them like I knew what I was doing, then looked to see if anyone was nearby who might be able to help.

      There wasn’t.

      I had a feeling my check engine light didn’t have much to do with my tires, but that was about as mechanically inclined as I got.

      I went inside the station and mouthed to Sissy through the window to sit tight.

      When I returned, two bites into a coconut-covered Sno Ball, which are still awful by the way, there were two cars at the pumps. I looked for their owners, but they must have been inside. I got back in my car and locked the doors. Sissy was asleep on the floorboard of the passenger side. As I thought about my next steps, weighed the costs of getting a tow, a man suddenly appeared in the side-view mirror of my passenger door.

      I looked to see if Sissy had shown herself to the intruder through the glass. She hadn’t. I pulled my cell phone from the cupholder, texted Izzy my location and the letters SOS. Pretending as though I hadn’t seen him, I grabbed my ASP from the bag next to me and got back out of my car, went over to the pumps as if I were throwing something away in those little garbage cans. As I walked, I kept the ASP pressed tight against the length of my inner arm.

      From the pumps, I could see him there, still crouched next to the front wheel. I was going to loop wide and sneak up on him.

      Finally, I was the one doing the sneaking.

      It wasn’t long before I was standing over him, his back still toward me. From this angle, he looked like a turtle tucked into its shell. A fat, sweaty turtle up to no good.

      What was he doing under there? Planting a bomb? I took a small step closer and the sudden crunch of gravel shifted beneath my feet.

      Mr. Turtle stiffened, turned his body slightly. I tapped his shoulder with my ASP like he was a Beatle being knighted.

      “The fuck you doing, sir?”

      In a grand error in judgment, Mr. Turtle’s hand darted toward his pocket, but I was faster. I brought the ASP down hard across the side of his neck. He yelled out, collapsed to the ground, clutching at the white line bubbling up across his skin with both hands. I snapped the ASP closed, reached down, and rolled him onto his back.

      Mr. Turtle coughed and started to shake a little. Then he made a feeble attempt to get up, but decided death was better than doing a sit-up, quite possibly his first ever.

      Having assessed that he was not much of a threat at this point, I squatted down next to him and repeated myself.

      This time, he pointed underneath my car and sputtered another cough. I got down on one knee next to him, turned my head to where he was pointing. Did Hopeful even have a bomb squad? Should I get a will together?

      Mr. Turtle made another sound like he was trying to cough, and then he was quiet.

      He’d come back around.

      Under my car, just at the center and out of reach to mere mortals, was a key fob. I closed my eyes and let out a breath. He must have dropped it when he pulled in and got out of the car.

      I could only guess that due to his considerable size, he hadn’t yet figured out the best way to get under there. You might say I helped him. He was closer to the ground now. I stood up and brushed the gravel from my hands onto my pants, tried to consider my next move.

      It was about that time I heard the whoop of the sirens coming up from behind.
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      “You miss me that much?”

      Izzy swung her legs up and let her heels land hard on the table. She had negotiated to have me held in the drunk tank in back of the station rather than the jail outside of town.

      “Very funny, Izzy,” I said. “Now get me out of here. I have to get Tia from school today. Where’s my dog?”

      Izzy sighed.

      “Sissy’s fine, I dropped her off at your place, but I can’t just open the door and let you waltz out of here. You assaulted a man for dropping his keys.”

      “But I didn’t know that at the time.”

      “Oh, well if you didn’t know, then by all means.”

      Izzy jiggled her key ring as though searching for the cell key.

      “I knew you were on edge, Chance, but this is a bit much.”

      “I’m sorry. Should I have waited to see if he attacked me first?”

      “Would you be mad if I said yes?”

      “Did you pull the tape from the station? Surely anyone can see how shady the whole thing looked. Did you⁠—”

      “Enough, Chance. I can’t make this go away. That’s up to Mr. Warren. Tia’s going to have to take the bus today. I’ll do what I can to get you out of here, but you overstepped. Scared or not, you can’t go around hitting people with car antennas when the mood strikes you.”

      “It’s an ASP.”

      “Which points to premeditation. As I said, car antenna. I’ll see what I can do on bail. Bondsman owes me a favor.”

      “Lots of folks owe you lots of favors,” I said.

      “Lots of folks keep fucking up.” She angled her gaze at me. “Officer Riley will be here with an update soon.”

      “You’re bringing Riley in to babysit?”

      “Have to. I’ll be out cleaning up this mess. Sit tight.”

      “Sitting,” I said.
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      When I awoke, I checked my watch. It was a little after lunch and Tia would be out of school in a few hours. The day had darkened and a soft rain had come in since that morning. I tried to peer out the barred window, but there wasn’t much to see besides dirty glass and trails of rainwater that weren’t cleaning it.

      Officer Riley was in a chair a few feet away outside the metal bars with his eyes closed.

      “Hey! Wake up.”

      Officer Riley blinked his eyes open, realized where he was, and looked over at me.

      “Well hello, convict.” Shame flooded over me. “I’m supposed to tell you that your car is at the impound and you’re being released on your own recognizance by the end of the day.”

      “You had that information and decided to take a nap?”

      “You were napping first.”

      “Could have woke me.”

      Riley recognized this argument was futile and continued.

      “Paperwork won’t be processed before Tia’s out of school, but Izzy’s going to pick her up. You’ll be home in time for supper. Hopefully, before this rain gets worse.” Riley gave me a concerned look, like a parent would a child. “You doing okay, Chance?”

      “Peachy. Why do you ask?”

      “You’re damn lucky that man isn’t going to press charges. Was actually really nice about it. Said he knew how it looked, and he has a daughter. Would have told her to do the same thing you did. Said he could only hope she was as tough as you.”

      “Yeah, you know me. Tough as nails.” I flexed my nonexistent bicep to drive the point home. “Ready to take down anyone who drops their keys.”

      “You didn’t know. And it’s not like you don’t have good reason to be paranoid. Just ’cause you’re paranoid don’t mean they’re not out to get you. But in this case, I think you’re safe.”

      Officer Riley winked at me. I returned a half smile and thanked him.

      Then a big man in a white-and-red uniform with a name tag that said Pete on it came into the room. He was carrying a white cardboard box with Pizza on Main written in swirly letters on its side. Water droplets rolled from Pete’s body and dripped onto the floor, leaving a puddle at his feet, but neither Riley nor the big man seemed to notice. Pete hadn’t so much as glanced in my direction. Must have known he wouldn’t be getting a tip from me. Unless that tip was to make sure someone hadn’t dropped their keys under your car before assaulting them.

      Officer Riley took the box and placed it beside him on the desk, pulled out his wallet, and handed the man a wad of bills.

      “Keep the change.”

      Pete grinned and nodded, then away he went, leaving a trail of water behind him like slime from a slug. The smell of pizza filled the room, and my mouth started to water.

      “You going to share?”

      I grabbed the bars in my hands and pressed my face between them in as pitiful a look as I could muster.

      “Oh, of course.”

      “Nah, I’m kidding. I’ll wait. Have to celebrate my freedom tonight somehow.”

      Officer Riley didn’t say anything, but he looked relieved.

      “Hey, Chance? Listen, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about some things, seeing as how you’re a captive audience, maybe it’s the right time.”

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “I know, but I think I should. After I found out you and Izzy were spying on me, and of course, then everything happened with Henry . . . It just never seemed⁠—”

      “It’s really okay,” I said.

      “Let me get this out, would you? The short of it is, I got my feelings hurt. Not just because you and Izzy thought I was a creeper. That didn’t feel good, but I understood. It was the two of you always whispering, talking behind closed doors. Made me paranoid. More than that, it made me feel left out. Like I couldn’t come to either of you. I thought if I left that note, you two might bring me into the fold a little more, but then . . . Well, what I’m saying is mistakes were made, and I’m sorry about that, but most of all, I’m sorry things between us are ruined.”

      He looked really upset. I had not once considered that Riley had felt left out. He seemed so . . . contented. It was hard to imagine that someone who looked like him might feel a little lonely.

      “It’s alright,” I said. “I got plenty to be sorry for myself. Done some shitty things. Please note I am in a jail cell right now.” He laughed.

      “We good?”

      “We’re good,” I said.

      “I’ll get you out of here in no time, but first”—he reached toward the box of pizza—“Hopeful’s finest.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As promised, I was processed out right before the end of Riley’s shift. I signed a few papers, and Riley handed me a paper bag with the items they had taken off me upon my arrest.

      “Car antenna?” I asked.

      “Izzy has it. Speaking of, can I offer you a ride home?”

      “Do I have to sit in the back?”

      “Not sure,” Riley said. “You feeling violent?”
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      When Officer Riley pulled out of the parking lot, he told me that Izzy had picked up Tia from school without incident, but that her arrival in a cruiser had created some buzz.

      “Tia probably liked it,” I said. “Surprised she didn’t ask Izzy to put the cuffs on her and toss her in the back to keep her street cred.”

      I laughed at the thought of it.

      “She’s a good kid,” Riley said. “You’re doing her good, Chance. She’s lucky to have you.”

      Riley popped on the blinker and hung a right. There wasn’t much traffic out that night due to the increasing rain.

      “I hope so. Getting arrested and having to be picked up by the chief of police probably won’t win me any guardian awards, but I’m doing what I can. It’s not like I have a stellar example to go off of.”

      I hesitated, thinking I maybe shouldn’t have said what I did, but Riley didn’t miss a beat.

      “We just have to keep trying,” he said. “We fuck up, and we do better. That’s the way of it.”

      “Sissy’s doing pretty good.”

      “Sissy is a smart dog.”

      We rode in silence the rest of the drive, listened to the sounds of the windshield wipers against the glass.
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      “So,” I said. “Spill it. What did you tell people?”

      Tia lifted her eyebrows. “That I was grown and working undercover for the law. That this student business was a ruse and I could arrest all them knuckleheads any minute they don’t be acting right.”

      “How’d that go over?”

      “I think they bought it.” Tia grinned wide, showing all her teeth. She looked like a shark in a seal tank.

      It had been a while since I’d seen her smile like that. It made me feel good and put me at ease.

      “You?” she asked. “How you feel now you done time?”

      “I’d hardly call that doing time, but I feel fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “Messed up, Izzy locking you up, though. I’m mad with her right now. Told her so.” I thought I heard a small hesitation in her voice.

      “Nah, it’s okay. Just doing her job. Technically, I called the law on myself. And it’s because of her that I’m sitting here right now and not in a cell. I think she gave that man a literal Get Out of Jail Free card for his daughter, assuming the kid doesn’t murder someone.”

      “I’m just glad I didn’t have to get involved.” Tia held up both fists, ready for battle. She looked like Black Popeye. “I’d have broke you out, Chance. No doubt.”

      “I know. Listen, Tia, we need to talk.” She looked at me like I’d poked her in the eye with my thumb. “You’ve been doing so great. Working hard to get your grades up and staying out of trouble. I need to ask you something, though.”

      “You being weird, Chance. Say it already.”

      “You’re happy, right? Here, with me and Sissy?”

      “What kind of dumbass question is that? They hit you on the head in there? That’s police brutality.” Tia crossed her arms, returning to the pissed-off teenager I knew so well.

      “Now don’t go getting all defensive,” I said. “I’m trying to have a conversation with you.”

      “Don’t sound like no conversation. Sound like you about to say something I don’t want to hear. You sending me back?”

      She didn’t look at me as she said it.

      “Tia,” I said. “Look at me. Look. At. Me. I would never. I love having you here. And well, I’m just going to say it. I love you. But I got to tell you something.” I could see her chewing on the inside of her lip. “Your family, they want you back. I’m not saying you have to go, but I’m letting you know they went by Harper’s house looking for you. They’re your family, and I thought you should know.”

      Tia didn’t say anything, didn’t even move. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing, but I assumed so because she was still sitting upright. I got up and went over to her, draped my arm around her shoulder. She seemed to be considering things.

      “They only want me now ’cause they can’t have me. Can’t control me. If they take me back, I’ll just run away again. I won’t go, Chance. Won’t leave you and Sissy. They not my family, y’all is.”

      At the sound of her name, Sissy sauntered over and placed her head in Tia’s lap. Tia scratched her on the bridge of her nose, and Sissy let out a contented sigh.

      “Okay,” I said. “I just wanted you to know. We’ll cross that bridge if we get there, but you’ll always have a home here with us.”

      Tia nodded, and her body language said she was satisfied with my answer. I decided not to dwell on it.

      “Now come on. How about I get us some dinner?”

      This seemed to perk her right up.

      “What are we having?”

      I went over to the cupboard and poked around. It was looking pretty thin.

      “I’ll order us a couple of pizzas.”

      “No pineapple though, right?”

      “I would never.”
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      As Tia washed up for dinner, I set the table with clean plates and paper napkins, pulled a few forks from the drawer, and put them next to our spots near our water glasses. I finished things off with a roll of paper towels in the center, and called the restaurant to place our order. They let me know things would be a while because of the rain, but I didn’t mind.

      It had been over an hour, and the weather had only gotten worse. I checked my watch and tried to math out how much longer it might be, but I was getting more and more hungry by the moment.

      Turns out, I did mind. But I went over and sat on the couch, decided to distract myself by playing solitaire on my phone. It was short-lived.

      “Where’s that pizza?” Tia called out from the other room.

      “Wondering the same,” I said. “I’ll call them up. Make sure we weren’t forgotten.”

      There was a rustling sound coming from the kitchen.

      “Are you in the cookies?” I asked.

      “Nooooo!”

      “If I come in there, am I going to find your hand in the cookie bag and crumbs on the countertops?”

      The soft, sweeping sound of a hand across tile floated through the room. Just as I had gotten up to make the call, the doorbell chimed.

      “Finally,” Tia said from the other room.

      “Don’t worry,” I said sarcastically. “I’ll get it.”

      I wandered over to the door and turned on the porch light, but it wasn’t much help. There was a lot of darkness out there, and the rain wasn’t doing me any favors. I turned my head to the side like Sissy might, leaned in tighter against the door. On the other side, I could make out the same big man who had delivered Officer Riley’s pizzas some odd hours before. I flipped the lock and unlatched the dead bolt.

      “One moment,” I said, and turned to grab my wallet from the foyer table to my left.

      A loud bang, like an explosion, traveled through my brain. I turned back on instinct to see the door swing open, and the big delivery man collapsed in a heap on the porch. Behind him was Henry, stone-faced and wild-eyed.

      I broke and ran, made it a few steps down the hall, but Henry caught me by the shoulder and spun me back around with one turn, hit me with a punch to the nose. I collapsed on the floor with a hard smack. Blood oozed from my face onto the wooden planks as little cartoon bluebirds spun circles around my head. Round and round they went until eventually, they stilled and became black, floating orbs.

      Then the world stopped moving, and so did I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      I came around pretty quick.

      It was a brownout, not a blackout, but goddamn did that hurt. Blood was still running from my nose, warm and sticky across my cheeks as a battle between my brain and body raged on inside me.

      Get up, Chance!

      Rest, Chance!

      I didn’t know which would win. The only thing I knew for sure was what came next.

      Henry was straddled over me, his clasp knife held open as he pinned my arms with his knees against the hardwood floor, his hips heavy against my own. I thrust my body upward in an effort to launch him off, contorting myself like a cat about to be hugged by a child. I tried ramming my heels into the fleshy spots of his back. Both proved about as effective as chopping down a tree trunk with a plastic spoon. He leaned his face in close to mine as I thrashed, smiled like we were having a tickle fight.

      “We could have had something nice.”

      Bile burned in the back of my throat, and I turned my head to the side in preparation of things to come. This shifted the flow of blood from my nose and I felt the sting of sweat and gelatinous fluid puddle in the corners of my eyes. Henry repositioned his weight just at the moment I thought I might explode. The release of pressure caused my insides to reverse gears.

      When nothing happened, I lifted my head off the floor as high as I could, launched my skull toward his face in a last-ditch effort at freedom. I managed to graze the fleshy bulb of his nose against my forehead, felt it squish, followed by the pop of cartilage from the impact. If it hurt, however, he didn’t let on. He grabbed me by the collar and lifted up the upper half of my body, the rest of me still pinned beneath him against the floor.

      He slapped me hard across the face, and had I not known what it was, I’d have sworn I’d just taken a bullet. The impact rattled my teeth, caused me to bite my tongue. More blood. I tried again to roll over, but the weight of his body made it impossible. I flailed a moment, clawing at his eyes to no avail. Then he leaned his face down close to mine and whispered something in my ear.

      I snapped at him like a rabid squirrel, tried to get hold of his flesh with my teeth, but it didn’t last long. The cool touch of steel pressed hard against my windpipe, sending me into a coughing fit. He was done messing around, and I was out of moves.

      The blade bit into my flesh. Tore through the skin of my throat like wet construction paper, burned with the sting of a million bees.

      “Yo!”

      From out of nowhere, a plate came barreling down the hall like a stampede of angry buffalo on PCP. It connected with Henry’s temple, then shattered into pieces, scattering shards of porcelain around the room. Then another. Tia, who if you asked me had taken her sweet time, was now running toward us tossing dishes like the Flash at a Frisbee golf tournament.

      This allowed me to break one arm free and instinctively, I brought my hand up to my throat to survey the damage. The damp on my fingers confirmed what I already knew. It was bad.

      I felt faint.

      Henry was still on top of me, but he looked confused, like a poodle who’d heard the word no for the first time. We held eyes for a moment, then his slitted and crossed and he dropped the knife on the floor next to us in a heap. His body followed.

      With Henry distracted and possibly riddled with long-term brain damage, I scampered to my feet and hugged the wall for balance, dodging spoons and spatulas as I pulled my T-shirt off and wrapped it around the wound on my throat. There was a roaring in my ears.

      I held my hand hard against the wound to slow the bleeding. It was all I could do to stay upright.

      When I cleared the hall and arrived at the entrance to the kitchen, Henry was behind me, scuttling to his feet. I turned a little too quickly, stumbled a bit. He was clutching the table where we kept the dog leash and our keys, for balance. He was like the goddamned Re-Animator.

      He managed to pull himself up and dodge an errant fork on his way. I tried to scurry lest I be rendered shish kebab at Tia’s hands, but my equilibrium had other plans. I managed a few more zigzag steps, ducked as a heavy drinking glass sailed by. The sudden move was too much. I pressed my backside against the doorframe of the kitchen, slid down, and landed hard on my butt. From the floor, I saw another glass whip by and zing Henry right in the nose. Blood spattered everywhere, and his head jerked back like an inflatable Bozo the Clown bop bag. He’d taken all but the kitchen sink, which I presumed to be next.

      And he was still coming.

      He hobbled toward me, but I couldn’t move. Blood and drool were slinging every which way as he went. It was a mess, like a baby deer sacrificed to wolves. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion and double speed all at once.

      The lights were bright and disorienting, and my heart was beating like crazy in my chest. I tried to slow down my breathing, stop my blood from pumping too hard but the adrenaline and fear made it difficult. With assistance from the wall, I tried again to stand, scooping up a shard of glass on the way. I didn’t know how much juice I had left in me, but I was sure of one thing.

      I wasn’t going out without a fight.

      I got up, staggered toward him like a drunk. Then the air in the room changed and in that moment, I felt a force behind me like a specter at a Charles Dickens party. I turned my head just in time to make friends with a wooden dining chair Tia had launched in my direction. To be fair, I don’t think she was aiming at me specifically, but if we lived, I intended to bring this up with her at some point.

      On the plus side, the impact from the chair catapulted me forward, launching me right into Henry, sending us both sliding and tumbling to the ground. We tussled for a moment, then I was on top of him. I didn’t hesitate. I drove that shard of glass deep into the pit of his flesh where his neck met his shoulder, aiming for the nerve.

      The glass tore through my palm, but it could have been a butterfly’s kiss at that point. Henry yelped, put his hand on his injury to assess the damage. Then, before I could jump, smile, or say abracadabra, there came a grunting sound from behind.

      Tia was holding another dining chair hoisted high above her head. This girl didn’t quit. I hoped the queen wasn’t going to drop by, as we wouldn’t have anywhere for her to sit. Then again, I think she might be dead so the problem might be moot.

      This time I knew what was coming, so I tucked and rolled off Henry like a doodle bug at a picnic. Then came a snapping noise and a crunching sound as Tia slammed the chair down on top of him. He made a face like a dog doing arithmetic, then quickly shook himself free of the debris. A mere interruption in service. Henry climbed to his feet and closed the space between him and Tia, faster than a cheetah after a gazelle.

      Before I could get back up, a deep, low rumble filled the room.

      Sweet Sissy.

      She came barreling down the hall at Henry from Tia’s bedroom, flying through the air smooth as Krypto the Superdog. Her jaw latched onto his arm, sending them both to the floor. Sissy was on top of him, barking and snapping; his hands flapping in the muck and the mess, making bloody snow angels, minus the snow. Her muzzle was covered in blood. She was going at his torso and his legs as he fought to stand back up. Sissy was having no part of it. She clamped down on Henry’s balls in final protest, shaking her head like a hyena in heat.

      Henry screamed.

      Good girl.

      Henry rolled with Sissy still affixed to his crotch and, from somewhere previously unseen, pulled a knife and buried it deep into Sissy’s ribs.

      Over.

      And over.

      And over.

      She yipped and growled and made a whimpering sound, then her jaw went slack, and her tail did something of a salute. Then all at once, both she and Henry were still, lying in a bloody heap.

      From somewhere came a deafening blast, followed by shattering glass. Then a buzz of energy rushed through me, trailed by an overwhelming sense of exhaustion. I heard the sound of my mother’s voice, a soft whisper telling me everything would be all right.

      Tia screamed.

      I did the same.

      Then the room went still and dark, and I was gone and not of this earth.
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      My mom was standing at the stove, her back toward me, stirring liquid inside a pot in front of her. From the smell, I knew it was a soup of sorts, something we could eat on throughout the week. These were the moments when Mom was truly that—a mom.

      She’d left work early that day, scooped me up at soccer practice, and brought me home for a special meal, just me and her. No boyfriends, no booze, just the two of us. It was perfect. I studied her face and her movements as she buzzed around the room. Sometimes I wondered how she could be my mother. We looked alike, but we were so different in every other way.

      After she spooned some of the warm liquid into a bowl for the both of us, she took her spot at the table and I took mine. This seemed as good a time as any to ask the one question I’d wanted to know for as long as I could remember. Mom had a way of skirting important topics, so I complimented the soup in the interim in hopes of keeping her relaxed.

      Finally, when the moment felt right, I said, “Mom, you ever going to tell me who my father is?”

      Her grip around her spoon handle tightened, and she began to shake her head from side to side.

      The question shouldn’t have surprised her. I’d been bolder lately about things that had to do with my father. And the father-daughter dance was around the corner at my junior high school.

      “It’s okay, Mom. You can tell me.”

      “Why, mija? Why can’t you leave well enough alone?”

      She started shaking her head again, then put down her spoon. I reached over and grabbed for her hand.

      “Whatever you tell me, I won’t be mad. I just want to know. I deserve to know where I come from.”

      Mom stood up and went over to the refrigerator, pulled out a beer. The good day had been short-lived, and it was my fault. When she returned, she pulled back the tab and brought the can to her lips for a drink.

      I folded my hands across one another like we were at charm school, waited for her to speak. It had taken all my courage to get here. I wasn’t going to back down yet.

      “Is he horrible?” I asked.

      Mom nodded again. “No. And that’s the problem.”

      “What do you mean, Mom?”

      I was only vaguely aware of the shuffling sounds around me as my mother yelled, “Clear!”

      In fact, Mom sounded a lot like Izzy. Then another familiar voice filled the room.

      “Clear!”

      Definitely not my mother.

      I drifted in and out of consciousness as Izzy appeared over me, then crouched down at my side. She rapped her fingertips against my cheek in light succession. I shook and shivered at her touch.

      “She’s going into shock! Chance! You’re alright. Stay with me. Medic’s on the way.”

      My eyes darted around the room, searching for Tia and Sissy, but they were nowhere to be seen. Henry was lying there a few feet away in a heap, legs twisted beneath him like a cartoon. From my vantage point, it was unclear if he was dead or just unconscious.

      One could hope.

      I groaned and tried to get up, realized quickly it was a lost cause. Riley appeared from somewhere and squatted down on the other side of me.

      “Just relax,” he said. “You’re okay. Everything’s okay.”

      Everything did not feel okay.

      This feeling was heightened by the fact that two police officers were in my home, telling me that everything was okay. It had been my experience that when things were okay, the police generally were not the ones to tell you about it. Nonetheless, I quit struggling to sit up and did as I was told.

      When I came to the next time, I was stretched out on the sofa and it was light out, but the day felt dull and unsure of itself. A chill lingered in the air. I dozed in and out for a while longer, until finally I heard steady breathing from across the room.

      Izzy was seated in a chair, shotgun laid out across her lap, her chin dipped toward her chest. I was still covered in a mask of dried blood with semi-damp rags positioned gingerly across my forehead. I wiggled my toes to make sure my legs were still working, saw the silvery throw blanket across my legs ripple in response.

      Izzy must have sensed I was awake because she stiffened and sat up straight in the chair.

      “You alright?” she asked.

      “Why, what have you heard?”

      I blinked, trying to remove the film that had congealed over my eyes.

      “Smart-ass.”

      “How’s Tia?”

      “She’s okay. With Harper right now.”

      “That girl is something else,” I said. “She saved me.”

      I reached up and massaged the welt throbbing on my temple. “Broke a chair over my head too—but mostly she saved me. You too.”

      Izzy’s face softened, and in that moment, I realized she’d been truly afraid for me. “From the looks of things, you held your own until I got here. But I do have a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Tia said when Henry was on top of you, he leaned down and whispered something to you she couldn’t hear. What was it?”

      I repositioned my body on the couch and tried to leverage myself up with an elbow, but it was too painful. I took a moment to compose myself.

      “He said he was going to kill my kid and make me watch.”

      Izzy thought on this for a moment. “I’m so sorry. I wish I’d shot him.”

      “I’m just glad she’s alright.”

      A heavy feeling settled over me.

      “And Sissy?”

      Izzy shook her head. “It was close, but she’s going to make it. They got her into surgery straightaway, patched her up nice, and now Tia’s tending to her for the time being. With Harper’s supervision, of course.”

      I let out my breath and closed my eyes. It was no longer cold, and the sunlight outside had gone from mustard yellow to sweet honey.

      “What were you doing here, anyway?” I asked.

      “Your ASP.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Your ASP. The car antenna. Officer Riley and I were on a food run, thought we’d drop by and return it to you while we were out. We drove up and the front door was wide open, and Pete from the pizza shop was napping on your porch. In the cop business, we call that a JDLR.”

      “JDLR?”

      “Just don’t look right.”

      Izzy swiveled the shotgun from her thighs, came over next to me, and sat on the floor. It was not an easy thing to do, but eventually, with Izzy’s help, I sat upright, positioning my body in such a way that I had the corner of the armrest and the back of the couch supporting me on both sides. So long as I didn’t turn my head, or breathe too deep, this would be just fine. I would be just fine. I reached up, touched the bandage on my neck. It stung a little, and Izzy saw me wince.

      “Medic said it was just a flesh wound. Said you refused the hospital, though I’m not sure I agree with that decision. The amount of blood, I half expected to find a cow on an altar.”

      “Moo.”

      “Very funny. You got a weapon around here?” I nodded to the ASP she’d set on the coffee table in front of her. “No, I mean a real weapon. A gun.”

      “A little revolver Dad gave me, but it hasn’t seen daylight since we moved in here.”

      “If there was ever a time, this would be it. I know you don’t like guns much, but after last night, you might consider keeping it a little more accessible. And the hospital. Consider it too.”

      “I’ll think on it,” I said. “Hospital and gun. You ever read Willie Nelson’s autobiography?”

      “The country singer? No. This seems a weird time for book club.”

      “There’s a chapter in there where Willie talks about, and I’m paraphrasing, but he talks about his ex-wife sewing him into the bedsheets after he came home drunk one night.”

      “Okay.”

      “And actually, the ex-wife has come out since to clarify that she didn’t sew him into the sheets like the story goes. She tied him to the bedpost with their kids’ jump ropes.”

      “That’s better, why?”

      “If you think about it, his story doesn’t make sense. Should have known a drunk man was an unreliable narrator. Sewing him into the bedsheets wouldn’t be the most efficient use of her time. Especially considering she’d already loaded her kids into the car for a clean getaway.”

      “That’s the takeaway?”

      “In part. Anyway, she tied Willie up, sewed him into the bedsheets, whatever version of the story you want to believe⁠—”

      “What’s happening here, Chance?”

      “I’m trying to tell you a story is what’s happening.” Izzy held her hands in a palms-up gesture, indicating I should continue. “As I was saying. Sewed him up, tied him up, whatever. That’s not the point.”

      “I wish it was.”

      “Point is,” I said, “Willie was passed out drunk and unable to move, and she was preparing for her great escape, see? But before she left, she beat his ass with a broom handle. Beat him up one side and down the other while he was tied to that bed. The Red Headed Stranger, whipped like a redheaded stepchild.”

      “I don’t think you can say that anymore.”

      “The book came out over twenty years ago. Besides, those are his words, not mine.”

      “This is all very informative, Chance.” Izzy studied me a moment. “But I think I might need to get the medic back over here.”

      I clicked my tongue and shook my head. “No, no. I’m trying to answer your question.”

      “What question?”

      “You asked if I was alright.”

      “Yeah, like a hundred years ago. Now I wish I was dead.”

      “What I’m saying is, I feel like I just took a beating at the hands of an ex-wife with a broom handle after stumbling home drunk.”

      Izzy sighed. “You sure took the long way to get there.”

      I flashed a smile and shrugged my shoulders. It hurt, but it was worth it, because then she said, “Good Lord. You are your father’s daughter.”
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      The medic had been right. Most of my injuries were superficial, but that didn’t change the fact that I felt like hell, looked like hell, and had a limp for a long time thereafter. I thought about taking up with a Navy man and getting a parrot, but then I remembered that time I’d gone deep-sea fishing, and decided against it.

      I did have Izzy, though. She ended up staying at my place for a week and a half after the whole ordeal. Helped me get the car back from impound and called in a favor to get new brakes and some alignment issues fixed. I wasn’t sure how long it would hold, but it would do for now.

      She also helped me clean up around the house, brought me food so I could rest, and gave me some things from her storeroom to replace the dishes and the chairs that had been broken during the event, as it was now commonly known. I even managed a case that week for a woman and her pet parakeet, Noodles, who had disappeared under mysterious circumstances while she’d been out of town visiting her sister. Bird troubles seemed as good a place as any to ease myself back in. Especially since I’d decided against the parrot.

      In the end, there was no great mystery. Turned out her husband had neglected to feed poor Noodles, and he had died, and that was that. I hadn’t been there asking questions more than two minutes before he broke under the pressure of Izzy’s uniformed presence and sang, well, like a bird. To be honest, I think the wife knew all along but took perverse pleasure in watching him squirm. Me too, actually.

      I’d learned Henry was alive and sitting in county lockup, awaiting trial. That was fine by me. Joe Dean had been right—some people you can’t help. Plus, there was little doubt in my mind that Henry was headed for the prison in Huntsville once the jury saw photos of my injuries. Texas, for all its faults and complications, doesn’t stand for woman beating, at least not in the courtroom while under the scrutiny of the public eye. Public sentiment is that women are helpless and need the system to protect them, sometimes even from themselves.

      Izzy had suggested I wait to tell Darla anything. They’d uncovered a cabin previously owned by Henry’s long-dead uncle, where Henry had been staying after we thought he’d fled town. This cabin was just outside the city limits and less than a half mile from where Judy June’s body had been discovered. This revelation offered renewed hope of finding more evidence to tie Henry to the others. A full search was being carried out on the property, and those items were being submitted for evidence. With both techs back at the lab, there was a hit on a Jane Doe and a Janet Doe. Two victims never reported missing but in the system, unclaimed on a metal slab two towns over. On some of the items with a DNA profile, there was no victim to match it to. Without a confession, which Henry didn’t seem too keen on, finding their owners would take some time. In some cases, that time would be indefinite. As of now, nothing belonging to Patience, Darla’s sister, had been found. The book I’d scooped up at the rummage sale had changed so many hands over time that when it was processed, there was no way to know anything definitively.

      Though it was good news in its own way, the confirmation that he’d been close this whole time was like an ice pick to the gut.

      Simultaneous to the Henry business, there was some not-so-hushed talk about Izzy’s impropriety on the case with a civilian detective, as the judge’s office had never formally submitted the paperwork on my consultancy. I wondered if that had been by design. A quiet effort to push her out. But while they hadn’t fired her, nor had her riding a desk, internal affairs was talking to everyone in her orbit. Izzy acted as though it was no big deal, but I could tell in her voice that she was worried. If I had to guess, I’d bet it was that cop from the churchyard, Officer Louis, who’d filed the anonymous complaint.

      Eventually, I felt well enough to drive and brave enough to send Izzy back to her own home. There was nothing more I could do on the case, so I got in the car and drove the distance to Harper’s house where she, Tia, and Sissy were waiting for me.

      Dad’s small four-door Toyota sat in the driveway and I thought for a moment he might be home, but it was Harper who appeared in the doorway and grinned. Like a kid who’d been pushed on a playground, I went to Harper and started to cry. Just seeing her made me feel at ease. I looked up to her.

      “Let me guess,” she said. “You ought to see the other guy?”

      I wiped at my tears and said, “You could say that.” I hobbled up the porch steps to greet her. I was slow and a little unsteady, but I got there. We exchanged a gentle hug, and she pushed open the door, ushering me inside and down the hall toward the living room. “Dad here?”

      “Unfortunately, not. Had to book it to Colorado. Doesn’t even have cell service unless he drives to the next town over.”

      I nodded.

      We slid onto the couch, Harper studying my partially healed wounds. The couch was worn and comfortable, like a familiar pair of shoes. Just like Harper, though I wasn’t sure she’d appreciate the comparison.

      “I promised myself I wouldn’t pepper you with questions the moment you walked in, but it’s not easy.”

      “I’ll go first then,” I said. “Why’s Dad’s car here? And where’s Tia and Sissy?”

      Harper’s tone was soft, her words gentle and motherly. “The girls are out back, playing. And the car. That’s something we wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Let’s talk.”

      There was a growing concern building in my gut. She tilted her body toward me and leaned in as though she had a secret.

      “I’d hoped to do this with John, but you know how it goes when a case comes calling, so it’s just me. It’s been nice having Tia and Sissy here. How quickly the time goes.” She looked off into the distance, as though reviewing her life behind the lens of her mind’s eye. “Before long, Tia’ll be on her own too. She’s fifteen soon. Going to need a car to practice driving and a way to come home to visit.”

      I sat back in my chair and shook my head. “Jesus, Harper,” I said. “I thought you were going to tell me something awful had happened. Way to bury the lede.”

      Harper smiled. “Sorry. I guess after everything, I could have couched that better. Point is, John and I want you to take the Toyota, and you can give your car to Tia.”

      “What about y’all?”

      Harper grinned. “Already put money down on an SUV.”

      “Wow,” I said, rubbed at my temples. “Tell you the truth, I hadn’t even thought about it. The fact that Tia’s able to go for her permit soon.”

      “You don’t have to decide right now,” Harper said, “but we thought it might help out.”

      The earnestness of her statement made me giggle. It was another side of her. One that I had seen, but not often.

      “I know, I know,” Harper said. “Something about that girl makes me puddle. Not to be confused with piddle, but on that note, I’ll be right back.”

      Harper excused herself to the restroom, and I stood and made my way to the dining room and toward the sliding glass door that exited to the backyard. Tia and Sissy were in the yard, playing. Tia was swinging her arms and marching like a soldier while Sissy, still wrapped in bandages, stayed tight on her heels like a shadow.

      Behind them, the grass was thick and the pine trees were dense. A large part of why John said he liked it here. I closed my eyes, turned my face toward the sun. The warmth felt good on my skin, and I was flooded with memories of my youth. In particular, of a time when Mom was doing well and things seemed easy and carefree. We had done all right in the end.

      I had done all right.

      I sensed a presence and opened my eyes to see Tia staring at me through the glass. I startled, which made her double over with laughter.

      “You’re a brat,” I said loudly, and pulled back the sliding glass door, letting Tia and Sissy inside.

      “You would know.”

      “She looks good,” I said, pointing at Sissy. “You too.”

      “That white boy didn’t stand a chance, Chance.” She winked and flexed both her biceps. “But I’ll be honest, I didn’t know Sissy had it in her.”

      I reached down and scratched Sissy behind the ears. “We girls have to stick together.”
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      We passed the time with lots of talk and laughter, and Harper put out snacks for Tia and me. We both indulged in a plate of animal crackers and Brie cheese, even drizzled honey over them. Things had gotten fancy around here since I’d left. When the conversation lulled, Harper put on some music from her phone to keep the mood light.

      Sam Cooke crooned “Bring It on Home to Me” from the small speakers, and I couldn’t help but think there was no place more like home than here, than this moment, surrounded by the people I loved and who loved me back. The people who felt more like family than I had ever known as a child, and I sensed Tia had the same feeling. I saw her glancing toward me again and again, memorizing my face and my moves as I clapped my hands and swayed to the music from my seat.

      Tia got up and started dancing, shaking her hips just behind the beat of the music. She danced like Chuck Berry played guitar, and it was in that moment, in the space between the notes, that the magic happened. I could see it now. How grown up she was and how far she’d come. Harper was right: Time was passing, and things were changing fast. Tia laughed, bringing me out of my reverie, and then we were all up, even Sissy, dancing faster as Fontella Bass sang “Rescue Me.”

      This group had rescued me, and I liked to think that in some ways I had done the same for them. When the song changed to a slower tune, I excused myself back to the couch, where Harper joined me. I got tired easily these days. Tia and Sissy were still shaking and grooving as the daylight faded and the darkness began to fill the room.

      Harper pressed a button on her phone and a lamp came on behind her. She looked at me for my reaction. I was impressed, but I knew as soon as John got back, he’d mess it up. He’d forget he had a robot worker, and the ease of the remote-controlled light would be lost, instead replaced by an epic battle between man and technology. That was okay. Harper seemed to enjoy it for now.

      We ate some more and took breaks from the music until it was late into the night, and the thought of driving home seemed impossible.

      As though reading my thoughts, Harper said, “You’re welcome to stay. I like the company.”

      I smiled and nodded. The sounds of music were replaced by those of the great outdoors. The crickets sang, and the wild dogs howled from the woods. Sissy, tired of dancing and more interested in the noises from outside, joined me and Harper on the couch. Tia eventually followed, curling up in the armchair across from us like a Persian cat.

      As I watched her there, felt Sissy nuzzle at my hand, the burn of tears welled behind my eyelids. I tried to hide it, but Tia saw and nodded.

      We were safe now. And we were together. Everything else felt very far away.
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      The dull, insistent buzz from the telephone woke me from a dreamless sleep. I groaned, rolled over, and checked the phone on the nightstand. I had several missed calls from Izzy and a text saying, CALL ME.

      We had stayed up late into the night, visiting and enjoying one another’s company, and I’d intended to sleep in. The little sleep I did get had been more peaceful than I’d had in a very long time. What was the old saying? No rest for the wicked, and the good need none, something like that?

      After some heavy internal negotiation, I managed to get out of the comfort of the covers and onto my feet. I dressed quickly, changed out of the pajamas Harper had loaned me and back into my own clothes, headed toward the dining room. Harper was seated at the table on the far side of the room, several plates of muffins and fruit platters on display. I grabbed a cup of coffee from the pot and slid myself into the chair across from her.

      “How’d you sleep?” Harper asked.

      “Really good. You?”

      “Same. I made breakfast.”

      Harper grabbed a butter knife from the center of the table and slathered what looked to be strawberry jam atop a piece of toast.

      “By made breakfast, you mean . . .”

      “Yes, since you and John always give me hell for the pods, I made coffee. Exhibit A.” Harper pointed to the partial pot on the counter. “And I made toast. Exhibit B. And, I took baked goods out of their plastic containers and put them on this very nice plate, all by myself.”

      I grinned. Some things never change.

      There was a nice assortment plated on the center of the table. Pop-Tarts, biscuits, presumably all things for Tia’s benefit. I was on my second piece of toast when Sissy padded into the room. She was followed moments later by Tia, rubbing at her sleep-filled eyes.

      “Food.”

      “Good morning to you too,” Harper said, smiling. “Go on, help yourself.” Tia huffed, and Harper raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” Tia said.

      Harper and I exchanged glances. It was clear we were thinking the same thing.

      Teenager.

      “I’m glad you girls stayed last night. The house has been so empty lately. Any chance y’all can stick around?”

      “Probably not,” I said. “I woke up to a lot of missed calls from Izzy. Something’s up, but it can’t be too dire because she would have said as much in the text.”

      “I understand,” Harper said.

      “You always do.”

      Harper smiled, and Tia made a gagging sound from across the table.

      “Alright, alright,” Harper said. “You just eat your Pop-Tart and tend to your own rat killing.”

      I looked over at Tia. “That where you got it?” Tia grinned. “What’s that mean, exactly?”

      Harper shrugged. “Something my mom always said. Her dad said it,” Harper said. “Basically, mind your own business, but Southern.”

      I nodded and we all sat at the table in silence until Sissy started whining, pulling us from our daydreams.

      “Oh. Sorry, girl. I forgot.”

      Sissy watched me incredulously as I got up, lacing her way through my legs in a figure eight until we reached the counter. I popped off the red plastic lid of the airtight container filled with dog food, used the scoop inside to transport her breakfast to the bowl. She stood there patiently, waiting to be served like the goddess she is.

      “Sit,” I said, and made the hand signal for sit.

      She looked over to Tia, who shrugged. Then Sissy rolled her eyeballs back in my direction. Reluctantly, she sat, and I filled her bowl with the food and left her to her breakfast. I hobbled back to the table to resume the conversation, as it were.

      We made small talk a little while longer until the landline, which I had forgotten about, rang on the wall behind us. Harper stood up and rushed over to the phone.

      “Who has a landline?” Tia said under her breath.

      “Hello?” I saw Harper’s shoulders relax a moment, then she covered the mouthpiece and turned toward us. “Chance, it’s for you.”

      Then she mouthed the name Izzy to me in silence, as though it might be one of my many suitors who called me on her landline.

      I took the phone from Harper and turned my back to the table. “Izzy. Hi. Sorry I didn’t call you back⁠—”

      “Doesn’t matter. I wanted to tell you something, but then I got worried when you didn’t answer, so I drove by the office this morning, and you weren’t there. Anyway, I thought you would want to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “Henry’s dead.”

      I looked toward Tia, who made a what’s-happening gesture with her hands. “How?” I asked.

      “Suicide.”

      An instant relief washed over me.

      “Managed to use a cot spring to cut his wrists. Bled out.”

      I held the phone against my ear for a moment, thinking it all through. Eventually, I heard Izzy calling my name on the other end of the line.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m here. I heard you.”

      “I’m sorry, Chance. I know you wanted justice for the families, and so did I, but this is its own kind of justice.”

      I caught Harper staring at me from across the room, a concerned look on her face.

      “I’m okay with it,” I finally said. “I’ll be home soon. I’ll drop by the station.”

      “I’ll be here,” Izzy said. “My home away from home. Oh, before you go, one more thing. I heard back from Martin Jackson about the kid who was kidnapped. Meant to tell you before. His source confirmed the general thought was the parents did it. No proof, but it seems like that one was just a coincidence. Riley’s working the case. Boys over in Midnight were happy to clear it from their books and pass it on to Earnest Brown over here.”

      I heard Riley protest in the background, but I had a feeling that nickname was going to stick.

      “I guess that’s something,” I said.

      “It’s what we got. And Chance?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We found something at the cabin. We think it’s connected to Patience.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. We’re running DNA with the labs. May take a few days, but based on what we found, it’s where the bulk of the actual murders occurred, before he dumped the bodies. He needed somewhere private, not in his name, and away from prying eyes. Somewhere to keep his sick treasures.” I stayed silent. “It’s a win, Chance. Take the win.”

      We hung up, and I rejoined Harper and Tia at the table.

      Harper studied me for a moment then finally said, “Everything alright?”

      “Mostly. Few loose ends Izzy wants to tie up.”

      My voice trailed off and Harper handed me one of the plates from across the table. I plucked a chocolate chip muffin from the pile and took a bite.

      “Did you know,” Harper said, watching me chew, “it takes four hundred cocoa beans to make a pound of chocolate?”

      I swallowed the muffin crumbs rolling around in my mouth, took a swig of coffee, and wiped my face with the back of my hand. I couldn’t help but smile a little.

      “I did not know that. Why do you?”

      “With age comes wisdom.”

      Tia finally looked up and let out a long sigh. “So much to look forward to.”

      “Only if you’re lucky,” Harper said. Then she turned back to me. “I’m just trying to take your mind off things. Did it work?”

      She offered a weak smile and took another bite of muffin.
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      The roads were clear and the weather was calm, so we arrived back at Hopeful in record time. The whole drive home, I kept thinking about the families of the women and how the ones known to us might take the news of Henry’s death.

      What I hadn’t expected to feel was grief followed by a bout of anger, all mixed in with relief. I made that mental loop a few times, then decided to jump off the train before things got heavier, if that were possible.

      I didn’t need to think about that right now.

      When we got home, Tia excused herself to her room and I went to the bathroom to wash up. I rested my hips against the sink and leaned in toward the mirror to study my face. It seemed the lines around my eyes had grown long, and I looked more like my mother in this moment than I ever had before. I closed my eyes against the memory of her. I’d spent so much time being angry at her about what she hadn’t done, I never really stopped to think much about what she had. I blinked open my eyes, splashed water on my face. What was worse, I wondered, bad memories or no memories at all?

      I brushed my teeth, then took a quick shower without wetting my hair, got dressed, then let Tia know I was headed out. A half hour later, I was pulling into the station parking lot to meet with Izzy and go over the findings from the cabin she’d mentioned on the phone. As usual, Officer Riley led me down the hall to her office. He kept glancing at my face, his brow creased with concern.

      Finally, he leaned in close and asked, “You okay?”

      “You want the truth?”

      He nodded and put a hand on my shoulder, patting me like a dog. “Dumb question,” he said.

      Izzy, as usual, was seated stiffly behind her desk when we entered the room.

      “Close the door on your way out, would you?”

      Officer Riley gave me a final sad smile, then dutifully obeyed.

      As I approached her desk, I said, “You ever going to let him be one of the big boys?”

      “Eventually. But I thought this might be more of a one-on-one situation. You look tired.”

      A loose strand of hair had managed to escape Izzy’s tight ponytail. She tucked it tentatively behind one ear.

      “If you ask if I’m okay,” I said, “I’m going to shoot you with your own gun.”

      She held up her hands in surrender.

      “Point taken.”

      Izzy spent the next hour going over some of the evidence they’d found at the cabin.

      Women’s shoes. A few pieces of jewelry. Lots of clothes with the tags still on.

      Panties. Because what good serial killer doesn’t want some women’s underwear tucked away?

      She handed me the photos for a closer look. Most everything seemed new, and I was relieved to be looking at everyday things rather than another dead woman.

      I said, “His mother, Susie, told me about clothespins, how she’d use them on her young sons as punishment if they got the laundry wrong. Said she couldn’t stand stains. Might explain his interest in the rummage sale even, indirectly.”

      “Good point,” Izzy said. “Hadn’t thought about that. Also seems to keep some things from his victims. Little souvenirs, like Maribel’s bracelet. Figure he just hadn’t had the chance to bring it out to the cabin when we started putting all the pieces together. But those are separate from the rest of the items intended for his next kill. There’s more photos,” she said, “but Riley has those images. And you see this knife?” Izzy pecked at the image in front of her. “The way its edges are serrated? They match the wound on Patience’s neck.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Can’t be one-hundred-percent until the DNA results come back, but there was definitely blood on there, and the blade is handcrafted, so it’s unique. Dollars to donuts, it’s your murder weapon. It was hidden under a floorboard at the cabin, found it during the search. Found a backpack down there as well with some books inside. We think it also belonged to Patience.”

      “More mementos?”

      “Likely. May just not had a chance to dump it yet. That or hubris kept him from thinking he’d ever be found out.”

      I made a noise that conveyed acceptance and Izzy continued.

      “Now here’s the thing I can’t figure,” she said, “and it’s probably no more than what it is, but we found these at the cabin too.”

      She reached into a drawer, pulled out a plastic evidence bag, and slid it toward me. Inside the bag was a wallet with credit cards and a driver’s license. I fanned them out through the plastic bag like a deck of playing cards, leaned my face down close, and studied them.

      “That’s the friend, yeah? The one from the newspaper?”

      “Bingo. So tell me. Why are Vince Leary’s credit cards and ID in the cabin of someone he supposedly hasn’t seen in years?”

      I thought on it for a moment. “They were friends. Maybe when we started asking questions, he called his old buddy up to chat. Could have gone over and left it there.”

      “I requested call logs soon as Vince went missing, already gone through them. Nothing there. Probably on a burner anyway.”

      I asked, “Where was the wallet found, exactly?”

      “In a drawer in the kitchen. But the cabin didn’t look like it had been entered in days. What, you just go two weeks without your wallet and your ID?”

      “Might not have known he left it there. Henry might have put it away for safekeeping, unable to track Vince down either. Still no word on where he ended up?”

      Izzy shook her head.

      “Not to mention Henry was pretty busy trying to kill me, so it might have slipped his mind he even had it.”

      “That’s another thing I can’t figure,” Izzy said. “Why would Henry come out of hiding like that? Guess it could have been ego, too, but it’s almost like someone forced his hand. You must have really pissed him off, Chance. Anyway, the lab’s been working on some of the things from the apartment, and now we’ve added this stuff from the cabin. It all seemed cut-and-dry when we started, but now, I’m not so sure. I’ll go down to the lab tomorrow, see if I can’t push for some real answers.”

      “Could you persuade them to work faster? You know, with your charms.”

      “I’m going to try, but believe it or not, my charms might be waning.”

      “Not on me.”

      “You’d be the only one. Sometimes Riley, but in a patronizing sort of way. He’s worried about you, Chance. Asked me several times if you were alright and when you were coming in.”

      My face flamed hot at the revelation.

      “Yeah, he’s alright,” Izzy said. “Starting to grow on me, even.”

      I was grateful there came a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Izzy said.

      An unknown-to-me cop popped his head into the door, looked around the room, and hesitated.

      “What’s up, McMaster?”

      “Chief, you’re needed in the interrogation room.”

      Izzy nodded and made a one minute hand signal. McMaster turned without another word and padded off down the hall.

      “That’s my cue,” she said. “Anyway, think it all over. Let me know. And Chance? You should get out of the house this weekend, get some fresh air. Do you some good.”

      I met Izzy’s gaze with a weary smile. Exhaustion was moving in.
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      Joe Dean was already there with a bag of peanuts by the time I arrived. The sun was shining, but it wasn’t hot out, a nice change from the usual. In fact, the weather was a balmy seventy-five degrees. I felt lighter than I had in some time, and it was a perfect day for a ball game. At least that was what Joe Dean had said on the phone when he’d called. Claimed he had business this side of the Pine Curtain. I had a feeling he was still checking up on me. I slid up beside him on the metal bleacher. The surface was cool across the backs of my legs.

      “Who’s winning?” I asked.

      “Damn, girl, you startled me.” Joe Dean tilted his head as if he’d smelled something. “When’d you get so stealth-like?”

      “Losing your edge?”

      “Only thing I’m losing’s my patience for that umpire.”

      I smiled and Joe Dean patted me on the arm, stuck the bag full of peanuts in my face and urged me to take a handful. I did.

      “Billie Jean sends her regards. Feels bad she never found the brother you were looking for, but seems like it all worked out in the end.”

      “More or less,” I said. “More or less.”

      “You win some, you lose some. Not me, of course. I win them all. But you’re still new to this.”

      There was the Joe Dean I knew.

      We took in the game and made small talk in between plays, comparing notes on the players until the last inning finally came around. As the afternoon wore on, Joe Dean became quiet for a change. Enough time had passed in silence that the sudden jolt of Joe Dean jumping to his feet startled me.

      “Alright!”

      He clapped his hands with a whoosh of air, then held two knuckles to his lips and whistled like a proud dad at graduation. He clapped a few more times, tiny flecks of silver hair glistening in the sun as he nodded in satisfaction at the play.

      “Goddamn!” He play-punched me in the bicep. “Now that’s how you play ball.”

      He sat back down, and we stayed there a while longer until finally, I leaned in toward him and said, “I got a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “You think I’m cut out for this line of work? Not just doing something because my dad does it, but that I really got something to offer? That I can really help people?”

      Sunshine fell on his face and across his eyepatch like an orange blade. He appeared old in the harsh light, and he had a look of great consternation that seemed to be increasing by the second.

      “What are you really asking me?”

      That Joe Dean, he could read people, all right.

      “I guess I don’t rightly know. I’m sorry. I think I’m just feeling nostalgic.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. And quit that apology bullshit. I told you. You’re human. This shit ain’t easy, and it’s got to be even harder for you.”

      “Why, because I’m a woman?”

      “Yes, actually. And I don’t mean that as a criticism. Some of my favorite people are women.” Joe Dean winked at me. “Most of them, actually.”

      “This going somewhere?”

      “Be patient. I know you’re female and all, but try it on.”

      “You can be a real ass, you know?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do know. Reason I don’t have nobody waiting for me at home.”

      “What about Billie Jean?”

      “Oh, she’s a nice girl, but we got the arrangement we got, and that’s enough for us. We’re getting offtrack here.”

      “A little.”

      “What I’m trying to say is it’s got to be harder on you as a woman, because every time a body turns up, more often than not, it’s going to be a female. Kind of thing could wear anybody down, but especially a woman. And I wish I could say it gets easier or that you don’t identify with the victims in the same way over time, but I’d be lying to you. And that, I won’t do.”

      “How do you get through it?”

      He paused as the pitcher threw the last pitch of the last inning. The crowd erupted around us, and the crack of the bat rang out across the field as the players scattered like Christmas ants.

      “Just do. And to answer your question, yes. You’re finding your way, is all. It’s part of it. You got to try things and fail and be open to opportunities as they come. You’ll be fine.”

      That was good enough for me, and it seemed like Joe Dean was done anyway. We stood up together from the bleachers and looked out at the field as though admiring the scenery, made our way down the stands and toward the parking lot.

      “Come on, kid. Let’s hit the road before it gets dark. I still got to make it to Central Falls before nightfall.”

      By the time we got to the bottom of the stands, only a few people remained, including the long-haired kid who’d taken my ticket on the way inside.

      “Y’all come back now, ya hear?”

      I met his gaze with a wide smile and nodded. It had been a good day.

      I’d parked next to Joe Dean in the lot, and the Panty Dropper looked good as ever, especially next to my car. The top was open and the upholstery was bright and slick-looking, like he’d just had it detailed. The faux-tiger wheel cover looked smooth and inviting to the hands. He glanced at my car and then back to the Nova, seemed to be considering something.

      Mine wasn’t as fancy as the Nova, but it was running pretty well now, and it was paid for, so that was worth something. It would be a good first car for Tia. It had been a good car for me.

      We said our goodbyes, and I opened the driver’s side door and got in behind the wheel, signaled a wave, and watched as Joe Dean pulled away and out of the parking lot, one hand over the backrest of the passenger seat and one on the steering wheel. I reached up and adjusted my rearview mirror, still in the habit of slipping when the weather changed. I pulled my seat belt tight across my chest, clasped the metal buckle into its plastic sheath with a satisfied click, and drove with the windows down, my dark hair blowing in the evening wind.

      I drove for another ten minutes, playing back the day’s events in my head until I came upon a school zone and slowed. I didn’t see any children, but that never stopped the patrol guys from pulling someone over when they needed to reach a quota. Not long ago, a local lawyer brought suit against the sheriff’s department over this “alleged” quota system.

      One thing I was sure of—you don’t settle for two million when you’re innocent.

      A sudden noise from the back seat grabbed my attention. I glanced in the rearview mirror in time to see a head appear in its reflection.

      It all happened so fast, but the figure was becoming clearer to me. His jaw was clenched, his face dark with rage. It only took a moment before Zeke’s arm was wrapped around my throat, the crook of his elbow snug against my trachea.

      He wrenched his arm back hard against the seat, causing my head to whip back. Then he whispered into my ear.

      “You killed my brother.”

      On impulse, I slammed my foot down on the accelerator and jerked the wheel hard to the right. The car swerved and skidded before gaining traction, then fishtailed on a patch of gravel, careened off the path like a Boeing jet taking flight. Then the nose of the car collided with a light pole and a scream came out of me, low and loud.

      There were sounds of shattering glass, crunching of iron and then a splitting headache that started at the tip of my tongue and buried itself deep into the recesses of my addled brain. The engine clicked as the haze of dust settled around me in slow motion.

      There was a popping sound as the impact sent Zeke catapulting over my shoulder and through the front windshield. The airbags deployed, then with another snap and a gust of air, deflated faster than a condom without its master.

      So much for giving Tia the car.

      I fumbled for my seat belt and let myself free, tumbled out of the bent door and onto the ground atop smashed glass and metal shards. The car was hissing and steaming and the hood was wadded up like old tinfoil. Stunned, I put a palm to my forehead, felt the suction of the sticky blood as I pulled the hand away. My ankle hurt like hell. I wasn’t sure I could walk.

      I reached up, fished around inside the shelf of the car door until I found my ASP, then with great effort, negotiated my body to standing. When I took a step, a tingling wave of pain shot up to my hip like an electric shock, leaving me momentarily paralyzed. I couldn’t put the full weight of my body on my leg. I started counting to distract myself, a trick I’d learned when I’d been hurt before. It helped, but not much. I limped over to the front of the car where Zeke lay atop what was left of the hood. His body crumpled into an unnatural ball.

      It was then that, for the first time, I saw just how much he looked like Henry. I took another excruciating step, feeling as if I were being sucked into the earth and pulled down by the weight of the invisible anvil around my ankle. The rev of an approaching engine caught my attention for a moment, then a bubblegum-pink Chevy Nova slowed in the distance.

      A blur of motion crossed my periphery, and I realized it was Zeke trying to sit up. I didn’t give him the opportunity. I rolled the ASP through my grip and snapped him upside of the head with it, hard as I could. There was a dull pop like the closing of the universe into itself, and Zeke dropped back down onto the hood with a thud. The headlights blinked in response.

      Then I hit him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Then I had nothing left in me. I staggered and fell to one knee, collapsed in a heap on my side. The earth beneath me was damp and smelled like dirt and fuel and sweat. Through closed eyes, the light from the day was gone and the only thing I could make out was my own heartbeat.
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      Don’t vomit.

      I blinked open my eyes. The harsh fluorescent lights shone down, sending another wave of nausea through me. There were two faces I recognized standing over me.

      “You look like shit,” Tia said.

      “Feel like shit,” I said. “Hand me that wastebasket.”

      Izzy and Tia pretended to be busy counting ceiling tiles while I emptied my insides into the small plastic bin.

      “Here.” I handed the bin back to Tia, wiped my face with the back of my arm.

      “Oh, thank you, it’s like Christmas all over again. I’ma set this outside in the hall.”

      Tia shuddered and disappeared as Izzy did her best to suppress a laugh. I glanced at the door, making sure Tia wasn’t in view.

      “How bad?” I asked.

      Izzy’s face turned serious. “Cracked rib, bruised sternum, mild concussion. You had some internal bleeding, but they fixed that. Your nose is broken, and your head is bruised. Looks like you got an eggplant glued on your forehead. Your ankle is sprained, bad, and your little finger is broken. Not to mention your breath smells, and you got vomit down your front.”

      I gave her a dirty look. “That all?”

      “You’re damn lucky, girl,” Izzy said. “If Joe Dean’s spidey senses hadn’t gone off, no telling how long you would have sat there on the side of the road like that.”

      “He here?”

      “Was,” Izzy said. “But the whole thing upset him. You bring out a softer side of him, and I don’t think he wants that on blast.”

      “Zeke?”

      “Hospitalized, different facility, but he’s got guards on him. Isn’t going anywhere. He’s pretty busted up, but he’ll live to go to trial. And you can bet they’ll put a double suicide watch on his ass.”

      “I’m so confused. I thought Zeke was dead. Thought he killed himself.”

      “I’ll explain it later. You need to rest some.”

      “Explain now. I can handle it.”

      “Fine,” Izzy said. “Short of it is, the body we thought belonged to Zeke, the dead guy in Zeke’s apartment? The one wearing Zeke’s engraved whistle with his face shot off and a signed note with Zeke’s name on it, that guy? Turns out that dead guy was Vince.”

      “What about prints?” I asked.

      “We ran the prints off the body, sure, just hadn’t matched them yet. Been sitting in a box in property waiting to be cataloged. We’re understaffed as it is. We’d have gotten to it eventually, but with everything going on, it just didn’t seem like a priority. Never had reason to think it was anyone but Zeke. He staged this whole thing. Planned it since the beginning. Explains why Vince’s wallet and ID were out at the cabin. I was on my way to your place⁠—”

      Tia came back into the room. Her eyes were red and swollen.

      “I’m sorry, Chance,” Izzy said. “I should have figured it out. Now knowing what we do, it’s pretty obvious the missing brother was Henry. They were working together. Both from a fucked-up family and came out like Dad. Killers, except they were better at it for a time.”

      “Dad, Harper . . . anyone tell them?”

      “They’ve been here and gone and will return.” Izzy furrowed her brows, pulled a small strip of paper from her pants front pocket, and studied it a moment. “Your dad said to tell you, and I’m quoting here, ‘Nose forward, ears back.’”

      I laughed a little. It hurt but it was worth it. “Thanks, Izzy.”

      Izzy nodded. “You guys are weird.”

      “We’re not not weird. Oh shit.”

      “What is it?” Izzy asked.

      “I need to call Darla.”

      “Already done. Told her what was happening, that you were going to need some time. She’s all good.”

      “What do you need, Chance?” Tia asked.

      I wasn’t sure, but the thought of crawling into a dark hole sounded appealing. The drugs were kicking in again, and my body felt warm and heavy, like a weighted blanket was holding me down.

      Tia came around next to me, took hold of my hand.

      “I’m gonna get you a Mac-Donalds,” she said.

      “Because you want one.”

      “Damn straight.”
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      A few months had passed and the whole thing seemed like a dream. Some parts I could remember well and other parts I could not.

      One thing I was sure of was that the murder of Patience Milroy had been solved and the case effectively closed. Without a doubt, lab results confirmed Patience’s DNA at the cabin and on the recovered weapon. Jerry had run the test twice at Izzy’s behest.

      Sometime not long after, I got a call from Darla that she was moving, taking a new job up north, and had met someone.

      “I feel like I can finally move forward. I’ll never move on, but I can at least know that my little sister’s killer has been found. And that, well, it gives me some semblance of peace.”

      I was glad I could give that to her. We all were.

      Zeke had been found guilty in less than ten minutes on more charges than I could count, and was serving multiple, consecutive life sentences.

      The headline in the morning news read:

      
        
        JURY FINDS BOTH BROTHERS GUILTY

        One to Serve Life Sentence, the Other to Remain Dead.

      

      

      Due to the nature of the headline, it was picked up by numerous outlets and, in its own way, redeemed Izzy from the negative coverage she’d received previously. This seemed to satisfy the brass and absolve her of some of the prior wrongdoing. It was about optics, and for now, this made the department look good. The copyeditor, less so.

      During sentencing, some of the families had lobbied for Zeke to get the death penalty, which would have suited me just fine, but Zeke’s pastor made an impassioned plea that seemed to move the jury enough to keep him alive, if not locked away until the end of time.

      The judge agreed on the condition of life without parole if Zeke would provide a plea statement about his crimes, as well as sit through impact statements from family members of the victims.

      Sitting next to Izzy on her couch, I said, “You mean to tell me, this whole thing was about the mother? Little cliché, don’t you think?”

      Izzy, having solved the case, had been granted a rare day off.

      “When you get down to it,” she said. “Zeke said in his plea statement that turning the clothes inside out was about humiliation. Putting some of what he and his brother received from their mom back onto their victims. That they’d grown up doing laundry for rich kids. Washing it, pressing it, folding it, and if they didn’t do it perfect, Ms. James made sure they paid for it. Made them drink bleach, hit them, that kind of thing. Equated stains with sins, but since they couldn’t afford to buy new clothes, it was inevitable.”

      “Is that really enough to make you a killer?” I asked.

      “That and about a dozen other things.”

      “So the clothes being new was a kind of fuck you to the mother? How did they even choose the victims? It’s not like they knew their sizes.”

      “Other way around,” Izzy said. “They planned the fantasy, not the victim. It was less about making the clothes fit the girl, and more about finding the girl who fit the clothes. They were organized, but opportunistic.”

      “And an inside-out outfit because they were finally in charge? Good grief.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s another thing. In Zeke’s write-up, he said the reason for the Snoopy encounter was to get back at Tia for some exchange y’all had at the pool. He meant to scare y’all. I don’t know what she said to him, but let’s just say he was not in an absolution mindset.”

      “She really let him have it that day. I wish she was here for this, but I’ll recap it when she gets home from school.”

      “Good,” Izzy said. “Truth is, I don’t care if Zeke and Henry, or whoever they used to be, didn’t get love when they were kids,” Izzy said. “Or that their daddy was a shit who rightfully ended up in prison. I don’t care that the mother was never given a chance to start with. I don’t care about any of it. People can rise above that shit. We have a choice to make. An opportunity to become the people we want to be. Look at you, at Tia. Tia already made her choice. Had to make it early on. Too early. She may meander that road from time to time, but she knows who she is. Each of you could have chosen a very different path. But here you are, both trying to do some good in this world. And you’re doing just that, Chance.”

      “Sometimes I don’t feel that way.”

      “Well, you should. You did a good thing, gave Darla some comfort. Might not last, but it’s worth something.”

      I nodded. I hoped so.

      “You said, ‘Whoever they used to be.’ Makes me wonder. You have any thoughts as to why Henry was able to assume a whole new life, but Zeke just changed his name?”

      Izzy shrugged.

      “Zeke was in the system from the barn fiasco. Though fiasco is putting it mildly. Prints, DNA. Would have been harder for him, though not impossible. We weren’t looking, Chance. That’s the real answer. The pieces were always there, we just didn’t know what we were looking for until after the fact. It’s easy to look back and see it all as so obvious, but that’s the thing about this line of work. About life.

      “We always see it clearer in hindsight. See where we could have done different or traveled another path. I feel that all the time, after every case. But I don’t look back on any of this and feel ashamed, and you shouldn’t either. I love being a cop, and I’m damn good at it, but even when you’re good, you miss things. If you don’t let some of that go, start accepting not everything gets wrapped up in a nice little bow, you’re going to burn out next time the wind blows.”

      Izzy repositioned herself on the cushion. It had been a while since I had seen her in civilian clothes, matching cartoon rat pajamas at that, and it made the moment comical in spite of the subject matter.

      A crack of thunder outside, like the snapping of a horsewhip traveled through the room, drawing our attention to the window. We sat there and listened to the howling of the wind, waiting for the succession of rumbles to pass as lightning brightened the sky outside. I was thinking about all she said when a knock at the door drew her from the sofa. She opened it to find a soaking wet Riley on her doorstep.

      He had brought donuts. They were of course, crullers from Galaxy Donuts.

      We let him come inside.

      After he had toweled off, the three of us sat in the living room and ate our crullers in silence. A quiet celebration of sorts, a banding together of lost souls.
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      Rain washed over the town like a baptism, leaving things shiny and new, at least for a little while. There were moments when I’d close my eyes and visions of the brothers would fill my thoughts, rushing thick and viscous through my brain. But they were fleeting, and there was no fear around them anymore.

      With the money from Darla’s case, I was able to bring Billie Jean on in a more official role. She wasn’t on salary yet, but the retainer assured she’d make herself available to me when needed for future cases—copies included. Turned out there had been a reward for information on one of the girls, previously known as Jane Doe. The family had been searching, just not in the right place. After some press, the family identified Jane Doe as Wendy Taylor, and Izzy, being disqualified from the reward, gave it all to me.

      As for the car, insurance covered part of it, but not all. Since I had the Toyota now, any remaining money was being set aside to start saving for a car for Tia. I was also starting to worry about saving for her college.

      There was still time.

      We never did hear from Tia’s family again, the bug lady, but I had the uncomfortable feeling that was a problem we’d have to face later down the line.

      In regard to Maria Valdez being snatched at the dollar store, the more that was uncovered, work done mostly by Riley and his cold case obsession, he agreed she had been the victim of shitty parents. Barring new evidence, that case was considered closed.

      There was also the identity of Janet Doe. Without help from the outside, there was little chance of identifying her. Her body, like too many others, would remain unclaimed.

      In a small win, Izzy had found the burner phones the brothers had used to communicate. Henry’s was in the cabin under the mattress, and the other was in a locker at Zeke’s work. She and her team were scouring the messages going back years, but it was a safe bet there were more burners out there already disposed of. They’d been smart about never connecting anywhere that could be tracked from an outside source.

      As for the clothes and swimsuit the women were found in, questions remained. Ultimately, we decided it didn’t matter if they came from Target, a rummage sale, or otherwise. None of it changed the facts of what happened. That said, Izzy still planned to comb through the brother’s bank statements for such charges, but our hopes were not high. While it was never said aloud, we both knew that with the case closed, it was on to the next, and the details of this one would likely become lost to time. I told myself the truth had a way of coming out, you waited long enough.

      I hoped it was true. Hoped Janet Doe would make it home one day.

      In the end, I took solace in the fact that we’d given answers to some who had been so desperate to receive them. Even if those answers were not always what they wanted to hear.

      The palpable fear in the town began to fade as word of the brothers’ arrest spread, and people slowly returned to their lives. The new office door and alarm system had been installed as well, and I’d returned to my own bedroom.

      There were rumors at the station that the brothers had been on the radar of the FBI for a time, and Izzy warned me my part in the case might not be completely over. I told her I would be ready if it came to that and she suggested I stay close. Not that I had plans otherwise.

      As for Tia, she was thriving in high school. The school counselor, who she saw once a week at my insistence, said what happened had only clarified her purpose.

      Me? My physical wounds were mostly healed, though I got tired faster than before and my ankle hurt from time to time, especially when it rained. The doctors assured me it would pass and by summer I wouldn’t notice. Crazy as the whole thing had been for all of us, it was becoming more and more a distant memory.

      Officer Riley and I went out on a few dates after all. Turned out he was an okay guy, and we enjoyed each other’s company, until we didn’t.

      At first we talked about everything that happened and how lucky we were that it was over. That was, until it became all we talked about. Ultimately, we both decided that if the murders were all we had in common, moving forward in a relationship was a bad idea. With Izzy’s blessing, he cashed in his paid time off and took leave for a few weeks to give us both some space.

      With Riley gone, Izzy seemed a bit lonely, which surprised me. I thought Riley drove her nuts. Tia and I made an effort to go have dinner with her from time to time. Even wore her down and played Monopoly once for real.

      Things were as okay as they could be by all accounts. Joe Dean still stopped by and checked in on things when he was in the area, though the ball games hadn’t resumed for the season. I never did ask him how he knew to come back for me that day, and he never offered. That son of a bitch really was the best there is.

      There was also the matter of my mother. As I’d grown more and more into the role of Tia’s pseudo-mom, a lot of things about my own mom had started to make sense to me. The way motherhood, in any form, becomes the loss of your own life as you know it, and the gain of the new life you make as you start to move forward as a family. Some of the resentment I’d had for her always centered on my feeling like she’d rather be doing anything else besides being a mom. And while it didn’t change that it was hurtful, I understood her more now, understood what it felt like to mourn the way things had been.

      Difference was, for me, the new life I’d created was better. Much better. But I could see how that might not have been true for her.

      I’m not saying I’m completely over how things went down, but I am saying my judgment about the whole thing was less, and I was certain she’d saved the discovery of who my dad was for the right moment in my life. For the moment when I’d need him the most. Whether that was true or not, whether anything had actually been calculated on her part, I couldn’t tell you for sure, but it felt good to believe that, and it felt good to call everyone I loved around me family—even if it wasn’t exactly the one I was born into.

      My connection with Izzy changed too. She opened up more, and our relationship has gone from friendly to sisterly. Like me, she enjoyed having someone to look after. At dinner one night, I asked her why she never had kids. She pointed to a dark orange vase on a shelf I’d never noticed before but immediately recognized as an urn. She told me it was her mother and that she’d been murdered.

      It was the first I’d heard, and I wasn’t even sure Dad knew. It wasn’t the kind of thing that came up in casual conversation. Regarding having a family, she said she’d been so busy picking up the pieces of her life after that, that she couldn’t even think about starting a family, let alone a healthy relationship. It had happened when she was young, but it took her a long time to start dealing with it. At least that was what she told me.

      I didn’t ask more about it. Figured she’d tell me if she wanted me to know, but a lot of pieces to the Izzy puzzle were starting to come together. Why she’d become a cop. Why she had always been somewhat of a loner and a protector in one. One day, I might ask more, but I didn’t see the point in pushing things. Someone told me once you can put a bird in the palm of your hand. You can love it, nurture it, and keep it safe, but if you squeeze too hard, the bird’s going to die. It wasn’t exactly profound, but at the same time, it stuck with me.

      Most of all, I was feeling like I knew who I was and who I could be. Even Tia seemed to be sloughing off the broody teenage act, though not completely.

      I sat in my office chair in front of my computer, not moving. Thinking about Tia and her telling me a story of something that happened to her in school. It made me happy because she was happy. And it was then my old ideas of family and friendship seemed small to me. We were a part of something so much bigger and harder to understand than just the ties of blood and DNA.

      And that thought, well, I didn’t mind it at all.
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        Chance moves to Hopeful, Texas, to step out of her father and stepmother’s shadow and build something of her own. How does her past shape the way she approaches the case and the people of Hopeful? Was she ready for a case like this? Would you have taken it?
      

      	
        Darla comes to Chance because the official investigation into her sister’s death went cold. When the system moves on, it’s the women of Hopeful who refuse to. What is the book saying about who gets justice, who gets forgotten, and what it takes to be heard?
      

      	
        Every woman in First Chance carries her mother with her—Tia’s addict mother, who couldn’t care for her, Izzy’s murdered mother, and Chance’s alcoholic mother. Meanwhile, Chance’s stepmother offers something closer to what she’d hoped for as a child. What is the book saying about understanding the women who came before you? Did any of these relationships feel familiar?
      

      	
        Zeke and Henry’s violence traces in part back to their abusive mother, while every murder devastates the victims’ own mothers and families. How does the book use motherhood as both a source of healing and of harm?
      

      	
        Chance, Tia, and Izzy form an unlikely team. How does the idea of found family show up in the story, and what does family mean to each of them?
      

      	
        Hopeful is hardscrabble Texas, a town of eccentrics and hard workers. How does the setting shape the story?
      

      	
        Chance doesn’t solve the case alone. Characters like Billie Jean, Joe Dean, and Martin Jackson each nudge the investigation forward in their own way. Who was your favorite, and why do you think they are willing to help her?
      

      	
        Did the reveal that Zeke and Henry were brothers catch you off guard? Looking back, does anything about them read differently now that you know?
      

      	
        Zeke and Henry grew up with an abusive mother and a murderous father, then shed their names and built new lives. Can you find any sympathy for them, or did their history stop mattering once they became killers?
      

      	
        Both Chance and the brothers are trying to outrun the families that made them—Chance by leaving her father’s shadow and her mother’s neglect, Zeke and Henry by becoming different people entirely. Is starting over ever really possible?
      

      	
        “Nose forward, ears back”—Chance’s father’s advice, borrowed from a stubborn plow mule, echoes throughout the book, even printed on the business cards he made for her. What does the phrase come to mean to Chance by the end? Do you have a saying like it in your own family?
      

      	
        Let’s talk about Sissy! In the end, it’s Sissy—a female German shepherd, another woman in the mix—who takes down Henry and saves Chance’s life. What did you make of the dog getting the hero moment, and what does Sissy mean to Chance beyond being a loyal companion?
      

      	
        Chance has no love interest, and romance never takes center stage. Why do you think the author made that choice, and what does the story gain from it?
      

      	
        The title First Chance works on more than one level. What meanings did you find in it after finishing the book?
      

      	
        Imagine First Chance as a film or television series—who would you cast as Chance, Tia, Izzy, and the brothers? And what case would you want Chance to take on next?
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